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Praise for Kem Nunn and

THE DOGS OF WINTER

“Nunn has fashioned a darkly layered tale of people who are desperate to make their lives whole again. . . . [His] twisting plot and cliffhanger chapter endings carry the same cadences as an Elmore Leonard detective story. Nunn’s strength as a writer comes out in his mood-setting descriptions of the rural North Coast, where, like the weather, the locals’ behavior can be fickle to the extreme. With all the evil lurking out there in the dim light of the redwoods and frigid swells of the North Coast, THE DOGS OF WINTER qualifies as a surfing Gothic.”

—Terry Rodgers, The San Diego Union-Tribune

“If Elmore Leonard and Cormac McCarthy had teamed up to write a surf novel, they might have produced THE DOGS OF WINTER. . . . Nunn does a masterful job of driving this . . . potboiler to its climax . . . . By the time the sea foam clears, Nunn has added a modern-day adventure sport to the long list of literary confrontations between man and nature—a very twentieth-century version of a struggle once played out in tales of pioneering, exploration, and the harpooning of great white whales.”

—Daniel Duane, The Village Voice

“Nunn has given us a book that anyone interested in the existential problems and terrors of modern life will want to read. . . . Nunn is a fine writer who knows just the right tricks for fusing physical action with mental turmoil. He also knows how to make a good plot, and he creates a number of credible and fascinating characters out of contemporary California culture.”

—Alan Cheuse, Chicago Tribune

“The story rides high, sped by prose as crisp as a breaking wave, as Nunn, a skilled author, once again writes deeply about a subject he knows and loves.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Nunn’s secret in ruling this small domain is to combine surfing with something more deserving of a spun yarn. In THE DOGS OF WINTER, spiritually possessed Indian lands just happen to border a legendary northern California surfing spot. But there are no endless summers or dances with wolves for Nunn; his creaky old surfers numb themselves on pills and beer, and his Indians litter from pickup trucks.”

—Peter Plagens, Newsweek

“With a gravity and a narrative drive reminiscent of Robert Stone, Nunn evokes the autumnal sadness of active men past their prime, of formerly heroic figures still trying to catch the perfect wave, both figuratively and literally. . . . This is a big, complicated story, and Nunn tells it masterfully. As in the best narratives, events play themselves out in ways that are both inevitable and surprising. . . . harrowing. . . . profoundly moving. . . . Nunn has taken the youthful vigor, inventiveness, and wit of his earlier work and crafted something deeper and more mature: an epic homage to the ragged nobility of wounded man.”

—James Hynes, The Washington Post Book World

“Stunning . . . extraordinary . . . compelling, violent, and very American. . . . THE DOGS OF WINTER has enough story to keep a reader on the edge of his seat for days on end. . . . an amazing book.”

—Alden Mudge, BookPage

“Like all great books, THE DOGS OF WINTER operates on several levels of meaning—along with the page-turning suspense. . . . Nunn trusts the tools of his trade above all else, and THE DOGS OF WINTER is his triumph and our treasure, a mature, ambitious, highly readable masterpiece.”

—Jamie Agnew, Agenda

“Kem Nunn sets out to explore the consequences of failure, the demands of courage, and the healing powers of penance. That he stocks his tale with bruised heroes who munch Pop-Tarts and watch Star Trek makes his success that much more remarkable. This is a serious, richly satisfying novel . . . infused with sad wisdom.”

—Steve Friedman, GQ

“Terrific. . . . And what a story it is: deftly, beautifully plotted. . . . Nunn has written something truly powerful; to say this book is about surfing is to say The Sun Also Rises is about bullfighting. He has made the sport a metaphor for life lived at its edges, at its most intense. This is a fine, strong novel; if there’s justice in the world, it will give Nunn the reputation he deserves.”

—Anthony Brandt, Men’s Journal
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This book is dedicated in memory of my good friend, Michael Allen Caylor. Long may he ride.
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HEART ATTACKS
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The first big swell came early that year, a gift before Christmas, wrapped in cloud. In downtown Huntington Beach, in Southern California, Jack Fletcher did what passed for sleep in a rented studio apartment and the phone call woke him. He had been into the beer and muscle relaxants again and it took him several moments to identify the caller. When he did, he recognized the voice as that of Michael Peters, publisher and editor of Victory at Sea, the oldest and most successful of the half dozen or so magazines devoted exclusively to the sport of surfing.

There was a considerable amount of background noise on the line and Fletcher concluded the man was calling from the condo the magazine kept near Sunset Point on the North Shore of Oahu where it appeared a party was in progress. It occurred to him as well that it was the call he had been waiting for. The recognition was accompanied by a slight quickening of the pulse.

“Here’s the situation,” Peters was saying. “The pot is up to twelve hundred dollars. R.J.’s already down six. There’s a deuce and a jack of hearts showing. Should he pot it or pass?”

Fletcher righted himself on a lumpy futon. He drew a hand through his hair, then used it to massage the back of his neck. “What?” he asked.

“Come on,” Peters told him. “We need a little advice here, Doc. Does he pot it or pass?”

Fletcher found that he could envision the party house quite clearly—the cluttered rooms, the empty beer bottles, the spent roaches, the boards propped in every available corner, the inevitable surfing video going largely unwatched upon some big-screen television, ensuring that whatever else was happening, regardless of the hour, there would always be waves. There would always be girls and golden sand and blue skies filled with light.

Seated in the darkness of his apartment, Fletcher felt himself quite taken by a wave of nostalgia, a kind of sorrow for his fall from grace. There had been good times over there, he thought—twenty seasons of trips to the islands. Twenty years of iron men and holy goofs. In the darkness of his room, he was suddenly more lonesome for their company than he would have thought possible.

“Okay,” Fletcher said. “Give it to me one more time. The cards, I mean.”

“A deuce and a jack.”

“What the hell,” Fletcher told him. “Pot it.”

He could hear Peters talking to the others. “The doctor says pot it,” Peters said. The words were greeted by a chorus of voices, a moment of silence, and finally an explosion of laughter, hoots, and catcalls.

“A deuce,” Peters said. “He’s down eighteen hundred bucks.” The man’s voice was full of pleasure.

“By the way,” Peters continued, as if this were somehow incidental to the game. “The Bay broke today. Close out sets.”

Without really thinking much about it, Fletcher found that he had risen from the futon, that he had begun to pace. It was happening more quickly than he would have imagined. Peters had first contacted him about the trip less than two months ago in mid-September. Neither man had expected anything like this so early in the season.

“I checked the buoy readings for you,” Peters continued. “They’re just beginning to show. Fifteen feet. Fifteen-second intervals. It should be coming up. I’m putting Jones and Martin on the red-eye to LAX.”

Fletcher drew a hand over his face, the three-day stubble. “What time is it?” he asked.

“Ten o’clock.”

“Here or there?”

