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‘There’s music in the deep:


It is not in the surf’s rough roar’


John G. C. Brainard, 1795–1828









Everglades


Five in the morning and I was driving faster than was legal down the empty road that sliced through the Everglades. For once the chatter in my head was quiet. No more worry, no more stress. All I had to concentrate on was the road ahead.


I didn’t think of my mum, Zeke or even the cute boy sitting next to me. Seb moved his hand to my thigh, ready to take the wheel if I veered off course, but I had it under control. I soared with the feeling of freedom; endless possibilities stretching out around me. I was free of the arguments, the jealousy, the pressure. I didn’t need a boyfriend to make me happy. I could do anything, go anywhere, be anyone.


I’d hidden behind walls of doubt and fear my whole life, but at last I knew the only thing that had ever held me back was me. The old me.


In that moment, I thought I was invincible.









Four Days Earlier


Miami









Monday 20 April


Chapter One


Sprawled on the silvery sand with my face turned to the sun, I reached over and the back of my hand found the stubble of his cheek. Asleep at one fifty-three on a Monday afternoon. The sun beat down; the sea was shining like a gemstone and we were in Miami.


‘Zeke,’ I said, just loud enough that I would have caught his attention if he was already stirring.


No response.


I turned on to my side to make sure he was still breathing, my mind falling back into the cold water of the Cribbar, where I almost lost him.


Struggling in the swirl of sucking currents, scanning the whitewash until, finally, his surfboard had floated to the surface, tombstoning, its urethane leash snagged on submerged rocks. Hand over hand, I followed that leash down into the darkness, and my fist closed around his hair.


Now, on South Beach, his breathing was shallow and peaceful, seemingly untroubled by the fretful dreams that plagued my nights. Fast asleep, his face looked younger, and beyond the square jaw and stubble I caught a glimpse of the young boy he must’ve been just a few years before I met him; the Zeke I knew was deep-voiced and fearless.


Not just a surfer; an adrenalin junkie who’d chase any high. He wanted to explore every path, see all the different clouds and pretty sunsets, and try everything he thought looked fun, no matter the risks.


I teased him about having a severe case of FOMO, but it wasn’t fear of missing out; he collected experiences and treasured them. With Christmas Day sun burning our backs, we’d paddled over a coral reef in Bali, swarmed by a thousand yellow fish, and he’d told me he’d keep that moment in his pocket the rest of his life and take it out whenever he needed to smile. I loved that he could do that.


Two o’clock and on he slept.


Behind us, the Miami skyline rose up jagged and stark; in front, an enormous cruise liner sailed by. Miami, it seemed to me, was built on water. Interconnected islands linked by roads carrying the vehicles of the rich and powerful. Shops were boutiques, cars were supercars and luxury seemed to come as standard.


For a second I let myself compare it to Newquay, and thought of my pre-dawn treks to surf a bump of swell at Fistral Beach, walking barefoot over sand dunes that were silent except for the snores of freecampers and the scuffle of foxes.


I ate the rest of my Reese’s Pieces, drank my Dr Pepper and looked at him again. Giving in, I touched his hair, which had fanned out on his towel, and I wondered what the week would bring. Whatever the answer, I wasn’t afraid. Travelling for so many months, so far from home, I’d got used to uncertainty. Before, I’d wanted to know where I was going, who would be there and what time I could leave. After six months on the road, as long as I had snacks and access to a working loo I was happy. In some ways, it occurred to me, I’d turned into Zeke.


My phone began to buzz. Zeke stirred a little and turned on to one side.


‘You sounded rather American just then,’ she said, when I answered with a whispered, ‘Hello.’


‘I said one word.’ I got up and moved down the beach so Zeke wouldn’t be disturbed.


‘You’ll be calling me “Mom” next, I suppose, and turning on a “faucet”. How are you? How’s Miami?’


‘All right. Busy.’


