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“A little murder and a lot of laughs.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“Floaters is classic Wambaugh, a wildly satirical look at the sport of millionaires, yacht racing, and the obsession of enthusiasts with winning a silver trophy called The America’s Cup.”

—The Associated Press

“A taut tale.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“A wacky, gritty and sleazy yet thoughtful cop story about the America’s Cup regattas in San Diego and behind-the-scenes shenanigans.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

MICK FORTNEY—A veteran of twenty years on the force and two marriages, Fortney’s life consists of cruising the harbor and boozing in the harborside bars. But a body in the bay sends him into a world of the superrich and of an elite sport shot through with corruption—a world where a harbor patrol cop is out of his element….

“[A] darkly comic cops-felons caper…As usual, Wambaugh writes a rambunctious narrative.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer

“Murder, vice, biting jabs and ripping dialogue—all the Wambaugh trademarks are present in abundance.”

—The Tampa Tribune-Times

LEEDS—A married man with an eye for the seagoing beauties lounging on pleasure craft, he makes a pass but fails to score. Then his cop mind starts working overtime: Why would a luscious babe like Blaze Duvall have eyes only for a couple of skanky crane operators?

“Wambaugh skillfully details the traditions, tensions and ruthless competition surrounding the fight for the biggest prize in yachting. The eccentric characters are a delightful bunch of misfits and malcontents.”

—The Orlando Sentinel

“[Wambaugh] has never lost his policeman’s nose for pretension—or his sense of cosmic humor about the good-and-evil biz….By the time this salty tale hits the beach, readers will be wet-eyed with laughter.”

—People

BLAZE DUVALL—A sexy outcall masseuse, she’s just been offered a deal to make a quick killing by arranging for an unfortunate accident to happen to one of the America’s Cup racing teams. But she’s about to learn that still waters run deep, and sometimes the most genteel clients can get you in over your head….

“Ex-cop Joseph Wambaugh has mastered the genre of the comic crime novel….[His] snappy police dialogue reads like the rare lighter lines of TV’s NYPD Blue. But it crackles with veracity….Warning: This stuff is not politically correct. It is awash in dopers, bums, boozers, whores and lowlifes.”

—Milwaukee Journal Sentinel

AMBROSE LUTTERWORTH—A real estate man and Yacht Club member who knew plenty about quiet desperation until he became Keeper of the Cup, the world’s oldest sporting trophy. He’s accompanied the Cup around the world and into the company of kings, and he means to see the Cup stay in America…and in his keeping.

“[A] romp among the yachtsmen, cops and prostitutes who gather in San Diego for the America’s Cup….It has the same elemental smack and tang of all his work, the smell of the street and the sound of the human voice under the stress of crime and punishment….Wambaugh is one of our links to the good old days when books were fun.”

—Chicago Tribune
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PROLOGUE

On December 7, exactly fifty-three years after the day that lives in infamy, a 75-foot boat that cost nearly as much as some of those lost in the Pearl Harbor raid was photographed just after it fell from its cradle fifteen feet above the launching dock. The keel of the boat, like all of the closely guarded, supersecret keels of the America’s Cup sailing yachts, was driven up through the deck like a torpedo. It was to have been the maiden launching of this boat, called France 2 by the French yachting syndicate.

The team members were so beside themselves that one of the sailors actually started screaming, “Sacré bleu! Sacré bleu!” causing a man who was snapping pictures to say to his partner, “I thought they only said that in Pink Panther movies.”

The irony of the boat being trashed on Pearl Harbor day wasn’t lost on the partner, who said, “This time around nobody can blame it on the banzai boys. They’re too busy with the Kiwis for sneak attacks.”

By that he meant that in a sport notorious for espionage, Team Nippon had its hands full with America’s Cup racing and Cup politics, confronted as it was by two hot boats in the New Zealand syndicate as well as the Kiwis’ accusations that the Japanese had violated the two-boat limit with their added JPN-30 hull.

Moreover, Team Nippon had to worry about a formidable foe in oneAustralia, although the other Australian challenger didn’t scare anybody, nor did the Spanish. Nor any longer did the French, now that they were gawking at Waterloo on Mission Bay.

Suddenly, one of the Frenchmen—a starboard trimmer from Cherbourg who was even ruder than the others—spotted the man snapping the photos. This was the same Frog who threatened to phone the consulate every time he got stopped for ripping around Mission Bay like a Paris cabbie in one of those dopey little Citroëns, fit only for delivery of car bombs by neurotic Arabs. His idea of defensive driving was tooting the horn, and Mission Bay cops referred to him as a marginally rehabilitated Algerian terrorist. They also called him “the crème de la crumbs.”

The Froggie scampered across the boatyard to the fence, yelling: “No! You shall not to fo-toe le keel!”

The shutterbug’s partner could only gape as the 25-ton yacht settled a few more inches, causing the keel to angle up. His comment was “Ooh-la-la. Like a giant hard-on yearning to be free.”

