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Through wind, hail or frost my living’s made.


—FRANÇOIS VILLON
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I was talking to my good friend Michael Crutchley, one of the youngest elected sheriffs in Texas at one time, and he told me that true cowboys should switch from their palm leaf hats to their wool felt ones at the first frost. The title fits this particular book because both Walt and Henry are most likely facing the first frost of their lives when they graduate from college, lose their deferments, and in 1964 read the writing on the wall and enlist.


Throughout the story that is attached to Vic’s discovery of a surfboard in the basement of Walt’s house, we get to hear the saga of an epic road trip starting from the beaches of Point Dume in Malibu, California, with the final destination being Fort Polk, Louisiana, for Henry and Parris Island, South Carolina, for Walt. Though they’re not driving a Corvette convertible but the halfton pickup Walt was bequeathed from the family ranch, the boys, in their early twenties and at the peak of their physical prowess after playing college football for the past four years, head out on the Mother Road, Route 66.


The question, of course, is how far they will get before they get into trouble—the answer being, not very.


I’ve always been intrigued by the internment camp at Heart Mountain over the Bighorns from the ranch, and I used to stop in there long before it was a Historic Landmark. I think it’s highly laudable what’s been done there, but I think it might’ve made an even greater impact when I saw it all those years ago when you could drive right up to the ramshackle buildings with the windows broken out and the doors hanging off the hinges, the everpresent Wyoming wind sandblasting through those aged structures, as if attempting to erase what was one of the darkest moments in American history.


A good friend’s father had been the superintendent of the camp, and I’m always on the hunt for an intriguing story, so I asked her if there had ever been any criminal activity. She smiled and said yes, that there had been. She also said that there had been a thriving and helpful smuggling operation made up of local ranchers, who had heard that the detainees needed sewing, art, or other supplies, and so would sneak them into the camp. As Walt Longmire says in First Frost, “Kinda gives you hope for humanity.”


First Frost isn’t the first time I’ve ventured into Walt’s past and is not likely to be the last, because I find it interesting to discover the sheriff’s history and grow closer to the man who he becomes and why. Besides, whoever thought that Longmire had a surfboard? Everybody knows that Walt’s too big to surf.


When you head out looking for the big waves or attempt to write a novel like this one, you need to make sure you’re in good company, and I can’t think of any better than Gail “Hang Ten” Hochman and her wingperson, Marianne “Men in Grey Suits” Merola.


The mayor of Surf City, however, has to be Brian “Big Kahuna” Tart, and when it comes to applying the surf wax, the queen of sheen is Jenn “Big Wednesday” Houghton.


If you want to catch a wave, I always follow Sara “The Duke” Delozier and Yuleza “Goofy Foot” Negron down the pipeline.


When I’m hanging ten, I rely on Johnathan “Wipeout” Lay and Michael “Cutback” Brown to fish me out, but when it’s time for a surfin’ safari, I hang loose with Christine “Cowabunga” Choi, Alex “Big Wave” Cruz-Jimenez, and Molly “The Shred” Fessenden.


A big shaka shoutout to Eric “Hang-Loose” Wechter and Francesca “Gidget” Drago—where would I be without you?


Last, but certainly not least, the little surfer girl in my life when I’m looking for the warmth of the sun is Judy “Wahine-Kai” Johnson, the siren of the surf.
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“You’re too big to surf.”


I took another sip of my Rainier, smiled, and then looked up at the ten-foot surfboard stuffed in the floor joists of my cabin’s little-known basement. “I didn’t used to be.”


Victoria Moretti balanced on the stepladder and stroked a hand over the board, detecting the little scuffs, dents, and scars on the otherwise remarkably smooth varnished surface. “It’s a monster.”


“The Monolith, as Henry used to call it.” I sat on the concrete steps that led down from the Bilco doors into the cellar. “They used to be even bigger back in the day, in Hawaii—the Duke boards.”


“The Duke, you mean John Wayne?”


I smiled. “No, Kahanamoku, kind of the father of surfing.”


She shook her head. “So, you mean to tell me that when you went to college in California you actually surfed?” When I smiled at her she pushed up, lifting one end of the longboard. “It’s heavy.”


“About a hundred pounds, stout for the day. It’s a Bob Simmons sandwich model, one of his early designs, but it’s still got the twin fins.”


“Who’s Bob Simmons?”


“Another surfing legend.”


“And he sold you the board?”


“No, he died back in ’54 so I never met him. The smaller, more maneuverable boards were all the rage in the 60s and those big boards were going for a song—I bought that one for thirty bucks and strapped it to the top of a Country Squire station wagon on the Pacific Coast Highway near the Santa Monica Pier.”


Pushing her thick, dark hair back from her face and tarnished-gold eyes, she ran her fingers over the fins as if the board might swim away. “You hauled this thing all the way back from Southern California?”


“Not exactly.”


“Then what?”


I took another sip of my beer. “It’s a long story.”


She stared at me for a moment before carefully climbing down the ladder to stroll over and take the beer from my hand. With a final look she lifted the Rainier and downed the whole thing, then handed me back the empty can, but only after crushing it. “You’ve got to stop saying that.”


“What?”


“That long story shit.”


“Sorry, I guess I’m kind of distracted.” I tossed the crumpled can into the trash by the steps, pulled another one from the sixer by my boots, and offered it to her. “Frosty beverage?”


She sat on the hard steps beside me and took the beer and then pointed toward the surfboard, specifically at the ragged gouge in the front edge. “We’ll start small; tell me about that dent in the front there.”