Fletcher could hear Peters sigh, even with the bad connection. “Here,” Peters said. “You’ll have to figure your end out on your own. The way it stands now, you pick up Jones and Martin at the airport and drive straight through, you should hit it just about right.”

“I got you,” Fletcher said.

“I hope so,” Peters told him. “You should have been on this already.”

There was a moment of silence between the two men, and Fletcher could hear once more the din of voices issuing from across the sea. It sounded to him as if he heard someone say, “Just tell the dude not to blow it this time.”

He supposed it was Robbie Jones. The boy had been one of the contestants at last year’s Pipe Masters event. Lost in the throws of a major hangover, Fletcher had gone into the water only to shoot the finals with a roll of previously exposed film. It had proved his last gig for Peter’s magazine, or any other for that matter.

“That was Robbie,” Peters said. “He said to tell you not to blow it.”

“Maybe he should tell me something else,” Fletcher said. A portion of his desire for their company had died on the vine.

“What’s that?”

“Maybe he should tell me what flight he’s going to be on.”

Peters laughed. “Yeah,” he said. “I guess cab fare to Heart Attacks would be a bitch.”

•  •  •

When Fletcher had the information he required, he returned the cordless to his machine. He set about flipping on lights and pulling on clothes. Dressed, he made up the futon and found his way to the kitchen. Unhappily the place was a litter of soiled dishes and empty bottles. Less than a year ago he’d had a wife to aid him in such matters. Now, in the aftermath of the divorce, his wife was living across town, in the company of his daughter, in the neatly manicured little bungalow Fletcher had purchased more than a decade ago in the last Orange County beach town where such a thing was still possible on something less than a six-figure income. And Fletcher was alone, doing his own dishes in a one-room apartment. A clock above the stove told him it was 3:00 A.M. A cooler man might have used the opportunity to grab another couple hours of sleep. Fletcher was no longer cool. He mixed a protein drink in his blender and used it to wash down a pill.

As a kind addendum to his failed marriage, Fletcher had managed to get himself bent on a sandbar in Mexico, on what should have been a routine session. His back had not been right since. It was a matter of some concern. When the X-rays and MRI failed to turn up anything, his doctor had spoken in vague terms of various arthritic conditions, suggesting that Fletcher see a rheumatologist. Fletcher had declined. Arthritic conditions did not figure into his deal with the universe. He saw instead an acupuncturist where twice a week he lay listening to the taped recordings of whale songs while a dark-eyed beauty rerouted his energy channels. Between visits he relied heavily on pills and beer. That Michael Peters should have called in mid-September, in the midst of such decline, to offer a plum like Drew Harmon and Heart Attacks had come as a bolt from the blue, a thing scarcely to be believed, for each was the stuff of legend.

One was the old lion, the holy ghost of professional surfing. The other was California’s premier mysto wave, the last secret spot. They said you had to cross Indian land to get there—a rocky point somewhere south of the Oregon border where Heart Attacks was the name given to an outside reef—capable, on the right swell, of generating rideable waves in excess of thirty feet. There were no roads in. They said you risked your ass just to reach it. If the tide was wrong, or the swell of insufficient power, or not properly aligned with the coast, if there was poor visibility, due to fog or winds or heavy rains, or anything else that might prevent you from actually seeing the wave, you would never know whether you had reached it or not. If, on the other hand, one did find it, one risked one’s ass all over again. The reef lay among some of the deepest offshore canyons in the northern Pacific, naked to every hateful thing above and below the water. Nor were the homeboys keen on visitors. At least one photographer Fletcher knew of had been badly beaten. Others had gotten in but come back empty, convinced it was a hoax. Still, the legend remained, kept alive by the occasional murky photograph, the tale told by someone more reliable than the average idiot, someone who claimed to have actually seen that outside reef work its cold, gray magic.

Photographs of the place were understandably rare. The ones Fletcher had seen were of a uniformly poor quality, shot from the hip, on the run, making any real estimation of wave quality difficult if not impossible. A chance for access with someone who knew the ropes would have been any surf photog’s dream; that the guide should turn out to be Drew Harmon was so perfect it was almost a joke.

There was a time when you couldn’t pick up a surfing magazine and not see Harmon’s picture. World champ. Pipe master. One of the first to charge Hawaii’s outer reefs. And then he was gone, walked on the whole deal. Some said he had run afoul of the law. Others said he had simply tired of the sport’s growing commerciality, the consummate soul surfer gone off to surf big, soulful waves. A decade’s worth of rumors floated in his wake. Recent photographs were as rare as those of Heart Attacks.

The last anyone in the surfing community had heard of him was that he had shown up in Costa Rica for a legends event, then pulled out before the contest. That was five years ago and he had not been heard from since. Not until September, when Michael Peters had picked up a phone to find Drew Harmon on the other end. The man was calling from Northern California and he had called to say that Heart Attacks was for real—a world-class big wave hidden among the rocks and fog banks, the recipient of Aleutian swells. He’d been surfing the place for the past two winters and he was ready for pictures. His only stipulation was that Jack Fletcher take them.

Peters had called Fletcher the following day, asking to meet at the Pier restaurant in downtown Huntington Beach. Fletcher’s machine had taken the message. “Don’t bother to call back,” the message had said. “I’m gonna be there anyway. Just meet me in the bar. Five o’clock. I’m sure you can find the bar.”

Had things been better, Fletcher might have blown the guy off. As it was, the month of September had found him beset by leering in-laws and moon-faced brides, shooting weddings as far inland as the Pomona Valley, the land of the powder blue tuxedo. He had accordingly, at precisely five o’clock on the following day, made his way to the Pier restaurant overlooking the graffitied boardwalk and polluted waters of his old hometown.

•  •  •

In fact, the meeting had not been especially cordial. Fletcher had found his former employer seated in the glow of a magnificently swollen sun, poised to descend behind the isthmus which bisected the northern quarter of Catalina Island. The scene was framed by the tinted rectangles of glass which formed the bar’s western wall, and the room was filled with a dusty orange light.

Peters was a tall, heavily built man, roughly the same age as Fletcher. Both were in their early forties. Peters had lost most of his hair. What was left he wore pulled into a shiny black ponytail just long enough to dangle over the collar of his shirt. Fletcher considered this something of a bullshit hairdo, more appropriate for aging Hollywood types than former big-wave riders. As Peters rose to greet him, however, Fletcher was reminded that a big-wave rider was exactly what the man before him had been, that beneath the rounded edges there was still the man who’d ridden giant Waimea—in the old days, before wave runners, leashes, or helicopter rescues—then gone on to make enough money in the drug trade to buy his way into the good life. He was still, Fletcher supposed, somebody you wouldn’t walk to fuck with.

“Dr. Fun,” Peters said. He spoke without enthusiasm.

Fletcher seated himself at the bar, facing the beach. No one had called him Dr. Fun in a long time.

Peters sat down next to him. “How are you, Doc?”

