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If a shipbuilder build a
boat for some one, and do not make it tight, and if during that
same year that boat is sent away and suffers injury, the
ship-builder shall take the boat apart and put it together tight at
his own expense. The tight boat he shall give to the boat
owner.

Number 235, from
Hammurabi’s Code of 282 Laws


Chapter 1

Boating can be a great
sport, but not in a back yard – which is where I’m presently doing
my yachting, as the result of several swift moves choreographed by
my soon-to-be ex-wife and her beady-eyed divorce lawyer, whose
cheap business card should be changed to read ‘Gary Koontz, Schmuck
at Law.’

My sleeping quarters were
involuntarily changed from the bedroom, to the living room couch,
and then out to this 1956 classic forty-foot Chris Craft
Constellation, a bull-nosed cabin cruiser I’ve been restoring out
here in the yard for the past seven years. Having been told to take
the rest of my life off by the law firm I was formerly employed by,
I’m sitting here in the cabin of my boat/office talking on the
phone to my San Fernando Valley friend Stuart.

One good thing about Stuart is that no
matter how bad off you might think you’re doing, Stuart can
convince you he’s doing worse… and he usually is. His cause de jour
is suing the United States Government and some large corporations
for poisoning him: he claims to be suffering from mesothelioma, a
form of asbestos damage to the lining of his lungs that he claims
was a result of spending four years working in the Navy as a ship’s
boiler room engineer.

To humor him, I prepared and filed a
lawsuit last month so that he wouldn’t blow the Statute of
Limitations, and now he wants to go ahead with it by having the
U.S. Marshall’s office serve the lawsuit on all the
defendants.

Wonderful. A federal case. Just what I
need at this low point in my life. I tell him now that I’m
semi-retired I don’t have the office staff, but I’ll try to
associate another attorney in on the case who is much better
equipped to handle this type of case.

My involuntary retirement may not be
such a bad thing after all, considering the fact that there’ll be
no boat restoration distractions from clients like Stuart. For the
past few years, every time he calls it’s to either file another
lawsuit or go with him to meet his uncle Label, who’s supposed to
own a boat in the Marina.

***

When I was a kid, growing up in
Chicago on North Kedzie Avenue, one of my favorite Saturday
afternoon pastimes was packing a lunch and hopping on my bike for a
long bike ride down Lawrence Avenue, and then south along Sheridan
Road, to Belmont Harbor. I would spend all afternoon there sitting
on the concrete seawall, daydreaming, my legs dangling over the
edge. I used to rest my arms on the middle rung of the guard rail –
the rail that kept the have-nots without boats away from the
privileged few ‘haves’ who not only had boats, but also had the
political pull to get a mooring in the city’s most popular Marina.
The daydream was usually the same… someday I’d have one of those
big, shiny, varnished wood cabin cruisers, complete with an
ornament that so many of them seemed to be displaying on their
foreward decks – a beautiful redheaded wife.

It took almost thirty years, before
fate was kind to me - but with a string attached: I was allowed to
achieve my dream, but found out you aren’t allowed to enjoy both
the boat and the wife at the same time.

There’s a tragic procedure that takes
place in many marriages, all brought about by a conflict of goals.
A woman will view a prospective husband as a work in progress… a
project… an acquisition she can transform into something
respectable who is safe to bring to boring social functions. On the
other hand, a man looks at a woman, likes what he sees, and hopes
that she stays just like that forever - without ever
changing.

Unfortunately, the opposite of what
they each hoped for usually takes place. The woman fails in all her
attempts to change the man, whose traits are usually etched in
stone. And on the other side of the equation, the woman goes
through all the personality and cosmetic changes, winding up being
nothing like what the husband thought he would spend the rest of
his life with. Some states have a six-month waiting period before a
divorce becomes final, but it might be a better idea to put the
waiting period in front, making it a six-month wait and then a
trial period before the marriage is a locked-in deal.

Neither going through changes nor
staying the same is necessarily a bad thing, but either case can
cause disappointment and strain on a marriage. That’s what happened
in our case. My wife Myra is still beautiful, but she progressed
from being a gorgeous demure redheaded receptionist, to a legal
secretary, to a paralegal, on to law school, passed the Bar exam
and now is a ball-busting brunette prosecuting attorney with the
local District Attorney’s office. On the other hand, I have
remained a completely unchanged, dedicated, poor, defense attorney
representing the downtrodden (but in most cases guilty) people who
have been charged with crimes by her office.

The philosophical difference between
prosecution and defense attitudes can be enough to break up a
marriage. This strain on the relationship is never brought out
clearer than when the mind-sets collide head on at a social
gathering. Most prosecuting attorneys eventually assume the zeal of
people on a crusade to ‘put away the bad guys,’ who are all assumed
to be guilty just because they’ve been arrested. Even the smallest
file on a misdemeanor theft is no longer a case… it’s a crusade,
with the defense attorney looked upon as being a troublesome
barrier between the D.A.’s office and justice.