I snorted.


“What?”


“That actually is a long story.”


She torqued open the can and looked at me with the electrified eyes, transmitting the thought that if my lips didn’t start moving pretty quickly my goose was cooked. When I didn’t say anything, she stood, turned, and walked up the steps out into the blazing sunlight above.


We’d been living together for over a month, something that neither of us had been used to for quite some time. I’d never thought of my cabin as being small, but with my undersheriff’s oversize personality the space was becoming something of a problem. She’d thought that making a home gym out of the little-used basement might help her blow off some steam and maybe inspire me to get into shape, hence what had become known as “the great purge.”


I looked around the dim space at the plastic tubs and beer crates that held portions of my life I’d hardly remembered. I called my daughter as a reinforcement, but her response had been that if there were anything down there, she had lived without it for the last twenty years, so she’d be satisfied to continue as such.


My good friend Henry Standing Bear had had a similar response and said I should simply rent a truck, load everything in, and haul it to the dump.


So far, I hadn’t been able to do it.


So far, I hadn’t even been able to open a single box.


It was almost as if I was afraid of the things I would find there. At this fragile point in my relationship with Vic, I wasn’t sure I could sustain throwing away the life I’d had before. Martha had passed almost ten years ago, but if I were to risk opening even one of those boxes, it was possible that decades could disappear in the blink of a dimly lit eye.


I sat there for a moment more and then grabbed myself another beer. I lumbered up the steps after her and turned off the light. It was a gorgeous July morning with the meadowlarks singing and a slight breeze from the mountains keeping it cool. I closed the basement’s cellar doors to keep any wayward animals out, and rounded the tiny cabin to find her seated on one of the rocking chairs on the front porch.


I stopped at the bottom of the steps. “Pax Romana?”


“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”


I lifted two fingers. “Peace, little Roman.”


She sipped her Rainier. “Sure, whatever.”


I hoisted myself up onto the porch and stepped over Dog as he raised his big, bucket head to check on me and then went back to snoring. I seated myself in the opposite rocker, opened the beer, and took a sip. “I’m sorry.”


“It’s okay, honest. You’re just not ready to go through all that stuff.”


“I’m not so sure I ever will be.”


“Well, then, there’s that.” She sat studying me. “Is there anything else?”


“Maybe.”


“Like what?”


I took another sip of my beer and thought about the week ahead. “This preliminary hearing tomorrow.”


“What about it?”


I breathed a laugh. “I haven’t done one in twenty years.”


“You didn’t do anything wrong.”


“I guess I’m worried that I’m out of practice.”


“Just tell the truth, and you’ll be fine.”


I stared at her.


“Prolly.” She smiled, reached her can out, and we tipped the edges in a toast. “Now, the gouge in your surfboard?”


FRIDAY, MAY 22, 1964


“You too big to surf, mon.”


Looking at the chop waves rolling in past Point Dume near Malibu as the sun got shouldered out by the grim-looking clouds above the vast Pacific Ocean, I leaned my back against the still warm wall of Marvelous Marv’s Snack Bar and let the heat there relax my sore muscles, a trick I’d learned from Henry. “What do you know, Marv? You don’t surf.”


Marvelous Marv was a transplant from Jamaica, having given up his island paradise for the California coast and specifically Malibu Point. His snack bar was an on-again, off-again operation in a partially crumbling structure of cement block on Pirate’s Cove Beach that everybody was pretty sure he’d acquired because the previous owner had abandoned it. Truth be told nobody knew his real name, but Marvelous Marv was painted on the side of the weathered white building in a sweeping turquoise script, so the name had stuck. With dreadlocks and a crocheted hat, he served up cold drinks, chips, ice cream when it wasn’t too hot—and from what I was to understand, the finest Lamb’s Breath marijuana ever smoked by man. Personally, I’d tried the stuff once but had gotten nothing more than a headache and went back to beer.


I turned toward the ocean, aware that in four years it hadn’t lost any of its fascination for me. Maybe because when the wind blew across the grasslands of the high plains the whole world felt alive, and the same could be said about the Pacific. The thing about the ocean was that it never was the same; whether it was the north swell or the rip curls off the point, it was always different. I guess that over time, I never again saw the sea as an adversary but rather as an intimate companion.


“Ain’t nobody should be surfin’ today, mon.” He turned and raised the volume on the tiny transistor radio behind him, bringing in the throaty voice of Richie Barrett singing about “Some Other Guy,” one of the Cheyenne Nation’s favorites. He looked up at the darkening skies and then at the chop of the waves and at the checkered flag that the local meteorologist had placed on top of the rock cairn at the point, signaling danger to the many fishing vessels that hugged the coast rounding the point.


“Hey Marv, when did that boat go down last year?”


“About nine months ago, mon. The Siesta Royale, working boat, she took eight souls wit her.” Marvelous crossed himself and stared down at the scaly, painted surface of the counter that spanned the only window at the snack bar. “Hey, mon, why don you buy a candy bar or somethin’? I got Baby Ruth.”


“Not hungry.”


He nodded, giving up on the sale and looking out to the sea. “Where that good-lookin’ girl you hang wit?”


“Rachael?” I pointed to two fearless individuals who waited on a set not too far out, biding their time in the rising storm to catch just one more maxed-out curl onto the beach. “Over there with Henry.”


Marv shook his head. “That Bear, mon—he crazy.”


I thought about the celebratory trips the Cheyenne Nation and I had taken down to Tijuana and how many drunken brawls we’d barely escaped with our lives. “Sometimes, yep.”