“I’m okay.”

Peters studied him for a moment. “I hate to tell you this,” he said. “But you look like shit.”

Fletcher had responded by ordering a drink.

“You still in the movie business?”

“Oh, you know. A snuff flick now and then.”

Peters forced a laugh, leading Fletcher to conclude the man was probably a connoisseur. As for Peter’s remark, it had been aimed at a recent project of Fletcher’s, an off-beat little opus called The Dogs of Winter, a phrase generally reserved for big waves generated by winter storms. In Fletcher’s movie, the doctor had trailed a pair of metal heads from one wave pool to another across the continental United States. In fact, Fletcher had been rather fond of the film. He’d thought it prophetic and funny, in a bleak sort of way. Others seemed to miss the point entirely, particularly those in the industry. Most, Fletcher believed, were pleased that it had failed, Michael Peters among them.

“Okay,” Peters said. He sighed, tapping the bar with an empty bottle, allowing Fletcher to see that he intended to come right to the point. “I didn’t get you down here to bullshit with you. I’ve got something and I need to know if you’re up for it. I should add that it’s more than you deserve.”

“Intriguing.”

“Manna from fucking heaven, that’s what it is,” Peters said. At which point, Peters had told him about Drew Harmon’s call.

Fletcher’s first impulse was to believe that he was being fucked with in some way. It was too good.

“Don’t worry,” Peters assured him. “I tried to talk him out of it. I told him you were out of the loop, that you had become a fuck-up, that I had half a dozen guys could do the job.”

Fletcher decided the man looked just unhappy enough to be telling him the truth. The knowledge did something to the pit of his stomach, a sensation not to be had in the wedding chapels of Santa Ana.

“Jesus. I’m surprised he even remembers.”

“Come on.”

“So I shot him in the islands.”

“No shit.”

Fletcher had smiled then, giving in to the memories. For he had been young and innovative in those days, one of the first to experiment with poles and helmet rigs. He’d backdoored a peak behind Drew Harmon at Rocky Point once. Fifteen years ago, and the shot was still radical.

Peters had looked unhappily toward the beach, where a considerable number of gulls circled in a thickening orange light. “This isn’t going to be easy,” he said. “You know that. We get the place on the right swell, surfing it is one thing, getting good shots is something else. You get fog up there. You get rain. You get clouds. The light is shit. Harmon knows that too. That’s why he asked for you. Radical conditions, a narrow window. You better have somebody who can get the shot. His problem is, he thinks you’re still the one.”

“What do you think?” Fletcher had asked him.

Peters had given him a hard look. “What I think don’t count, Doc. He’s the man on this one. But I’ll tell you this. You go, we’re all going to find out. We’re going to find out if you’re still the one or not.”

And that was how they had left it, until this morning, until the coming of the swell.

•  •  •

Fletcher finished his protein drink. He added the soiled blender to the mess in the sink and went outside. It was the finding out that occupied his mind just now, standing at the side of the garage, searching for the proper key in the moonlight. He had begun to swim again, marking his progress by the number of lifeguard towers he could pass as he slogged along beyond the surfline, but his progress was slow and he had counted on several more weeks of preparation.

As he slid the key into the door, it occurred to him that not long ago he had stood in almost this same spot. His daughter had come for a visit. She’d brought a friend and the girls had played at being fairies, paper wings taped to their backs, clad like gypsies in a funky array of old slips, gaudy belts, and feathers. The friend owned a dog—a small brown-and-white terrier—and as Fletcher stood on the deck, he’d become aware of the children and dog racing around him in dizzying circles, and he had felt himself at the eye of something. In its midst, he had experienced only loss, a sense of dislocation. The feeling was an unnerving one and had haunted him for several days. It suggested, he decided, a continuum from which he was set apart, a failure of purpose.

Fletcher’s gear was stowed in the garage, in a metal filing cabinet to which the owner had granted him access. It was gear he had not used in some time. The Gore-Tex stuff bags were dusty and the home of spiders. He brushed them off then wiped them with a towel. He pulled out the old waterproof housing he’d made himself, examining it by the dim overhead light that filled the garage.

The housing was composed of a bright orange plastic, its seams stripped with silver duct tape. It was, by any contemporary standard, too big and too heavy, but it had served him well and he had once made something of a name for himself by losing it at the Pipe on a huge day, then staying outside to dive for it on the reef where eventually he’d found it, lodged in a crevice among the coral. It had been his second winter in the islands, and he had needed the pictures to pay his bills. To have lost the camera would have blown his entire scene. Still, diving for it had been a rash act. It was a big day and beneath the surface there was no way to see what was coming. He could easily have been caught on the reef and stuffed into a crevice himself. But later, people seemed to remember what he had done.

He took out his old Nikon and his 230 mm lens, which was the largest he still owned. They were using 600s from the beaches now, with converters and automatic focus, and the camera did half the work. Fletcher believed a man should find his own focus, should be forced to pull the trigger himself. It was also true he hadn’t the money to modernize his act. His, it seems, had gone for such items as doctors’ bills, an acrimonious divorce, a failed movie. He supposed he’d had it coming, for his desultory ways. For that failure of perception which had allowed him to conceive of the extended party as a suitable response to life’s trials. He had meant no harm. He had failed to compensate, was all.

When he’d laid out what he intended to take, he went back to the apartment. He took his heaviest wet suit from the closet. He took booties and gloves as well, then discovered that he had lost his hood. It was while he was looking for the hood that he found the book, a battered paperback with the ludicrous title: A Wave Hunter’s Guide to the Golden State. He’d picked it up years ago, thinking it might be good for a laugh, only to discover its authors had, in fact, worked their way from Oregon to the Mexican border with a thoroughness Fletcher had been compelled to admire. He sat with the book now on his futon, suddenly curious to see if the authors had managed any photographs of something that might pass for a world-class big wave in the northern reaches of the state.

The appropriate section was filled with small black-and-white photographs and Fletcher was treated to a monotonous parade of murky slate gray humps marching over slate gray seas toward slate gray rocks, set before slate gray skies. Disappointed, he turned to the text where, to his sharp delight, he found something of interest—a rumor, even then it seems, but the elements were accounted for.

“In a place where Northern California’s most pristine and remote public lands meet with the reservations of the Yurok and Hupa Indians,” the authors had written, they had picked up word of a long point capped by grasslands, around which huge waves had been known to wrap, exploding finally upon a deep, natural bay. The place was known to the locals as the Devil’s Hoof, and they had gone in search of it.

They had approached from a campground to the north. Access was difficult. Fletcher could imagine them out there, a pair of hippies slogging through creek beds in baggy shorts and huarache sandals, coming at last to the coast only to find themselves nearly trapped upon a huge bolder field without exits.

