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Chapter One

 


It was an early summer. Spring had revitalized the
land, softening the brutal honesty and bleakness of winter, when
plants lay dormant and the branches of trees were bare and forlorn.
April had produced showers and a blossoming kaleidoscope of
flowers, green shrubs, green lawns and green leaves. Then the
hydration of life-giving rain had abated and the pleasant spring
dampness gave way to a fiery burning sun, which hammered the land
like a great molten fist. It was only May, but it felt like
July.

A prolonged drought produced parched and shriveled
lawns, which were now mowed monthly, instead of the usual weekly
cutting. Sprinklers ran constantly on the few yards which retained
their green profile, creating record water bills. Traditional back
yard barbecues were canceled, as people camped instead in air
conditioned living rooms, mesmerized and tranquilized by blue
flickering television screens.

On the radio, Mick Jagger and The Rolling Stones were
going on about "Satisfaction" in their latest song. It was about
time to escape the heat with the annual retreat to the beach. Final
exams had been taken and passed at the end of the spring
semester.

Big Shorty was tall, with the big arms and thick
chest of a football tackle. He was square faced and square jawed,
with close cropped black hair. He owned a big blue car, with a
four-barrel carburetor and four on the floor. The gear box was
accessed by an unbreakable Hurst Shifter. There was a vent on the
hood to facilitate airflow, while large tail fins provided rear
stabilization.

Big Shorty had braved the scorching heat in the
driveway. He was using a snub handled Snap On ratchet with an
extension bar to install a new spark plug in his big V-8 engine.
Unlike many college football players, he had not resorted to
products like Wate-On, which were legal at the time even though
they contained anabolic steroids. In spite of the lack of
assistance from steroids, his high school team won the County and
might have won the State if there had been a State Championship
Tournament.

He was a dominant middle guard at the high school
level. His forearm shiver was a sight to behold, so disruptive that
opposing centers were often smashed back into the quarterback while
trying to hike the ball. This made it so difficult to complete the
snap that many teams were forced into a shotgun formation as a
result. Even then, Big Shorty hit the center so hard that he
sometimes caused errant snaps which resulted in loss of yardage.
Local sports writers called Big Shorty a defensive coach's dream
and an offensive coach's nightmare. In college, against better
competition, his play was still effective but not as dominant.

Big Shorty finished changing the plugs and began to
check the hoses, belts, oil, power steering, brake fluid and
battery. A true multi-point check. While he checked under the hood,
his friend Tiny was dealing with the tire pressure. Tiny had been
his partner in crime on the high school football team. Together,
they committed numerous violations against the offenses of opposing
teams. Tiny had also been recruited by the college scouts, but had
wound up at a different school. They still managed to hang out
together during the summer, when school was out.

Tiny was slightly shorter than Big Shorty, who stood
about six feet four inches tall. He was stockier, thicker around
the middle like a true power lifter. Like Shorty, he abstained from
steroids. He wore a blond crew cut and a cheerful grin and had a
general Teutonic or Aryan appearance.

A casual observer might draw the obvious conclusion
that the pair was all brawn and no brains. Such a conclusion would
have been highly inaccurate. Nothing would have been farther from
the truth. They were both honors students, taking full advantage of
college scholarships to major in engineering science.

Big Shorty finished what he was doing and slammed the
hood, revealing the air vents on top of it. The one drawback to a
car with a motor that size was that it ran on expensive high test
gasoline and the mileage was poor. But gas was cheap and plentiful
and the car had a large tank to increase highway range.

"How's the tire pressure?" Big Shorty asked.

"It's fine," Tiny said. He stood up straight with the
tire pressure gauge dangling from a big right hand.

An old, four-door, beaten black Chevrolet with faded
paint pulled to the curb in front of the red brick split level
home. Surf board racks were mounted on the roof. Two waxed
surfboards were fastened to the racks. The notorious Frogman
emerged from the driver's side of the Chevy. His hair was blond and
bleached almost white by the sun. He was a business major and a
member of a hard drinking college fraternity. In spite of his
penchant for alcohol, Frogman was tall, lean and well-muscled.

