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PROLOGUE

 


The sun’s rays beat down relentlessly on his
weather-beaten face. He had been trudging through the blistering
sand for over a fortnight hoping to find some shelter from the
scorching sun, but there was none. After prospecting in the lower
Colorado Desert for the better part of thirty years, he knew that
temperatures in the Coachella Valley bordered on the extreme: too
hot during daylight hours, too cold at night.

The only thing he could see for miles around
were wind-worn rock formations, tumbleweeds, dust devils, and
oyster shells turned to stone. The arid air caused a dryness in his
mouth. His tongue was swollen and his lips were parched, and still
the old Indian refused to abandon his quest. By the time he reached
the arroyo, the sun dipped below the horizon. That’s when he came
upon the rock. He thought it looked peculiar, jutting from the
ground like a dorsal fin of a shark. The roamer set up camp in the
dark not far from the rock on top of a sandy knoll. He built a
small fire out of quail brush, fixed some coffee and beans, and
soon fell asleep.

Wild dogs awakened him in the middle of the
night. He shivered. Not from the cold night air, but from their
ungodly sounds. It was a rare instance indeed when one could hear
them baying at the moon. According to an old Indian legend, there
are witches known as skinwalkers that live in the desert.
Supposedly, these creatures can alter their shape at will to assume
the identity and characteristics of the animal whose skin they are
wearing. They also inherit the speed, the strength, and the cunning
of that same animal. Had he been anywhere else but where he was, he
most likely wouldn’t have given the myth any credence. But in the
desert, after listening to those dogs, he couldn’t discount the
possibility of malevolent forces being at work.

Once the animals stopped their barking, the
desert became very still. There wasn’t a sound or even a breeze,
and the night was so clear he could see dozens of shooting stars
streaking across the sky. At times being in the desert alone
unnerved him. It’s more than just a vast plain. It’s a barren
landscape without roads or a hint of civilization of any kind. The
intense solar radiation and the very low humidity suck the
life-sustaining water from plants, water that cannot be replaced
from the parched soil. The valley he was currently in was a vast
plain dominated by a sea of dead grass, loose sand, wind-worn
barren rock where even hardy plants had a hard time surviving. Were
it not for the occasional springs of water, which burst forth from
an evaporated sea, no human being could cross this waste of burning
sand. It is here amidst the blazing wind and scorching heat that a
cup of water can make the difference between life and death.

His sleep that night was fitful. When he woke
up, he was surprised to see a small flame flickering in the predawn
light. It was in the exact spot where he had built a fire the night
before. He realized then that he had spent the night on no ordinary
sand dune. He began to remove the sand with his bare hands, hoping
against hope that he had finally found what he had been searching
for. A few feet down he hit a piece of wood that apparently was the
fuel for the flame. He picked it up, turning it over in his hands.
He looked closely. There were some faint carvings on it, suggesting
it was not a log, but part of some man-made object. Excited, he dug
further, uncovering a portion of a curved beam encrusted with
barnacles. There were many land-locked ships in the desert, sealed
in the ooze of stratified mud, remnants from bygone times when much
of the parched basin was covered with water. Once in this desert,
he had actually found a Chinese junk mired in the clay of oyster
beds and later a longboat complete with a Viking serpent on its
bow. But he wasn’t looking to find just any ship. He had heard
about an ancient Spanish galleon that, according to legend, was
laden with pearls. Could this be the spectral ship, the one he had
been searching for?

With his heart pounding, he continued to
scoop away sand from the beam in the hopes of finding a clue as to
what kind of vessel was buried beneath him. However, he soon
discovered the futility of trying to expose the ship from its
grave, for it was encased beneath tons of sand. A hundred people
wouldn’t be able to unearth it—much less one old man. “Best I get
some rest,” he muttered to himself. When he was alone in the
desert, he frequently talked out loud, finding comfort in hearing
his own voice.

