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One


Kai Harter thought he was seeing things.


It was a little after 7 A.M. and he was walking down the sidewalk toward Sun Haven beach with his new thruster under his arm. The sun was already up, the breeze was offshore, and he was eager to get his first look at the waves. Ahead of him in the parking lot next to the boardwalk, his friends Bean and Booger were getting out of what looked exactly like a long black hearse.


A hearse?


“Hey, dude.” Bean gave Kai a wave.


Kai gestured at the black car, which had long narrow windows along the sides covered by gray curtains. “What’s the story?”


“These are the great wheels he’s been talking about,” Booger said, sounding kind of disgusted. “Creeps you out, doesn’t it?”


“I got a deal I couldn’t refuse,” Bean said.


“How’s that?” Kai asked.


“His fathers the town undertaker,” Booger said. “Dr. Death, remember?”


Kai recalled that a month ago, shortly after he’d met these guys, Booger had said something about Bean going to mortuary college in the fall.


“It’s a perfect vehicle for transporting surfboards,” Bean said.


“Except for those dumb frilly curtains along the back windows,” said Booger.


“Don’t want anyone to see inside,” Bean said. “Creates an air of mystery. You never know, maybe there’s a stiff back there.” He pulled open the back door and slid out a couple of long, gray two-by-fours.


“Building a new surfboard?” Kai joked.


“Fourth of July,” Bean said.


Kai looked in the back of the hearse. There were three surfboard racks along the right side. In the highest rack was Bean’s long board, but in the racks beneath it and piled on the left side was a bunch of scrap wood.


“For a cookout?” Kai asked.


“Bonfire.” Booger reached into the back and pulled out some large scraps of plywood. “We all build em along the beach.”


“I can carry something,” Kai offered.


Bean handed him a broken wooden shelf. With the wood under his left arm and his thruster under his right, Kai joined his friends as they crossed the boardwalk and walked onto the beach. Out at the break called Screamers, Lucas Frank and his crew were bobbing on their surfboards, dividing their time between scanning the horizon for the next set of good waves, and keeping an eye on Kai and his friends.


“You going back out there?” Bean asked Kai as they walked.


“Why not?” Kai said.


“I’ll tell you why not,” Booger said. “Because that’s one mad beautiful stick Teddy gave you. You take it out there and Sam is liable to run you down again.”


Slammin’ Sam was the “muscle” in Lucas’s crew. A classic case of too much brawn and not enough brain. Five days ago Kai had surfed against him for the right to open the lineup at Screamers to anyone who wanted to surf there.


“Sam and I had a talk about that,” Kai said. “I basically told him that if he ever dings one of my boards again, he’s gonna be wearing my leash as a permanent choker.”


They dropped the wood in a pile directly opposite the break called Sewers. Booger looked down the beach. “Lucas and his guys haven’t even started building their bonfire yet.”


“They always get help,” Bean said.


Kai kneeled down and started to wax the pearl white custom board Teddy had “given” him for the heat against Sam. It wasn’t a gift really. It had been given to him with the understanding that he would pay her back for it. Kai hadn’t used the board since the heat with Sam. The morning after the heat, the wind had turned southwest, kicking up whitecaps and closing out Screamers as waves bashed into the jetty. For the past four days the local breaks had been unsurfable. Kai had spent the mornings doing ding repairs at Teddy’s and the days and nights working at T-licious, his father’s bogus T-shirt shop.


This morning the winds were finally off-shore again. The waves were shifty and short. A lot of sections and closeouts, but now and then one peeled nicely for a few dozen yards—long enough to have some fun.


A loud hoot came from the direction of Screamers. Kai, Bean, and Booger looked up in time to see Lucas tearing up a left.


“He’s rippin’ harder this year than he was last year,” Bean said.


“He should be,” Booger said, “considering his dad took him to Hawaii for two weeks over Christmas, and a week down in Costa over Easter.”


“Business at the surf shop must be good,” Kai said. Lucas’s father, Buzzy Frank, owned Sun Haven Surf, the big shop in town.


