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AUTHOR’S NOTE



New Mexico


Where the Waves Turn Back began in a beat-up tour van driving through the middle of the New Mexican desert.


It was two o’clock in the morning and everyone was fast asleep except for myself and my friend Jon. I was on tour with Jon’s band, Switchfoot, playing rock and roll shows that proved to be a difficult transition into sleeping. On this particular night, to pass the time, I told him stories from my 600-mile pilgrimage across California following my mother’s death. I recounted the feeling of invisibility when I slept on the street. I told him about the time a pack of rats fell out of a tree and landed on the roof of my tent. I shared about almost getting run over by a military tank in Camp Pendleton, and I recounted my run-in with one of the infamous Union Pacific Yard Bulls. And I told him how I had captured these memories in a series of short stories that maybe, just maybe, I would self-publish as a collection one day.


“I don’t mean to be rude,” Jon interrupted. “I know you have a lot going on, but this is a book that I need to read. I think this book needs to exist.”


The next day, Jon’s words rang in my ears. And the next day and the next and the next. Eventually, I decided to follow his advice, and over the subsequent five years, I wrote the chapters that would become the book you’re holding. Though writing this was deeply restorative, it was also quite painful. I was still grieving the loss of my mother, whose death triggered a schismatic crisis of faith. I knew that my story could help people—people who had lost loved ones too early, people who had been let down by religious institutions, people who had suddenly awoken in a world they barely recognized—who needed a field guide to navigating journeys of loss and transition.


Author Neil Gaiman says that every character in a story has something they want and something they need. Usually, the two are different things. When I walked out the front door of my house in San Diego in the fall of 2013, I wanted my mother back. I wanted answers to explain why she was gone. What I needed, however, was to find evidence that the world could be full of beauty and goodness without her in it. What I discovered was that the loss of my mother put an immediacy and a value on life that hadn’t existed before. I began to understand that, as my mother said before she died, “Sorrow and joy are holding hands.” I began to understand that the world is full of tragedy and wonder, and that somehow, those two things are connected and, as it turns out, more alike than they are different.


If your pilgrimage is anything like mine, be warned. You will not find every answer you’re seeking here. In fact, you may end up with more questions than you started with. But perhaps along the way you’ll learn to coexist peacefully alongside your questions. Wouldn’t that be something? This book doesn’t contain “seven keys to conquering your fears” or “five steps to living your best life.” Honestly, it won’t even try to tell you what to do next. Where the Waves Turn Back is the story of how I discovered that this terrible world is still beautiful and an invitation for you to awaken to the same paradoxical, liberating truth.


Tyson Motsenbocker















CHAPTER 1



THE IN-BETWEEN


Del Mar


In the summer in the north part of San Diego, things move quickly. I was walking to the fairgrounds to see if the circus was still running its shows in the parking lot with its big white tent stretched out into a shine, but it was lying in a heap on the ground. All of the cables were coiled up into baling rolls on forklifts while the sun went down behind the palms at the lagoon and the river mouth. The carnival rides had already moved in, and all of the food trucks with their massive facades and flashing lights were standing in varied stages of construction. I remember this summer better than other summers because it was the summer before my mother died, and it was an in-between. There are very few in-betweens in our lives, I think. Most of the time things change before we realize that they will, or that they already have.


“It’s why people look kind of confused all the time,” my mother explained. “Because people understand the way stories work. And in our stories the end comes in the middle.”


The carnival rides were spinning like tops with blue and white and red and yellow lights dancing before the California sunset, empty and silent in an enchanted transition. The circus had ended and the carnival had yet to begin.
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In August, I flew north to Washington State. My parents lived in a house on a hill that looked across a green valley to the foothills of an Idahoan mountain range. There were calves in the valley, trying to run for the first time, knock-kneed and awkward. My mother and I sat together in the evenings and watched them. She claimed to know their names.


“That one, the brown calf. His name is Ben.”


“How do you know?” I asked.


“He told me,” she said.


These were the sorts of things my mother always would have said, but in this season where she was watching the door, it was impossible to tell if she was joking.


During the days, we went about the tasks of cleaning her house, as she put it. My sister drove her to the gym to cancel her gym membership. The twentysomething salesman who had been instructed to always push back against a client trying to cancel encountered a significant dilemma.


“Why are you canceling?” he asked.


“I’m dying,” she responded, smiling.


“Oh… so you can’t work out anymore?” he asked.


“Pretty soon, I won’t do anything anymore,” she said. “So you can go ahead and cancel my membership, but I appreciate the dedication to your training.” His name tag said Brian. “Thank you, Brian,” my mother said, and we went back home again.