The howling wind roused him with a jolt. It
was as if the air itself had turned against him. Earlier, he would
have given his soul for a tender breeze. Now he hoped the whistling
wind wouldn’t prevent him from seeking shelter beneath the rock,
the one that reminded him of a shark’s fin. Knowing that the desert
sand would soon cover everything in sight, he strapped his poncho
onto his backpack, grabbed his canteen, and proceeded in the
direction of the protruding rock. Flat at the bottom and
razor-sharp at the top, the rock would provide him the shelter he
so desperately needed. With the wind and sand flaying his back, he
managed to reach it before visibility became nonexistent. He took a
sip of water from his canteen, wrapped his kerchief over his mouth
and eyes, and hunkered down beneath the rock to wait for the storm
to pass.

He must have fallen asleep because when he
woke, the wind was still once again, and the benign sun had yet to
rear its head from the cloudy blanket of dust that hung suspended
in the air like a veil. He stretched and then started to walk
toward the ship’s bow that he had spotted before the windstorm.
Suddenly, he stopped. In the distance, he saw two tall masts and a
portion of a ship’s bowsprit jetting out from the endless sand. Was
it a mirage? He walked faster and faster toward the object. No, it
wasn’t an apparition. Like the long neck of a bird was the figure
of a naked woman with pointed breasts extending forward from the
bow. What luck! The storm must have moved tons of sand away from
the dune. He had been right. This was no ordinary ship. It was a
Spanish galleon! He was certain of it. Several prospectors told him
they had seen it, too, only to lose it in the shifting sand. This
time it would be different. This time he would find the hatch and
go below!

He secured a grappling hook to a rope and
after several tries managed to fasten it to the port side of the
ship. His muscles ached as he used the rope to climb aboard. It
didn’t take him long to find the entrance to a lower deck. It was
dark, very dark. Had he not had his flashlight, he would have never
been able to find his bearings. The wooden planks creaking beneath
his feet reminded him to watch each step. Some light filtered
through the old timbers, and although it was extremely difficult to
see, eventually, his eyes grew adjusted to the dim light.

Toward the ship’s forecastle, nestled against
the far starboard side, he saw them. Two iron strongboxes only a
little larger than a lady’s overnight case. They lay next to one
another on a ledge. A large padlock was affixed to each box. With
his heart beating like a hammer, he rummaged around the hold,
looking to find something he could use to break the locks. He knew
it was his lucky day when he found an ax leaning against a beam.
After breaking the shackles on the lock of one of the strongboxes,
he lifted the heavy iron lid. What he saw inside brought tears to
his eyes. For inside the coffer were the most magnificent black
pearls he had ever seen!

He emptied the contents inside his backpack
as quickly as he could. When finished, he picked up the ax and
began to shear the lock off the second strongbox. Then he heard the
moaning. His mind raced for an explanation. Oh no. The wind had
picked up. It must be blowing through the old timbers! He was
tempted to stay longer, but he knew he had to leave. If he remained
in the hold in the middle of a sandstorm, the ship might end up
being his coffin.

Vowing to return, he headed in the direction
of an oasis. With the wind still whistling, and the sun at his
back, he finally reached a cluster of trees that gave him some
protection from the elements. Cautiously, he removed the round,
shiny objects from his backpack. He looked around; he was alone. He
slowly and carefully counted two hundred thirty-six black pearls.
He wasn’t an expert, but to him, they looked exquisitely shaped and
flawless!

At sixty-five, the Indian knew he didn’t have
many more years left, but whatever time he did have, he’d now spend
in the lap of luxury. He dreamed of taking a cruise on one of those
large ships, maybe to some far off tropical land like Bora Bora. Or
he might buy himself a nicer house. But the thing that excited him
most was the idea that he would no longer have to hang around
saloons hoping someone would take pity on him and buy him a beer.
He strapped on his backpack, and with new resolve, headed for
Brawley, knowing that he and he alone had found the ghost ship of
the desert!

 



CHAPTER 1

 


My name is Jonathan Bruckheimer, and I’m an
investigative reporter for the Los Angeles Times. For the
last ten years my role has been to write stories involving some
sort of criminal activity, and believe me, there is lots of that in
LA. I usually expose politicians and other prominent figures who’ve
committed some form of impropriety: a mistress stashed in a condo
paid for out of campaign contributions, bribes, kickbacks,
extortion, and money laundering are just examples of the type of
folly that I’ve managed to unearth over the years. My job is more
precarious than you could ever imagine, even if the paper doesn’t
believe in issuing hazardous duty pay to its journalists. If being
kicked, shot at, cursed, spat on, shoved into a river, and hit in
the head with a brick isn’t dangerous, then I’d like to know what
is.