‘I don’t like the thought of those six-lane expressways. It’s not natural. Good lord, I can only imagine the road rage. And, of course, one-third of motorists in Florida carry guns in their cars. A third! You could pick up gunshot residue just walking down the street, and don’t get me started on the serial killers.’


I looked around the beach and saw young families, pensioners and gym bunnies. Out on the water, people were paragliding, kite-surfing and playing around on jet skis. Hardly a crime scene.


‘There’s some Feelgood Festival going on here,’ I said. ‘We’ve come a week early, to take a few days to chill out and get baked.’


‘You’d better not be getting baked, Iris Fox.’


‘Not in the marijuana sense. Catching rays.’


‘Iris, the ozone layer resembles Swiss cheese – you are using suntan lotion?’


Suntan lotion. My mum still called it that, despite me correcting her, the same way she called hot chocolate ‘drinking chocolate’. She was set in 1978 and always would be, no matter how far into the future the rest of the world moved.


‘Yes, I’m using sunscreen,’ I said, walking down the beach and trying not to gawp at a ridiculously ripped bloke jogging down the steps from the lifeguard booth.


‘Excited for your birthday? Only three more sleeps!’


‘I can’t believe I’m gonna be seventeen,’ I said. ‘Feels so old.’


My mum scoffed at this. ‘What about this launch party? Will there be press? Can I see it on YouTube?’


Florida was splashing on to the scene. It was going to be a stop on the following year’s World Surf League championship tour, and the official announcement, with all the details, would be wrapped in a huge celebratory media launch. A Miami socialite had organized this party at a flashy hotel and apparently a few slebs who surfed were coming: Cameron Diaz, Chris Hemsworth, that Sam guy from True Blood. There were also going to be some supermodels and NBA stars I’d never heard of, plus the mayor, the governor, and tons of other Miami power players. Oh, and a bunch of scruffy surfers, including me and Zeke.


Florida had been home to some of history’s greatest surfers, including the legendary Kelly Slater, who grew up on Cocoa Beach, so it seemed only right for it to be represented on the world surfing stage. I was looking forward to seeing how it all went down.


‘Yeah, I reckon. And don’t forget the contest on Saturday will be going out live over the webcast, so you can watch that too.’


Mum didn’t say anything, probably not wanting to commit to doing something she hated, so I said, ‘Hey, you should see our hotel here, Mum. It has linen art.’


‘Linen art?’


‘Where they twist your towels into swans or bears or whatever. Ours were alligators.’


‘Good grief. You wouldn’t want that near your undercarriage, would you?’


I was still grinning at ‘undercarriage’ when she went on with, ‘Aunt Zoe said you did smashing in California. She watched every one of your heats. What was this camera she was telling me about – a hundred frames a second?’


‘A thousand. Phantom cam.’


A zip wire had been strung across the line-up at Steamer Lane in Santa Cruz and the Phantom camera chased each surfer down the wave, catching every moment of the ride, to be replayed in slow motion for the people watching over the Internet.


‘Did you see any of my heats, Mum?’


‘I had a Mont Blanc of marking, more’s the pity, but Aunt Zoe told me all about it.’


I don’t even know why I was disappointed. My mum hardly ever watched me surf. She said it was because she didn’t know what she was looking at, couldn’t appreciate all the manoeuvres, but I knew that was rubbish. She couldn’t bear to see me try so hard, only to lose.


‘Third place is fantastic. Well done, darling.’


‘Thanks, but, you know, it was out of only ten girls . . .’


‘Fantastic – end of story. When did you say the contest was?’


‘Saturday at New Smyrna Beach.’


‘Is that in Miami?’


‘No, it’s a few hours away. We’re going to get the coach there.’


‘Well, I promise I’ll watch some of that one.’


‘Thanks, Mum,’ I said, almost certain that she wouldn’t. ‘I’m a bit nervous about it. There are only two other contests after this, and if I’m not top of the board, I probably have zero chance of sponsorship.’


‘Is that even possible? From fourth?’