“How long he been surfin’?”


I thought about when the Bear had come down from Berkeley. “About a month now. He finished up early, and to be honest I think they were happy to get rid of him—he majored in political science, but I think he spent more time at protests and sit-ins than he did in class.”


“Protesting the war?”


“Yep, but it looks like he’s going to be a part of it anyway.”


He nodded. “You good on dat ol’ board—simple, old-fashioned style, drawing long lines with perfect balance, big man—but dat Bear, he look like he been doin’ it all his life.”


I sighed. “Yep, he’s kind of a natural athlete.”


Sensing my feeling of inadequacy, Marv threw me a bone. “Hey, congratulations on that fruit bowl you won, mon.”


“Rose Bowl.”


“Ya … Dat a big deal, mon?”


“I guess.”


“You gonna play more dat football?”


“No, both Henry and I graduated and lost our deferment, so we enlisted.”


He slid down the heavy sunglasses on his nose and looked at me. “Enlisted?”


“Yep, before we could get drafted.”


He shoved the glasses up with a middle finger and looked back out at the threatening ocean, where Rachael and the Bear finally caught what looked to be a premium wave as it feathered, the crests throwing spray as the swells steepened. They had a hard time finding the line, when suddenly the wave looked bigger and more frightening. “Day got dat football up in Canada too.”


I nodded, pressing my back harder against the blocks and sliding up to a standing position so I could watch them better. “No, but that won’t be the direction we’ll be going.”


“Mexico?”


The long-period glassy and gray swell lifted them as they stood on their boards. “No, Henry is supposed to go to Fort Polk—someplace called Tiger Land in Louisiana—and I’m supposed to go to Parris Island in South Carolina for some reason.” I watched as the questioning look returned to his face and figured I’d cut it off at the pass. “If you’re a marine in the western part of the states you go to Twentynine Palms down the road here, and if you’re from the eastern part of the country you go to Parris Island in South Carolina.”


“But … Ain’t you a cowboy, mon?”


My two closest friends were silhouettes now, backlit by the one glimmer of the gray sun that threw a single shard of mercury light between the closing clouds. Their boards carved like dark blades, slashing and gliding beneath their balanced feet as Rachael effortlessly cut back behind the Bear. “I am, but for some reason they want me to report to Parris Island, so we’ve got a road trip ahead of us starting tomorrow.”


He shrugged. “Dat should be fun.”


It was the perfect wave to finish the season, a gift sent by the sea gods with glowing hooks and tall shoulders, a day of glory on Big Wednesday. “Yep, kind of a last hurrah.”


“How long dat trip take?”


“Four or five days in my ranch truck.”


“You need some money?”


I turned to look at him, aware that in the four years I’d known him I’d never heard him offer a loan to anybody. “No … No, I think we’re good, but thanks, Marv.”


We both watched as Henry and Rachael made the beach and stumbled onto the sand of the all but empty stretch. Usually, the Pit, as we called it, was full of the surfing royalty, but with the weather being the way it was, the majority had decided to give the middle of the week a pass. Giving each other a high five, they turned to wave at Marv and me, and I waved back, relieved that they’d made it to shore and that they’d gotten one last magnificent sunset ride.


Rachael had been born here in Southern California, and, of course, Henry, even though a native of the high plains, had taken to the sport like surf wax. As my college years had gone by, I’d found myself spending more and more time at the beach, trapped between two worlds, one on land and the other the ocean. I guess it wasn’t such an abnormality in that nine times out of ten when you asked somebody from my home state what branch of the service they’d been in, they’d generally say the navy.


That explained part of the thrall, a kid from a landlocked state who till four years ago had never even seen the ocean. During football season my time was pretty much not my own, but in the offseason I’d find myself loading up my board, the Monolith, as Henry called it, and heading up the Pacific Coast Highway in the ranch truck my parents had bequeathed me. Sometimes I camped, sometimes I slept in the bed of the two-tone half-ton, and sometimes I’d spring for a cheap motel, where Rachael and I would ride our own waves.


I’d first met Rachael Weisman in a literature class where we’d squared off on Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment; I’d say it was a spectacular treatise on morality and she’d say it was the most moribund and depressing declination of a novel she’d ever read. I’d never met anybody that used the words moribund and declination in the same sentence, and we never agreed on the subject of Dostoevsky, but we’d both respected each other’s ardor concerning the written word.


We’d slept together that weekend and had been a couple for nearly the last three years. I’d even brought her back to Wyoming, where my parents had fallen madly in love with her. But things had changed since I’d enlisted.


I’d told her I wasn’t comfortable extending the relationship into my military service, and that I didn’t want her to be stuck with a guy she would be lucky to see in the next four years, if at all. She’d argued that we were already a couple and that allowing something arbitrary like the Vietnam War to break us up just seemed stupid.


My response that the Vietnam War was about to become anything but arbitrary for me was not met with a great deal of benevolence.


“Did you see that ride?”


The two of them leaned their boards in the driftwood rack next to mine at the end of the derelict snack bar. Rachael shook her tawnybrown hair, the curls catching the last glimpse of the sun as the clouds took final command and the winds picked up. “Fabulous.”


She smiled, her hazel eyes flashing as she shook an unfolded towel in an attempt to dry off. “It was, wasn’t it?”


Smiling, Henry took her board and straightened it in the rack. “Did you see her?”


“I did.” Gesturing toward the water, I shook my head. “I think the two of you made it by the skin of your teeth.” The waves were now slamming the beachhead, sounding like cannon fire. “We better get the truck loaded up and get out of here before they close the bridge at Malibu.”