The photographer stopped snapping long enough to say, “Let’s beat feet to the Photo-Mat. Gotta get these to the press before Carlos the Jackal here phones the mayor, the State Department, and Catherine Deneuve!”

While the furious Frog stormed away, yammering to his team that their secret keel was being compromised, two security guards belatedly tossed a tarp over it. And the crane operator who’d dropped the boat sat in his crane, jaw agape, trying to decide whether to jump into Mission Bay and swim for Catalina or climb down and be torn limb from limb by three dozen raging Frenchies.

Unlike the Kiwis and Aussies, the French were relentlessly arrogant with the cops, infuriating all five members of Mission Bay’s San Diego Police Department Harbor Unit. The cops promised a case of beer to the first one who could bust a Frog for DUI or any other law violation on land or water. And that included French syndicate sponsors and their boyfriends, girlfriends, priests, or poodles.

A short time later the photographer and his partner were still grinning like chum-lusting tiger sharks when they boarded their 22-foot Boston Whaler to begin their routine patrol of Mission Bay. But when they cruised past the compound of the French, who were wondering what to do with a $2 million mangled heap of fiber-reinforced composites, the amateur photographer turned on the patrol boat’s gumball-blue light and hit them with a few siren yelps.

The Froggies returned fire with rude French gestures as well as with American expressions all ending in “cock-suck-airs!” And the snapshooter turned to his partner, saying, “Sometimes a policeman’s lot really is a happy one.”

His photograph, headlined “French Follies,” was soon seen in all parts of the planet where anyone gives a damn about a regatta that last time around had cost the losing Italian syndicate more than $100 million, triggering bankruptcy and suicide.

Of course, the happy shutterbug couldn’t have known that his picture of a dildo keel would soon inspire a plot leading to murder and ensnare human beings like dolphins in a gill net. For he was just a San Diego cop who drove a boat, not a true man of the sea. Not one who understands in his soul that the actions of people are like the tides that chase the moon but invariably come crashing back, with all manner of thrashing things roiling in their foamy wake.


CHAPTER 1

Blaze used to use a henna rinse on her pubic hair before she became an outcall masseuse. Of course, she was no more a real masseuse than she’d been a real dancer back in the days when she’d hire out at parties delivering striptease telegrams. Her massage customers didn’t care about fiery pubes any more than telegram recipients had cared that she’d been a hopeless singer and dancer, for she had other attributes.

Blaze Duvall was a lustrously muscled but relentlessly female aerobics devotee who diligently practiced every buns-of-steel exercise devised by instructors at the class she took five times a week. But with her thirtieth birthday approaching, Blaze imagined she saw disturbing things in the full-length mirror behind the entry door of her overpriced, one-bedroom Fashion Hills apartment: a tiny dollop of cellulite here, a minuscule sag there, where flesh used to be firm as plastic.

With only two thousand dollars in her bank account and a net worth of no more than twenty thousand—including her yellow Mustang convertible, her modestly priced furniture, and some decent jewelry given by bucks-up clients who appreciated her talents—Blaze’s future was tenuous.

Foremost among her talents was an ability to talk to men. Long before her shoulder-length mane became ferociously red at seventy-five dollars a pop, excluding tip, and long before her name was Blaze Duvall, she’d been able to do that very well. Because she’d always been a woman and every man she’d ever known was a child. Secondly, Blaze was a chameleon, able to adjust to any audience.

Blaze examined her naked body in the mirror. Brown pubic hair? Who cared, now that she was no longer stripping in lighted rooms, singing bawdy telegrams off-key?

For this evening she chose a matching set of panties and bra, pink with scalloped bands of lace. Her client, “number eight,” liked pink even though it wasn’t her best color, not with flaming hair, wide-set, shamrock-green eyes, and a dust of sandy freckles all over. But the customer was always right as long as the customer obeyed her rules.

The doorbell. Blaze checked the time on her gold Rolex and put on her blue terry robe. She squinted through the peeper in gloomy twilight at a spindly blonde, who knew she was being observed.

“Hi, Blaze!” said Dawn Coyote, whose true name was no more Dawn Coyote than hers was Blaze Duvall. The San Diego police and Dawn’s mother also knew her as Jane Kelly.

Dawn entered the apartment in her street costume: see-through cobweb of a red blouse, shiny black leather skirt, red spike heels. She was way past lean now, bones knobbing out at the wrists, knees, and ankles. Mournful blue eyes peered out under ragged putty-colored bangs that might as well have been cut with pruning shears.

Blaze was mad. “I told you don’t come here when you’re working! You’re gonna bring cops here one of these days. How do you know Vice isn’t following you?”

Dawn rushed past her, wobbling on the spikes, heading straight for the tiny kitchen, saying, “They ain’t, Blaze. They ain’t.”

Dawn Coyote had lisped ever since she got her tongue pierced, finding it hard to wrap it around sibilants what with the zircon stud getting in the way. She tore open a bag of M&M’s and popped a few in her mouth.