‘Yeah, everyone’s expecting a lead-change, because me Beth, Leilani and Jilene are super-close in points. Any of us could take the title.’ Which was as stressful as it was exciting, because it meant that the pressure was always on. Everything was up for grabs, and one bad day could mean the difference between taking the trophy at the end of the tour, and having a real shot at a life as a professional surfer, and getting nowhere.


When Zeke had encouraged me to run for the Face of Billabong UK, he’d told me it was going to be a huge deal. Billabong was looking for ten girls internationally, one from each participating country, and the winner would receive a cheque for five grand, magazine coverage and entry to a series of new girls’ contests that would run parallel to the Qualifying Series. The idea was to use the same locations and dates as the main events, to guarantee an audience. They were apparently spending a lot of money, seriously investing in the future of women’s surfing. But it felt like everyone, including Billabong, had been disappointed in the lack of interest from the surf community. Sometimes it felt as if our contests were an afterthought, something that had to be shoved in, but never when the best waves were breaking. A pity contest. I didn’t know how much of that my mum had picked up on already, but I didn’t want to be the one to spell it out to her.


‘How do you know I’m in fourth?’


‘Oh, I saw it on your athlete page on Facebook. I do like that picture of you and Zeke on the Hawaiian mountaintop with your arms in the shape of a heart. Very sweet.’


Facebook? Apparently my mum had changed in my absence.


‘What happened to social media being the downfall of civilization as we know it?’


‘Naturally I only joined for the hotties.’


I laughed. My mum hadn’t had a boyfriend in the ten years since my dad left. Even if she was actually checking out blokes, I doubted she was talking to them.


‘Why haven’t you accepted my friendship thingy?’ she asked. ‘Kelly accepted within twenty-five minutes of me sending the invitation.’


My best mate was friends with her own mum. And her grandparents. She didn’t care what they found out about her. The way Kelly saw it, there was no point trying to hide anything, because it all came out in the end. She was weird like that.


‘I’ll check for it later.’


The phone went silent and I thought we’d been cut off.


‘Mum?’


‘I’m here. Oh, before I forget: I need you to be available for Skype on Thursday at 1 p.m. your time. They’ll all be here, including His Highness.’


‘Dad’s coming over? Like, actually into the house?’


My absentee father, not quite a deadbeat but nearly, was the comedy nemesis of my mother. They walked in circles around each other, eyes blazing, waiting for the other to make the first move.


‘I can hardly leave him outside like a garden gnome,’ she said, adding under her breath, ‘much as he deserves it.’


I stopped to adjust my new bikini bottoms, retying the knot at my hip and trying not to flash the young woman with a baby strapped to her chest. ‘Good morning,’ I said, doffing my baseball cap at her.


‘Why the big thing though? It’s not like I’m gonna be eighteen.’


‘Your aunt and I have been planning this party for months. We’re not cancelling, just because the guest of honour is too busy to attend.’


‘I’d have come home if I could’ve,’ I said, feeling guilty, ‘but I have the contest, and Anders said we have to go to this media launch party, no excuses. And then Zeke booked us a fancy hotel to make a birthday present of it.’


Zeke had seemed so happy to surprise me with the hotel reservation. We’d stayed in a lot of grim hostels on our travels, and slept on the battered couches of friends and strangers. It wasn’t that we couldn’t afford to stay somewhere nicer; at some of the more remote beaches there weren’t any better options, and we made do, just like all the other surfers who travelled with us. In Spain we’d slept in sleeping bags under the stars.


‘I know. We miss you, that’s all.’ She paused and added, ‘I wish you’d come and visit, if only for a week.’


I’d heard this a few times over the past months, mostly before contests with heavy waves that broke over coral reefs – the sort of breaks that could break me. I knew she missed me, and worried about me, but I was locked into a strict contest-and-training schedule, and when I wasn’t training or competing I had publicity and advertising commitments.


‘What are you doing today, Mum?’