She tried explaining death to me then, using metaphors while she ran netting around the aspen saplings to protect them from the deer. I began to realize that she was in a different kind of in-between than the rest of us. I noticed that she was occasionally not with us at all, but in a place that was farther ahead.


“I have two things to tell you,” she said once. “First of all, you are bad at feeling sad. When this thing is over, you will miss it unless you make it a point to not miss it.” She looked me in the eye.


“When I’m gone, I want you to do something irresponsible,” she said. “And while you’re doing whatever dumb, irresponsible thing you decided to do, I want you to think about why you’re sad that I’m gone.”


“What kind of irresponsible thing do you want me to do?” I asked.


“I don’t know,” she said. “You do irresponsible things all the time. Just pick something.”


She’d grown tired quickly again. Something the marathon runner in her continued to refuse to accept. She did something she’d done often since I was a child: She rolled forward onto her knees and looked up at me.


“The second thing you need to know is that dying isn’t a moment,” she said. “Or at least the moment is irrelevant.”


“What does that mean?” I asked.


“You know how the ocean looks when it’s raining—where the line between the ocean and the sky is gone? You kind of feel like you’re standing on the edge of the world—there’s a place there where one thing becomes the other thing, but it doesn’t matter and it isn’t the point?”


“Sure,” I said.


“That’s what dying is like.”


I thought about the carnival rides and the Pacific Ocean.


“These aspen leaves, they have two different greens, dark on one side and light on the other,” she said.


“So?”


“When the wind comes, it looks like they’re waving at you,” she explained.


And she stood up then and waved like a beauty queen on a parade float, with her elbow up and her hand covered in brown dirt from the root bases.


It was a few days later that her personality changed and she lost her memory. She was sleeping most of the time and her words stopped feeling wild and full of the understanding of a person who was in the in-between. I walked into her room the morning before we took her to hospice and she was looking out the window.


“What are you doing?” I asked.


Her eyes were moving up and down, down and up. She was watching something in the trees at the edge of the yard.


“They’re coming and going,” she said.


“Who is?”


“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”


“Try me,” I said.


“No,” she said. And it was clear that the conversation was finished.















CHAPTER 2



JUNÍPERO SERRA


Mallorca, Spain


In 1907, a thirty-foot-tall statue of a Catholic monk was erected in San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park. The man is standing on a platform, peering across the park to the Conservatory of Flowers and the pond where old men race tiny sailboats in the wind coming up the hill from the Pacific. The man’s left hand is raised as if to brace for impact, and his right hand is gripping a large cross. The inscription below the statue says:




PADRE JUNIPERO SERRA


FOUNDER OF THE CALIFORNIA MISSIONS


1713–1782





In California, Junípero Serra is everywhere. They teach about him in the schools. Junípero Serra was a Franciscan friar, born on the Spanish isle of Mallorca, in the village of Petra in the soft glow of the Mediterranean—a place and a time described as being truly Edenic. It was after the Black Death and before Napoleon, meaning that peace and health were both tenets of life largely taken for granted. The vineyards brought grapes and wine. The fishermen caught bass and sardines and salmon and brought them up from the sea in the evenings. At sixteen, Serra moved to Palma to study philosophy, and at seventeen he joined the Franciscan order to take the vow of poverty and celibacy. In 1748, sickness came to Mallorca. I don’t know if Serra was running from the plague of Mallorca, but in either case, he went to the Americas that year, and he never came back.


In California and Mexico, Serra and his Franciscans built Christian missions. Between them they built a 600-mile roadway called El Camino Real. The Camino connected Californians in new, helpful ways. (It also, conveniently, connected Serra’s growing network of missions.) The missions and the Camino were a part of an overarching effort to conquer the New World, to make the indigenous peoples more pliable and useful to Spanish interests. The California that we know today is built largely on the grid laid out by the Franciscans. San Diego, Los Angeles, San Jose, and San Francisco—not to mention the smaller towns of Monterey, Santa Barbara, Santa Cruz, and Ventura—are all built in little spiderwebs reaching away from the places the missions were first built. In the early 1900s, Stanford University named a street and two buildings after Father Serra. In 2015, Serra was canonized as a saint by Pope Francis for bringing Christianity to California.


Junípero Serra was a missionary in the Spanish Empire, meaning that he worked for the church and also the state. A conflict of interest. His missions were more than Catholic ministry centers. They also served as instruments of Spanish colonization that were used to impose European ideas and ways on indigenous communities. The missions unquestionably stripped native peoples of their identity, culture, and dignity. There are also reports that the missions under Serra’s jurisdiction engaged in forced or coerced labor practices.