The calendar clerks never
put Myra and I up against each other in the courtroom, but our
being on different sides of the fence has created a Marcia Clark
versus F. Lee Bailey type of atmosphere, as displayed on television
every day some years back during the O.J. Simpson criminal trial.
I’ll never be able to figure out how that republican-democrat
marriage of Mary Matalin and James Carville seems to have
flourished so well unless they finally figured out how to do what
my soon-to-be-ex and I never mastered: leaving all of our
philosophical differences behind at the office.

Things got worse when we
tried to bring our circle of friends together, because hard-nosed
right-wing district attorneys with that prosecutorial badge-heavy
swagger don’t mix well with left-wing defenders of drug-dealers,
pornographers and child molesters. But that wasn’t all: when it
looked like my boat restoring project was within a year of
completion, we went boating with some friends and discovered that
my beloved wife has a very low tolerance for motion. She can get
terribly seasick at any distance more than 10 feet from the dock.
Seasickness is quite common with self-centered people who have
difficulty taking into consideration the boat, motion, other people
around them, and a lot of other factors that contribute to the
illness.

Our differences didn’t stop just with
the enjoyment of boating. I had to work my way through high school,
college and law school by playing piano in saloons. Once we could
afford a nice living-room piano, I discovered that my wife was
tone-deaf and didn’t like the way I played. This was definitely a
marriage-counselor’s nightmare, so I guess that’s why while I’m out
here in the back yard sitting in an old boat, my wife and her
lawyer are inside that nice Brentwood home, scheming. Looking over
there occasionally I notice his beady eyes peering out at my boat
through the house’s mini-blinds. He spends a lot of time ogling my
wife and my boat... but it’ll be over my dead body before he gets
his hands on my boat.

***

I’m hoping that Stuart will
tire of talking soon so I can get back to trying to fix an
electrical short in the boat’s wiring system before it burns the
boat, and my wife’s house with it. She owned the house before we
were married, so she’ll no doubt stay in at after I’m
gone.

Fixing things on the boat are harder
than I expected – mainly because I don’t know what the hell I’m
doing. Boat wiring is a lot different than house wiring: you can’t
just connect things with supermarket extension cords, because
they’re not heavy-duty enough to withstand the extremely harsh
elements of a saltwater environment. Humans don’t belong in the
ocean, and the ocean keeps telling us that by trying to invade our
territory just like we’re invading its. An electrician friend of
mine told me that I’ve done a nice job of cosmetically restoring
this old tub, but without a complete re-wiring job it won’t last
too long after it’s put in the water. Without a steady source of
income, I’ll have to cross that bridge when I come to
it.

*****


Chapter 2

Not having handled any
personal injury cases for a couple of years since my tow-truck
driving friend lost his job and my paralegal Ricky Hansel
disappeared, it was a pleasant surprise last year to receive a
phone call from one of the alcoholic insurance adjusters I used to
do business with. Whenever an adjuster calls it’s usually because
he’s got some money to offer you. I thought that this call was for
one of the old cases I’d filed and forgotten, so I agreed to meet
with him at a local eatery.

Quite often when there are
multiple plaintiffs in the same damaged vehicle, the adjuster will
be given authority to dispose of all the cases at one time, for
some maximum total amount of settlement money. In cases where one
plaintiff attorney is handling everyone in the car, the attorney
and adjuster usually get together to calculate how the distribution
of funds will be made between the plaintiffs… and if the meeting is
in an establishment where alcohol is served, there’s always a
possibility that the settlement amount might increase towards the
maximum as the successive rounds are served. Our meeting started
out cordially enough, but one small thing bothered me. I only had
one drink, but I didn’t recognize the names of the people involved
in the case. I told him I didn’t represent these people. The
adjustor must have thought I was either trying out a new settlement
tactic or experiencing the onset of Alzheimer’s. When my denials of
representation became more adamant and he realized I wasn’t
kidding, he produced some recent correspondence he received from my
office, listed at “Peter Sharp & Associates” and signed by my
wannabe ‘associate,’ Ricky Hansel, who in reality, was a former law
clerk of mine.

I pointed out to him that the Ventura
Boulevard business office address and telephone number printed on
the letterhead weren’t accurate, and showed him my present business
card. He admitted that he didn’t use the phone number on the
letterhead because due to our previous dealings my number was still
in the speed dial of his phone. The only way to get to the bottom
of this situation was to visit the address on the letterhead and
meet with ‘attorney’ Hansel.