‘Pub quiz at the Red Lion. One hundred pounds in the kitty, and there’s a meat raffle. Iris?’


‘Yes?’


‘You are safe there, aren’t you?’


‘Mum. Be real. I’m knocking around the Art Deco district and South Beach. Caffeine overdose and an empty bank account are the main dangers here.’


She stage-coughed, delicately, which was some kind of code that I still hadn’t totally figured out, although I had a feeling it was related to her finely tuned bullshitometer. ‘Be careful.’


‘I will.’


At the water’s edge I waded into the shallows, shuffling my feet to ward off any stingrays lying in wait. The wind was warm and I took off my cap and felt my hair swish out behind me.


‘It’s not like I’m here alone. I’m here with Zeke.’


‘You are indeed. The only word I’ll say on the subject is “butterflies”.’


We’d first had the butterflies conversation a week before I left Newquay. She was worried I couldn’t count on Zeke, thought his free-spiritedness made him unreliable.


‘He’s looking out for me. Actually, we’re looking out for each other. Stop worrying. He’s not a bloody butterfly.’


I kicked at the water and sent an arc of spray through the air, marvelling for a moment at micro-rainbows.


‘Are you surfing today?’


‘Maybe, but there’s only a couple of feet of swell.’


‘Do keep a weather eye open for bull sharks. They have more testosterone than a charging bull elephant.’


‘Mum! Stop worrying!’


‘I’m just saying. Anything with that level of testosterone needs to keep away from my daughter.’


I heard the faint ring of the doorbell and my mum shuffling across the room. She was probably still wearing her knackered raccoon slippers – a Mother’s Day present from my sister, Lily. I pictured her twitching the net curtain to peer out of the living room window, and I couldn’t help smiling.


‘Must dash. Renie’s waiting.’


Kelly’s mum did not seem like the pub-quiz type.


‘Why is Renie—’


‘I’m setting her up with a new member.’


When it came to boyfriends, Renie was the opposite of my mother; she liked to have at least one on the go at all times. Said being single felt like going to work without lippy.


‘Are you now?’


‘Of the Historical Society. You get that filthy mind from your father.’


‘Bye, Mum.’


I walked back to Zeke, who was still lying in the fetal position, sound asleep.


I read two pages of my book and, as a reward, logged on to Facebook. Some of my mates back in the UK were gearing up for a night out on the town and had tagged me in their selfies. Kelly pouted in electric-blue lipstick, our friends since primary school Rae and Maisie on either side of her; all three looking glam in slinky club outfits.


Cass, I noted with relief, was nowhere to be seen. But then, she was probably busy with my ex-boyfriend Daniel.


I wrote a few ‘Wish I was there with you lot’ comments and loaded up Spotify. I whacked up the volume and went back to sunbathing, but I couldn’t get comfortable. The sweat from my face was running past my ears, pooling at the back of my neck and dripping on to my towel.


How was Zeke still out for the count? It wasn’t like we’d had some rager the night before.


I sat up and stroked a tiny scar on his forehead, and thought about the other scars that littered his body; painful wounds delivered by unseen rocks, heads of coral, the needle-nose of high-performance surfboards. The knife of my ex-boyfriend.


‘Zeke,’ I said.


He didn’t stir.


‘Zeke.’


I felt panic rise and shook his arm.


Nothing.


I shook it again, more violently this time.


Still he slept.


‘Zeke.’


‘Zeke.’


‘ZEKE!’









Chapter Two


I slapped him across the side of the face and finally he moved, opened his eyes, looked up at me and said, ‘Whoa, that hurt!’


‘Jesus bloody Christ, Zeke, you almost gave me a heart attack!’


‘Huh? What’s happening? You OK?’


‘I was calling you and shaking you and you wouldn’t open your eyes.’


He sat up, stretched his arms above his head and yawned. ‘So I napped for a minute. Geez. I thought you were doing the yoga?’