The dead cannot argue for their legacies. They existed in different times and were steeped in ideas that are now rejected for good reasons. They say that as an old man, Junípero Serra was covered in warts, but there are no warts on the statues. No matter how you evaluate history, everyone can agree that Junípero Serra’s legacy includes the warts. In 2020, Serra’s statue in Golden Gate Park was pulled down by ropes after the tragic death of George Floyd. A lot of other statues of Serra were beheaded or sprayed with red paint. Stanford renamed the streets and the building that memorialized him. Serra’s legacy is now, at best, a mixed bag.


I discovered Junípero Serra the same day I decided to move to California. I was twenty-one years old, and we were drinking white wine from plastic two-liter bottles in Golden Gate Park. We were playing one-on-one hide-and-seek, Nico and I. Nico’s dad was on the cover of Rolling Stone magazine once. I was hiding barefoot in a bush, a bit off balance with a wine headache, wearing cutoff skinny jeans and a bright yellow headband. I was, of course, lost in the world and afraid. Afraid of the future and of adulthood, watching it pull me closer like the waterfall at the end of the world, but at the moment I was satiated by white wine from a plastic bottle and the thrill of being young and alone in it. The sun was going down and Nico hadn’t found me. I came out of the bushes to see Junípero Serra staring down at me from his concrete pillar. It’s hard to explain how Serra looked at that moment, other than to say he was opposite of me and the same as me all at once. He was holding his hand out without fear, as though to stop a vampire or a big wave. He didn’t seem afraid. He was made of stone and I was made of bones and meat and vulnerable to the approaching dangers.


“He walked along California all his life,” said Nico. He had bark in his hair.


“You didn’t find me,” I said. “I win hide-and-seek.”


“I fell asleep in the bark,” Nico said.


“Maybe all that walking can teach a man something,” I said.


Shortly thereafter, Nico would lose his mother to cancer and develop the self-destructive habit of jumping off strangers’ roofs into their swimming pools in the middle of the night.
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Sometimes I think Serra and I have nothing in common. Serra’s religion made him anxious about people of different faiths. About what would happen to them later on. I’ve shed much of the religion of my childhood, the kind of religion that feels like a secret weapon, or leverage or nesting and fortifying. Serra was complicit in all these kinds of Christianity. In some ways there is no better symbol for that kind of faith. Serra represents a Christianity that makes me deeply uncomfortable. There are reports of Serra self-flagellating from the pulpit. In the writings, people say that Serra had trouble breathing. Later in his life, Serra died of tuberculosis, but before that his trouble breathing came from all the times he punched himself in the lungs while holding a rock. He hurt himself to expel sinful thoughts, because when you are hurting, it’s hard to think about anything else. Not so different, maybe, than jumping off someone’s roof after your mother dies from cancer.


The first trip Junípero Serra took from Mexico, he walked north to California. Sometimes he rode on a mule. He called the native Mexicans and Californians “gentiles.” They ran around naked all the time and didn’t seem to be aware of it, which was very confusing to him. He seemed surprised that they never wanted any food; instead they tried to run away with his glasses a lot. Sometimes they tried to take away his colorful monk’s robes, but more than anything else they gave him things. They gave him fish and sweet water and shelter, medicine and doughy pancakes.


It wasn’t so long after Nico fell asleep in the bark that I read through Serra’s journals. Serra is fascinated by the people, by their wild joy. He pities them, like sheep that are being led to the slaughter, bleating along obliviously. These happy, naked people have no idea that they are headed toward hell so quickly. They shouldn’t be laughing so much. Once, after a heavy rain, the natives picked him up and carried him over a place where the road was muddy. When Serra writes, he speaks of this moment as though no one had ever showed him such kindness. “They have stolen my heart,” is what he says. It’s almost as though the thing he’s bringing them in the name of freedom and joy is the very same thing that is about to shackle them and sit them down and crush their spirits.


Sometimes I imagine Serra on his trips, full of conviction, one might even argue compassion. Serra was a missionary to Mexico and California in the 1700s; my family lived in Haiti during the 1990s, working in a hospital in the middle of the island. Serra left his family to move to California, missing his father’s and mother’s final days in the name of his work. I moved to California to find fortune and adventure in the name of my work, too. As a result, I missed most of the final years of my mother’s life. I regret it and I am ashamed for it. I can’t imagine that someone who publicly hurts themself is void of the feeling of shame, either.