I kept thinking that this
is unbelievable. Ricky was the nicest guy you could ever want to
meet… and a hard worker. One time I had a case where title to a
classic car was illegally transferred. Ricky worked on it almost
full time for over a month until all the paperwork was properly
filled out and we were able to repossess the vehicle for the
client. Everyone liked him and there was no doubt that when he
finished law school he’d quickly build a successful practice.
Little did I know that he didn’t want to wait until finishing
school – or becoming a lawyer, to start building his law practice.
We both drove over to the business address printed on the
correspondence and saw that it was one of those storefront private
Mail Box places whose customers use their box numbers as ‘suite’
number on stationery. We were told that pasted on the clerk’s side
of the box was the directory label ‘Peter Sharp &
Associates.’

After a convincing argument
from me plus a twenty-dollar bill, we convinced Jack Bibberman, the
store’s mail clerk, to reveal who rented that box. My suspicions
were confirmed when he named my former paralegal Ricky. Jack told
us that he never met the guy… the box rental transaction was all
done by mail and the guy only came in once to pick up a UPS package
delivery… probably stationary. All mail pickups from the box were
probably done at night after the counter closed.

The adjustor finally seemed to believe
me and I thought the matter was closed. Our local legal newspaper,
The Los Angeles Daily Journal, carried the story several months
later: Ricky was arrested, convicted, fined and sentenced to
several years of probation for the misdemeanor of practicing law
without a license. Needless to say, his chances of ever being
allowed to take the California Bar exam were greatly diminished, if
not gone forever. What I didn’t expect was what the insurance
company did next... they turned the matter over to the State Bar
for a full investigation… of me.

The State Bar filed charges against me
for ‘negligent supervision of an employee’ and ‘aiding in the
unauthorized practice of law.’ Usually those types of charges don’t
result in a serious disciplinary sentence. In fact, I thought my
hearing was actually going quite well… until they brought out their
files from the past fifteen years and the State Bar’s prosecutor
told the hearing judges about my alleged previous ‘attitude’
towards the Bar’s investigation attempts.

 


The first recital was about
when I began my practice in a Van Nuys storefront office on Sylvan
Street, a block away from the Van Nuys courthouse. The small coffee
shop next door to my office was going out of business, so I bought
and re-named it “Peter Sharp’s Division 86.” At the time, there
were eighty-five divisions in the Los Angeles Municipal Court
system, ergo our name and the double entendre of being “86’d.” In
those days, the Bar didn’t allow attorneys to do any type of
advertising: They considered it to be conduct described as
‘unprofessional.’

Most people got a kick out of the
place’s name, but some jerky attorneys in the neighborhood (are
there any other kind?) complained to the Bar that because my name
was on it, that I was unethically advertising. When the complaint
letter from the State Bar came in, I informed them that I heard
Ralph Williams (the largest auto dealer in the San Fernando Valley
at that time, with more than twelve dealerships on Ventura
Boulevard) was going to attend law school and then open up an
office in the Valley. I requested that we hold off on my hearing
until Ralph opens his law office, so we can see how well the Bar
does in getting him to remove his name from all twelve of those car
dealerships.

The Bar didn’t care for
that response, but it must have struck a proper chord, because I
didn’t hear from them again for another two years. This time it was
another nasty letter telling me that I was once again being accused
of wrongfully advertising because of my personalized license plate
– “PS ESQ.”

I did some quick research with our
state’s Department of Motor Vehicles and informed the State Bar
that they finally caught me, and I would be looking forward to my
hearing, assuming they would be holding it in the downtown sports
arena, so that the other three thousand two hundred fifty one
California lawyers with “ESQ” in their license plates could also
attend with their attorneys and defend themselves.

Once again they backed down. I never
had any problems with the State Bar again over unethical
advertising – but they finally got their pound of flesh: any other
attorney in the same situation would probably have gotten a slap on
the wrist and a severe warning to straighten out his act. I was
expecting a suspended sentence and maybe a fine, but it’s not a
perfect world.

In view of my past experiences with
our revered State Bar Association, along with the fact that Ricky
appeared as a witness for the State Bar and blamed everything on
me, testifying that I set him up with the mail box and shared the
fees, the prosecutors took Ricky, the convicted criminal’s word
over mine. Several years before my hearing the State Bar lifted its
ban on advertising; the judges didn’t care – they admitted the
recitations anyway, as evidence of my lack of respect for them. The
Bar must have decided that it was time to make an example of
another attorney, so I wound up with a two-year suspension and
probation. Go figure. An immediate appeal might have delayed the
suspension for a while, but considering all that was happening in
my life at the time, I thought a break from the active practice of
defending scumbags for a while might be a good thing… an appeal
could always be done later… and that’s why I’m sitting in a back
yard on Waterford Street in Brentwood Glen, trying to talk my
friend Stuart out of going ahead with a suit against the Federal
Government. I’ve had enough of going up against the establishment
for a while.

The suspension was bad enough, but it
had a profound effect on my prosecutor wife and her mad dog
associates. I was now looked upon as a common criminal… because for
the next two years I would be reduced to doing legal research,
private investigating and process serving for other attorneys. In
their eyes there were only two types of criminal defense attorneys:
those who had been suspended for unethical behavior and those who
hadn’t been caught yet... and neither category met with their
approval.