A medium tide and small surf had permitted a northbound crossing where they had huddled for the night on a sandy beach at the base of steep cliffs. They had awakened to spectacular scenery and a flat ocean but had looked with a surfer’s eye upon the configuration of land and sea, permitting their imaginations to run wild with what might have transpired there, had they hit it on another day. For they had indeed seen the grasslands capping an arm of land which formed the northern end of a great bay and around which a northern swell of sufficient size and power might push. “As yet unconfirmed,” they admitted. “Definitely unridden and likely to remain so. Too big. Too cold. And too lonely.”

“Still,” they had crooned, in a riff appropriate to the age, “this is sacred wilderness. The path is treacherous and at times unmakeable. But if one perseveres, the magic of this land will be yours to appreciate. It is a place where native Americans lived in harmony with the land, long before the white men came. It is a land of the Great Spirit—the place where the wilderness meets the sea.”

They had concluded with a last item of interest. It had to do with the nearest town, a small, logging community where they had stopped long enough to buy a tire for their bus. The name of the town was Sweet Home. It was the town Peters had named as their destination, the place from which Drew Harmon had made his call.

Fletcher had added the book to his gear and gone back to looking for his hood when the phone rang once more.

It was Michael Peters.

“They’re off,” Peters told him. “I put them on the plane myself.”

“That goes without saying,” Fletcher said. “You wanted them on the right plane.”

“Lighten up,” Peters told him. “Make believe you’re still Dr. Fun.”

“You know what Robbie Jones was doing the last time I saw him? He was head-butting some guy’s car.”

“I remember that. The Op Pro. The guy was checking out R.J.’s girlfriend, man. What do you want? He’s an excitable boy.”

“He’s a moron. The only guy on the tour any dumber is Sonny Martin.”

“You’re just sore, ’cause he was needling you about blowing the finals last year. Anyway, I should point out to you that Mr. Jones has gotten religion. He’s a new man.”

“No.”

“Born again.”

“Christ, Martin too?”

“Are you kidding?”

“You’re doing this to me,” Fletcher said. “It’s punishment for getting the gig.”

“Forget it,” Peters told him. “These guys are going. Besides, that’s not why I called.”

There was a moment of silence on the line. It occurred to Fletcher that Peters was probably on his car phone, alone upon that great red plateau of pineapples in the first light of a tropic sunrise.

“You know what they say about this place,” Peters said. “It’s not just the drop. They say it’s got that old magic, the way the Bay had it, in the old days, before they turned it into a theme park.”

“Maybe it’s all that Indian land,” Fletcher suggested. It suddenly felt to him as if some offering of peace was about to descend.

“Maybe so,” Peters said. “Harmon’s married now. You know that?”

“I hadn’t heard. Who’s the lucky girl?”

“Don’t know. No one does, as near as I can tell. Last I heard the guy was living in Costa Rica. He calls from Northern California. Tells me he’s married, that he’s gotten himself a chunk of land . . .”

“That was probably how he got the land,” Fletcher said. “He found himself an heiress.”

“Half his age no doubt.”

“With a large trust fund.”

The men allowed themselves a moment of laughter.

“I ever tell you about that time in Biarritz? We’re camping on the beach for two days, waiting on a swell. Finally we get it. I get up at dawn, look out. There it is, corduroy to the horizon. The sun is out. The wind is offshore. I hear something and I look up. A Mercedes wagon pulls up and stops. Door swings open. Out steps Drew Harmon. Man’s wearing shades and an ankle-length fur coat. I can see this blonde sitting in the seat behind him. He’s got at least four boards racked to the roof. He pulls one out. Pulls on a wet suit. Walks down. And rips. For about three hours. Never says a word. Just rips. He leaves and the wind turns around, starts blowing on shore. Half an hour later and the place is shit.”

In fact, Fletcher had heard the Biarritz tale before. But then surfers did love their stories. Big waves and outlaws. Anybody who could grow old and stay in the life. Drew Harmon was all of those things.

“You remember when I took over the magazine?” Peters asked. “You remember what it looked like then? We changed all of that, Doc. You changed it. All that shit you shot from the water. That was heavy stuff. You set the standard, man. You upped the stakes . . .” The man paused, moved perhaps by his own rhetoric.

“What I’m trying to tell you,” Peters said finally, “is that I’m pulling for you on this one. Sonny Martin’s nothing new. But R.J. is. He’s the real thing. You get Jones and Harmon, passing the torch in mysto California surf . . .” The man paused once more. “You can tell the newlyweds to go fuck themselves.”

Fletcher had been off the phone for a full five minutes before it occurred to him that Michael Peters had just made reference to the weddings. He paused at that point in his packing. He looked with some wonder upon the first light. You lost your money. You fucked up your back. In the end, it was hard even to maintain one’s front. In the end, they knew. In the end, they had you. He glanced at his watch. He stuffed the last of his gear into his bags and went with it into the alley where he had parked the old Dodge. As he did so, he was just in time to see a pair of egrets as they swept up from the remains of the Bolsa Chica wetlands where once his great-grandfather had come on horseback from Los Angeles to hunt with his friends. The birds passed almost directly above him, wing to wing, sleek prehistoric shadows before a tarnished silver sky.
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Travis woke early to the sound of distant thunder. Checking his clock, he found it to be 4:00 A.M. He lay awake for some time, his hands clasped behind his head, listening to the waves. He began to think about the meeting of the tribal councils he’d promised to attend upon the coming evening. With the approaching season, tensions were running high on the river.

The federal government had recently divided the fishing rights on the Klamath. The Yuroks had the first twenty miles of the river, which included its mouth. The Hupas had the rest and believed themselves to have been short-changed. Between the commercial fishermen who fished the ocean, the Yuroks at the river’s mouth, and the licensed sports fishermen loosed to fish anywhere they pleased, the Hupas’ take was drastically reduced. As a consequence, some had been coming downriver anyway, fishing Yurok water. There had been incidents of violence. The government had empowered certain Indians to enforce the boundaries. It made for an ugly situation. Hence the meeting. The bad blood, however, ran deep and went way back and included transgressions, imagined and real, from a time before Travis was even born and thinking about it was enough to keep him awake, in the dark room, with the sound of the waves which might otherwise have put him to sleep.

At length, he got out of bed. He fixed a cup of coffee, dressed and went outside. He found the streets empty and wet with a frail light beginning to gnaw at the edges of the sky.

He crossed the street and walked along a narrow strip of land which skirted the bluff. The ocean thundered beneath him. A chunk of pale moon wandered off above the town of Sweet Home. Beyond the distant pier, he could see the masts of boats marking the harbor and in some interior place could hear their rigging like the mail of ghosts and heard as well the cries of circling gulls, though in point of fact, he could hear neither where he walked along the cliff for the sea was too loud here and even the birds had been driven away by its agitation.

He walked the wet strip of grass, coming in time to a half circle of stone and concrete where a single wind-bent tree held forth against the elements and found that he was not alone with the morning.