Inside each of us is a great darkness and a great light. Maybe the reason why I am drawn to Serra is because I see the light and the darkness in him. It looks a lot like the light and the darkness inside myself. To me, El Camino Real and Junípero Serra have always represented the coast of California—a beautiful place saturated in history and mystery. It represents adventure. It represents the ancient pursuit of God and the mysteries of the creator—and I believe that it is all of those things. But those are the things in the light, and the things in the dark are very dark indeed.
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The missions start in San Diego; the first one is called Mission San Diego de Alcalá. Then there is San Juan Capistrano, and San Gabriel and San Antonio. Farther north is San Buenaventura, San Luis Obispo, Monterey, Santa Clara, and San Francisco. Some other Franciscans built twelve more missions, but the first nine are Serra’s. Today, most of the missions are surrounded by artisanal coffee shops and boutiques with T-shirts that say Cali Dreaming on them, but the plaster on the walls is made from the ground below and rises up from a different time. The most convincing lies are woven together with bits of truth, and in California, the three-foot-thick walls from the missions are buttressed against the two-centimeter-thick plaster of a Bubba Gump Shrimp Company or a Panera Bread. They look like the same wall, but one is true and one is a lie. In this regard, California is an excellent liar. To me, it feels like the saddest kind of make-believe, the kind that is lying to profit from a bigger or more romantic idea. California is built on make-believe; it’s one of the reasons why I love it. But there are kinds of make-believe that bring a feeling of magical possibility, and there are kinds of make-believe that are trying to sell something to you.
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In Spokane, Washington, my mother had crossed over the barrier. She was still breathing but she was in a new place—a gray place that was neither black nor white. Sometimes she would wake up and talk to me from the gray place. She would ask me if I thought she was crazy. I told her she wasn’t crazy.


“You’re just in a different place,” I would say.


“Yes,” she said once. She pointed at me. “A different place.”


After she finished saying “a different place,” she stood up from her bed. It was three in the morning.


“Time to go back to sleep,” I said.


“Sleeping is all there is these days,” she said, scowling. But she went back to sleep anyhow.


There was a chair in the room of the hospice ward that pulled out into an uneven bed. It was the kind of hospital furniture that is too firm and covered in an industrial-grade vinyl, pulled tight by machines. My father would sleep on the chair on the first day and then I would sleep on it on the second day. Back and forth we traded nights on the chair with the hum of the oxygen machine in the background. During the day, I worked on a puzzle with my sister. It was a picture of a waterfall and some flowers. I had to finish the puzzle for some reason. I still don’t know why it was so important that we finish the puzzle. The puzzle was a picture of a different place. I was remembering Nico, before he jumped off people’s roofs.


“I fell asleep in the bark,” Nico said.


“Maybe all that walking can teach a man something,” I said.


I put my computer on the puzzle. It was finished now, but there was one piece missing.


“It seems right that there is one piece missing,” my father had said.


“When I’m gone, I want you to do something irresponsible,” my mother had said.


I opened my laptop and typed Can you still walk El Camino Real? into Google. There was a Reddit thread where a teenage girl had asked the same question. “It’s all highways and freeways and homeless encampments now,” said one person. The person was called u/gunslinger4189. “That is the worst idea I have ever heard.”


I think Nico jumped off all those people’s roofs because he wanted to get hurt. At least half of him did. Or, maybe the possibility of the physical pain quieted the pain he was holding inside, like however long it took to go between the roof and the swimming pool was a long enough break to merit doing it over and over again. Maybe the short flash of peace inside all this heartbreak is the place where you see God. Inside the suffering. Inside a complicated legacy. In the air before the swimming pool arrives.


In the other room, my mother’s eyes were closed. It was raining outside. The first rain of the fall. It was her birthday.


“Hey, Mom,” I said. She opened one eye and looked at me with it.


“Remember how you told me to do something irresponsible?” I asked. She didn’t respond. It was only the sound of the rain on the window.


“I’m going to walk to San Francisco,” I said. There was a long pause, the light sound of window-rain, the oxygen machine humming lowly.


“Well,” she said, closing her eye. “Just remember, you could walk all that way without doing anything at all.”


She was sleeping again now. There was a blue light being cast through the window onto a cardboard sign at the foot of the bed. The nurse put the sign there every morning with the date on it. “Put the date down there,” my mother told the nurse. “Why?” the nurse asked. “So I can die when I want,” my mother replied. The cardboard sign had her birthday written on it.