I was in the middle of gathering some
background material for a story when Charlie Crevitz, my editor,
called me into his office. Most of us call him Browbeat, but never
to his face. You’ll soon discover why Charlie deserves to be called
by this undignified nickname. We learned never to say “no” to
Charlie because he always insists that we march to his tune. He’d
cajole, urge, prod, and bully; in other words, browbeat us to do
things his way. Because I was a senior reporter and had my own
byline, I had a little more say so than most of the other
journalists. I suppose that’s why I tried to make his life
miserable. Hell, someone had to do it. You see, unlike the other
reporters, I wasn’t afraid of him. Don’t get me wrong. I was seldom
antagonistic, but I had my way of making him look foolish in front
of his superiors and that he didn’t like!

It was late in July. Los Angeles was in the
midst of a heat wave so I spent as much time as possible in the
air-conditioned building the paper occupied. Browbeat, because he
was an editor, had his own office with a wall of glass that
overlooked the bullpen. My desk happened to be a stone’s throw from
his partition. Luck of the draw, I guess.

I saw Browbeat waving at me. His office was
soundproof, but I could tell from the movement of his hands and
lips that he wanted to see me. The lard-ass seldom bothered using
the intercom.

When I walked through his door, he waved me
to a seat. “I have a new assignment for you. There’s been a great
deal of controversy over the Salton Sea lately. Environmentalists
and real estate developers are pressuring their constituents to
enact a bill to save the Sea. The farmers are opposing the measure.
Apparently they want to continue to use the Sea as a repository for
their agricultural waste. This could become an explosive situation
so I want you there. I set up an interview for you to talk to a man
who used to be the superintendent of Salton Sea Recreation until it
disbanded. You need to find out what all the hullabaloo is
about.”

“Jesus, we are in the middle of a heat
wave and you want me to go to Imperial Valley? It’s a hundred here.
That means it will be even hotter there. Can’t you send a junior
reporter? I’ve spent two months getting the goods on one of the
city councilmen. He’s been receiving monetary kickbacks from
several owners of construction companies who want to build a new
senior citizens’ center the council has approved.”

Browbeat scowled. “I don’t have anyone else I
can send. Hand over what you have to Jock Severson. He can piece
together the material you’ve gathered into a story.”

“But Charlie,” I whined. “I put in a
lot of overtime on that story, time for which I didn’t get paid.
You should see all the material I had to sift through to catch this
guy. You can’t believe how devious he’s been.”

Whenever Browbeat got frustrated, he would
take in a big breath, blow up his cheeks, and then let the air out
from the sides of his mouth. It was a nasty habit, because the
noise he made sounded like someone passing gas.

“Spare me the details, please. I’m in
no mood to listen to your problems. I have enough of my
own.”

“Would you at least make sure the story
goes out under my byline?”

“Jesus, Bruckheimer, you are dumber
than I thought. Since Severson will be writing the story, it’s only
right that it goes out under his name.”

Now do you know why I coined that nickname
for Charlie? He is about as flexible as a freight train. Once he
sets his mind on something, it’s impossible to derail him.

“Bert Rawlings, that’s the man you need
to see. He lives in Brawley. I’ve already contacted him so he’s
expecting you. He would like for you to stay in a small bungalow he
owns behind his house.”

I thought it was a rather strange request,
particularly since I didn’t even know the man.

“Can’t I stay at a motel
nearby?”

“Sorry, but the guy said it would be
more convenient for him if you stayed in his bungalow. He agreed to
the interview, but only on his terms.”

The last thing I wanted was to drive to
Brawley, particularly in July. The temperature there would thaw a
glacier the size of Texas. Brawley was a snake pit. Think I’m
kidding? It’s so hot there in the summer that in the evening so
many rattlesnakes come out and lie on the road that you’d think
they were attending a reptile convention. When I thought about how
hot the place would be, I cringed. “Why did you pick me to do this
story? Did I happen to get on your shit list without knowing
it?”