With the help of her
associates, my beloved wife finally came out of the ether and
decided that I was a social liability that had to be cut loose, so
she decided to downsize the household. Therefore, I am now sitting
on the aft deck of my live-aboard yacht enjoying the surrounding
sea of grass, while she conspires with Gary Koontz, her beady-eyed
divorce attorney… a former classmate of mine. I never liked him
back then in law school and still can’t stand him.

Amazingly, our divorce
proceedings went quite smoothly, in spite of our respective
attorneys’ efforts to screw up the case and build up their fees. My
attorney specializes in representing male members of the Bar, so
having only lawyers as clients, he didn’t think it was too big an
oversight to miss a court appearance. In my case, he didn’t show up
the day of the hearing, so the judge filled in for him by asking me
the stock questions off of a prepared sheet that contain the ones
that judges usually ask unrepresented women who come in for their
default divorce hearings. Everything went fine. I knew the judge
from past appearances in other court matters, so as a courtesy he
even offered to give me back my maiden name. Everyone wants to be
comedian.

The Property Settlement Agreement was
quite simple: she owned the house we lived in before the marriage,
so she kept it afterwards. There were no kids involved. In a
community property state like California, the courts can treat
appreciation in real estate value during the marriage as a joint
asset, so we decided to forgo that argument and in exchange I’d
keep clear title to my old back-yard Chris Craft.

As any married man knows, there are
times when the absolute truth just doesn’t apply. One instance is
the classic situation of when the wife turns around in front of you
and asks if the dress she’s wearing makes her look fat. The problem
is that in most other cases a little fabrication can usually come
back and bite you in the ass.

Before having that old wood Chris
Craft lifted by crane off the truck and dropped into our yard, I
may have mentioned to my wife that even if she doesn’t particularly
like boats, this one will be worth at least fifty thousand when I’m
finished fixing it up, so it’s really a good investment,
considering the fact that I got it for only eight
thousand.

That came back to bite me when her
lawyer was making up our ‘simple’ property settlement agreement. In
order for me to keep the boat for myself, he took that ‘future
value’ into consideration, and in order to keep the boat and not
look like a liar, I had to give up my entire interest in the
appreciation of the house while we were married. The matter of
alimony was settled by my promising to give her fifty percent of
the net profits from my law practice for two years. This provision
was added just before my suspension took effect and was another
reason she was pissed off. Now she might have to wait several years
before I started earning money again as an attorney – and then it
would be a slow curve to build up a new practice. But that’s the
way the cookie crumbles.

I never handled a divorce
case past the property settlement agreement stage... a decision
made out of fear. Several years ago an associate in my former law
firm asked me to fill in for him late one evening. A divorcing
couple had worked out the division of their property and wanted to
come to the office after work hours, to have it finalized on paper.
They were both deputy sheriffs. Everything went fine until we got
to the stereo, which she claimed was supposed to belong solely to
her. The husband immediately jumped up and declared “over my dead
body!” to which she replied “that can be arranged!” At that time
they both made gestures towards their respective holsters. This
type of experience was not exactly what I expected when starting
law school. I managed to calm them both down before the office
became the OK Corral and haven’t handled a domestic relations case
since then.

But enough of what should only be
minimally interesting to Dr. Phil, because another problem needing
urgent solving just popped up. With our divorce coming to a close,
I knew the back yard would no longer be available as a place to
dock my boat for too much longer. Gary Koontz, schmuck at law,
snidely relayed the eviction notice to me. This meant that a slip
in some Marina must be gotten, because they frown on live-aboard
boaters in the public park - which brings me to the reason why I’m
now looking down at my law school alumni directory and trying to
get up the nerve to call Melvin Braunstein – one of the most
disliked persons in our old law school class… the other was
Koontz.

Some people are born with
traits that become more pronounced as they get older. Melvin
Braunstein was a putz all the way through high school and college
and seventeen years ago he achieved the uppermost level of putzdom…
he became an attorney.

When my wife and I
first started dating she was a naïve legal receptionist. The first
time she heard me refer to another attorney as a schmuck, she was
shocked... not by the word, but by the denigration of a
professional attorney! I tried to explain that if a schmuck goes to
law school, the education he gets doesn’t remove the schmuck part
of his personality - all it does is add the knowledge of the law,
and you wind up with a schmuck
attorney. If you look up that phrase in the
dictionary, you should see pictures of Gary Koontz and Melvin
Braunstein, along with numerous other members of the bench and
bar.

But Melvin is no
longer Melvin: he has now become Marcel Bradley, a very nice
gentile-sounding name that he thinks killed two birds with one
stone: it changed his religion and still allowed him to use his
embroidered shirts and hankies... which doesn’t really help much,
because no-one with an ounce of class would ever be seen with him.
Melvin only developed one people-skill: he had the unique ability
to make everyone he met detest him because of his rude sense of
non-deserved superiority and antagonistic views about society – and
women, in particular. You can tell how out of touch with people
Melvin was when you realize he thought that making people think he
was French would
mean they’d like him more.