“Happy Birthday, Mom,” I said. I didn’t know it yet, but Just remember, you could walk all that way without doing anything at all was the last thing she ever said to me. She died the next day.


“So I can die when I want,” she’d told the nurse, and I think she did.


Many years later, a guy walked from Los Angeles to San Francisco wearing a bear costume. I was angry about the guy in the bear costume because as far as I know, the two of us are the only ones who have ever done it. I suppose it’s true, like Solomon said, that everything has already been done by somebody else. Or in this case somebody will do it later wearing a bear costume. If there is another life after this one, I hope there is a dinner with only three people invited: me, the guy in the bear costume, and Junípero Serra, complicated father to the Californias, the walking saint.















CHAPTER 3



SPIDERWEBS


Oceanside


In the years after my mother died, I still received letters and packages from her. She hid them around the house. Some of them had instructions.


“For when you get married.”


“For whoever has babies first, and then give it to the other one.” This one was addressed to my sister and I together.


One was full of riddles.


“For a few months later.” And so on.


The first letter I read from my mother after she was gone was wrapped in a plastic bag. It said, “Before you walk.” I put the letter in a bag with a film canister of her ashes I planned to spread, half here and half there. I went to REI and bought a brand-new tent from a hippie with a bandana around his neck and then set it up in my living room next to all the things I was packing. I went to make a coffee, and when I came back the neighbor’s cat was standing inside my tent looking out through the open door. I liked that cat.


“You’re welcome in my home and also in my tent,” I told the cat. I had a list, like Robinson Crusoe, and I was pointing at each thing on the floor as I went through it. The cat was watching me point at everything. It’s good to have a second pair of eyes when you’re managing details.




Two pairs of jeans. Jeans, good walking pants.


Nikes.


A camera.


Four pairs of underwear. Won’t need more than four.


Six pairs of socks. That’s fine.


Four T-shirts.


A knit hat (for the wet cold).


Raincoat.


A journal and pens.


Headphones.


A solar charger.


I had two backpacking meals, like the ones I used hiking around the Inland Northwest as a kid with my dad.


Two water bottles.


A tent and a sleeping bag and a sleeping pad.


Puffy jacket. That can be my pillow too.




I put everything in my backpack and then filled in the spaces with granola bars. I was innovating. Maximizing space. My backpack was a day pack I’d bought for backpacking around Europe when I was nineteen, covered in patches from European countries, already ragged from months of dirtbagging around. I put it on the bathroom scale, where it came out to a little under twenty-five pounds. Twenty-five pounds is what I carried out the front door of my house in Solana Beach and turned toward the ocean and the river mouth in Del Mar. It would be a number of months before I would be back. I was feeling pretty confident about my level of fitness because I had been swimming laps a lot. Sometimes my friends will make fun of me now—he trained to walk 600 miles by swimming laps—and they are right to laugh about it. I was unprepared in a truly hilarious fashion, but I have learned this about endeavor—that we are never prepared. We are always overwhelmed at some point. And I have learned that the human spirit is fierce, that it enables us to do the things we set out to do, the things that cannot be prepared for, the things we would never have set out to do if we had known what it would take at the start.


I turned south and walked in the opposite direction for a couple of miles to begin. It was still dark out, but the cat was awake early and followed me for a mile until we came to a busy road. “This is where you must turn back,” I told the cat. “I have to do this alone.” The cat turned around and went back the other way. “We are on our own journeys now,” I called after the cat.


I wanted a coffee from the Coffee Bean & Tea Leaf. They have good coffees there, but it was two miles in the wrong direction. I walked through my neighborhood in the dark, and then down to a busy intersection. It’s a wide street, where the traffic comes off the freeway, heading to the fairgrounds and the horse races. In the summer, thousands of people drive a long way to wait in line with their cars running to see the big horses with their muscles like ropes under their shiny hair, or to watch the circus or to go on the carnival rides. But the fairgrounds were empty now. The wide street was quiet and dark under the streetlamps. I could see the black lines down the middle of the lanes where the cars had dripped oil while they idled. I’ve always liked big places when they’re empty, quiet places that were designed to be loud. Underneath the freeway was even quieter. I drove under the freeway every day but I’d never seen it like this. It felt alien, more unknown than even an unknown thing could be. How deceiving familiarity can become.


It took me a couple of hours to get to the coffee place and then to turn west to the river mouth. I arrived at the beach where the San Dieguito Lagoon meets the ocean, running east in the rising tide where it smells like salt and seaweed, and sat down on a rock under the bridge. The sun was up and my coffee was cold. This was the beginning of a painful slowing down, coming to the understanding that there can be no detours when you can only move three miles per hour.