Beth stepped onto the lawn after exiting the
passenger door. Frogman's girlfriend and soul mate, she was a slim
blond girl with long hair which dropped to her shoulders. An ice
filled cooler resided on the front seat of the car, a necessary
preparation for a trip to the beach.

"Hello," Tiny called. "It's about time you got
here."

Beth and Frogman walked up the driveway.

"Hey," Frogman said. "I see you keep that car in good
shape, Shorty."

"Yeah. I even waxed it," Big Shorty replied. "It
keeps the rust down."

Beth admired the shiny exterior of the huge tail
finned car. "Frogman doesn't worry about his car," she said. "It's
kinda dented up anyway."

"Something else I do is hose the rock salt off the
bottom every spring. It helps to prevent rusty brake lines and
holes in the floor boards," Big Shorty said.

"You should try that much at least, Frogman," Tiny
suggested. "You don't want it rusting out underneath. The whole
floor might fall out, if it gets too bad."

"The hose is right here," Big Shorty added,
indicating the coiled rubber tubing.

Frogman eyed the hose dubiously.

"I'll do it," Beth volunteered. "We don't need a
brake line failure on the way to the beach." She seized the hose
and dragged it across the parched lawn to the curb. Tiny followed
the hose back to its source at the house and turned the faucet on.
Beth crouched down and sprayed water underneath the Chevy.

"I was gonna drag race this thing at 75 and 80
Speedway this weekend," Big Shorty told Frogman. "But the beach is
a much better idea."

"Yeah, man. Surf's up," Frogman said. "As much as it
gets up on the east coast, anyway."

"Speaking of 75 and 80, I won the L stock trophy with
my Ford Falcon 260 Sprint," Tiny boasted.

"You won? You did this with an automatic shifter?"
Frogman asked.

"Yeah, I did. But some guy with a stick shift almost
beat me in the finals," Tiny said.

"Really?" Big Shorty said. "How did that happen?"

"I don't know. I'm not really sure about it. Every
time he shifted he lurched forward and gained ground on me. I
caught him in the end, though." Tiny said.

Beth had finished with hosing the rock salt off the
bottom of the Chevrolet.She returned, dragging the hose behind her
across the lawn and driveway. She stopped and began coiling it
up.

"That guy had to be power shifting," Big Shorty said
to Tiny.

"Power shift? What exactly could that be?" Beth
asked.

"You skip using the clutch when you shift gears," Big
Shorty said.

"Wouldn't that grind the gears?"

"If you do it wrong, you can drop the whole
transmission. That's why they invented the clutch pedal."

"So how does it work?"

"You ease off on the gas pedal, ram the shifter into
gear without clutching and then accelerate again. It saves
time."

"How do you avoid dropping the transmission?"

"He probably had a tach," Big Shorty answered. "The
engine's gotta be at the correct rpm for a power shift, or you
might wind up being sorry. You could try and do it by ear, if you
don't have a tach."

Tiny was staring at Frogman's car, with special
attention to the tires, which appeared to be less than fully
inflated. "I think I'd better check your tire pressure before we
hit the road," Tiny said to Frogman.

"Hey man. I don't sweat that kind of thing," Frogman
said.

"I realize that," Tiny said as he headed for the
Chevy. "That's exactly why I'm going to check it."

"We're going out on the highway," Big Shorty added.
"It might be a good idea. You are kinda lax about those tires."

Tiny bent down and administered the gauge to all four
of the tires.

"I don't think you really need to worry about it,"
Frogman said. "Anybody can see that those tires aren't flat."

"You've got one tire at 26 psi and the other three
are at 28 psi," Tiny called to Frogman.

"So? What's wrong with that?" Frogman said.

"That's no good," Big Shorty scolded him. "That means
those tires were even lower this winter, in the cold weather. The
tire pressure rose with the warmer temperatures, when things heated
up."

"I never heard that before," Frogman said. "You sure
about that?"