I turned to deliver a final farewell to Marvelous Marv when I saw him leaning out the window across the counter and looking out to sea, his sunglasses snatched from his face.


Automatically turning back to the ocean, I could see one of the fish-for-hire boats bobbing around the point, lying on its side as the big swell attempted to crash it onto the rocks.


Both Henry and Rachael followed our gaze as she stepped forward, facing the rain that swept over us. “What do they think they’re doing …?!”


A spray struck at us as we watched the tiny boat bob upright, teetering on the crest at nearly a 45-degree angle only to be slammed by another wave and flipped so far as to dip a mast tip into the previous wave. “Probably got caught out in the storm. They are trying to make it around the point and get either to Santa Monica or Marina Del Ray.”


“They are going to go over.” Just as the words left the Bear’s lips, another monstrous groundswell slammed into the tiny fishing boat as lightning struck the horizon with the in-rushing storm.


The boat managed to slide down the other side of the wave, safe for only a moment as another wall of deep water walloped the thing like a convoy of semitrucks. The plate glass of the cabin shattered as the mast collapsed and the rigging was carried overboard. You could see people being swept over the side, with a few holding on to the railing, screaming for their lives as they plummeted into the ocean.


You couldn’t hear the sound of the motor, even when the wind died down for a second, meaning the boat was defenseless against the onslaught of waves that continued pounding it until another one, a good thirty feet high, assaulted it again, this time rolling the boat completely over from starboard to port.


I don’t remember grabbing my big board from the rack, but I do remember running with it over my head as I dug my feet into the sand and ran for the point. I was almost there when I could feel something gaining on me and hoped it wasn’t a wave coming in at an odd angle.


Henry.


He’d grabbed his own board and was running past me toward the point, probably faster than he’d ever carried a football for UC Berkeley.


His hair was whipping in the high-knot wind as he got to the farthest point out. When he reached the water, he flipped the board like a poker chip and slammed onto it, submerging through one of the disembodying waves before reemerging on the other side like a U-boat, then paddling in a direct line for the wreckage of the small vessel out a hundred yards.


I dove in, feeling the wave pull me to the side as I turtled, then grabbed the edge of the surfboard and flipped over before straightening into the next swell where I was smothered in water and blackness.


It was hard to see which way to go as the waves allowed a visibility of only about twenty feet, but I caught sight of the Bear as he paddled to the top of a wave before disappearing over the other side.


Figuring that he had a better idea of where he was going, I corrected my angle and caught a break as the next wave slipped off. I was nowhere near the natural athlete that Henry was, but after fighting in the trenches of college football and pushing those blocking sleds for the last four years, I was bigger and stronger than I’d ever been, and so I began digging my hands like a paddleboat into the surf.


My left shoulder ached where a defensive lineman from Wisconsin had dislocated it during our stint in Pasadena, but it held, and through my surf-blinded eyes I could see I was gaining on the Bear.


Another wave hit me and buried me underwater, but I held on to the board and kicked forward, dragging it upward till I breeched out of the water with it like a wooden whale.


I could see debris in the water, heard somebody screaming to my right, and then nothing. Paddling that way, I got blindsided by another wave, then felt something brush by me. It was a gamble in that I could’ve been grabbing hold of a piece of the mast, which would most likely tangle up and drag me to bottom, but I closed my hand around whatever it was and felt fabric and skin.


Yanking it up, I could feel the cumbersome weight of a body and threw the man across the board. Panic-stricken, the guy coughed and attempted to move, but I yelled for him to stay still and hold on to the board.


Between the swells I could see two more individuals in the water: one caught in the lines and another who was clinging to the side of the hull. Directing the board, I grabbed the arm of the one tangled in the rigging and pulled him upward next to the first man. I unwound the line from his leg and then used the overturned boat as cover to get closer to the man now sliding down the hull and into the darkness.


Turning the board, I reached out and gripped the collar of his shirt just as another mammoth wave struck the boat, lifting it above and beside us a good twenty feet. “Well, hell …”


The swell was strong, but it hadn’t crested, giving us a heck of a ride, but at least it didn’t turn the damn thing over and slap us to the bottom of the ocean. The point of my board rammed into the propeller before sweeping us clear, and I pulled the third man up and onto the board, figuring I had to get these three back to dry ground, because there wasn’t room for anybody else.


Staying to the left, I rode one of the smaller sets, then dragged my board forward toward the shallow water.


Rachael and Marv, having joined us in the knee-deep water along with two others, grabbed the three bodies off my board one by one and began pulling them onto the beach. Content that they were safe, I yanked the Monolith up and started back into the roaring surf.


Rachael screamed after me. “What are you doing?!”


Partially swiveling my head, I bellowed. “Henry’s still out there!”


I turned back and was immediately trounced by an incoming wave, but I dug my legs in and stood my ground with the board point buried in the sand along with my feet. When the ocean was done with me for a moment, I snatched the board and made it into the next wave, imitating the Bear’s method of entry and piercing the next wall of water.


Blowing through the other side, I wiped my eyes and could see the bright white of the boat’s hull through the next swell, looming like some bloated monstrous jellyfish, and dug into the water again. Pulling great handfuls of salt water, I drove over the next wave, barely beating the crest, and then wallowed down the other side.


I could see someone hanging from the railing who had been torn from the boat, so I circled to the right trying to get there, but the topside hull lifted once again just as I reached a hand out. I saw the fingers slipping from the rail as another wave smacked the side of the fiberglass hull like thunder, and I wasn’t sure how the thing hadn’t been crushed inward.