I went to law school with
Melvin in the Los Angeles San Fernando Valley at a non-accredited
4-year evening school we affectionately nicknamed Betty Crocker
College of Law, on Sepulveda Boulevard in Van Nuys. During those
four years of evening classes I learned to tolerate him because
twice a year he ran the school’s bookstore, and by working for him
a week each semester I received my casebooks and textbooks free of
charge, saving me hundreds of dollars. I was working my way through
school by being a process server during the day and playing piano
in saloons at night, so the free books were a great help and I felt
I owed him something for that.

During our second year of law school
Melvin thought it would be cute to have a bumper sticker that said,
“Let’s give Apartheid a chance!” The sticker only had a bumper-life
of about three minutes after his car was parked. That evening after
class, Mel saw the remains of the sticker, still pasted onto the
bumper. Unfortunately, what he didn’t see was the rest of the car.
It was gone. Melvin called the police to report the theft and then
smugly smiled, claiming that he was right: “if there were
Apartheid, no one ‘of them’ would have stolen my car.”

Melvin was never wrong. He
was right and the rest of the world was wrong. The only clients he
seemed to be able to attract were chauvinistic men hiding their
assets while going through nasty divorces. Maybe it’s because they
appreciated Melvin’s philosophy that the Saudis got at least some
things right: their women aren’t allowed to vote or
drive.

As a result of his sterling
personality, his law practice spiraled downward to the level of
doing collection work and serving papers on deadbeats. He hired
lawyers to appear on his behalf, because no judge in the district
liked Melvin’s obnoxious personality.

And now almost twenty years
later, I find myself once again about to go into Melvin’s debt. The
word among the alumni is that Melvin finally snagged a steady
client, one for which he could utilize the attributes of his
personality: he’s doing all of the tenant eviction and collection
work for our large local Marina. They wouldn’t pay him the
exorbitant amount he thought he was worth, but they do allow him to
live rent-free on one of the square box houseboats that the Marina
owns and rents out… sort of a floating trailer. It wouldn’t look so
bad if it wasn’t parked in a slip that faces directly into the
fifty-foot slips, where right in front of Melvin’s box-boat is an
almost new fifty-foot fiberglass Grand Banks trawler-yacht – one of
the most beautiful luxurious cruisers in the world, and the exact
same model I’ve always dreamed of having, complete with the
four-person Asian crew that’s always cleaning it and touching up
the varnished teak rails.

Melvin hands me a drink as we sit on
the front deck (porch) of his houseboat, which is a strange thing
to see: Mel is a mess – fat as ever, sloppily dressed and half
drunk, but his boat is immaculate. None of the people walking by on
the dock dare to acknowledge his presence – much like convicts in a
prison won’t nod to the hangman; he might be called upon to evict
any one of his neighbors at any time and they know he won’t
hesitate.

After the usual complaining about
women that men usually do while going through a divorce, I tell him
about my cabin cruiser and he immediately jumps on what he sees as
an opportunity to advance his own agenda. He knows about my
suspension and isn’t bothered by it. He even goes so far as to
offer me employment in drawing up some pleadings, doing
investigative work, legal research and serving papers on people. I
tell him that everything depends on me being close to his location,
and he realizes what I’m hinting at… I need a slip. He says he’ll
look into it and let me know what can be done. I also spot an
opportunity, and to make my services more desirable to him, I offer
to cut him in on what could be a huge case… Stuart’s. Melvin sounds
interested. He’s heard about asbestosis litigation and wouldn’t
mind getting involved in it – but the only way he’ll take it is if
I agree to do the trial work, which will probably be enough years
away for my suspension to have expired.

The meeting goes better for me than
anything else has for the past few months. Not only will I probably
be getting a slip for my boat, but I also succeeded in dumping
Stuart’s case. As I’m driving out of the Marina I see a most
amazing sight... one of those rounded off four-seat electric
vehicles with no side doors is being driven down the street by a
huge St. Bernard dog. By the time I have a chance to turn around to
get a better look, it disappears down a small access road leading
to the boats, and I lose sight of it. I make a mental note to look
for that thing again, if it really existed, but in the meantime I
won’t be mentioning it to anyone. Enough people already have their
doubts about my sanity.

An old saying suggests that ‘when life
gives you lemons, make lemonade.’ Looking around, I realize the
wisdom of that adage: my lemons were the suspension, divorce and
eviction, and the lemonade I’ll be making is the possibility of a
new life without client responsibilities, and living on my boat in
the Marina, surrounded by millionaire yacht owners – and some
peasants on houseboats. Life is good.