Blaze watched Dawn pulling up the sleeves of the red polyester blouse, examining the tracks where she slammed her speedballs, a mixture of powdered cocaine and Mexican tar heroin.

“Girl, don’t you dare shoot up in my home!” Blaze said.

“I ain’t, Blaze!” Dawn lisped. “I’m jist putting some vitamins on, is all. Works better than cream. But, like, I gotta put it on right after I shoot up.”

The young woman’s bony hand trembled as she squeezed liquid from a plastic bottle and dabbed it on her inner forearm. Then she put the bottle away and started scratching. First her ass, then her underarms, then below her tiny tits. Then she backed against the fridge and scratched herself on the chrome door-pull.

Disgusted, Blaze said, “You were better off tweaking. Your color’s all leached out. Your beautiful skin is wrecked. You’re gonna look forty when you’re thirty if you don’t get off those speedballs.”

“I’m getting off,” Dawn promised, as she always did. “Soon as I dump Oliver.”

“I’m sick of warning you about that pimp. You better shine him now.”

“Kin you loan me a hundred, Blaze? I got me a two-hundred-dollar date Saturday night.”

“Why don’t you get it from Oliver?”

“He’s all pissy these days. Won’t give me nothin’ hardly. I’m gonna go to L.A., see my sister. Might jist stay there.” Then she paused and said, “Got any gum?”

Blaze opened the kitchen cabinet and gave Dawn a pack of Juicy Fruit, saying, “Here, this flavor works best.”

“Ever try bubble gum?” Dawn asked, biting open the pack. “Some girls say bubble gum works best.”

“What’re you gonna do with the baby?”

The sallow, sniffling girl jammed two sticks in her mouth and began chewing painfully.

“My sister’ll help me with Billy. She wouldn’t if he was Oliver’s baby. She goes, ‘Long as he ain’t half nigger I’ll take him.’ Lucky for him he ain’t.”

“Wait here.” Blaze disappeared into the bedroom and closed the door. Dawn was her friend, but a junkie’s a junkie. She retrieved a roll of bills from inside a knitted ski cap at the top of the closet and counted out five twenties. When she returned, she found Dawn unbuttoning the polyester blouse and displaying her bare torso before the full-length mirror.

“Whadda ya think, Blaze? Oliver says the johns’ll pay jist to look at this!”

Dawn’s little breasts were tattooed with giant spiders whose legs encircled her nipples. A gold alligator clip was clamped onto each nipple, joined by a gold chain that was hooked onto a second chain that disappeared down inside her skirt. Dawn unzipped her leather skirt, peeled it down, and showed Blaze where the second chain went.

“Tit ’n’ clit chains. Right now they’re only clamped on, but pretty soon I’m gonna get ’em pierced, like when I get used to the pain.”

“You dumb shit!” Blaze said. “Take that off!”

“No, wait! It ain’t gonna hurt no more once it’s done right. Oliver says the johns like to pull on the chain a little bit when they can’t get movin’ and groovin’. Then I get all, like, I’m in pain big time? And the john gets all feelin’ bad? ’Cause me, I’m cryin’! So they give me an extra twenty at least! Oliver goes—”

Interrupting, Blaze said, “Remember that movie Pretty Woman? The one you loved so much, about the happy young hooker? Well, they forgot to show this fucking part!”

When Dawn’s skirt snagged on the clit chain, she whimpered and rezipped it gingerly.

“Tell me, Dawn,” Blaze said, “did you nurse your baby when you were shooting up speedballs?”

Shaking her head, “I wouldn’t do that, Blaze. I bottle-fed him.”

“What kind of fool am I?” Blaze asked rhetorically, but went ahead and handed Dawn the twenties.

Dawn tucked the money inside her panties, took out the gum pack, and shoved yet another stick in her mouth.

When Blaze opened the door, Dawn said, “I don’t know? Maybe bubble gum would do it better? I jist can’t ever get the taste a condoms outta my mouth! Kin you?”

—

Norman G. “Letch” Boggs was one of those middle-aged cops immune to sexual-harassment complaints. Letch was short, bald, lardy at the hips, with the muscle tone of a bruised banana. He smelled worse than a Beastie Boys concert because he consumed more garlic than Sicily. He loved it roasted, fried, sautéed, raw. He ate tomato-mayonnaise-and-raw-garlic sandwiches that made people want to puke just watching him. Convinced that garlic retarded aging and enhanced potency, Letch claimed he’d get garlic withdrawal if ever he missed a day. So he didn’t.

Letch’s wet grin—more of a leer, which exposed oversized rodent teeth—had a lecherous quality to it, hence his nickname. Moreover, he spent more time watching confiscated porn flicks than any vice cop in the history of the SDPD, so his sobriquet was earned. Though he’d made a pass at nearly every female who’d set foot on the fifth floor of the downtown police headquarters, no one believed that a woman would take him seriously. Still, some had; he was twice divorced.