"For every ten degree drop in temperature, you lose
one psi of tire pressure. If the temperature drops from ninety
degrees to thirty, you lose six psi. That means your tires were
down to 21 or 22 psi this winter. That's way too low. You're lucky
you didn't have a blowout."

"I've only been making short trips at low speed,"
Frogman said. "School and McDonald's. The tires worked fine for
that."

"It's a good thing you only took short trips," Tiny
said. "Where's the compressor, Shorty?"

"Big Shorty tossed the trunk key to Tiny. "In the
trunk," he said.

Tiny unlocked the trunk and removed the electric
compressor. It had power clips for attachment to a car battery.

"I'll take that," Beth said. "I can do it."

Tiny thought about it and handed her the compressor.
"It's all yours, Beth. Better put the tires up to 35 psi. You're
going on the highway tonight."

They walked to the old Chevrolet and opened the hood.
The Chevy did not have a working inside hood latch and could be
opened without releasing a lever inside the vehicle.

Beth approached the battery with the red clip in her
hand.

"You sure you know what you're doing?" Tiny
asked.

"I know to clip the red wire to the positive battery
terminal," Beth said. "And I can read the little plus sign on the
red terminal." She clipped the leads to the battery.

"Better start the engine for this," Tiny told
Frogman. "We don't want your battery to go dead."

Frogman got in and cranked the motor. The parking
brake was on.

Beth attached the hose to a tire. "Going up to 35
psi," she said.

When Frogman's tires were all properly inflated, it
was time to leave for the beach. Big Shorty and Tiny were already
packed.

Big Shorty took the lead, with Frogman and Beth
trailing them. They drove past cornfields, grazing cattle and a
strip mall with grocery and drug stores. They passed a Nike Missile
base. The missile was visible through a chain link fence and was
aligned horizontally rather than vertically. It would need some
adjustment in elevation before it could be fired.

Big Shorty had one hand on the Hurst Shifting knob
while he nosed his way into afternoon traffic on the Maryland
section of the D.C. Beltway. The beltway was newly opened, with
clean untarnished pavement. Tiny leaned against the open window in
the shotgun seat and enjoyed the welcome breeze.

They were tailed by Frogman and Beth in the faded
black Chevy with the roof racks, which currently held the surf
boards. Frogman and girl were well equipped with dark teardrop
sunglasses, a cooler jammed with ice and beer, beach towels,
umbrella and plenty of suntan lotion, all necessary ingredients for
a stay at the beach.

They formed a two car parade along the beltway, past
River Road and McArthur Boulevard to the Cabin John Bridge, where
they crossed the Potomac River into Virginia below Great Falls.
They drove past route 66 and Tyson's Corner to route 95, which runs
South to Richmond. After taking the 95 turnoff, Woodbridge and
Dumfries flew past.They soon passed the Quantico Marine base, home
of the FBI Academy and continued South to Fredericksburg. Their
Friday goal was to arrive at The Outer Banks of North Carolina
before darkness.

But the best laid plans could not survive the antics
of Frogman. Somewhere North of Richmond they lost contact with him
and the two car parade was severed. Frogman somehow neglected to
turn on route 295 toward Virginia Beach and Mechanicsville. They
were all the way to Hampton Roads on route 64 before Big Shorty
glanced in the rear view mirror and realized that Frogman was
missing. By that time, it was much too late to rectify the
situation.

Hampton Roads and Newport News were bustling port
cities. They were famous for the signs in people's yards which
ordered Sailors and Dogs to keep off the grass. Sparks flew from
welding torches where huge ships rode at anchor. They crossed
bridges over salt water from The Chesapeake Bay and passed large
shipyards which contained entire fleets of Naval vessels. There
were also commercial loading docks with busy fork lifts and tall
round gasoline storage tanks which contained fuel for America.

"We could make some money here this summer," Big
Shorty said.

"Good place for a summer job," Tiny agreed.

They both had fork lift experience from the loading
dock of a Maryland trucking outfit.