A quarter-mile down the beach, a hundred people were engaged in a mass yoga class that had been going on for an hour already. The teacher was an elderly Californian guru, with grey hair down to his bum and pink tie-dyed shorts. He hadn’t bothered with a shirt, and every time I looked at him all I saw was huge, hair-ringed nipples.


‘Couldn’t be bothered.’


‘You said you wanted to be loose for the contest. There’s not much time left to train.’


‘I already did the t’ai chi and Pilates taster classes this morning. Plus my knees are killing from the capoeira. Whereas you’ve done precisely zero, you lazy sod.’


‘Sod? Like, a pile of dirt? Besides, it’s different for me: my next contest isn’t for three weeks. Yours is in five days.’


Our New Smyrna contest had been arranged last-minute, to tie in with the Florida media launch. It was a two-day event just for the girls on my tour and would probably be ignored by the surf community, as so many of our other contests had been. I suspected that Billabong was getting a bit panicky, since their shiny new competition was failing to generate excitement or make any noticeable impact at all.


‘Blah, blah, nag, nag.’


‘OK, I get it. Your contest, your decision.’ He yawned again.


‘Did you take a sleeping tablet?’


‘I was beat.’ He touched his cheek, where red welts were already rising. ‘I feel like I have finger marks on my face.’


‘Sorry. Overreaction, in hindsight.’ There were times, and this was one of them, where I was sure Zeke suspected I was ever-so-slightly unhinged. Slapping him while he was dozing on a beach didn’t exactly do much to dispute that theory.


‘I always was a deep sleeper. I once sleepwalked out of the house and woke up in a pineapple field with a bunch of new mosquito bites. My mom was sipping her coffee on the lanai when she saw me racing down the trail. You shoulda seen her face. I think she thought I’d escaped a kidnapper.’


Zeke’s mum, Sephy, was one of the kindest, most laidback women I’d ever met, but raising three boys alone must have caused her a fair bit of worry.


‘I shook you really hard, Zeke.’


‘Would you quit wigging out already? I was just sleeping.’


He picked up a handful of sand and let it fall through his fingers. I had watched him do this on every single beach we’d visited on our travels. For him, this pleasure never got old.


I noticed some sand sticking to the damp skin of his chest and I brushed it off, which he seemed to find amusing.


‘My mum called,’ I said.


‘What’s new in the quay? Catch me up.’


‘Not much. She’s off to some pub quiz with Kelly’s mum.’


‘Bar trivia?’


‘Yeah, and there’s a meat raffle.’


‘That doesn’t sound so sanitary.’


Zeke couldn’t bear the thought of dead animals, so a meat raffle was probably his idea of a horror show.


‘Oh, and she wants me to visit home.’


Zeke met my eyes and I detected a guilty expression.


‘You should go then,’ he said.


‘So should you. We should go together.’


Zeke sighed, in an exaggerated way, as if the suggestion that he go and visit his two brothers, his mum and his stepdad – who were all currently residing in my home town – was utterly ludicrous.


‘Soon as we get a minute, we will,’ he said, with absolutely no conviction in his voice. ‘Anyways, you were the one who said you didn’t want to go visit until you were doing better in the rankings. We could have gone home for Christmas but you didn’t want that, remember?’


‘I know, but it’s been months.’


He threw his arm around my shoulders and pulled me in close to kiss me. The sort of kiss that I still found completely thrilling and disorienting, even after all this time. There was just something about his mouth, his warmth, his scent even, that made any sense in my head disappear.


Eventually, when the sun was significantly lower in the sky, we pulled apart and he looked at me a long time and my brain recoiled a little at the beauty of him, all high cheekbones, dishevelled hair and blue eyes. How? it seemed to ask. How is that your boyfriend?


I looked at his hair, which had grown longer – too long. A strand of it had fallen over his face and he batted it away from his eye.


‘Do you want to borrow a hair elastic?’ I asked, completely seriously. ‘Stop it getting in your face?’


‘A hair-what now?’


‘You never tied your hair back?’