***

Melvin knows absolutely nothing about
boats, but because he’s slightly connected to the Marina’s
management, he’s been able to get my name moved up on the empty
slip waiting list. When my wife’s lawyer informed me that if the
boat isn’t moved in five days it’ll be used as firewood, I’m lucky
to have had good old Melvin come through for me. My boat doesn’t
have engines yet, but I’m not planning on going anywhere, so it
doesn’t matter. For now, I’m just happy it floats

When moving day arrives, they put
slings under its bottom and the old Chris Craft gets lifted up and
put onto a large truck by a huge, two hundred dollar-an-hour crane.
After being gently loaded onto a specially built truck, it’s now
being driven down the San Diego Freeway to the Marina Freeway and
will be off-loaded at the boat yard. After the bottom gets a fresh
coat of anti-fouling paint, it’ll get lowered into the water and
Vessel Assist boat-towing service will pull it over to its empty
slip, which fortunately is the at least nine spaces out from the
seawall, and behind Melvin’s big boxy houseboat. This is good,
because the Dockmaster lives in an apartment overlooking the boat
slips and now she may not be able to notice that I’m illegally
living aboard.

There are twenty-one boat slips on our
dock: ten forty-five footers on our side, face-to-face with
fifty-footers on the other side of the walkway. There’s also one
long end tie that must be more than a hundred feet long, and docked
on that end tie is the biggest mega-yacht I’ve ever seen close up.
It not only covers the entire end tie dock, but overhangs at least
another five feet on each side, making it about a hundred and
twenty feet long, and worth mucho million dollars. Melvin tells me
that George Clooney owns it, and the dock neighbors say he’s a
pretty nice guy. I figure it’s just a matter of time before we bump
into each other and become friends, giving me a great reason to
send out e-mails to everyone I know, bragging about my new social
status.

So far everything is going smooth. I
have a place to stay, my wife and her prosecutor friends are very
far out of hearing distance, her beady-eyed attorney won’t be
ogling my boat, I don’t need any malpractice insurance or
secretary, and because Melvin is picking up the slip rent as my
monthly minimum retainer, no rent or payments to worry about. The
work from Mr. Braunstein should keep me fed and clothed nicely. The
only downside is the proximity to my boss Melvin’s boat… and the
remote possibility that Stuart and his boat-owning uncle Label
might discover my location and decide to drop in without
calling.

After getting settled in I walk over
to the local market to get some victuals for the boat and see that
sight once again… the driving dog! This time I’m able to get a
closer look, and to my surprise and relief discover that the dog
isn’t driving. Instead, the most adorable little Asian girl I’ve
ever seen is behind the wheel, wearing a floppy little sunhat and
seriously steering. The large dog is sitting up on the seat next to
her.

I watch for a minute or so until they
drive down the small driveway near the boats. She pulls into a
parking space, speaks a command to the dog in some Asian-sounding
language, and the two of them march down the gangway towards the
boats. Suddenly the dog stops, turns around, and whines back
towards the electric car, where a small cat is sleeping on the back
seat. Hearing the dog’s call, it jumps up and runs down the gangway
towards the boat. The trio then walks down the dock, turns, and
steps aboard Melvin’s houseboat.

***

The next couple of weeks
are spent getting used to my new environment and waiting for
neighbor George Clooney or one of his celebrity friends to walk by.
Being on the boat isn’t anything new, but sleeping on it in the
water is definitely a new experience. There’s nothing like being
awakened by a noise that you’re positive is someone walking on the
deck right over your head - and then discovering it’s only a person
who boarded a boat nearby, causing a slight wave that rocks your
boat. Footsteps are conducted through the water like sound from one
Dixie cup to the other through a piece of string. There are also
the halyards, ropes and other lines that flop in the wind against
sailboat masts – to say nothing of the gnawing noises heard from
below the water that some people believe are small undersea
creatures eating at the bottoms of the boats.

The next morning I comment to a dock
neighbor about the flopping halyards I heard the night before and
ask him if the noise bothers him. “What noise?” he asks. It seems
that after a while living aboard, the noises disappear into the
environment and you don’t even hear them anymore. When I was a kid
in Chicago my parents used to take me along in the car to a family
vacation spot. On the way, we passed through Gary, Indiana and
nearby there was an area that had quite a few oil refinery plants.
I’ll never forget trying to hold my breath as long as I could while
we passed through that area. When I asked my parents how the people
who live there stand the smell, their answer was almost the same as
the one my dock neighbor gave me - “after a while you don’t notice
it.” The flopping halyards I’ll probably get used to in a while.
The stinking refineries were something else.