There was an old man there, bearded, bundled in a sailor’s peacoat, sporting yellow slickers and a Greek fishing cap, and when Travis caught sight of him, he smiled and went up beside the tree and the corrugated railing upon which the old man leaned.

“What’s up, Pop?” Travis asked.

His father regarded him with a sideways glance.

“Waves get you out of bed?” the old man wanted to know.

Travis allowed that they had.

He leaned against the rail and for a moment neither man spoke. They watched the light collecting above the sea. The two sometimes met here. They lived only blocks apart but by some mutually agreed upon arrangement, neither ever dropped in on the other. They spoke on the phone, or met along the trail that skirted the cliff.

“Damn swells will muddy the water,” the old man said.

Travis nodded.

His father had come to the town in the forties, at the end of the war. He had logged and fished and worked in the mills. He had married a Hupa woman. She had given him a son and two daughters and died of cancer at a premature age. One of Travis’s sisters had died young as well, in a traffic accident. The other lived in San Francisco and neither man had much to do with her. Travis had come back to Sweet Home after college, alive with a sense of purpose. He’d come back married to an Irish Catholic girl he’d met at Berkeley. When that ended, he had married a Hupa woman—which union had gone only the better part of a year. Now he was alone, with two children by different mothers, in a shabby apartment with alimony and child support eating up two-thirds of what he made. To his father, married eighteen years to the same woman and faithful even to her memory, these follies did little to elevate Travis’s stature. It wasn’t that the old man rode his case. It was a look was all, a word here or there. Each man pretty well knew what the other thought. In point of fact, Travis was rather fond of the old man. As for his part, the old man would have to make do with the cold comfort of feeling superior to his only son. Travis would have had it otherwise, but things were what they were, and he imagined they would live with it.

“Give the fish something to eat,” Travis said. He made reference to the debris stirred up by the storm.

“You say,” his father said. The effects of weather upon the industry was a matter of debate between them.

The old man was some time in studying the horizon.

“Frank tells me he asked you to dance with them this year.”

“He did,” Travis said. In fact, he was somewhat nonplussed at having been asked and was unsure what to do about it.

“They want you to bring the beads.”

“They do.”

The beads had belonged to Travis’s grandmother. She had been a shaman of some repute.

“You going to do it?”

“I don’t know.”

It was a ten-day affair. The Jump Dance. A ritual to make war on evil.

“Why not?”

Travis shrugged. To go would require fasting. A certain purity of thought. “I don’t know if I’m up for it or not,” he said.

The old man laughed at him.

“Frank seems to think you should do it.”

“Frank’s a preacher. He’s looking for converts.”

“Timing might not be so bad. You get them to invite the Yuroks, you go dance with them, you might get them to agree on something.”

“I don’t think it works that way.”

“How does it work?”

“Sometimes I wonder.”

The old man spit to the windward. “Lots of stiff-necked bastards, you ask me.”

“Who’s asking?”

The old man just looked at him.

“Walk up the street,” Travis said. “I’ll buy you a cup of coffee.”

•  •  •

Travis and his father drank their coffee, sitting opposite one another on the brick planters which marked the entrance to the town’s single strip-mall. For all the talking they did, they might have been a pair of founding fathers effigiated in stone and set before this mall which was itself a kind of monument, erected upon that wave of enthusiasm which had accompanied the coming of the state correctional facility to Scorpion Bay. The mall was home to a dozen businesses, one of them the office of the Northern California Indian Development Council and Travis’s place of employment.

Travis watched as a pair of brothers, Bill and Tom Jenkins, parked in front of Ned’s doughnut shop and got out of their truck. They were men Travis had gone to school with and on this morning they were up early, dressed for the river in hip boots and coveralls. Travis raised a hand. The brothers nodded in his direction. He watched them with some degree of melancholy. There was a time when they might have invited him along. A time when he might have accepted. Those days had passed. There was new money in Sweet Home. There were new tensions. There were also old wounds. It was the old wounds in which Travis had come to traffic and his life had grown more solitary in consequence.

He watched as the men left the shop and drove away. They had not gone more than a block before he heard honking. He believed he heard a man’s voice as well, a catcall set before the morning. He turned to the sounds.

What he saw there was a woman. She was tall and willowy, and even from the distance at which he first saw her, he knew her to be Kendra Harmon. She was walking toward them along a gray sidewalk still damp from the night’s rain, and with the passing of the truck, the crack of her boot heels was all that could be heard. She passed without a word and if she had recognized Travis, which well she might, Travis could not see it, as her eyes were covered by a pair of tiny, wire-rimmed dark glasses. She wore a ball cap as well, a black one, with her hair pulled out the hole in back and the bill pulled low over her face, as if there was someone from whom she was trying to hide.

Travis watched as she entered the mall. He saw her look about for a moment and then go up to the door of his office and peer inside.

“Friend of yours?” the old man asked.

Travis watched with some surprise. He could not imagine what she was doing there. “She’s married to that surfer,” he said. “The one that rides the big waves up by the Hoof.”

“One that got bit.”

Travis nodded. He had, on the occasion of Drew’s taking possession of his inheritance, dined with them in their shack on the river.

It had been an odd evening, with Drew very much the mountain man in possession of his child bride. Travis had taken another man with him, a Yurok who owned land near the Harmons’ and whom, Travis had concluded, it would be good for Drew to meet. What he remembered most about the evening now was Drew’s complete disinterest in affairs relating to the reservation, together with what Travis had taken as a profound unhappiness on the part of his wife.

Kendra had been pregnant at the time. She had fixed a dinner of fish and vegetables. Travis had thought her pale and exotic and maybe just a little neurotic. Or, perhaps, he had decided, she was simply lonely in a new place without sunshine. She seemed pleased to have visitors, but soon after supper, Travis and the Yurok had been whisked by Drew to his workroom for a detailed rundown of his interests and inventions. The foremost of these were surfboards and old woods and he had spoken at great length of the Hawaiian Islands where he had been allowed to prowl among the archives of the Bishop Museum, making template drawings of ancient boards found in the caves of Hawaiian kings and which he seemed to believe were possessed of a kind of magic.

Eventually Travis had given up trying to turn the conversation toward matters pertaining to the neighbors with which Drew had surrounded himself. In the end he had gone home wasted on beer and Hawaiian buds, with a headful of Hawaiian magic and the distinct impression that the arrival of Drew and Kendra Harmon would not lead to happiness. Within a week, the girl had miscarried and Drew had been bitten by a shark.

The last he had heard of Kendra was that she had been seen walking deep in the woods at the side of the river in the dead of night. It was a matter of some talk on the reservation. The kidongwe roamed at night, his face painted black, armed with a weapon of human bone and sinew. Not something one would want to meet by the river in the hour of his strength—not, at any rate, if one believed in the old tales. But then the old tales were still taken seriously on the reservations. The black magic, in particular, was taken seriously, and it was a matter of some curiosity to Travis that this was so. For once, there had been a healing magic as well, and it puzzled him the black magic was what held sway in the minds of his people.