If I tried to go around the hull, I’d probably lose them, and over the top wasn’t going to be possible in these conditions. With the lashing rain, the blowing surf, and the relentless waves, it was almost like being underwater anyway.


So, slamming all two hundred and fifty pounds onto the board, I drove it under the hull of the sinking boat and kicked with everything I had, catching the ridge with my feet in order to shoot downward. The big board fought me every inch of the way, banging me against the smooth surface of the hull as another wave lifted us up and I used the opportunity to continue kicking.


The board tried to turn sideways on me, but I held fast and thought I could see something ahead in the water, something that looked like flowers.


Flowers?


Just then, I remembered that the Bear had been wearing a pair of old-man baggies with a blue and yellow floral pattern. There was no way I was going to get to him if I held on to the board, so I took a desperate gamble and let it go, watching as it shot upward, abandoning me.


Diving to the left where I’d seen the pattern, I thought about that last gasp of breath I’d sucked in about forty seconds ago and just hoped I had enough air to last. Looking to the left, I couldn’t see anything but figured that down was the only way he could’ve gone.


Digging in the water like I was in a coal mine, I realized that if I got much deeper there would be no light at all and I’d never find him.


I furiously dug, and it was then that I saw a flash of that same flower pattern even farther to my left and slowly descending. Diving deeper, I straightened like a knife blade reaching a hand out, and then grabbed toward the direction of the pattern but missed. Feeling that something had slipped through my fingers, I grabbed again, but this time I got it.


Hair.


I wrapped it in my fingers to make sure I wouldn’t pull loose and then lifted, having felt the thump of a body against my shoulder. I turned and slipped an arm around it and then kicked toward the luminescent hull of the overturned boat and the available light.


Allowing the rolling current to assist me in getting to the surface, I could feel my lungs screaming for breath, telling me it was okay and that I should just inhale.


Ignoring my lying lungs, I held fast and finally burst through the surface only to bash my head against something. Slumping to the side, I pulled the Cheyenne Nation from the water and spotted my board, which had tangled in the gear spillage, banging against the overturned deck of the boat.


I heaved him onto the board just as another swell lifted us and threw us against the wooden planking before we dropped again like unwanted flotsam but certainly not jetsam. Placing my feet against the cabin, I pushed us to the left and dragged the surfboard along with me to best keep the Bear splayed across its surface.


I thought about checking him, but there wasn’t anything I could do except to fight for our lives and try to get him to solid land. Pulling more leftward, I was able to clear the stern section of the fishing boat and kickaway from the damn thing in hopes of lessoning its opportunity to crush us.


As luck would have it, the next swell steepened but then passed both us and the wreckage to the right, sending it back toward us as if trying to get one more shot before we got away.


“Well, hell …”


The propellers were headed straight at us, and though they weren’t turning, they still looked plenty sharp. Pulling the board away, I held it and Henry at arm’s length just hoping he wouldn’t slip off. The stern came down on top of me instead, but I was able to put my shoulder into the rudder as it slapped me away, but not before reading the name of the boat: EL ESPECTRO.


Momentarily losing my grip on the board, I was forced under but scrambled to get back to it, knowing that the only thing that was going to keep the Bear on that board and enable any chance of survival was me.


Finally, bouncing a hand off his leg, I swam upward and grabbed the board again, which shifted Henry along its flat surface. Then I kicked us away from the rudder, hoping that we were finally free of it.


I thought we’d made it when the exact same wave slipped to the right, dumping the aft section on us again, but this time I wasn’t so lucky and something very large, heavy, and unforgiving slammed against my shoulder, driving me down.


Almost blacking out, I just hung there in the water, suspended between heaven and earth, my lungs whispering what little air they held, telling me again that I had tried, that it was okay, that I could let go.


The pain in my head rang like pealing bells, and for a moment it was all I could do to not inhale two lungsful of seawater. Stretching my jaw in hopes of straightening my head, I shook, but that only made it worse. Blinking my eyes, I couldn’t see anything but darkness and was startled back to awareness by the thought that if that damn boat hit me again I was done for.


Rolling to the side, I could see the shadow above me, the darkened shape that had to be my board with Henry on it.


Gritting my teeth and tasting the salt that was either the sea or blood, I swam, lifting myself from the would-be watery grave and bursting through the surface once more. Pulling Henry’s body to the center of the board again, I swung around to find that the boat had shifted its bow toward the shore, and we were clear.


Attempting to stay in the spot where the swells had shouldered off and hoping we had a chance of making shore despite the waves that were crashing constantly on us, I was able to maneuver to where they began kicking us toward the beach that seemed so very far away.


Paddling, I reached out and lifted the Bear’s face, but his eyes were closed, and he didn’t respond. I felt an iciness and tried to get us to shore faster, but I could only go so fast, even with the cresting swell that pushed us forward.


I finally got to a depth where I could feel the bottom, so I trudged, dragging the board with me. I fought to stay on my feet until somebody pushed me aside and took the Monolith.


I stayed on my hands and knees after falling, the waves still pushing me forward, at last settling for crawling in the wet sand and water. I made it a good twenty feet, escaping the last clutches of the Pacific Ocean before finally slumping to my side to feel if my shoulder had dislocated again.


I blinked so that I could see more than an arm’s length away. The board lay between us, and I reached out a hand, steadying it as it worried the beach.


It was an odd tableau, a strange vision of an intimate act seemingly out of place.