“You are always on my shit list. And do
you know why? It’s because you give me indigestion. You should
thank me for handing you this story on a silver platter. But what
do you do? You complain. Didn’t you hear me say a controversy is
brewing over the Sea? Don’t bitch, Bruckheimer. I’m sending you
because you are a senior reporter. Just get the facts and write the
story. What’s difficult about that?”

He again made that god-awful sound by blowing
air out of the sides of his mouth. He placed a “don’t fuck with me”
look on his face and after shoving a few papers around his desk,
pointed to the door. I knew I would be pushing my luck, but I had
to try one more thing. Sometimes pleading worked.

“Won’t you give me a break? You know
I’m in the middle of a nasty divorce, and she is about to take
everything I own.”

Browbeat’s beady eyes peered at me from the
document he had been reading. “What’s to take? You don’t own
anything.”

“Okay. What if I bring you a letter
signed by a doctor saying that I break out in hives if I’m
subjected to prolonged heat exposure?”

Browbeat stood from behind his desk. When I
saw how red his face was, I figured it was time to go. “All right.
All Right. Jesus, don’t have a coronary! I’m going.”

 


* * *

 


I didn’t think Browbeat was sending me to Brawley for
an indefinite period just so I could swelter in one-hundred-ten
degree heat because he didn’t like me. I believe he gave me the
assignment because I was the only senior reporter on his staff who
was separated. I put my heart and soul into my job. When I was
married, I’d get so immersed in my work that I’d neglect my trophy
wife. Come to find out she wasn’t complaining. But that was because
she was schlepping some guy who owned a Mercedes dealership. When I
found out and refused to pay her monthly charges at Neiman Marcus,
she opted out of the marriage. Good riddance, I say. Browbeat
wasn’t that far off the mark when he said I didn’t own anything.
Except for my clothes and my classic 1998 Porsche, my ex would most
likely get everything.

Now I don’t know what you know about a
Porsche 911 Turbo. Mine is almost sixteen years old, and it’s still
one of the fastest cars on the road. It’s flawless as I had it
professionally restored after my wife drove her Jeep Cherokee into
it backing out of the garage. All I have to say is it’s a good
thing a Porsche has a trunk in front and an engine in the back.
Unfortunately, it’s temperamental, but then what Porsche isn’t? I
should have known better than to drive it to the desert in the
middle of summer, particularly since 1998 was the first year the
manufacturer had installed a water-cooled engine.

I was pushing ninety on Highway 78, hoping
not to run into a speed trap when it happened. One minute I was
sitting comfortably in my seat watching the scenery fly by. The
next thing I knew I was inhaling air that was so hot you would have
thought it was coming straight out of a dragon’s mouth. Obviously
that was because the air conditioner quit working. But that wasn’t
the end of my problems. When I glanced at the temperature gauge, my
suspicions were confirmed. The car was definitely overheating. I
remembered someone telling me that one way to cool a radiator was
to turn on the heater. I did just that. When the heat mingled with
the stifling air inside the car, I was certain I’d pass out. That’s
when I decided to pull over to the side of the road. I called the
Auto Club and got hold of someone who promised they’d send a tow
truck within the hour.

It was too hot to wait in the car so I opened
the door and stepped outside. I was hit by a rotten egg smell so
heinous that it seemed to crawl into every one of my pores. These
days, in sweltering heat, you can smell the stench of the Salton
Sea for miles. It stinks so bad that the reek sticks in your throat
like Elmer’s Glue. No wonder the chemical-laced dust kicked up from
its rapidly receding shoreline contributes to all kinds of health
problems. Or so I’ve heard. With my radiator manufacturing enough
steam to drive a locomotive halfway across the country, I called
Browbeat. At least it gave me something to do while I stood there
and waited for the tow truck to arrive.

He picked up the phone on the third ring.
“Glad you called, Jonathan. How are you doing?”

I’m standing on a road hot enough to fry the
rubber soles off my shoes, my car is puking up steam, and he asks
me how I’m doing. “I’m fine, but I don’t know about my car. It
crapped out on me about ten miles from Brawley.”