‘Nope. What would I even use? It’s not like I have a stash of hair accessories.’


In the list of stashes that Zeke had once possessed, I couldn’t imagine hair bands among them. Weed stash: definitely. Meth stash: apparently. Pills? More than likely. But all that was in the past. On each of his competition surfboards he now had a sticker with the letters DFS: Drug-Free Surfer.


I slipped one of the beige hair elastics off my hairbrush and handed it to him.


He wound it in his fingers and said, ‘So . . . what exactly am I doing with this hair tie?’


‘Give it here,’ I said impatiently. ‘And sit down.’


He sat patiently at my feet like a little boy, even though he was nineteen and about a foot taller than me, and I looked at the top of his head, dotted with golden flecks of sand.


‘Do you want a high ponytail or a low one?’


‘Whatever you think will look good. Or maybe least bad.’


‘Your head – your call,’ I said firmly.


‘You know how Owen Wright does the Samurai topknot thing for contests? Can I have that?’


Owen Wright was one of the best surfers on the World Championship Tour and built like a Greek god. A six-foot-three Aussie with shoulders almost as wide, he was one of the nicest blokes in surfing and I knew he was one of Zeke’s idols. If a Samurai topknot was good enough for Owen Wright, it was good enough for anyone.


I hooked the elastic on to my fingers, scooped all of Zeke’s hair up on to his head and then wound it into a tiny blond bun.


It looked hilarious, but Zeke didn’t care. I watched him turn his head from side to side, testing it out and revelling in the freedom. ‘OK, so this is awesome,’ he said, jumping to his feet. ‘Thanks.’


‘If your hair annoys you so much, maybe you should do something about it.’


‘Like what?’


‘Like get a haircut?’


‘Naw, man, screw that.’


‘Why not?’ Zeke didn’t seem like the vain type, but maybe he was secretly proud of his mop.


‘It’s not just one haircut. It’s never just one. What you’re signing up for right there is a commitment. Get it done once and then you have to find someone to do it again, the next month. Shoot, I wish I had that kinda time.’


‘Zeke, you spend six hours a day surfing, but you can’t spare thirty minutes once a month for a trim?’


‘My office is the ocean.’


‘Someone must be cutting your hair, even if it is once a year.’


‘Uh-huh. Me. I get scissors, grab some hair, take off a little, bam, done.’


I stared at him. I wasn’t at all into the salon experience, but even I got someone to cut my hair for me.


‘Do your modelling sponsors know you do that?’


He shrugged, like that wasn’t a factor worth considering, and pulled on a grey T-shirt that had the words ‘Eat, Sleep, Surf, Repeat’ printed on it in three-inch lettering.


Suddenly his phone started vibrating in the pocket of his board shorts.


‘Hey, Anders.’


I groaned.


Anders was the surf agent who represented both of us. In his better moments he was sort of OK, but his anxiety level was always set to max, and he was totally paranoid about us getting disqualified.


My last argument with him had started when he’d insisted the new breed of sponsors were going to clean up surfing – get rid of the uke-strumming, van-living, pothead image – and rebrand it as a serious sport watched by the masses, like football. Anders got offended when I told him to dream on. But I couldn’t help it; the idea of surfing going mainstream just seemed laughable to me. Zeke and I took our fitness and training seriously, but we knew there was no way the general public would ever consider surfing a sport.


‘What?’ Zeke said. ‘No, nothing. Iris, can you check Surfing magazine on your phone? Something’s happened to Arron.’


I loaded up the page and there, at the top of the news section, was a slow-motion video of a surfer wiping out on a giant wave. The surfer in question was one of Zeke’s best surfer buddies, Arron Burns, otherwise known as Micro, as he was only five foot three. Micro was filming a segment of his latest webisode for Epic TV. Little had he known the footage would end up in every surf e-zine and beyond.