My mother was a person of words. I used to pull words from the dictionary while we were driving and she would tell me what they meant. There was a dictionary under the passenger seat. Even with the most obscure words, she could tell what they meant by the sounds. She never missed a word, but at the end, she didn’t use words. Her last letter was a list, not so different from my packing list. She went along chronologically, stating her accomplishments and the milestones she’d encountered along the way.


“I rode my bicycle across America and Australia,” she said. That is a short sentence for a lot of miles.


She listed the houses she’d purchased and fixed up, her nursing degree and eventually her second bachelor’s and master’s degrees. She talked about the travels she’d done and the countries she’d visited, the friends she’d met. At the bottom she wrote a thank-you for the things she knew she wouldn’t be able to thank us for in the end. There was always a lightheartedness in her words, and her last letter felt that way. Even knowing the end was coming, attempting to quantify all those years of living into a goodbye, her very words were in transit to another place. She was stating the things that she was leaving behind. I suppose there is a certain efficiency to a list. Things naturally organize themselves that way when one is looking backward.


“And know that all of the things I have done, combined, are not even a fraction of the weight of the two best things I brought into this world.”


She was talking about me, about my sister and me, which made me cry big wet tears into my cold coffee cup and also made a good deal of snot come from my nose, which I wiped on my jacket sleeve. I poured half of the film canister into a hole in the sand at the base of the concrete support where I knew the tide would come and wash it around, and I started north.


In Encinitas I saw some people I knew. Some very hip guys. They had Wayfarer sunglasses and wetsuit tans. These guys never accepted me, even though I tried to be friends with them all the time. “He’s going to San Francisco,” I heard the cool guys saying as I went by. So far this is going great, I thought. Fifteen miles north, the muscles behind my knees started to tighten and seize. I stopped to try and stretch them out in a park in Carlsbad and took a nap on a park bench in the sun with my head on my backpack. I couldn’t remember the last time I had so little to do. I could smell the ocean and feel the air that carried it inland off the backs of the waves and feel the sun in the warmth in my hair. When I stood up again, it was clear that I was in trouble. Each footstep was sending a shooting pain up my knees. A lot can change during days that take so long to go by.


Oceanside, just north of Carlsbad, is unlike the other towns north of San Diego, primarily because it is connected in every way to the United States Marine Corps. It’s the home of Camp Pendleton, a huge marine base. The interstate goes through it, and you can watch the marines drive tanks and Humvees around and jump out of helicopters as if they were amusement park rides. I always thought Camp Pendleton was, ironically, very similar to the kind of place a child would love. Pendleton is a playground where eighteen-year-old kids learn how to play with guns and become soldiers. It’s a stretch of open road where they can drive too fast in the dark. It’s also the only thing keeping the cities of Southern California from becoming one giant organism from Malibu to Tijuana. There isn’t a Starbucks there, for instance. The comforts of the Southern Californian capitalist monster, in all of its bland uniform glory, are absent in Pendleton. The top of Oceanside is the bottom of the Camp Pendleton marine base, all the roads north leading like arteries into gated and barbed-wired checkpoints. The rumor is that Al Capone tried to buy the land to smuggle tequila from Mexico into Los Angeles, but the United States government bought it instead and the deal fell apart. It’s hard to imagine the place being much different if he had. Camp Pendleton means that Oceanside is filled with marines and the things marines like—which is a very specific brand of linear disorder. The result is that none of the rich people live in Oceanside if they can help it, and the casinos and prostitutes and dive bars and strip clubs have been allowed to stay a little bit longer. To me it all looks like Legos and blocks and action figures strewn across the floor of a playroom, only this time the kids are covered in muscles and all wear the same kind of sunglasses.


I’d called an old friend to ask if I could stay at his place in Oceanside—a guy named Leo with a lot of curly white hair who worked in the music business. His house was one of the original Oceanside houses, barely hanging on to the ground itself on a cracked foundation. You could see the place leaning against itself. Whoever had painted it hadn’t stripped the old paint. You could see the ripples and flakes underneath. It looked like wave lines in the sand. It was a block off the Pacific Coast Highway in the south part of town where the train goes through a dozen times a day and rattles all the windows as it goes by. I was having a hard time standing when I finally made it to Leo’s. The pain in my legs was permeating. I tried to straighten them fully and couldn’t. Before bed I turned the water as hot as it would go and sat down on the floor of the shower. The water was running down through my hair, matting my hair to my face and covering my eyes. Everything hurt. It’s wild how much the water cools by the time it gets all the way down there to the floor.