They eventually picked up the route South to the
North Carolina border, the Outer Banks and Nags Head. Somewhere
before the Virginia line, they arrived at a place where fast food
outlets crowded the highway.

"Maybe we could get some Burgers here," Tiny
suggested.

"I see a seafood sign," Big Shorty countered.

"Hey, slow down, Shorty," Tiny exclaimed. "The speed
limit just dropped to 25," he warned.

Shorty quickly downshifted with the stick and braked
the blue monster. It was too late. A flashing light made electric
fireworks in the rear window.

"Cherry top at 6 o'clock," Tiny announced.

Big Shorty glanced in the rear view mirror. He
observed the flashing light and immediately pulled to the road
side. The cop pulled over behind him, with the lights still
flashing atop his vehicle. His door swung open and he stepped out.
He was attired in a blue uniform with a white stripe down the leg.
The cop approached the car with a lazy, arrogant shuffle, ticket
book clutched in hand.

"Looks like a ticket," Big shorty sighed. He reached
across and opened the glove compartment, where he located the
vehicle registration. Then he pulled out his wallet and removed his
driver's license.

The cop arrived and stopped outside the driver door.
Shorty cranked down the window and handed him the license and
registration, before he could even ask for it.

"How fast was I going?" Big Shorty asked.

The cop was chewing tobacco. He expectorated a dark
stream of it on the ground and replied. "You were doing 35 in a 25
zone." He began writing up the violation."It looks like I'll have
to take you in," he added.

"Take me in?" Big Shorty was incredulous. "Can't you
just write me the ticket?"

"You're from out of town. We find that people from
out of town are sometimes reluctant to send us the money for the
fine."

"I always pay my tickets. Can't I just pay you
here?"

The cop finished writing in his ticket book. He
returned the I.D.'s and handed Big Shorty the ticket. "I want you
to drive ahead two blocks and turn right on Main Street," he
ordered. "I'll be right behind you."

"What do I do then?" Big Shorty wondered.

"You pull over at the yellow frame house when I
honk." The cop walked back to his car like he was John Wayne and
got in.

"I can't believe this," Big Shorty griped. "This
better not count as an arrest on my record."

"Let's hope for the best," Tiny said. "By the way, I
saw a DQ back there. When this is over, I could use an ice cream
cone."

"Always thinking about food. First Frogman gets lost
and then we get busted. This ain't my day," Big Shorty moaned. He
put the car in gear and pulled away from the curb.

"Better go slow," Tiny cautioned. "He might write you
a second ticket. Take it really easy."

"Right. Good idea." Shorty watched the speedometer
closely and topped out at a measly 20 miles per hour until he
reached Main Street, where he made the required right turn. The cop
followed.

"I bet he's grossed out, driving this slow," Tiny
said.

"It's his own fault, if he is."

"Where's this house we're supposed to stop at?"

"I think it's that yellow one coming up."

Sure enough, the cop honked when they reached the
yellow wood house and Big Shorty pulled over and parked.

"I wonder if they have the jail in this house?" Tiny
said. He got out of the car. "At least we haven't been handcuffed
yet."

"This doesn't look like a police station to me. It
looks like a residence."

They were escorted across the front lawn, through a
gate and into the back yard. Big Shorty was right. It definitely
was a residence. A charcoal barbecue grill smoked with chicken and
spare ribs. Tables draped in plastic cloths lined the edge of the
yard. A group of people crowded around the tables, serving
themselves cafeteria style with potato salad, coleslaw, baked
beans, ears of corn and tossed salad. Then they headed for the
chicken and ribs on the grill. The newcomers were ignored.

"We have an outdoor courthouse," the cop informed
them. He led them along the rear of the house to the back porch of
the house, where a slender man with short white hair and a thin
white beard awaited them. He was seated at a wooden picnic table,
gavel in hand.

Big Shorty was tall and heavy, with a thick neck and
powerful shoulders. He towered over the slender man and stared down
at him from his square jawed face. Tiny, who was also a
comparatively towering figure, stood quietly beside him, with the
cop stationed nearby.