Underwater creatures are only part of
the environment. Above-the-water creatures that inhabit our dock
are much more interesting. Aside from Melvin, who manages to keep
himself drunk enough to stay out of sight most of the time, there
are two females – one being the cute little Asian girl with the
giant dog, and the other a burned-out woman I heard someone address
as “Laverne,” who lives on another one of the Marina’s boxy
houseboats several slips down from me. Laverne looks like she’s
some mid-forties low maintenance broad with plenty of miles on her
speedometer. After three weeks, I only know one thing about her:
she gets picked up at seven thirty each morning by a husky guy who
also brings her back each evening at five forty-five. I couldn’t
help notice that the garbage bag she dumps each morning by the
gangway gate trash can usually includes at least one empty booze
container. I’ve only spoken to her once, and that was to excuse
myself for bumping into her, at which time she smiled, welcomed me
to the dock and looked at me like I was something on the
menu.

The local Chamber of Commerce boasts
that our Marina is home to more than seven thousand boats – and
from what I’ve seen, it looks like ninety nine percent of them do
as much traveling as my engine-less tub. Nevertheless, Sundays are
busy here at the Marina. Every fat boat-owning industrialist brings
his family and business associates to the boat, turns on the
expensive sixty-mile radar unit to make sure he doesn’t run into
any nearby apartment buildings, revs the boat’s engines, and then
waits for his wife to finish broiling the swordfish they just had
delivered from the nearby Gelson’s market.

On the Fourth of July, Memorial Day,
and Labor Day, the three biggest boating days of the year, some of
those floating luxury condos will actually leave the slip for a
brief harbor cruise and then return, never actually venturing out
past the breakwater into the open Pacific Ocean. They don’t need
the open ocean for adventure because they have a daring trial of
nerve and courage waiting for them when they finish their
harbor-cruise - getting the boat back into the slip. It usually
starts out with a slow approach, but as the wind and current affect
the boat’s progress, it starts to slide sideways toward other
boats. The inexperienced owner will then usually make a desperate
attempt to over-correct the course by goosing the engine, causing
more harm than good. The boat will lunge towards the slip, banging
into the sides of the dock and bouncing around, while the
husband-driver yells obscenities at his family-crew, blaming them
for his own mistakes and inability to handle the twin-engine vessel
properly in those close quarters. It’s a good possibility that in
Southern California, poor boat handling causes more divorces than
infidelity.

I wanted to avoid making a fool out of
myself, so I went online to a well known website called
Boatingdvds.com and bought a program on how to properly handle a
large twin-engine cabin cruiser. I’ve never actually driven a boat,
but after watching that DVD about fifty times over the past year,
I’m sure that I’ll do okay if and when I ever get the
chance.

Melvin suggested that I have the phone
company install two additional telephone lines to my boat for fax
and e-mail capabilities. Because he’ll be too busy to personally
assign work to me, one of his office staff will be either faxing
documents or e-mailing me assignments to work on. This arrangement
works out quite well. The faxes are mostly papers to be served on
non-paying tenants, and the e-mails are research assignments that
are easily completed down the street in the law library of Alfred
Nieman, a local attorney who I’ve known in the past and do a little
extra assignment for now and then. Melvin’s e-mails are signed off
by a “Suzi B,” obviously the ‘staff’ member he alluded
to.

I follow through on my assignments,
leave my Proof of Service Affidavits and research results in the
mailbox attached to his houseboat, and always find a paycheck from
his office tucked under the doormat in front of my boat’s main
cabin door shortly thereafter. The other thing that seems to be a
constant is the lascivious smile on Laverne’s face as she waves to
me each time I pass by her boat in the evening. One time she held
up a wine glass, beckoning me to join her... I politely nodded and
pointed to my wristwatch, trying to signal her that I didn’t have
the time at that moment. I’m sure she interpreted it as my asking
for a rain check.

***

After a month or two of
steady work from his office, one e-mail in particular from Melvin’s
staff is curiously encouraging: it suggests that I petition the
State Bar for a review of my allegedly unfair suspension sentence,
and ask for early reinstatement to active status so that my new
employer (Marcel.’ Bradley & Associates) can utilize my
services more efficiently – and supervise my conduct in accordance
with the Bar’s high standards. The message even offers the free
assistance of L. Martin Unger, one of Melvin’s staff attorneys, to
prepare all the paperwork. I e-mail back that I’ll think about it,
now that Mr. Unger had generously offered to prepare the briefs,
points and authorities and other crap that the Bar requires before
allowing you to come in and be humiliated by their
refusals.

Thinking about Mel’s suggestion more
seriously, I take the big fat file of my case over to his office -
the address that appears on his letterhead and checks. It’s only a
few blocks away from the Marina, but when I get there I discover
it’s one of those private mailbox places. The address is the same
as on Melvin’s stuff, and it looks like he’s using the box number
as his ‘suite’ number – much like Ricky Hansel, the law clerk who
got me suspended in the first place. I hope that this isn’t going
to be a rerun of my last disaster, because the next step down for
me will be disbarment and criminal prosecution by my
ex-wife.