I was thinking about authority while I was sitting on the floor. My knees were between my arms. Leo was a staunch Calvinist. Calvinism, as I understood it, meant that people are not meant to understand God because God is too much and people are not enough. When I was a kid, I went to a Southern Baptist church. I played bass in the church band, which would eventually be the skill that would lead me into playing music professionally. I liked the people at the church. I liked going to church. I felt accepted there, a part of something bigger than myself. My mother went to the church also and sometimes when the pastor said something from the stage, she would ask me about it on the way home.


“I think it makes sense,” I would say.


“I think it’s a garbage way to view God,” she would respond. “Don’t tell anyone I said that.”


I went on feeling like the pastor had authority and that it made sense until one day when I was sitting onstage while the keyboard player was making soft pad sounds and the pastor was talking about predestination. Predestination means that God gets to decide who goes to heaven and who goes to hell. I walked offstage after the service and told my youth pastor that predestination was a confusing idea to me.


“Predestination doesn’t seem very chill,” I told my youth pastor. Youth pastors are trained to use words like chill when describing complex theological ideas.


“It is chill because God saved us,” said my youth pastor. “He didn’t have to save any of us, after all.”


“But it is un-chill of God to make some people and then give them no say and then burn them forever,” I said. “In fact, that is one of the most un-chill things I have ever heard of anyone doing.” The youth pastor was considering what I had said for a long time, just standing there.
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In 1986 there was a serial killer in Camp Pendleton named Andrew Urdiales. Andrew Urdiales killed eight women. When Andrew Urdiales was in high school, he beat his pet dog to death with a baseball bat. The dog and the women didn’t have any say in the matter, but at least Andrew Urdiales didn’t conjure the dog or the women out of thin air. Also, when Andrew Urdiales was finished murdering his victims, he didn’t continue murdering them using fire for the rest of eternity. If I had known about Andrew Urdiales when I was talking to my youth pastor, I may have suggested that, if God is doing what I had been hearing from the pulpit at church, God is actually less chill than the Camp Pendleton serial killer Andrew Urdiales.






[image: image]








“You should talk with the senior pastor,” said my youth pastor.


“Predestination doesn’t seem very chill,” I told my senior pastor. But the senior pastor spoke to me in the same tone of voice, I assume, with which he felt God spoke to him. It was a tone of voice that said, Don’t ask any questions and you’ll be okay. It was a tone of voice that was vibrating with warning—an American kind of warning that believes salvation to be singular and absolute. But a teenager can feel an empty threat, and a teenager can also see when things aren’t adding up better than adults realize. One might even argue that teenagers can tell when things aren’t adding up better than adults can. That’s why all the revolutions start with teenagers—teenagers are also in the process of experiencing all of the ways someone can be saved.


I left the senior pastor’s office feeling like these pastor guys spent a lot of time learning how to not say the wrong things without learning how to say the right things. I think, in this case, the right thing might have been to say, I don’t know. The problem, now, as I sat on the floor of Leo’s shower with my knees seized and the hot water running out, was that I was without a mother for the first time. She was someone who had proven herself to be safe and good with her actions, and God, when I needed him the most, had proven himself to be otherwise. At least he had proven himself to be unreliable.


I went to bed. Leo was worried about me.


“You can barely walk,” he said.


“How hard can it be?” I said. “I’ve been walking for years.”


Leo’s dog was lying on the floor, a 150-pound Rottweiler named after a Calvinist theologian. He was breathing loudly.


“Do you ever think about salvation?” I asked Leo.


“I believe that Jesus saves,” he responded. It was a good answer. He was petting the dog.


“But only some people,” I said.


“I don’t pretend to understand God.”


“A God who can be understood is no God at all,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean he gets to be an asshole.”


Leo laughed a little but I could tell he felt guilty about it.


“I prayed for my mom to be healed for a long time, and he just couldn’t be bothered, I suppose. And my dad prayed, and my sister prayed. My mom prayed but she didn’t seem to care as much as the rest of us.”


“I don’t know why God didn’t heal your mom,” Leo said. “I think you’re allowed to be upset.”


“I’m allowed to be upset because if he is real, all of this is his fault. Every movement on every inch of this planet is his fault because he built it. If a car company builds a car and the car lights on fire, we don’t blame the person driving the car; we blame the company that made the car. I don’t have another option. I’m upset because he built a car that lights on fire, so many fires in so many ways.”