I blinked again, moving my shoulder to provide a little more support for my head, but then gave up as I had no energy left.


I lay there looking at what appeared to be a kiss. Maybe it was a kiss, or maybe it was a mermaid having finished the job of pulling the two of us from the sea. She sat with her tail curled up under her, her face pressed against the man’s in a rhythmic grace as she held his head, his raven hair stretched out and spread onto the sand like tree roots.


Mesmerized, I just watched through half-closed lids and became aware that I was shaking. All I could do was curl up a little as I kept my eyes on the two of them.


There was a sudden movement as she pulled her face from his and he coughed violently before turning his head and throwing up a stomachful of churning seawater. He coughed some more before dry heaving again and then lay there, breathing.


My focus had been drawn away, but when I looked back up, the mermaid had become a land-based creature and had stepped over him and onto my board with two legs before kneeling and reaching down to take my face in her hands. The hazel eyes peered through the rain-laden curls.


Rachael looked down at me. “Are you all right?”


I cleared my throat and then did a little coughing of my own. “No, I think my shoulder is partially dislocated and I’m dead.”


She laughed. “I think you survived, but I’m not sure how.”


I watched as she sat, half turning to place a hand on the Bear’s back as he continued to retch.


“I think he made it too, thanks to you.” She reached out and ran her fingers along my hairline. “Looks like you got conked.” She leaned in and looked closer. “Yeah, pretty good one—what, you find a shark out there to wrestle with?”


“It … it was that damned boat.” Reaching down, I pulled and turned my arm as a medico on the sidelines of the Rose Bowl had shown me, relocating the socket with a grisly crunch. “Did it sink?”


She shuddered and glanced back out to sea. “Yeah, finally.”


“Did we get everybody?”


“I don’t think so, one made it to shore, and you got three.” She shrugged a head at Henry. “He hauled two more before going MIA.” There was some commotion behind her. “The EMTs are here along with some reporter and a photographer.”


“How did they get here so fast?”


“They were on the PCH taking pictures of the storm when they saw all the hubbub down here on the point.” She smiled. “The cops are here too.”


“Cops?”


“Yeah, they found waterproof packets of some kind of wholesale heroin. It’s all over the beach.”


“Good grief.”


“I had to explain to the cops that we weren’t involved and that we were just trying to help fish these morons out of the drink. I tried to get Marv to help, but he vacated as soon as the cops showed up.”


“Probably wise on his part.” The Cheyenne Nation had made it up onto his elbow and peeked at me from around Rachael. “I … I think I drowned.”


“We both did, but today the sea decided to give up its dead, at least a percentage of them.”


Rachael looked behind her. “The cops want to get a statement from you guys, but they’re willing to wait until after the EMTs get a look at you.”


Over her shoulder, I watched as the medical attendants worked on the survivors, loading them onto gurneys and carrying them away, the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department in long slickers looking on. “Any way we can get out of that?”


She shook her head. “I doubt it, but why?”


Henry coughed again. “People and stuff.” He flopped over onto his back. “Stuff gets you into people, people get you into stuff.”


Rachael glanced around. “We can try, but I don’t think we’ll make it.”


She reached a hand out to me, but I pointed toward Henry. “Get him, I think I can make it.”


We’d just started to stand when I noticed the galoshes near my bare feet and raised my face to find a tall, lean individual in a hooded slicker with a name tag that read tanen looking at me.


“Going somewhere?”


I reared up to my full height and looked down at him. “We thought we’d get out of the rain and get ourselves patched up, if you don’t mind?” To emphasize my point, I smeared some of the blood from my head and flung it to the sides with my fingers.


He smiled. “Okay, but don’t go far.”


“I don’t think we’re capable.” Turning, I took the Bear’s other arm and threw it over my shoulder as I lifted, Rachael taking the other as best she could.


He watched us limp off toward the cliffs. “The medical units have vans set up on Cliffside Drive.”


“Got it.”


By the time we got to the switchback on the trail, we could see the revolving lights of the emergency vehicles. “Do you think they think we’re involved with this contraband boat?”


Rachael nodded. “They seemed pretty adamant about talking to you guys.”


“What, we look like drug smugglers?”


She nodded at Henry. “He does.”


I regarded my lifelong friend. “Yep, I guess he does at that.”


“Thank you.” He nodded toward a bench. “I think I need to sit down for a moment.”


We did as he asked, and I had to admit that even when sitting there in the pouring rain, it felt good to rest.


“Are we still planning on leaving tomorrow morning?”


“We have to, I’m sure it’s going to take at least four and a half days plus the time you wanted to spend in Oklahoma with your relatives …” I lowered my head to look at him. “Are you okay?”


“Yes, just a little waterlogged.”


“You’ll feel better after a night’s sleep.”


“Hmm.” He glanced down the trail where one of the rubber-cloaked deputies appeared to be carrying my surfboard. “Hey, isn’t that the Monolith?”


I held out a hand. “Excuse me, but that’s mine.”


The deputy with the name tag reeves stopped and looked down at me. “Well, it’s evidence now.”


“Evidence of what, that we were surfing?”


He stared at me for a few moments. “When we’re done with it you can pick it up at the courthouse, downtown.”


“Oh, come on, man …”


“Tough titty.”


He started off again, but a voice called to him from back down the trail. “Paul, hold on.”


We watched as the other deputy who I’d spoken with on the beach came up and reached a hand out for my board. “I’ll take that.”


“Yes, sir.” The one deputy handed the board over and then turned and started back toward the beach. “Your show.”