“Didn’t I tell you to get rid of that
Porsche? They’re too damned temperamental, particularly the
turbos.”

I decided to let that one slide. Browbeat was
a good newspaper man, but a car enthusiast he was not. He’d have a
hard time recognizing a Rolls Royce from a Chevy Caprice. “Listen,
Charlie, the reason I called is if my ex-wife tries to contact me
through the paper, I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t tell her where
I’m going.”

“Mum’s the word.”

“My car will most likely be tied up for
a while. Will you okay a rental?”

“Sure. Get yourself a
compact.”

I disconnected. Browbeat was such a
cheapskate.

An hour and a half later the operator at
Triple A stopped answering my calls. By that time, I had drunk all
of my bottled water. I was beginning to think I might die from
dehydration when a tow truck flew past me from the opposite
direction. I started yelling because I thought he had missed seeing
my car, not that he could have heard me. I was relieved when the
driver turned around and parked his truck on the soft shoulder of
the road close to the Porsche. A man wearing a baseball cap that
looked like it had been washed in grease approached. “Sorry about
the delay, buddy. It’s been one of those days. How are you
doin’?”

How did he think I was doing? I had been
sweltering under a merciless sun, swearing at Browbeat. That was
what I was doing. I didn’t bother responding to the trite
remark.

He lifted the engine hatch and peered inside.
“This doesn’t look good.”

“I could have told you that,” I said
through clenched teeth. At the moment, I really didn’t care what my
engine looked like. The only thing I wanted this guy to do was to
hoist my car onto his flatbed so that I could get the hell out of
the blistering heat.

“I’d say you most likely have a bad
water pump. Won’t be able to tell for sure till a mechanic gets it
up on a rack. There is only one in town who’ll work on a car like
this. He works at a Texaco station about twelve miles down the
road. Do you want me to tow your car there?”

Like I have a choice? I climbed inside the
passenger side of his tow truck and waited for him to hoist my car
onto the flatbed.

Once we were moving, he asked, “Where were
you heading?”“Brawley.” I spat out the word as if it was a
contagious disease.

“Nice little town. You might be there
for a while. If any parts are needed for your car, they’ll have to
come from LA. There is a car rental agency in Brawley. Want me to
call them? They’ll send a rental car to the Texaco station if you
like.”

“That’s kind of you. I don’t care about
the make. I just want a full-sized four door, the biggest one
they’ve got with air conditioning that works.” The hell with
Browbeat. I definitely wasn’t in the mood to drive a
compact.

When we arrived at the Texaco station, the
mechanic there hoisted my Porsche up on the rack. While he was
inspecting it, two cars from the rental agency drove up. Once I
signed the necessary papers, one of the men from the agency handed
me a gadget that electronically opens and closes a car’s door.

“What about an ignition key?” I asked,
staring at a nondescript, black, four-door sedan. I mean, come on.
I’m not picky, but a black car in this heat?

He looked at me like I was a lunatic. “You
mean you don’t know?”

“Know what?”

“There is no key. All you have to do to
start it is push a button. You’ll find it to the right of the
steering wheel on the dash. It’s got half a tank of gas. Make sure
you bring it back half full.”

Just to be ornery, I asked, “What if I was to
bring it back half empty?”

I waited for him to laugh, but when he didn’t
respond, I figured either he missed the punch line or he didn’t
think what I said was all that funny. He climbed into the car his
partner was driving, and the two of them left in a swirl of
dust.

As the car rental people were driving away,
the mechanic who had been checking out my car ambled over. Mind
you, I’m in the middle of no man’s land and my car didn’t roll off
the assembly line in Detroit. The Porsche was manufactured in
Stuttgart, Germany. I seriously doubted the mechanic could even
pronounce the name of the town much less spell it. I said a silent
prayer in the hope that the radiator just needed to be flushed out.
“What’s wrong with it?”

“You have a blown head
gasket.”

He said the words as if my car had a terminal
disease. What was I to do? I was miles from civilization. He was
the only one qualified to repair my car, and the worst part of it
is he knew it.

“Can you give me an idea what this is
going to cost?”