“Sometimes I pray, ‘God, I don’t understand you but I believe that you are good.’” Leo was becoming more uncomfortable. Even emotional.


“The only good god I can imagine right now is one who doesn’t exist,” I said.


When I said it, I knew that I believed it. There is a relief in death, the way my mother had been suffering. I wanted it to end. I felt relieved when she died. But the realization dawned on me that until this point, there was always the possibility she could get better somehow, by a miracle of God, by the healing of his divine power. But the days of leaning on the divine were over. God had failed me. God had failed my family.


I could tell Leo wanted to pray for me, or maybe he just thought he was supposed to.


“Do me a favor,” I said. “Don’t pray for me.”


“You can’t stop me.” And he walked out of the room and closed the door behind him.


Usually when people say they will pray for you, I think they forget to do it later, but I don’t think Leo forgot to pray for me.
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I slept like I had never slept before and woke up to the sound of the train going by and rattling the windows. The morning was gray and cold and the fog was around the streetlamps. The pain in my knees was excruciating but everything was beautiful and quiet and dark. I walked through downtown Oceanside as the sun was coming up and people were leaving their houses to drive sleepy-eyed to the interstate. Only a couple of miles later, the pain in my knees was impossible to ignore. My backpack felt like it weighed a thousand pounds. I just need to push through the pain, I thought.


The northernmost point of Oceanside is the Santa Margarita River. Saint Margarita. That saint seems like a good time. From this point, the only way through Camp Pendleton was via the interstate, an eight-lane behemoth with no sidewalks and roaring traffic going both directions, twenty-four hours a day. Along the coast of California, Serra’s El Camino Real has been built over and gridded across and occasionally forgotten entirely. Sometimes El Camino Real is a busy road through a business district. Sometimes it meanders through a quiet neighborhood. Sometimes it becomes a walking path between the lagoons or between warehouses in an industrial district. At certain points it didn’t exist at all anymore. Most of the time, however, El Camino Real is one of three coastal arterials: the PCH, or Pacific Coast Highway; Interstate 5; and Highway 101. Sometimes all four are the same thing, which is the case at the bottom of Camp Pendleton where I-5, the PCH, and 101 are all gobbled up into one thoroughfare under the name of Interstate 5. “The 5” as Californians call it, is a necessary evil that runs from the Peace Arch border crossing to Canada to the San Ysidro border crossing into Tijuana, Mexico. It is always being worked on and is one of the busiest roads in America.


I’d heard about a service road through Pendleton. I knew people rode their bicycles through using the service road. The service road was the only way to go through Pendleton without using the freeway. I really did not want to use the freeway. I walked up to the guard booth next to the freeway. In the booth was a man in a digitalized camouflage uniform and short-cropped hair who checks the security clearances of the cars that come and go from Camp Pendleton. He looked like a serious guy.


“Hi,” I said to the guy.


“How can I help you?” said the guy in a rigid, military cadence.


“I need to walk through the camp,” I said.


“That isn’t going to happen,” said the guy.


“Why not?”


“People aren’t allowed to walk through.”


“But people can ride their bikes through the camp on the service road,” I said.


“That’s right.”


“But not walk.”


“That’s right.”


“Okay, let’s say hypothetically that I rode my bike here and then I got a flat tire and had to walk my bike.”


“That would be okay.”


“It would be okay if I started on a bike and ended by walking.”


“Yes.”


“Can we pretend that’s what happened?”


“No.”


“Why?”


“Because cyclists aren’t allowed to ride through the camp without a helmet.”


“Cyclists aren’t allowed in the camp without a helmet.”


“Affirmative.”


“So if I had a helmet, you would let me walk through the camp.”


The guy thought about it for a few seconds, shifting his machine gun from one shoulder to the other.


“Affirmative.”


“So what I’m hearing you say is that you will let me walk past you, through the gate and onto the service road, and then all the way through the camp to San Clemente, but I have to wear a bicycle helmet the entire time.”


“Affirmative.”


“Do you have a bicycle helmet I can buy from you?”


“Negative.”


“Do you know anyone nearby who has an extra bicycle helmet I could have?”


“Negative.”


“Thanks for your help,” I said. And I turned toward I-5 and walked away from the guard in the booth at the entrance to Camp Pendleton. The safety of the service road was no longer an option. I didn’t have a bicycle helmet. From there it was the roaring, pounding, and unforgiving shoulder of the interstate or sneaking through the marine base. Neither seemed like a very good idea—in fact, they seemed like a bad idea for an able-bodied person, and I wasn’t sure my knees were going to hold up for much longer.
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