‘Oh, man,’ Zeke said, when he saw his friend free-falling, hitting his head on his surfboard and disappearing into the thick lip of the wave. The last few frames showed Arron’s body floating face down in the whitewash, with a rescue jet ski bombing towards him.


‘I’m gonna put you on speaker. Iris is here. Yeah, just Iris.’


‘Hi, Anders. Christ, that looked terrible. How’s he doing?’


‘We’re waiting to hear. He was pulled from the water unconscious. I mean, looking at the video, he’s hurting or gone.’


‘Jesus,’ I said, fingers of cold fear closing around my heart. ‘Who got him out?’


I could see the moment through the rescuer’s eyes. I knew exactly how it felt to pull a person who seemed dead from the water; remembered the horror, the powerlessness.


‘It was a right balls-up. Kalani was on one of the jet skis, but when he went to grab him, he timed it wrong and the next wave munched him up and spat out the ski. Kalani had to swim for it and Butler got them both before the fourth wave broke. They’re bloody lucky they’re not all dead.’


‘Thank God Butler was there,’ I said. I looked at Zeke, who was gripping his phone so tightly his fingertips had turned white.


‘I’m gonna see if I can get hold of Burnsy’s manager now,’ Anders said. ‘I’ll let you know when I hear more. Say your prayers.’


‘We sure will,’ Zeke said. He ended the call, sat down on the sand and his put his hands together.


‘Zeke?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Are you actually going to—’


‘I need a minute.’


He closed his eyes, bowed his head and started murmuring something.


After a few minutes he opened his eyes and looked up at me.


I didn’t know what to say. As far as I knew, Zeke wasn’t at all religious. In the time we’d spent together, I’d never known him to go to church, pray or even talk about religious belief.


‘So, are . . . ?’ he said, looking at me expectantly.


It was tempting to follow suit, to get on my knees and pray as hard as I could, but something stopped me; my sense of hypocrisy maybe.


‘I would, Zeke, honestly I would, but I’m not totally sure there’s . . . anyone listening.’


‘You don’t believe in God? For real?’


I shrugged.


‘How can you surf a wave and not believe in God?’


‘I don’t really understand what you mean.’


Zeke stared at me wide-eyed. ‘OK, my girlfriend’s an atheist.’


‘I never said that. I don’t know what I am.’


‘Wow, I guess you learn something new about a person every day.’


I tried to change the subject, get him talking about anything else, but he didn’t seem to want to talk any more. Instead he sat with his knees close to his chest and his eyes on the horizon. It didn’t occur to me until afterwards that he could’ve been thinking of his own near-drowning at the Cribbar, wondering if I’d prayed for him.


After ten minutes of this excruciating silence, Zeke said, ‘I sure could use a cigarette now.’


‘Hey. You’re doing so well with the quitting – don’t throw it all away. I reckon Burnsy will be OK. He’s one of the toughest blokes I ever met.’


Burnsy competed in Ironman contests, and his party trick, after about eight pints of lager, was one-armed press-ups, performed on his fingertips.


‘He was held down too long,’ Zeke said, ‘and the wipeout from that wave looked super-violent. Even if he does survive, he’ll be busted up. I mean, it’s clear he hit his board. His spine, or his skull, could be broke.’


‘He’ll be all right,’ I said, and it sounded so lame, so unconvincing, that I wished I’d said nothing at all. We sat in silence and I thought again about Zeke at the Cribbar, pulled lifeless on to the rocks. How cold he’d been. How heavy.









Chapter Three


Half an hour later, Anders called. ‘Panic over. He’s gonna make it. Puked up a whole lot of blood from ruptured capillaries in his lungs, poor git, thanks to some extreme breath-holding, but apart from a bust knee and a couple ribs ripped off his spine, the lad’s right as rain.’


Zeke exhaled, thanked Anders for letting us know, whooped and did an actual somersault. Then he did another one.


When he’d returned to standing, and I’d gone from being elated that Burnsy was going to pull through, to amused that Zeke had apparently been hiding secret gymnastic abilities, I said, ‘Thank God he’s all right.’