The judge was not in the least intimidated by the
hulking presence of the two defendants. He glanced from one of them
to the other with a calm demeanor.

"Let the proceedings begin," the judge said.

The cop thrust the ticket forward for his perusal,
but the judge ignored it. "Guilty!" he cried, slamming his gavel
forcefully on the table with a loud wham to seal the verdict.

"Wait a minute, here," Big Shorty protested. "Don't
we get a chance to put on a defense?"

He might as well not have spoken. "The fine is
one-hundred dollars. Pay up. We don't take personal checks."

"Yes, your honor," Big Shorty said, having realized
the hopelessness of arguing further. He removed his wallet from his
rear pocket and extracted the money. The judge quickly snatched it
from his hand and scrawled a receipt, which he handed to Big
Shorty.

"Drive carefully from now on, boys," the judge
advised them. "And enjoy your stay in our fine town."

"Yes sir, your honor," Big Shorty answered with a
subservience that he did not really feel.

They retraced their steps through the back yard and
crossed the front lawn to their car. The cop stayed behind to serve
himself a plate of food from the backyard buffet.

They climbed into the car and slammed the doors
shut.

"Let's go to the DQ and get those ice cream cones,"
Tiny said.

"After all that, you want to stay in this place and
eat ice cream? I don't believe you," Big Shorty said.

"Hey, you heard what the man told us. He said to
enjoy our stay. I'd like to enjoy the DQ."

"Okay, you win. But you can pay for the ice
cream."

Big Shorty started the engine and drove very slowly
back to the Dairy Queen for ice cream.

 



Chapter Two

 


They rode out of town eating Dairy Queen cones. Tiny
had vanilla, while Big Shorty was eating chocolate. Big Shorty was
careful to drive five miles an hour below the speed limit to avoid
further tickets. They eventually reached the state line at the slow
pace and crossed into North Carolina.

"Better cool it here, too," Tiny said. "There may be
more speed traps up ahead. They probably have extra cops out on
Friday, when everybody is heading to the beach."

"Right. Speeding tourists are probably a major source
of revenue for these small towns."

"Looks like we made a contribution to the local town
budget back there."

They finally reached Pamlico Sound, although it took
a long time driving at the pace of a turtle. Next came Manteo, The
Lost Colony and former home of Virginia Dare, for whom Dare County
is named. The road from Manteo led over the bridge across Albemarle
Sound and to The Outer Banks.

At Kitty Hawk they passed the Wright Brothers Museum,
site of the world's first airplane flight, which covered such a
short distance that you can walk it very quickly. The second flight
was much longer, but still easily walkable. They have the distances
marked for the more ambulatory tourists.

The museum was closed in the gathering darkness as
the great yellow ball of the sun dropped toward the horizon to the
west, across the wide expanse of Pamlico Sound. Hang gliders were
still being launched from the nearby sand dunes known as Kill Devil
Hills. They soared majestically skyward, some traveling over the
sand and others gliding above the water.

One of the gliders seemed to be a bit out of control.
It wobbled and veered wildly off course in the direction of the
road. It sailed right toward their car, on a direct collision
course.

"Watch it," Tiny said. "It looks like we're about to
intersect with a kamikaze."

"This guy must be a nut," Big Shorty said. He stomped
on the brakes, squealing the tires while he cut the steering wheel
to narrowly avoid a collision with the low flying hand glider. The
glider soared past the front grill of the car and crash landed
alongside the road, kicking up a cloud of sand and dust on
impact.

"What an idiot," Big Shorty said. "He's lucky we saw
him coming and missed him."

"I guess we better get out and see if he's okay,"
Tiny said.

Big Shorty pulled the parking brake, cut the motor
and put the Hurst stick in first gear. Then he jumped from the car.
He and Tiny strode over to the crumpled hang glider. The occupant
was struggling to release himself.

They regarded the perpetrator with malevolent
stares.

The errant pilot finally managed to disentangle
himself from the wrecked glider. He looked up at them and smiled
with embarrassment. They both did a double take. The pilot was
Frogman!