“Yes, it is, Deputy Reeves.” As Tanen watched the deputy go, he called after him. “And grab us a few blankets down there!”


The deputy mock saluted, and I looked at Tanen. “Are you really taking my board?”


He leaned it toward himself, examining the chunk taken out of the front. “Must’ve been rough out there.”


“It was.”


He studied me for a moment, the rain dripping from the hood of his black slicker as I caught a glance of his six-point uniform cap and the gold cap piece with his badge number.


One.


“I’ll make you a deal—these two can go ahead up to the medical vans, and you stay here with me for a few minutes to talk and we’ll call that a statement.”


“Sure.”


Rachael squared off with him. “Look, I don’t think you realize what these dudes—”


I pulled at her shoulder. “You go on ahead and get Henry patched up, and I’ll be along in a minute.”


She gave him one last defiant look and then turned to meet my eyes for a moment, then we both helped Henry get on his feet so they could start up the trail.


Watching them go, I addressed the commanding officer. “How can I help you, Sheriff?”


“You’re a little big to be a surfer, aren’t you?”


“So everybody tells me.”


He glanced back at the primordial ocean. “‘If you would know the age of the earth, look upon the sea in a storm—’”


I finished the line for him. “‘The grayness of the whole immense surface, the wind furrows upon the faces of the waves, the great masses of foam, tossed about and waving, like matted white locks, give the sea in a gale an appearance of hoary age, lusterless, dull, without gleams, as though it had been created before light itself.’”


He turned back to me, only half his face visible in the hood. “English major?”


“Yep, as a matter of fact.”


He choked a laugh and then gestured toward the water like an old salt. “You swam out there twice to save some guys you didn’t know?”


“The first time, then I went back for my buddy.”


“But you didn’t know that boat or anybody on it?”


“Nope.”


“Then why did you do it?”


I stared at him. “Because it was the right thing to do.”


He studied me like a rare specimen. “Where are you from, son?”


“Somewhere else.”


He smiled, continuing to scrutinize me. “And what brings you to the City of Angels?”


“One of your universities invited me down here to play offensive tackle.”


“That where you learned your Conrad?”


“No, that was from my father.”


“Which university?”


“University of Southern California.”


He nodded, preoccupied. “Been there long?”


“Four years.”


“Well, I’m going to need to see some identification, and I’m assuming you don’t have that on you?”


“No.”


The deputy, Reeves, showed up with a blanket and handed it to Tanen. “Everything okay, Chief?”


“Yeah, we’re good.” He handed me the blanket and then gestured up the hill with a parody of a German accent. “Come along und ve vill get you back vit your friends und you can show me your papers.”


I pulled the army surplus around me and picked my way up the trail and toward the emergency vehicles as he was kind enough to carry my surfboard. “I understand the boat that got sunk was carrying a lot of drugs?”


“Heroin, 10 mg hypodermic tablets—thousands of them in each waterproof packet we were able to retrieve.”


“And you think we were a part of that?”


He said nothing but stared at the ground as we walked along the sodden path.


“I mean if that was the case, don’t you think we would’ve been gathering up the drugs rather than diving in there and risking our lives to save the drowning people?”


“As a matter of fact, I do.” He stopped and turned to look at me. “I’m just curious if you saw or heard anything that might tell us from whom and where this stuff might’ve come.”


“No, we were kind of busy.” I thought about it. “The boat’s name was El Espectro.”


“Hmm …”


We continued walking. “So, only one guy died?”


“According to the survivor who made it to shore, but he disappeared.”


We made another switchback, and I could see Henry and Rachael inside one of the vans as the Bear was attended to. Stopping, I pulled the passenger side door of my truck open and flipped down the glove box, retrieving my license and handing it to him.


He leaned the board against the quarter panel of my truck and read. “Wyoming.”


“Yep.”


“Walt Longmire.”


“Yep to that too.”


“And where do you live here in California, Walt Longmire?”


“Near USC, 1131 West Thirty-fifth Street, second floor behind the post office.”


He handed the card back but continued to examine me. “You know, not a lot of people would jump in that ocean and attempt to do what you did.”


Tossing the license back into the truck, I shut the door. “Yep, most are smarter than that.”


“Got any plans after college, son?”


“A few.”


He pulled a card from inside his slicker and handed it to me. “This is a police benevolent society pass with my name on it; kind of a get out of jail card. You keep it—we could use men like you.”


I stared at the printed name and title: Los Angeles County, Sheriff Ned Tanen. “I’ll keep it in mind.”


“Well, be careful.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


He slid his hands into the pockets of his slicker. “Somebody lost millions of dollars down there, and in my experience with those kinds of people, they don’t take such things lightly.”


Lifting the surfboard, I placed it in the bed of my truck. “I told you; we had nothing to do with all that.”


“Oh, I believe you, but it’s possible whoever made that stuff won’t. You see, in my experience with the drug trade there are three major commodities: drugs, money, and if those two go wrong—blame.” He began walking away only to turn and add. “By the way, I’m going to need you to not leave town—you weren’t planning on going anywhere, were you, son?”


“No …” Turning back from my truck I laid an arm on the bed and then tightened the blanket around me, taking a few seconds to finish my response. “No, sir.”
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“So, wait, you started the great road trip of your life as a fugitive from justice?” She was fighting to tie my tie, which, like surfing, was something else I hadn’t done in years.


“Well, not exactly …” Frustrated, Vic pulled me to one of the kitchen chairs and pushed me down to sit. Then, as she circled around to my back, she reached around to tie my tie in a more natural position. “You were asked to not leave town.”