“I’ve got to pull the head. In order to
do that, I’ll have to dismantle the turbo, and the distributor.
Then I’ll have to move the—“

“Spare me the specifics. Just give me
the bottom line.”

He began doing some figuring with his
fingers. Great. I picked a mechanic that couldn’t count.

“Fifteen hundred plus the head gasket
ought to do it. That’s if nothing else is wrong with
it.”

When I was married, my wife would spend that
much on a purse. That’s how I got saddled with twenty thousand
dollars in credit card debt. All I had was a check from the paper
barely large enough to cover basic expenses. I figured I’d have to
take some money from my pension and profit sharing plan to get my
car back. But what was a man in my position supposed to do? It
would cost more just to have the car towed to LA than the cost of
repairs the mechanic had quoted me.

“Okay. Just make sure you park it in
the garage. More Porsches get stolen than any other
car.”

The mechanic shook his head. “Mister, this is
a gas station, not a garage. Besides, you needn’t worry. People
living around these parts would much rather have a pickup or a
souped-up dune buggy than what you’re driving.”

Jesus. First, the S.O.B. tells me he’s going
to charge a small fortune to fix my car. Then he tells me my
Porsche Turbo is about as desirable as a bicycle with no pedals. I
thought it best just to hand him the number to my cell phone and
drive off, mainly because I didn’t feel like standing out in the
hot sun trying to impress him as to how many people would love to
own my finely crafted German machine.

 


* * *

 


Even with directions, it took me an hour to find
Bert’s place. When I pulled into his driveway, I was confronted
with a man in his mid-seventies who was a good head taller than I
am, and I’m well over six feet. He had a shock full of pepper-gray
hair, a Mark Twain mustache and his face had more wrinkles than a
dried prune. He also had a twinkle in his eye which told me he had
a good sense of humor. His grip was strong, particularly for a man
his age.

“Name’s Bert. Bert Rawlings. You must
be Jonathan Bruckheimer. I like the sound of that name.”

“I’m pleased to tell you that it’s all
mine.”

He let out a chuckle. “I like a man who is
quick on his feet.” He led me to a small bungalow at the back of
his house. The place was barely large enough to accommodate me. I
wasn’t sure about my bag. There was no television, but it looked
halfway clean.

“Come on over after you’ve had a chance
to freshen up,” he said in a gravelly voice that sounded as if
someone was trying to sand a piece of concrete.

After I had taken a shower and unpacked, I
took him up on his invitation. When I left the bungalow to walk
over to Bert’s, I noticed that the stench emanating from the Sea
wasn’t quite as strong. Either the wind was blowing away from it,
or I was starting to get used to the smell. God forbid!

I vowed to get to the bottom of the Salton
Sea controversy as soon as possible, because I wasn’t about to stay
in this place any longer than I had to. Not only was the heat
intolerable, but I also didn’t much care for small towns. It was in
places like Brawley that people seldom minded their own business.
That’s probably because there wasn’t much to do except sit on a
park bench and watch the seagulls poop on the street lights. I knew
if I had to stay here longer than a couple of days, claustrophobia
and boredom would surely set in. To be honest, had a fortune teller
told me what I would soon be confronted with, I would have never
come to this place, no matter how much Browbeat insisted. My life
had been relatively simple up to this point. Little did I know how
complicated it was about to become.

 



CHAPTER 2

 


Bert was a nice enough guy, quite accommodating
really. For some reason, he warmed up to me right away. Why I don’t
know. Perhaps he looked at me as the son he never had. He brought
out a bottle of Four Roses, which was his whisky of choice.
Horrible stuff, I might add, particularly if one were to drink it
straight like he did. When he offered me some, I diluted the rotgut
with a Coke, and even then it didn’t go down all that smoothly. I
could tell Bert’s problem was he drank too much. The more he drank,
the more he talked, but that was all right because he gave me a
wealth of information about the Sea.

“It’s a giant evaporation pond. What
little water does flow into it is salty agricultural runoff. When
the desert sun evaporates the water, it leaves behind the salt,
which accumulates year after year. Do you know the Salton Sea has
fifty percent more salt content than the Pacific Ocean?”

As if I cared. “No, I didn’t. I assume that’s
bad.”