I think it would be better to visit
Melvin personally on his houseboat to get some answers. On the way
back to the Marina I stop for a beer or two, finally getting back
to the dock at about six thirty in the evening and discover that
I’d better stop drinking that much. What convinces me is walking by
Laverne’s boat, being smiled at, and thinking that she’s starting
to look better.

Melvin’s boat is locked up for the
evening. The only sign of life aboard is that small cat glaring at
me through the window.

Next morning the little girl and her
two partners do their daily parade up to the electric car, and I
notice that the dog has something in its mouth. This is too good a
chance to miss… I follow them as they drive down the sidewalk in
their e-car. When they pull up to a mailbox, the little girl gives
a command to the dog in some foreign language. The dog hops out of
the vehicle, walks over to the mailbox, stands on his rear legs and
with one paw pulls open the mail slot. He then deposits the mail
from his mouth down into the mailbox. I haven’t seen an animal act
like this since reruns of the old Ed Sullivan show, and my
curiosity about this trio is really peaking. After the mailbox
stunt they drive down the alley to the rear entrance of the private
mailbox place where Melvin’s ‘office’ is technically located. I’m
able to see through the back door that the little girl is opening
up a large post office-type box, mercifully located on a low enough
level. She then gets back into the e-cart and drives further down
the alley to the rear kitchen entrance of the local Washington
Boulevard Chinese restaurant, where all three of them enter the
back door. I hope that when they come back out the cat will still
be with them. After about twenty minutes of waiting, I give up and
go back to work.

Not being the legal-eagle my ex-wife
always wanted me to be, I’m not quite sure of the legality of a
minor driving that glorified golf cart, or if it’s even street
legal. But as so often happens in real life, the law doesn’t really
govern everything. I’ve eaten in that local Chinese restaurant
enough times to realize that the little girl obviously has a
connection with the place. All the local cops eat there and treat
her like their mascot, so she shouldn’t have to worry about ever
getting a traffic ticket in this neighborhood. Come to think of it,
I never saw any cop in uniform ever getting charged full price
there. Maybe that’s why like clockwork, they’re in there every day
at the same times: Noon for the morning watch’s lunch and
four-thirty in the afternoon for the day-watch’s lunch time. There
are also second-Tuesday-of-the-month interagency luncheon meetings
of all the local police authorities to discuss their new policy of
cooperation and sharing of intelligence and computer files. The
lunch checks all get paid in full on those days, and from what I’ve
seen, the brass is allowed to drink while on duty.

The restaurant doesn’t have too much
competition in the neighborhood. There’s an Italian place across
the street, and a seafood place a couple of doors west, but they
don’t compete for customers. No-one can eat Chinese food or Italian
food every night of the week unless they’re Chinese or Italian, and
then it’s not Chinese food or Italian food: it’s just
food.

The real competition between them is
for parking spaces on the two city-owned empty lots on both sides
of the restaurants. The other two eateries are both owned by some
rich old guy who lives in a penthouse down the street at the Marina
City Club, so the fighting is left to the operators of their two
car-parking valet companies.

This evening I’m considering allowing
myself to be invited onto Laverne’s houseboat for a drink. I’m
rationalizing this daring move as an attempt to get some
information from her about Melvin’s small cadre and that fifty-foot
Grand Banks, the new love of my life.

Right on cue, after the gangway gate
slams loudly behind me, Laverne appears at her window. As I walk by
she smiles and holds up two elegant plastic wine glasses. She gives
me a wink, and clicks the glasses together. Once before in my life
this phrase passed over my lips and it caused me quite a bit of
trouble over the years. My wife and I had been living together in
her house for over a year and one night she gave me the dreaded
ultimatum that every man will probably hear at least once in his
life: “either get married or get out.” It was then that I said
those romantic words of acceptance: “aw what the hell, I might as
well.” I hope that this time it’ll lead to nothing more than a
glass of wine and some information.

Laverne’s metallic
houseboat is furnished rather interestingly. For lack of a better
description I guess you could call the décor ‘early whorehouse.’
There’s a lot of gaudy red velvet wallpaper and a framed picture on
one wall of some dogs playing poker. Another wall has a picture
hanging there that looks like a sober Laverne. It’s one of those
phony oil-painting-type of prints that’s really just a touched-up
enlarged photograph. Some cheap imitation fringed Tiffany lamps are
lit. One of them is a hanging ‘swag’ model. This is probably the
first residence she’s ever lived in that doesn’t have wheels. I
guess you would expect Tonya Harding or Paula Jones to have
decorating styles not much different. Also not too surprising is
what’s playing on her television set: one of those crappy reality
shows, but with the sound turned off. When I ask her how she can
enjoy it without the sound, she tells me not to worry, because
she’s taping it. What a wonderful videotape library she must have.
All that her living room lacks now are some vibrators mounted on
the flocked wallpaper. I’ll have to remember to leave a couple of
twenties on the dresser when I leave.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/4650
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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