He watched now as the young woman continued to look into the glass. “I guess I should see what she wants,” he said. He stood as he said it.

“You want some free advice?” the old man asked, for he had been watching the girl, and watching his son as well.

Travis just looked at him.

“Stay single. You can’t afford another mistake.”

Travis thought of responding, then thought better of it. He left the old man seated upon the planter and crossed the mall to his office.

•  •  •

The woman had her back to him but turned abruptly at his approach. She was still pale, he thought, and exotic in some way he found difficult to pin down—the product of a climate other than what the coast of Northern California had to offer. What he had forgotten, or somehow failed to notice, was exactly how attractive she was. The cap and glasses could not hide it. The whiteness of her skin was set in contrast to the black radiance of her hair. He watched as she raised a hand to touch the hollow of her throat with the tips of her fingers. The gesture recalled the impression left by their first meeting. It suggested a degree of excitability, an undercurrent of complications Travis found difficult to resist, though, in fact, he had followed such paths before and always to calamitous endings.

“You’re Travis,” she told him. “Kendra Harmon.”

“I remember.”

As if to further accentuate her coloring, she was dressed entirely in black—boots, jeans, and a blouse. Over these she wore a leather jacket several sizes too large. It was an outfit in which she might have passed for some long-legged teenager, though Travis supposed she was in her mid-twenties. “What can I do for you?” he asked.

“I was wondering,” she said, “if we might talk.”

In recent months, Travis had hired a secretary, a young Hupa woman by the name of Denice. She came in three days a week. Saturday was not one of them. In her absence the office was dark and empty and damp.

As Travis turned on lights, Kendra Harmon seated herself on an old couch beneath a bulletin board. The board was filled to overflowing with various fliers, handbills, and leaflets. The material spoke in elevated tones of everything from night classes in Native American Studies to stints in the armed services.

When he had brightened the place up as much as possible he seated himself on the edge of his desk. He discovered Mrs. Harmon examining the board at her back. She was turned in what Travis found to be a provocative pose—one which accentuated the aquiline profile, the long line of her neck, the faint movement of her pulse.

“Anyone from around here ever go to Kuwait?” she asked.

There was a poster on the board advertising jobs in the Middle East.

“Never.”

She turned to him. “Not one?”

“Not a single one.”

“But it’s such a nice poster.”

Travis nodded. “Yeah, and it cost me ten bucks.”

“That’s too bad,” she said.

He thought maybe she was joking with him, but if she was, he couldn’t see it.

“You probably wonder why I’m here.”

Travis shrugged. He noted for the first time that the cap she wore was embroidered above the bill with a silver skull and crossbones. The skull had tiny red dots for eyes and a toothy smile and it was something he had seen before. He had, if he was not mistaken, seen it worn by the previous owner of the trailer in which the Harmons now lived, a local girl recently murdered by an unemployed Hupa fisherman named Marvus Dove. The observation struck him as somewhat unsettling.

“Do you mind if I smoke?” she asked.

Travis handed her an ashtray from his desk.

Mrs. Harmon placed the ashtray near her foot. She took a pack of cigarettes from her jacket then sat with it in her hand. “Amanda left things,” she said. “There were boxes in the workroom that came with the trailer.” The words issued in a kind of staccato burst, as if she had been harboring them for some time.

Travis nodded. Amanda Jaffey was the name of the girl killed by Marvus Dove, and Travis concluded that he had been right about the cap. He noticed for the first time a tattoo on one of Kendra’s fingers—her ring finger on her left hand. This puzzled him, for he thought the tattoo familiar and yet he could not recall having seen it there before.

“No one ever showed up to claim the things,” Kendra said. “I wound up going through them. There were some clothes there, stuff I could use.” She looked at the unopened pack of cigarettes. “I’d heard that Marvus Dove’s family had hired a private detective. I was wondering if this was something he ought to know about.”

“Marvus Dove is dead,” Travis said at length. “Why would his family hire a detective?”

“I thought you might know. I remembered you had this office. I can’t exactly ask around on my own. We’re not liked there.”

“Who told you they hired a private detective?” It was an absurd notion.

The girl shrugged. “Someone.”

“A wagay. Not an Indian.”

“Wagays. That’s what you call us?”

“Some do.”

“So why not an Indian?”

“Because an Indian wouldn’t hire a private cop for a dead Indian. They probably wouldn’t hire one for a live Indian.”

“What would they hire?”

“A hee-dee, maybe. If they hired anybody.”

“What’s a hee-dee?”

Travis smiled. Hee-dee was a word he’d heard his father use. He was not sure where it came from. “Someone adept at the black magic,” he told her. “If they thought Marvus had been innocent, they might hire a hee-dee. See if the medicine man could figure out who did it, put a curse on them.”

“I see,” she said.

He watched as she shifted her weight on the couch. The sunlight sliced across the floor and fell upon her boots. They were simple black cowboy boots and he wondered if they had belonged to the dead girl as well.

“So what about this hee-dee? You think he might want to look through her things?”

Travis placed his hands on his desk top, palms flat on either side of his legs. “I’m sure he would. But then I happen to know that Marvus’s boys need a new engine for their boat.” He paused, looking for some reaction, though with her eyes hidden behind the ridiculous glasses, he felt himself to be addressing the grinning skull on her cap. “I would hate,” he said finally, “to see them throw their money away on false hopes.”

“Does this mean that you know who they hired, but you won’t tell me?”

He could see that she was quick to anger. Unhappily it did not serve to make her any less attractive.

“Marvus is dead.”

“I know that.”

“They caught him in Neah Heads with blood on his caulk boots, and he hanged himself in the jail.”

The girl was silent.

“What good is it going to do his family to pay for a curse?”

“What if Marvus Dove didn’t do it?” the girl asked. “Maybe this person could look at these things. Maybe they would know . . . Maybe they would see things . . .”

The Hupa had a particular word. Oo-ma-ha. It was not easily translated. It meant something like “beware,” but carried with it a dimension of time. Beware now, here and now, of this place, of this thing. He had grown up with that word. It was considered applicable to the river which was shifting and treacherous, the claimant of many lives. It occurred to him quite suddenly that the presence of Kendra Harmon now called forth that word as well.

“The Doves are poor,” Travis said finally. “They should spend their money on the engine.”

“I see.” She returned the cigarettes to her pocket. The ashtray remained at her feet, unused. “You’re an unbeliever then.”

Travis laughed. “Let me tell you something,” he said. “I believe this. I believe that if I were you, I wouldn’t go walking by the river at night.” He was finding that he did not want to talk anymore about Marvus Dove. Nor, he decided, much to his chagrin, did he want her to leave. The office would go empty without her.

“Is there some reason why I shouldn’t?”

“Some would say it isn’t safe.”

“Someone says that about everything.”