“Bad isn’t the word for it! The Sea is
in a state of wild flux. Have you seen it?”

“No. I haven’t bought a gas mask
yet.”

He laughed. “The stench is pretty bad, but
you’ll get used to the smell in a couple of days.” He took out his
cell phone and showed me some pictures.

“Are those dead fish?”

“Yep. Thousands of them. You can’t walk
to the waterline anymore without getting your feet mired in
iodine.”

I now wished I would have done some research.
Fortunately, Bert didn’t apparently care just how ignorant I was on
the subject, and if he did know, he didn’t let on. I say this
because he just finished his third bourbon and was beginning to
slur his words.

“The saga of the Sea is all about
politics,” he said. “But more than that, it’s about water: those
who get it and those who don’t.”

“Why don’t they just divert more water
from the Colorado River? Wouldn’t that solve the
problem?”

He looked at me as if I was a buffoon. “If it
was that simple, you wouldn’t be here now, would you?”

I decided it would behoove me to listen more
and ask fewer questions. Bert continued his litany; that is, in
between slurs:

“Here lies the conundrum. Everybody has
priorities. There are a thousand golf courses that get their water
from the Colorado River. If they don’t receive their allotment, all
of those greens and fairways would turn brown.” He laughed. “That
sure would piss off the snowbirds, wouldn’t it? Then there are the
farmers. The Colorado River provides water for their crops. The
only people who are vocal about redistributing the water supply,
besides the environmentalists, are the real estate developers. And
do you know why?”

I was glad he asked me a no-brainer. “Because
land prices keep dropping.”

Bert took a deep breath and let it out.
“Hell, they aren’t dropping. I say that because the price of real
estate can’t go below zero. You can’t give land away that’s close
to the Salton Sea. It’s been on a gradual decline for fifty years.
The only major employer left in Brawley is the meat packing plant.
Write that down in your little black book, why don’t you?
Employment is down by forty percent. People keep moving out of the
area. No one wants to live here anymore!” His eyes gravitated
toward the ceiling. “It wasn’t nearly this bad twenty-five years
ago. As the years went by, the Sea continued to stagnate. Not much
remains of the once bustling communities like Salton Beach. All you
see now are boarded up storefronts and row upon row of mobile homes
in various states of disrepair.”

He glanced at me, probably to make sure that
I was taking it all in. “A few diehards like me are still here, but
most people left years ago.”

Sea or no Sea, I couldn’t imagine anyone
wanting to live in such a hell hole. Of course, I wasn’t about to
tell Bert that. I placed a sympathetic look on my face and said, “I
had no idea things have gotten so bad.”

He emptied his glass and poured himself
another drink, his fifth. I began wondering how many bourbons this
guy could drink without passing out.

“The Sea lies in a watery limbo, far
from the paradise it once was, but not yet in total collapse.” He
shook a bony finger at me. “It would take a great deal of money to
stabilize the basin’s ecosystem. Enormously expensive fixes are
laughed at in Sacramento, which has enough problems keeping schools
open. And so the Sea stands with one foot in purgatory and one in
hell.” Bert stood. For a moment I thought he was going to lose his
balance, but then he righted himself. “I don’t know about you, but
I’m going to bed. You can watch television if you like.”

“Thanks, but I think I’ll turn
in.”

“Come back around eleven tomorrow,” he
suggested. “I’ve asked the local head of the California Department
of Fish and Game to stop by. I’m sure the two of us will be able to
fill you in on whatever it is you’d like to know.” He winked.
“That’s if you promise to slant your story toward the importance of
rehabilitating the Sea.”

I couldn’t resist my next question. “What if
I can’t make that promise?”

He gave me a lopsided grin, and then said,
“Well, in that case I’ll just have to shoot you.”