Letch could get away with amorous suggestions, lascivious whispers, even an occasional pat that’d make his target gasp and retreat the second she caught a whiff, but it never initiated a complaint. That’s because sex with the leering debauchee was unthinkable. Letch was like a police dog that humped your leg.

But he was an astoundingly effective vice cop with a memory like an IBM laptop. And Letch had the instincts of a ferret, which was even better for someone in his sordid line of work.

He sat dozing in his unmarked vice car on a street in Fashion Hills, staked out on Dawn Coyote, who was visiting an unknown person in one of those nice little apartments overlooking Mission Valley. He wasn’t directly concerned about a junkie hooker like Dawn Coyote, but he knew she worked for Oliver Mantleberry, a pimp long overdue for a serious fall. Having busted Dawn twice when she was a tweak monster on crystal meth, and hearing that she was now heavy into speedballs, Letch figured she was ripe to roll over on her pimp. Especially if Letch could use her little cub as leverage.

They were all alike, junkie whores, their whelps being their last link to a sense of self as human beings. Use their cubs as a twist and they’d drop a dime on their mothers. Or their pimps as the case might be.

Letch Boggs was sleepy because he’d been up late for the third night in a row, peeing on a tree. All because this nutcase little Scottish terrier living next door to him was driving him crazy. The dog started barking the minute his mistress left for work at 8:00 A.M. That was just when the weary night-shift vice cop would be deepest into REM sleep, dreaming about Jacuzzis and pubescent maidens. Letch thought about slipping the bowser some barbiturates but was afraid it might croak. He didn’t want an OD’d Scottie on his conscience.

One morning he noticed that each time the buxom mistress took her Scottie for a stroll, the dog got all obsessive-compulsive about peeing on top of any other dog pee he encountered. He particularly favored a pepper tree between the neighbor’s house and Letch’s duplex apartment in his residential neighborhood on the north side of Ocean Beach.

The Scottie’s mistress was a buffed-out Aussie, and after returning from work in the late afternoon she usually wore a wraparound skirt over a leotard and tights while walking the Scottie. In the past, Letch had displayed his hamster leer and tried a “G’day” on her a few times, but she’d just given him a chilly nod. Once when she was only wearing the leotard and tights minus the skirt, he whistled “Tie Me Kangaroo Down, Sport,” but she told him to bugger off.

So Letch finally changed tack and confronted her at the curb in front of his duplex. He suggested that maybe her little dog was real unhappy, what with her gone to work six days a week, because the little hairball barked nonstop from 8:00 A.M. till he got hoarse. Letch suggested that she ought to consider giving the dog to the nice family across the street because the only time he’d shut up was when one of the kids came over to play with him and give him treats. He was sure they’d take the dog off her hands in a heartbeat, and the pooch’d have a much happier home.

The Aussie told Letch she doubted that the terrier barked all that much because nobody else had ever complained. And, sure, the dog could come and go through the doggy door in the daytime, but he almost always preferred to stay inside and sit quietly on the back of the sofa by the window. “Gazing quietly and doglike at life on the street outside” was what she said.

Letch told her he was a day sleeper and, trust him, the dog didn’t sit quietly on the sofa, and would she please just lock him in when she went to work because at least his yapping would be somewhat muffled.

She said that a dog could not be expected to hold his pee that long, and she wasn’t going to risk his hurting his kidneys by making him do it.

In that case, Letch said, he’d have to take the matter into his own hands. She asked him what that meant and Letch answered that he didn’t know, but maybe a dognapper’d throw the little bastard into a billabong—whatever that was—like the poor old swagman in “Waltzing Matilda.”

She answered by threatening to call the police.

That’s when Letch devised the scheme to pee on the tree and drive the little bowwow bonkers.

It worked like magic the first time he tried it. Letch got home very late after his Saturday shift, choked down three glasses of water, and crept outside, making just enough noise on the walkway for the terrier to come to the window.

Then Letch whipped out his willie and started to pee on the tree, right through the chain-link fence, lighting up the scene with the beam from his pencil flashlight so the Scottie couldn’t miss it.

The dog went ballistic. He barked and clawed the window and whined. Letch shut it off prematurely and tiptoed back inside the apartment to drink more water and wait.

Presently he heard the doggy-door flap open when she raised the slider to let the terrier out. Of course the pooch padded down the steps heading straight for the tree to pee over Letch’s.

After the Scottie went back inside, Letch sidled outside and whistled just loud enough for canine ears. When the pooch looked out, Letch headed for the tree and turned on the beam and the stream.

This time the terrier howled like a wolf. Letch sneaked into the laundry room by the back porch and heard the Aussie open the door and yell, “Bloody hell, Nigel! This is the last time!”

The frantic terrier scuttled down the steps, made a beeline for the tree, hardly paused to sniff, and peed over Letch’s. Three minutes after the anxious dog scampered back inside, Letch did it again. A few squirts was all he could muster this time, but Nigel peeked out the window and made a terrible ruckus. Music to a weary vice cop’s ears.