Zeke raised his eyebrows and replied, ‘Yeah, you said it.’


There was an awkward moment, where I knew I was being reproached. Zeke seemed to be waiting for me to say something more, so I went with, ‘Since when can you do a backflip?’


‘Since always, I guess. The airs I pull on waves – the big alley oops and rodeo flips? Basically the same thing, except there’s a board under my feet.’


Zeke’s aerial surf manoeuvres were legendary. Somehow he’d find the right ramp of white water, take off and, hallelujah, he’d spin through a big rotation and land it. It was beautiful to watch, that moment when he’d hang in the air, tail high, and then stomp it on the face of the wave without falling. It was like watching a snowboarder. Or a skater in the half-pipe.


‘Well, now you’re just showing off.’


I still hadn’t got the hang of airs. Barrels, cutbacks, carving hacks, snaps off the lip and big tail throws weren’t a problem, but airs I had not mastered. If I managed to stick one, it was generally a fluke; most of the time my board shot out from under me and I ended up getting worked. The problem was partly timing, but also my survival instinct. Airs can mess you up. All the air-game surfers I knew, including Zeke, were really susceptible to injury in the lower extremities, often seriously damaging their knees, hips and ankles. Which explained why a lot of older surfers in their forties had replacement knees – they’d totally battered their shock absorbers. One of the things I’d discovered on my travels was that my body was really reluctant to get hurt, and launching airs felt too much like asking for trouble, like picking a fight with fate, so at the last second I hesitated. Game Over.


‘You wanna take the boards out now?’ Zeke said.


We turned and looked at the little lime-coloured waves, which had faces of two feet at most, and Zeke said, ‘It could be fun. Amber waves.’


‘What waves?’ White waves, green waves and blue waves I’d heard of, but never amber ones. Perhaps it was some weird wave traffic-light system, I thought, bored.


‘Amber. After Chase’s sister.’


‘The guy we’re supposed to be meeting today?’


‘Yeah, when we were growing up, his sister would only surf waves like this. Anything over two feet and you could count her out.’


‘Does she live in Miami now too?’


‘She’s some sort of swimsuit model here, I think. You’ll like her. I think Chase is bringing her to the cabana later.’


‘Great,’ I said, recognizing the tension in my voice.


‘Come on – let’s get a few good ones before the wind picks up too much.’


‘Fine, but I’m using the Shark Shield,’ I said, unpacking it.


‘Good idea.’


So we surfed, and by a few waves in I had almost forgotten the uncomfortable feeling that had been nagging at me for the past few weeks. I didn’t even quite know what it was, but it was there, vague and formless, slipping away every time I tried to grab it.









Chapter Four


After barely an hour, the wind made what surf there was too messy to be worthwhile, so we paddled back in and made for our beach towel.


I was getting out of my rash vest and into a fresh bikini top, when Zeke blurted out, ‘Iris. You ever wish you didn’t meet me?’


‘Err, of course I don’t wish that, Zeke. Why would you even ask that?’


‘Phew. You know you’re the best thing that ever happened to me, right?’


I didn’t know how that could possibly be true. Zeke Francis, one of surfing’s most promising sons, had the world at his feet; how could I compete with the world?


But there was something in his face – a longing – that seemed to suck away all doubt, all air, reducing the distance between us to nothing.


I smiled at him, and he reflected it back at me; morning sun on the horizon.


‘Aw, thanks, Zeke,’ I said. Which was my way of saying, You’re the best thing that ever happened to me too.


‘If I ever die out there, Iris, you’ll move on, right? Don’t let me ruin your life.’


I looked at him sharply and said, ‘Don’t say that. Don’t even think it.’


But he wasn’t to be put off.


‘Promise me.’


‘All right, I promise.’


‘OK, good.’


‘And ditto.’


He rubbed sand out of his eyes, looked at the sea and said, ‘Come on, we need to do something, get out of our heads.’
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