 


* * *

 


I woke up early and performed some due diligence on
my laptop so I could at least relate to the Sea and some of its
problems. Thank God for Google. I was surprised to learn that the
federal government designated the Salton Sea to be a repository for
agricultural drainage. Without the use of the Sea, land in the
Imperial and Coachella Valleys would not only be too waterlogged,
but it would also be much too salty for agriculture. I also
discovered that the Sea is a key stop on the Pacific flyway for
many species of migratory birds; its importance has been magnified
by the tremendous loss of wetlands in California. So, after doing
my homework, I realized the battle lines had been drawn. The
farmers wouldn’t object if the Sea could no longer be used for
agricultural drainage as long as the feds paid them to let their
fields go fallow. Our troops had wars to fight, so obviously the
feds weren’t planning on spending money to fix the problem anytime
soon. That left the real estate developers, the environmentalists,
and the conservationists. Although the three groups had a different
agenda, they were basically on the same side. Their goal was to
raise enough money through private sources and federal grants to
desalinate the Sea. It would take billions of dollars and several
years to accomplish this, but if the Salton Sea could be
stabilized, California would once more have a vacation paradise in
the middle of the desert. The desalination of the Sea would make
the fish and birds happier, too, not to mention the
environmentalists. The unemployment rate would be substantially
lower because an influx of visitors would create good paying jobs.
Land values would rise and there would be much less toxic dust. It
doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that fewer pollutants
would mean healthier air.

I closed my laptop. The only thing I had left
to do now was meet with Bert and the bureaucrat from the California
Department of Fish and Game, and ask the two of them to bring me up
to speed regarding the brewing controversy as well as the proposals
from local government soothsayers as to the simplest and least
expensive way of fixing this glaring problem.

I realized that had been wishful thinking on
my part. What I had been able to uncover about the Salton Sea was
that there simply was no “easy” fix. I envisioned the debate
lasting days, maybe even as long as a month. Believe me. I had no
intention of staying in Brawley for the duration of the
controversy. Living in a climate where the locals considered a
hundred degree weather to be a relatively cool day had no appeal to
me. My hope was that I would be in a position to leave once my car
was ready.

 



CHAPTER 3

 


I had just finished shaving when I heard a rap on the
front door. When I opened it, I saw Bert standing on the
threshold.

“Sorry to barge in on you like this,
but something has come up. My nephew is coming to visit me
unexpectedly. He doesn’t have a lot of money so I was wondering if
you’d mind if—”

“Let him have the bungalow? By all
means. I’ll stay in a motel nearby. The paper will cover the
expense.”

“I figured they would. Thanks, I really
appreciate it. By the way, I’ve made arrangements for you to meet
with the local head of the California Department of Fish and Game
by yourself.” He glanced at his watch. “How about in an hour and a
half at the Coffee Bucket? That will give you a chance to check
into a motel. I recommend the Cactus Patch. It’s just up the road
on the way to town. It’s not fancy, but it is clean.”

“Where is the Coffee
Bucket?”

“You can’t miss it. Head north for
about a mile. When you come to State Street, hang a left. It will
be on the right hand side of the road a block past the Brown Derby,
which is the nicest restaurant in town. By the way, the person you
are to meet is Julia Hendricks.”

“The head of the California Department
of Fish and Game is a woman?”

“Don’t act so surprised. There are
women who hold responsible positions, you know. A word of advice.
Whatever you do, don’t call her Julie. She hates the nickname.
Julia is about your age. Single, too. I believe the two of you have
a lot in common.”

“What are you? A
matchmaker?”

“Unfortunately, she has a live-in
boyfriend who is about the size of Paul Bunyan. The prick is the
meanest son of a bitch I’ve had the misfortune to know. He’s also
insanely jealous.”

What did Bert think? That I was the kind of a
guy who hit on every skirt I saw? “Thanks for the warning, but I’m
in the process of going through a nasty divorce. At the moment,
women have no appeal for me. How will I know when I see her?”

“Trust me. You’ll know. She’ll be the
best-looking dame in the place.”

 


* * *

 


Bert had been right. The Cactus Patch certainly
wasn’t the Ritz Carlton, but my room looked clean, and even though
the air conditioner was noisy, it was pumping out cold air.

I pulled into the Coffee Bucket’s parking lot
right on time. Good thing, too, because it didn’t pay to keep
people waiting, particularly when they were kind enough to meet
with you to give you information. I was getting out of my rental
car when I saw a new red Corvette convertible with the top down
pull up alongside of me. At least I think it was
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