Last night was the third in a row that he’d tormented the compulsive terrier. Letch figured another night or two and the babe would pay the kids across the street to adopt the stressed-out pooch. But Letch was dog-tired himself from all the night prowling. Not to mention all the stops and starts that weren’t helping his bladder or his prostate.

Just then, Dawn Coyote emerged from a doorway on the second floor of the apartment complex and Letch trained his binoculars on the door before it closed. It was nearly obscured by mottled shadows, but he caught a glimpse of the number 2A on the door and made a mental note.

When Dawn got back behind the wheel of Oliver Mantleberry’s white Jaguar, Letch followed her at a safe distance to her place of business, a corner on El Cajon Boulevard. Under a streetlight. Like every whore for a hundred years.

—

While Blaze was rummaging through her crowded closet trying to find something pink for fashion-challenged number eight, she was the subject of a telephone call from number sixty-three.

That telephone call, like all the calls regarding Blaze Duvall, had a life of its own. First the caller would reach a number at an answering service that never picked up. The call would be forwarded after one ring to a seventy-two-year-old former hooker called Serenity Jones, who at one time had had twenty girls working for her before she got busted and sentenced to six months in jail for pandering. Now Serenity Jones contracted with just three girls, who did outcall massages at $200 a visit. Whatever they got over and above that was their business, as long as Serenity got her forty-percent commission on the standard fee. Serenity never tried to chisel her girls and wouldn’t stand for it in return.

Nevertheless, Blaze and the other two masseuses would occasionally burn the old madam. When they had a regular client they could trust, they’d sometimes suggest he call a different number listed to a close friend of the masseuse’s. That way the masseuse could keep the whole tariff and Serenity would be none the wiser.

Blaze liked Serenity, and she especially liked the first-class clients Serenity sent her way, so she was careful not to cheat the old babe too often. Blaze’s pal for the occasional beat-the-madam call was Dawn Coyote, who maintained a separate phone line and answering machine bought and paid for by Blaze Duvall. She also paid Dawn $200 a month for the service.

When Serenity took the call from number sixty-three, she was sprawled in her leather recliner with a Siamese cat on her lap. Dribbles of ice cream splattered her flowered muumuu and the cat licked them from time to time. Serenity’s platinum hair was in rollers, but even in the daytime she wore a trowel load of eye shadow, and her crimson acrylic nails were long enough for spearfishing.

Serenity knew from personal experience that without a scanner the cops would have a hard time tracing her if she used a mobile cellular phone. Even so, when she got a suspicious call on her cell phone she was always prepared to say adios and move on down the road to another apartment. People in her business couldn’t get sentimental about hearth and home.

That afternoon Serenity was really getting into the panel they had on her favorite trash talk show. Five transsexuals, the smallest of whom weighed more than two hundred and fifty pounds, were telling the audience how it was easier to be a fat babe than a fat dude. Serenity got annoyed when the cell phone rang, but she hit the mute button on her TV remote and answered.

While Blaze Duvall was still trying to figure out how the hell to be pretty in pink, a male voice said to Serenity, “This is number sixty-three. Please tell the lovely redhead that I’d like to see her tomorrow night. Eight-thirty. Same place as last time. Same room number.”

Serenity said, “Okay, doll, that’s fab. Any special instructions?”

The male voice said, “Warm. I’d like it warm this time.”

“Fab, doll,” Serenity said, hanging up and pressing the mute button just in time to hear the TV host ask one of the transsexuals whether she ever missed her penis. And what did she think when sick persons asked her if she’d pickled and jarred it as a memento?

Serenity tossed the tabby off her tummy and waddled to the fridge for another dish of cookies’n fudge ice cream, wondering how she’d ever coped with life before the freak shows. After she plopped back down in the recliner, she dialed a number, reaching Blaze’s voice mail.

Blaze never picked up, but she listened to Serenity say, “Hello, darling. Number sixty-three would like to see your good self tomorrow evening. Eight-thirty. Same place as last time. And, oh yeah, he wants it warm this time. Bye, darling doll.”

After looking as good as she could in a horrible pink turtleneck and tight blue jeans, Blaze wrote on a notepad beside the answering machine, “Icy Hot. 63.”

She was very glad to hear from number sixty-three. It’d been three months, yet he’d always been a reliable bimonthly client at $200 per. And he’d give her at least a $20 tip if she used any imagination at all.

“Wants it warm” referred to his fetish for Icy Hot or Ben-Gay, cream used to heat up strained muscles and sports injuries. When she’d first started in the business, Blaze made the mistake of accidentally smearing a gob on a client’s balls. The john came up off the bed like a Harrier jet and she never made that mistake again.

When she’d told Serenity about the accident, the old pro had just given her a dimpled smile and said, “Stay away from Petey and the twins with that stuff. The johns can get that at the ballpark.”