“You might meet your hee-dee.”

“Why should that bother me, if they’re all frauds?”

“Let me put it this way,” Travis said. “The point is not so much that they are frauds or not frauds. I mean we’re talking about stuff that’s been around for hundreds of years. I think there are a few that are truly adept, practitioners of the old arts. Others . . .” He spread his hands as if to dismiss them. “The thing is this. The black art is not a healing art. To even be interested in it requires a certain kind of person.” He stopped once more, watching her. “Even if you could know for sure that the Doves had hired such a person. Even if you could find that person, which I doubt you could, you would not be welcomed as a friend.”

She exhaled then and it seemed to him as if some spark had gone out of her. “Of course you’re right,” she said. “It was crazy, wasn’t it, a crazy idea . . .”

He smiled. Her sudden vulnerability had taken him off guard. “I can tell you what to do if you ever meet a person like that,” he offered.

“A hee-dee?”

“They would probably not identify themselves to you in that way.”

“And what would I do?”

“You would have to show that your magic is stronger than his.”

She seemed to give this a moment’s thought.

“Tell me,” she asked. “Is it always a him?”

“If you believe the old stories. The hee-dees were usually men, although they could change their shapes into bears or wolves. Their opposites were the shamans. Among the Hupa, the shamans were often women.”

“Could they change their shapes as well?”

“I don’t know.”

“So tell me what you do know.”

Travis rose and went to a series of bookshelves which lined the wall behind his desk. They were simple shelves, pine slats set upon concrete blocks. It took him a moment to find what he was after—Indian Legends of the Pacific Northwest, and Power’s Tribes of California. The latter was considered something of a classic.

“What I know’s in here,” he told her.

As she took the books, their fingers touched.

“Thank you,” she said. She seemed genuinely pleased. “I will read them and get them back to you.”

It was of course what he’d had in mind. “There’s no hurry,” he told her.

“Someone else might want them.”

“The ones that should never do.” In fact, he had been here nine years and she was his first borrower.

“Oh,” she said. “Well, I’m a fast reader, anyway.” She looked at the books. “Have you ever met one?” she asked.

He was momentarily at a loss.

“You said there were a few who were truly adept. I just wondered, have you ever known one?”

“I’ve met some that thought they were.”

“I mean the real thing,” she said. “Someone you believed in.”

“My grandmother was supposed to have been a shaman,” Travis told her. “She died when I was very young, so I never really knew her. When I was a little older, I got to know a friend of hers, a woman by the name of Rose Hudson. If you thought a hee-dee had put something on you, Rose Hudson was the kind of person you might go to. She could see if they had or not. If they had, she had the power to do something about it. At least that was what people thought . . . But I would say, if anyone was the real thing, she was. She had a way of looking at you. Used to spook me sometimes.”

“Is she still alive?”

“No. She died a couple of years ago.”

The girl looked disappointed.

“She lived up the coast. You know the Heads?”

“Fairly well, actually. Drew and I used to go up there when we first moved here. Drew was looking for a spot he’d heard of. I discovered that little river valley. Drew would surf. I would hike along the river. One day I came upon this burned-out trailer and got chased by two pit bulls. I never went back.”

Travis laughed at her. “Lucky you didn’t get eaten,” he said.

“It seems much funnier now.”

Travis nodded. “That might’ve been Rose’s place,” he said. “There’s only been two or three families ever lived up there. Most of ’em crankster gangsters.”

“Crankster gangsters?”

“You know. A little meth lab, a little pot field . . .”

“You have names for everybody, don’t you?” She gave him an odd little smile then, almost mischievous, the hint of a secret self. “So tell me,” she asked. “What do you call yourself?”

Travis was a moment in responding. Unhappily, he was a moment too long. He watched as she tucked the books beneath her arm and made for the mall. Framed by an aluminum door jamb she faced him once more. “Thank you for the books,” she said.

He saw her disappear into the fragile winter light. He did this with some regret. The little smile seemed to linger, a ghost of itself, like the cry of a bird one hears in the night.

•  •  •

When he had waited what he thought to be a reasonable amount of time, he closed the office and went outside. The wind had kicked in off the ocean, breaking up the clouds, driving them from the sky. He found the morning awash in light. He checked the planter to make sure the old man had not stuck around, and found that he had not. In his absence, Travis passed through the town alone, coming finally to the bluffs overlooking the sea.

There were a pair of surfers out at the cove that formed the town’s main beach. The waves were windblown and confused and the surfers did not seem to be getting many rides, but he found that the sight of them reminded him of Drew Harmon. Travis understood he was something of a legend, another order of being, apparently, from the boys bobbing in the icy slop of the cove.

The man had not been on the river a week after Travis’s visit when there was an incident, somebody using his beach to launch boats. There had been words. Drew had roughed up a couple of men, Hupas come down river to fish Yurok waters. It was a dangerous thing to have done and Travis had spoken to him about it. In the process, he had made a last attempt to educate the man as to the politics of the reservation. But Drew had brushed the incident aside.

“It wasn’t much,” Harmon had told him. “Guys got out of line. I slapped ’em around a little.” At which point he had held up his hands for Travis to see. “I didn’t hit ’em. Not with my fists. I just slapped ’em.” Of the men in question, one had required hospitalization.

Travis looked once more into the windblown cove where the two rubber-clad figures continued to struggle against the chop. Surely, he thought, there were more sensible places to surf. One would have thought the Harmons might have sold their inheritance and gone back to the islands. Perhaps things would have gone better for them in the sunshine. At which point it occurred to him why Kendra’s tattoo had seemed familiar. The murdered girl, Amanda Jaffey, had one just like it. He would have to check with someone to verify this, but he was almost certain of it. The recognition settled upon him as might a cloud. Perhaps what he had taken as a mild neurosis was, in fact, a good deal more. Perhaps she was mad, he thought. He had already concluded something of the same with respect to her husband. Perhaps they were mad together. Maybe that was what they did, in their trailer on the river.

If so, Travis thought, he resented their madness. For it interfered with the things that he had come here to do. He didn’t need Drew Harmon slapping around the locals any more than he needed the federal government fucking with the fishing rights on the river, or Kendra Harmon, wandering the woods in a dead girl’s clothes, making inquiries about hee-dees and private investigators. What he resented most, however, when all was said and done, was that even in light of such premonitions and resentments, he could not quite drive the ivory-skinned Mrs. Harmon from his mind, leading to his final conclusion that perhaps he was as mad as they were. Boredom and isolation had driven him to it, this unhappy positioning of himself between the worlds and he looked once more to the sea and to the north wind which had driven away the clouds. Very soon now and the winds would be out of the north each day, and with them would come the rains. The forests would grow dark along the banks of the river. The big winter swells would turn the cove beneath him into one great cauldron of churning white water. And Drew Harmon, perhaps, would ride the giant waves that broke a mile from shore along a remote strip of ceremonial land the Indians called Humaliwu, the place of the big water, the place where legends die.