“Technically, but I had an appointment with another organization.”


Flipping the tail over and wrapping it through the knot, she then came back in front of me and tightened it. “And who was that?”


“The United States Marine Corps.”


Vic snugged the tie a bit tighter. “You know what I mean.”


“It was before I was in law enforcement, and I didn’t think it was that big of a deal. We weren’t involved in anything, and I figured I’d just call Tanen, the sheriff, at the phone number on the card in a few days.”


She snugged the tie with another tug. “That’s not what he meant, and you know it.”


I stood in an attempt to keep from being strangled. “I suppose so, but we were kind of pressed for time.”


“I’m sure the Marine Corps would’ve understood.”


I slipped my aged blazer on. “Boy, I can tell you’ve never been in the armed services.” Picking up my hat, I headed toward the door with Dog following as my undersheriff joined us, and I took the time to really look at her. “You’re wearing a dress.”


She curtseyed. “I am.”


It was a lightweight, navy summer job, conservative, with a slight flounce past the hips and a décolletage that revealed just enough without revealing too much. “Let me be the first one today to tell you that you look absolutely stunning.”


She gathered a small purse hanging from the chair near the door. “I know.”


I opened the door and followed her and Dog out. “And a purse?”


“Gotta have somewhere to put my gun.”


Closing the door, I walked out and opened the suicide doors, one for Dog and one for her. “Let’s not shoot anybody at the hearing, shall we?”


She shrugged as I closed the doors. “We’ll see how it goes.”


Climbing in and backing out, I swung the three-quarter ton around and headed for town as she slipped off her heels and placed her feet on the dash like she always did. “So, why were you in such a hurry to go off to war?”


I drove, thinking of that time so long ago. “I was but Henry wasn’t, he was feeling kind of ambivalent about the whole thing but had family in Oklahoma that he wanted to see, and I didn’t know how long that was going to take.”


“The Bear has family in Oklahoma?”


Driving, I glanced at her. “The Southern Cheyenne Reservation.”


“Wait, there are two Cheyenne reservations?”


“Yep. In 1830 a large group of the Tsistsistas, or Human Beings, elected to take the federal government up on an offer of some land on the upper Arkansas River near Bent’s Old Fort. Later the government tried to collect them all together in Oklahoma, but that didn’t end very well. So now there are two Cheyenne reservations, one in Montana and the other in Oklahoma.”


“Does he have a lot of family down there?”


“Did. That’s the thing about the Cheyenne, they’ve got family everywhere.”


Her eyes went back to the road, but her movements were languid and dangerous. “So, tell me about this Rachael Weisman.”


I smiled but said nothing.


She didn’t turn her head, but I could tell she was studying me with her peripheral vision. “What?”


“I knew you were going to ask me about her.”


“So …?”


“Why is she important, she was a woman I dated a lifetime ago, multiple lifetimes ago.”


She shrugged. “She was important to you at one time, so I’m naturally curious.”


I said nothing.


“So?”


“So, what?”


“How important was she?”


“At the time, pretty important.”


“You and your wife weren’t a thing?”


“Not at that time, no. When I went off to college, Martha called it quits.”


She shifted, placing her feet in my lap and reaching back to pet Dog. “Pretty smart on her part.”


“Why is that?”


She threaded her fingers into her hair and studying me like a lab rat. “I take it she wasn’t going to school there, so the two of you were going your separate ways in a bold new world. If she really loved you, then she’d have to let you go and see if you came back to her. Otherwise, she’d have been holding on to you and nobody responds well to that, especially when you’re young and have your whole life ahead of you.”


“If you love something set it free?”


“Yeah, that always works …” She snorted. “Anyway, it was the smart move, else you’d have made a run for it.” She repositioned her feet in my lap to get my attention. “So, about Rachael Weisman …?”


“What do you want to know?”


“She was beautiful?”


“Yep.”


“As beautiful as me?”


“In a different way.”


“That was a good answer.”


“Thank you.”


“Jewish, I’m assuming?”


“Yep.”


“What did her mother and father do?”


“He was with the public defender’s office there in Los Angeles, and her mother was a cardiologist at Cedars-Sinai Medical Center.”


“She was rich.”


“Half rich; the other half was socially responsible.”


Vic made a face. “She didn’t want to go on this road trip with you guys?”


“Yep, she did.”


“And you told her no?”


“Yep.”


“Wow. You were even a worse hard-ass then than you are now?”


“I guess.”


“You ever see her again?”


I glanced over at her. “Once.”


SATURDAY, MAY 23, 1964


Attempting to stand upright, I pulled my face from hers, but she kept her arms around my neck, holding my face only a few inches away in a bid for intimacy on the busy street. “Fly, that way we can spend a few more days together.”


“I can’t, I promised Henry.”


She stood there in her one-piece bathing suit, cutoffs, and Japanese zori sandals. “He understands.”


I tipped the battered palm leaf cowboy hat I’d picked up in Mexico back on my head, stretching my heavy arms in the blue chambray shirt. “And how do you know that?”


“I asked him.” I shook my head, slipping from her arms but not entirely as she rested her palms on my chest. “He says he’ll take the truck and sell it in Louisiana and send you the money.”


“No, we made plans.”


She backed up and sat on the retainer wall outside my apartment building, curling her legs into her cutoff jeans and squinting at me in the bright Southern California sun. “I’m offering you another week with me.”


“I’m aware of that, and I’m also aware of how much I’m going to kick myself for not taking you up on it.”
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