“Get what?” Blaze had wanted to know.

Serenity had sung a little learning jingle to her novice masseuse: “Hot nuts! Red-hot nuts! They can get ’em from the pea-nut maaaan!”


CHAPTER 2

April Fool’s Day fell on a Saturday, and the Keeper of the Cup was delighted to turn on his TV without fear of encountering the O. J. Simpson legal circus. The trial was especially unfortunate for the America’s Cup regatta because TV coverage would draw away attention from the defender and challenger finals that were set to begin on April 10 and 11, televised live on ESPN.

The Keeper of the Cup sat on the rear deck of his hillside house in Point Loma, drinking his morning coffee and enjoying an unobstructed view of San Diego harbor and a white-water view of Coronado. After his sister died he had become the sole heir to his widowed mother’s estate, which consisted only of the nondescript sixty-five-year-old house with a leaky roof and termites galore.

But because of the glorious view the place was worth at least $1,250,000. His realtor colleagues thought the land might fetch even more without the ramshackle house on it, but he was one of the few local real-estate agents with faith that the California housing market would rebound. He was determined to live in the house until it happened, or until termites brought it down on his head, which was possible.

The property, his mother had liked to remind him, would provide enough money to see him comfortably through old age—because, in her words, he’d never provided adequately for himself. He was, after all, not even a broker, only an agent. She’d never tired of reminding him that he had been destined for mediocrity from the moment he’d dropped out of college. That was a reckless decision his father had never gotten over, or so his mother had needed to reiterate most of his life.

Long before her death at age eighty-five, he’d given up defending himself against her belittling and her unfavorable comparisons to his sister Sheila’s unbearably aggressive husband, Bradley, a big-bucks plastic surgeon. The fact is, his tear ducts hadn’t been overworked by the passing of either of the two women in his life. It was no wonder he’d never married, what with a lifetime of trying to outswim those man-eaters.

He considered pouring himself another cup of coffee, hoping the morning overcast would soon burn off. Everyone talked about how the wet winter had seemed endless this year and how it might affect the unpredictable seas off San Diego and the America’s Cup regatta.

Then he thought maybe he should go to the office, weekend or not. There’d been quite a bit of walk-in tourist action at the local real-estate offices during the America’s Cup challenger trials. Hopefully there’d be a lot more when the finals got under way, but of course most of the tourists were looky-loos. Still, you never knew. People who followed yacht racing didn’t need food stamps. In fact, one of his real-estate competitors had sold a $1,350,000 Sunset Cliffs oceanfront home to a walk-in client that very week. You couldn’t predict the out-of-town sailing crowd.

There was a big article in the paper that morning about the New Zealand challenger, and as he looked at the headline, it brought a cold lump to his gut, like a bag of wet sand. The New Zealanders were more than good. And their two boats? Seagoing rockets. He hated to even think of the Cup going to Auckland next month.

Everyone said that if the Cup left the San Diego Yacht Club it’d never return, not in his lifetime, perhaps not in the Cup’s lifetime. Nobody was going to mount another $65 million campaign under the aegis of the San Diego Yacht Club as Kansas millionaire Bill Koch had done successfully in the Cup regatta of 1992. Since then the blustering Koch felt that he had been badly treated by the yacht club and had made his views all too public. The Keeper of the Cup had to agree that if it went, it would never be won back by a San Diego challenger.

He glanced at the time: 9:10. His Omega Speedmaster gold chronograph reminded him of where it had come from—an Omega company executive had given it to him when he’d accompanied the Cup to the Barcelona Boat Show.

He and the Cup had gone to Spain twice, to Paris three times, and to Monaco, where he’d stood in a receiving line and met Prince Rainier himself. He’d been to England four times, and to Ireland, where the enthusiasm was wonderful.

He’d traveled with it to Hong Kong, and to Tokyo, where the Japanese went wild over it. He’d taken it to Sydney and Toronto and Bern. He and the Cup had gone to one hundred American cities during the seven and a half years since Dennis Conner and his boat, Stars and Stripes, had won it back from the Aussies at Fremantle.

What a time that was! A DC-10 was almost filled with only America’s Cup rooters when it landed back in San Diego on a Saturday afternoon. A parade of convertible cars was hastily formed and were driven with the Cup and the conquerors from the airport to the Broadway Pier, then back to the plane and on to New York to meet Ronald Reagan and two thousand yachting enthusiasts. The Keeper of the Cup nostalgically recalled it all: the pipers, the bands, the yacht club commodores, all waiting for them in New York.

And he resented the yachting world for criticizing San Diego’s handling of the Cup. From 1851 to 1983 the Keepers of the Cup at the New York Yacht Club had never shown the Cup to anybody, yet the San Diego Yacht Club had shown it to the world. And he, an unpaid volunteer, just a dedicated club member, had lovingly protected that baroque twenty-seven-inch chunk of silver everywhere it went—and it had gone somewhere five hundred and thirty times in seven and a half years!