It was a matter of some speculation among the locals. The man had been bitten there in the early spring. It was not clear if he would ride the big water again. Some were afraid that if he did, and did so consistently, others would follow, and the Indians would not only have the fisherman and one another to contend with, they would have the wagay in wet suits with jeeps and surfboards as well. But Travis had seen the big water. And he knew something of the land which surrounded it. Oo-ma-ha, to any who went there, Drew Harmon and his spooky wife among them, and he comforted himself in the belief that there would not be many takers.
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The flight Fletcher expected to meet was due in at eight fifty-five. Eight fifty found him still inching along Century Boulevard on the last leg to LAX. It was a particularly ugly morning, vintage L.A., the sky thick with coastal haze and smog, the color of dirty concrete. Fletcher gazed upon it with some mixture of wonder and disgust as a steady stream of jets thundered above him—one of them no doubt bearing his charges from the islands.

The plan was relatively simple. What Heart Attacks required was a strong northern swell, of the variety that had made the North Shore of Oahu famous, and, in fact, they had selected Waimea Bay as one of their indicators. The Bay went off, Heart Attacks should follow, in approximately forty-eight hours. Theoretically, a man could surf the same swell in both locations. Sonny Martin and Robbie Jones would attempt it. It was Fletcher’s job to meet their flight and get them to Sweet Home where they would connect with Drew Harmon.

Fletcher still found it hard to believe that Drew Harmon would agree to such company. For that matter, it was hard to believe that Drew Harmon had asked for pictures. The man had, after all, been down that road before and Fletcher would have thought him done with it. When he had voiced this concern to Michael Peters, the man had shrugged it off. “Drew Harmon and Heart Attacks,” he’d said. “What was I supposed to do, say no thanks?”

Fletcher supposed this would have to be his position as well. What Harmon wanted with pictures was his business. Fletcher knew quite well what he wanted. A good spread and a good story. And though he had needled Peters over his choice of pros, Robbie Jones was, in fact, a smart move. They were lucky enough to get good surf, having sufficient talent in the water would prove critical to what Fletcher was after. There was little doubt Robbie would be up to it. As for Harmon, no one had seen him surf in more than a decade. He was certainly too old for the slash-and-burn antics of the pro tour. In big waves, however, strength and experience might make up for speed and flexibility. And if both men surfed well, it was like Peters had said—the young charger and the old lion, in mysto California surf. For Fletcher, it was the stuff of new beginnings. With luck, he might even get himself back on a masthead. There would be a monthly retainer. A salary. He had certainly been there before. And he would play it a little smarter this time around. He promised. He made a pact with the concrete-colored sky. He was a grown man and he intended to comport himself as such. And come the winter, he would go to the islands. He would get himself a pair of baggy shorts and a straw hat. He would get one of those big 600s and he would shoot from the beach. And in between sets he would chat with the other photogs lined up on the sand and in the evenings he would play some cards and smoke a little weed and retire early. No more off-beat commentaries on the sport’s demise. No more dumb moves. It was so simple, really, a small thing for which to ask.

•  •  •

Once inside the airport, Fletcher parked in one of the outside lots and hurried on foot toward the terminal. Checking the first screen he came to, he found the plane already down and went directly to baggage claim. The first thing he saw upon entering the room were the boards. Two bright blue hard-shelled traveling cases, long enough to suggest guns, stood propped against a concrete pillar not far from the luggage carousel.

He soon picked out his charges as well. They were standing with their backs to him, dressed as if from the islands, in sandals and baggy plaid shorts and sweatshirts much like Fletcher’s own. Robbie Jones seemed recently to have shaved his head and the foolish thing, tanned by a tropic sun, shone like an acorn in the muted florescent light. Sonny Martin stood beside him, his shaggy yellow hair gone white at the ends falling to his shoulders.

It was Sonny who saw him first, turning to check Fletcher out with a pair of slightly bloodshot eyes Fletcher found emblematic of an entire generation—cool and dead and knowing, void of compassion; although it occurred to him as he approached the carousel that perhaps he was being too hard on the boy. They would, after all, be spending the next week or two together. Who could say? Perhaps they would even bond in the cold waters of the Pacific.

Sonny offered a limp handshake. Robbie Jones nodded, then turned to pull a brightly colored nylon stuff bag from the carousel.

“Check it out,” Sonny said, his hand falling loosely to his side as he nodded in the direction of Robbie Jones. “Dude’s had a tough flight, man. Found his ex dancin’ at the Staide.”

“Give it a rest,” Jones told him.

Sonny laughed and shook his head. “Chick was up there big as life, showin’ her snatch to some Japanese tourists. Peters kept trying to get her to come down to our end of the bar, but she knew it was us and wouldn’t do it. Peters was gonna give her a quarter to pick up with her cunt.”

Robbie Jones had managed to shoulder his gear. He moved with the stuff between Fletcher and Martin, addressing himself to Martin. “I said give it a rest.” He was the taller of the two surfers. In fact, Fletcher was somewhat surprised by his size. His most vivid recollection of the boy dated to the contest in Huntington Beach, the head-butting incident in the parking lot. The picture etched in Fletcher’s mind was that of a skinny white kid with shaved sideburns wobbling around like some Arkansas service boy high on crank, one step removed from mental retardation and born to be bad. The youth now before him had filled out through the shoulders, acquired a suntan and an earring, and would not, Fletcher believed, have passed for one of the few and the proud. His progress, however, did little to invite optimism regarding the week to come. It was, Fletcher feared, going to be a long one, and he hoped that the storm indicators were right on, that they would not get weather with it, that he would be able to get the shot and get out. A kind of nightmare scenario presented itself: the weather no good for shooting, but another swell on the way. Days spent waiting out the rain in some crummy motel while Sonny Martin talked about girls picking up quarters with their cunts. For the present, however, Robbie seemed to have shut Martin up. Fletcher helped them with the gear and they exited the baggage claim area in silence.

“So how were the islands?” Fletcher asked them. They had come to a red light in front of the terminal. Cars crisscrossed before them. Horns blared. The air was heavy with the stench of traffic.

“They were the islands,” Robbie said.

Fletcher led them to his van. He put down the board case he was carrying and opened the rear doors.

“Whose ride?” Sonny asked.

Fletcher told them it was his.

“That’s too bad,” Sonny said. “If we had a rental we coulda rolled it.”

“This one looks like it already has been,” Robbie said. “A couple of times.”

Fletcher just looked at them. “It’ll get us there,” he said. It was his plan to head up Interstate 5, then cut over to the coast at Redding. He figured they were looking at anywhere from twelve to fourteen hours. He was assuming they would crash with the Harmons. By this time tomorrow morning, he might well be holding a world-class big wave in the viewfinder, looking for his shot. The prospect was enough to generate a few butterflies.
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