"What are you doing? How did you get here anyway?"
Tiny demanded. "We thought you got lost."

"I wasn't really lost," Frogman said as he stepped
away from the glider. "I stayed on 95 and got off at Petersburg and
came across route 450 straight through the peanut fields. I got a
huge burlap sack of peanuts to roast on the camp fire. Why are you
guys so late, anyway?"

"We got a speeding ticket," Big Shorty explained.

"You should have come the way I did. I didn't get any
tickets."

"Yeah. But you almost had a serious collision."

"So how was I supposed to know you guys would come
along right at the wrong time?"

"If it wasn't us, it could have been someone else.
That was totally reckless, flying like that. The Wright Brothers
would have been abhorred."

"So, nobody's perfect, man."

"You're right about one thing, though. The next time
I'll definitely take your route and avoid that speed trap. I had to
creep along after that, to avoid any more tickets. That's why we
were so late."

"Did you get a campsite yet?" Tiny asked.

"Not yet," Frogman said. "That Jockey's Ridge State
Park is nice, but it's way too expensive. Too bad. They've got hot
showers."

"In this heat, I can handle a cold shower," Tiny
said.

"Let's go on down past Oregon Inlet to the Cape
Hatteras National Seashore," Big Shorty said. "They've got plenty
of camping there. Where's Beth? Pick up what's left of that glider
and find her. It's getting dark. We need to set up camp
somewhere."

Frogman went off with the twisted remains of the
glider toward the lot where he was parked. Beth was there, fishing
a chilled beer from the ice filled cooler in the Chevy. It was time
for another two car parade.

 



Chapter Three.

 


They headed South and eventually crossed the Oregon
Inlet bridge. It was a tall horseshoe shaped affair, curving
skyward like a gigantic arch so that boats would have room to pass
beneath it, between the ocean and Pamlico Sound.Outside the bridge
railing there was a fishing deck, where people sat on folding
chairs and dangled lines into the water. On the land at the end of
the bridge, fish cleaning sinks had been installed for those lucky
enough to catch something. There was no fishing license required
for the ocean.

Eschewing the Oregon Inlet campground, which was full
of fishermen rather than vacationing students, they continued
through the Hatteras National Seashore past Bodie Island.
Eventually they arrived at a National Park Campground which had
some empty camp sites. They selected a site and paid their fee to
the female summer ranger in a smoky bear hat at the entrance
booth.

While Big Shorty and Tiny hammered tent pegs and set
up the camp, Beth and Frogman walked along the ocean shore line as
waves broke at their feet. Beth was tall and slim, but she had
curves in the right places. Her long, straight blond hair framed an
oval face and alert blue eyes. She had a cute snub nose. An Eastern
girl from the suburbs of Washington D. C., she would have been
right at home on any beach in California.

She was the complete epitome of an L.A. Surfer Girl.
And she was, or had been, just that. Before living in the east near
D. C. her early formative years were spent in Orange County,
California, outside Los Angeles. The popular Beach Boys song
'Surfer Girl' may well have been about her.

Beth liked Frogman because he was uninhibited and
because he liked to surf. Like Beth, he was situated on the wrong
coast. The pair of them obviously belonged in California. Some
people are alive during the wrong era, but they were simply alive
on the wrong coast of the United States. In the future, they would
most likely rectify that situation.

 


 


 


The next morning, Beth and Frogman repeated their
walk by the sea. They strolled hand-in-hand along the sandy beach
in the early morning light. A bright round sun sat on the eastern
horizon just above the endless ocean where the water curved out of
sight, creating a shining path of illumination which stretched
across the surface of the water to reach the shore. The day was
calm and windless. There were no waves at all. The sea was flat and
as smooth as polished glass. Diamond pinpoints of light danced and
sparkled on the waveless surface, which glittered like a shiny
mirror.

There was no surf and there would be none until the
wind picked up. Such a condition would have been rare on the
California beaches that Beth was accustomed to. So it was time for
a walk along the unprotected beach of the national seashore. Unlike
the sanitized beaches
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