And if the Kiwi challengers were successful? If he thought too much about losing the Cup forever, he believed he might weep—this man who’d not wept when he lost a father, a sister, and a mother, all within the brief span of years since he’d been named Keeper of the Cup.

Even his mother had held her tongue and stopped her invidious comparisons after he’d returned from his second trip to England in May 1991. It was the two-hundred-fiftieth anniversary of Garrard, the Crown jewelers, whose silversmiths had fashioned the original cup from one hundred antique pieces of silver. Queen Victoria had ordered three of the “hundred guinea cups” from Garrard in 1851, but only the one remained.

Margaret Thatcher had made a wonderful speech that day as she stood on the Garrard staircase. She spoke without notes and he’d gotten to shake her hand afterward. His mother, a diehard Anglophile who’d never missed an episode of Masterpiece Theatre, had peppered him with questions, and he’d said yes, it’s true that Denis Thatcher is very sweet but horribly henpecked. And that Denis (they were on a first-name basis, of course) had invited him to come over for the Chelsea flower show.

Actually, he’d never met Mrs. Thatcher’s husband, but for once his mother had been forced to shut her mouth. For once, he had been more than mediocre.

And the Cup never traveled as baggage. When it was packed in its protective crate, it weighed, along with its cart, one hundred and fifty pounds, and it rode beside him either in a first-class seat or in business class whenever they traveled abroad. The San Diego Yacht Club charged the requesting entity a fee of $1,000 a day, plus $125 a day for the Keeper of the Cup, plus airfare and per diem. Jaded international airline pilots who saw celebrities every day would actually leave the cockpit to come and chat with him and often asked to have their photos taken with the America’s Cup.

The truth was, the rest of the sailing world was far more impressed than were citizens of the United States with this, the oldest sporting trophy on the planet. To them it represented history and tradition, things America had devalued. And it represented money, both old—typified by the New York Yacht Club—as well as new, typified by an upstart millionaire like Bill Koch and the irrepressible seagoing hustler, Dennis Conner.

When the Keeper of the Cup rose to clear the breakfast dishes from the patio table, he was overwhelmingly sad and depressed. But later while shaving he got a churning in his gut. Not a wave exactly, more like an electric current. He was strangely anxious, almost frightened. His face felt hot. Flickers of an idea bombarded him.

He willed the amorphous images back into a corner of his mind and began shaving more deliberately, busying himself with routine. He hadn’t liked that current.

Concentrating on his well-boned but weather-lined face, he thought his brother-in-law might be able to do something about the wattles under his chin. But his eyelids? He wondered if laser surgery was all it was cracked up to be. He was pretty sure Bradley wouldn’t give him a dime’s worth of discount. Bradley was resentful that as Sheila’s widowed husband, he and their two grown children hadn’t gotten a share in her mother’s house, even though Bradley’s net worth was ten times greater than the value of the ramshackle family home in Point Loma.

Then he paused to examine his pale hair, more the color of taffy than the silver he preferred. A yacht club dermatologist had told him that it would stop receding, but it hadn’t. The photos of himself covering the wall of his bedroom proved it. A picture of him showing the Cup to King Juan Carlos of Spain. Next to that a photo of him shaking hands with King Harald of Norway. Another with former King Constantine of Greece. And one of his favorites, when he definitely had more hair than now, with Princess Anne at the Royal Thames Yacht Club. She had been surprised that he was not the commodore of the San Diego Yacht Club, but he had informed Her Highness that the commodore was not fond of travel and that he, in a way, had a more exalted title—Keeper of the Cup.

Then he felt it: fear! He tried to trim his neat graying mustache, but his hands began trembling. He put down the scissors, went into his mother’s old sewing room, now his study, and rummaged through folders of America’s Cup clippings and other material he’d collected. When he found what he was looking for he stopped breathing for a moment: a photo of the French boat after it had been dropped to the ground, its keel protruding right through the deck.

It was like a slam of thunder over Point Loma. The fully formed idea surged like a wave crashing over him, washing away fear, leaving excitement roiling in its wake.

—

The lifeguards were cop wannabes who’d been given limited police powers in Mission Bay. That is, they could write tickets in their rescue boat, and they could help control the armada of boaters swarming the bay on weekends and holidays. The police officers who manned the Harbor Unit of the San Diego Police Department tolerated lifeguard antics, except on those occasions when an overzealous, unarmed lifeguard might opt to front-off some three-hundred-pound tweaker in a dirtbag boat he put into the water only about twice a year. In fact, a tweaker’s bay cruiser was more or less a floating pickup truck—with more water leaks and less gas mileage—that he could drive with his mitts full of beer cans. To brake, a tweaker just ran into another boat.

Of course, most of those tweak monsters chose to bring along their old ladies and three or four kids they may or may not have fathered, as well as the pit bull that guarded their crystal meth on and off the water. And you could bet they’d have a broken-down pile of smoke-belching iron with two flat tires left illegally parked near the launching ramp. So when the cops would eventually have to come to a lifeguard’s rescue, they’d inherit a boatload of seagoing melanoma, and they’d end up dealing with the whole shebang, dog included.

Cops referred to lifeguards as rad dudes who’d turned a summer job into a career. Whenever the police boat cruised by the red lifeguard boat anchored by the south jetty, the cops could expect to find a lifeguard kicking back and staring blissfully out to sea, uttering things like: “Land can be totally gnarled, but out there”—a wave of the hand—“out there, dude! It’s…cosmically metaphysical!”

That would chase away the police patrol every time, leaving the lifeguard to gaze out metaphysically, waiting for the green flash that sometimes appeared when the sun dropped below the horizon.

That’s how the cops wanted the lifeguards: gazing out to sea, not rampaging around Quivira Basin unnecessarily pissing off some tattooed biker on a rented Jet Ski. Or, worse yet, fronting-off the Asian gangbangers who hung out at South Cove, mad-dogging any rival gang that infringed on their turf. The cops called that part of Vacation Isle “Laos Beach.”

Every cop could relate an incident of pulling lifeguard fat out of the fire when the water cowboys were out doing Clint Eastwood aqua-style. The lifeguards longed to carry guns, but if they ever got that kind of police power, the cops wanted body armor. Better to risk drowning in a flak jacket than to get accidentally blown away by an aging surfer who’d no doubt look at the dead cop he’d just ventilated and say, “Sorry, dude. That was totally uncool of me.”

Or, as the Harbor Patrol sergeant-in-charge put it: “Lifeguards should spend their lives facing west toward the ocean. Not east toward the parking lots.”

That Saturday morning, April Fools’ Day, one of the lifeguards was impressing the bejesus out of a ride-along female citizen by whipping his boat into 180s on Fiesta Bay west of a tiny patch called Government Island, which housed the Lindbergh Field airport beacon. Of course, the lifeguard boats were not designed to do 180s, and ride-along citizens were not designed to stand perfectly balanced on the whitecapped waters of Mission Bay, so…

When the Harbor Unit cop who’d photographed the secret French keel pulled the half-drowned ride-along from the foamy chop, he said to her, “That’s why we call the lifeguard boat The Ejaculator.”

On warm afternoons there was a huge number of pleasure craft in the 4,600-acre aquatic park, including “personal watercraft” such as Jet Skis, Wet Bikes, Dynafoils, Wave-Runners, and Wave-Jammers. Most of the park, 2,500 acres in fact, was under water to a maximum depth of twenty feet. There were usually a hundred or so motor homes illegally parked around the bay, and because the parking lots are closed from 2:00 A.M. to 4:00 A.M., the motor homes had to move out during those hours, a small inconvenience compared to the free use of bayfront property, manicured lawns, and nice public bathrooms if you didn’t mind sharing them with the occasional rat-fucking transient.

That afternoon the cops happened to cruise past the Aussie compound when AUS-31 was returning from a practice run on the ocean. The Aussies were down to one boat and stood little chance against the coldly efficient Kiwis. Three weeks earlier, during a race against New Zealand, oneAustralia had lost one of its two sloops, the first such sinking in the entire history of America’s Cup racing. The boat developed cracks on both sides of the hull aft of the mast, then jackknifed and sank in less than two minutes.

When the ocean poured into the sloop, a crewman turned incredulously to another and said, “Big fella, are we sinking?” He answered his own silly question by jumping overboard, along with everyone else. The “sewer man” belowdecks who tended the sails was lucky to escape with his life.

The Aussies waved a g’day at the police patrol boat, and one of the Aussie sailors, a massive grinder from Perth, yelled, “Buy you a Foster’s later!”

The cops gave him a thumbs-up. They liked the gregarious, hard-drinking Aussies as much as they disliked the demanding French, who had recently squabbled with them over cars parking near their compound, where they’d set up their own little restaurant to avoid eating the disgusting local fare.

“Most necessary zat we park here,” the Frog informed the cops. “Please to move ze toureests from ze street!”

The cops told the Frenchman that the tourists were citizens of the country, not guests who were going home soon and therefore wouldn’t have to cope with people who annoyed and vexed them, people who bathed every day. Then the cops reminded the Frenchman that when it came to illegal parking they were world-class, parking their Citroëns on lawns, sidewalks, and driveways. Picnickers couldn’t leave an egg-salad sandwich unattended without a funny French car backing over it.

After the Frog looked at the cops’ name tags, he realized that these were the same two who had demeaned the French before the world by photographing their keel. He threw up his hands in disgust and stormed off.

The photographer’s name tag said FORTNEY. His partner’s said LEEDS. Each had been with the Harbor Unit for more than five years and neither wanted to work anywhere else, even though the unit was constantly threatened by budget cuts that might do away with the patrol altogether. In which case they’d have to return to regular dry-land patrol or, if they were
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