“Not just the surf shop, dude,” Bean said. “Buzzy owns a lot of real estate around here.”


That made sense. No wonder Buzzy was so interested in getting rid of Curtis and the rundown Driftwood Motel. Curtis was a crusty old guy whose motel catered to low-budget surfers. Once that “eyesore” was gone, Buzzy’s other properties were bound to increase in value.


“Hey, guys.” Shauna came down the beach with Kai’s long board under her arm. She was just learning to surf, and now that Kai had the thruster, he’d lent her old #43. Curtis had given him that board, and his wet suit, when Kai first got to Sun Haven.


“Hey, Shauna,” Kai and Bean both answered.


“There goes Everett,” Booger said, directing their attention back to Screamers. Everett, a thin, agile black kid with dreadlocks had just caught a wave. Instead of the attacking, slash-and-bash, cram-in-as-many-moves-as-possible style of Lucas, Everett streaked along the face, building up speed until the wave closed out in front of him. He compressed and launched himself high into the air. Kicking his board away, he tucked his arms around his knees, did a flip over the back of the wave, and disappeared. The leash stretched tight and the board rocketed down behind him.


“Don’t try this at home, children,” Bean quipped.


“I hope the board didn’t hit him.” Shauna sounded worried.


Kai felt a grin grow on his face.


“What’s funny?” Booger asked.


“Not really funny,” Kai said. “Just cool to see someone do something like that, you know? It’s not gonna score any points in a heat, but it sure looks like fun.”


“Come on, Boogs, let’s get the rest of the wood out of the car.” Bean headed back up the beach. Kai kneeled down and finished waxing.


“You going to Screamers?” Shauna asked.


“Absolutely,” Kai answered.


“Be careful,” she said.


Kai winked at her, then picked up the thruster, took off down the beach, and launched himself into the water.





Two


There were two ways to get out to Screamers. The easy way was to paddle into the natural channel along the jetty. The harder way was to go with the backwash between Screamers and Sewers. That was the way Kai chose, since it would allow him to catch up to Everett.


Kai paddled out. For the past week the ocean had been gradually getting warmer, but not in a steady way. Some mornings the water temperature was in the higher end of the sixties and Kai felt like he could have gone out there in a shorty wet suit or even a neoprene rash guard. The next morning it would be back in the low sixties and he was glad to have the full wet suit.


He caught up to Everett about halfway back out.


“Yo,” Kai said. “Looked like you enjoyed yourself on that last ride.”


Everett turned with a look of surprise on his face. “You saw that?”


“Hard to miss,” Kai said.


“Yeah, well, sometimes you catch it just right.” Everett grinned, obviously pleased with himself. Suddenly his expression changed and the grin disappeared. “Uh, well, see ya.”


He started to paddle away. Kai knew what had just happened. For a moment, Everett had forgotten whose crew he was with, and they were just two guys who loved the water and surfing and messing around in the waves. Then Everett must have remembered that Kai was “the enemy.” It was so incredibly stupid.


Kai got outside Screamers and found Lucas, Sam, Runt, and some others waiting for him. The vibe was heavy. There was one new guy in particular—medium-size, but with a strong build, short black hair, serious tattoos on his arms and back, an earring, and a bar through his eyebrow. While Slammin’ Sam was a straight-ahead brawler with the brains of a tree stump, there was something more ominous about this new guy.


“What are you doing here?” Sam asked Kai.


“Surfing,” Kai answered. “How about you?”


“I thought the deal was you could only surf here if you won the heat,” said Sam.


“Some people think I did win,” Kai said.


Sam smirked. “That’s an awful nice-looking stick.”


“I told you what’s gonna happen if you touch it,” Kai warned him.


A new set was approaching. Kai could see Lucas’s crew eyeing the waves, then looking at Lucas, as if they didn’t know what to do.


“We all just gonna sit here giving each other the stink eye while these nice waves go past?” Kai asked.


“Hey, feel free to take one,” Sam said.


“After you,” Kai said.


“Take a wave, Sam,” Lucas said. “This is stupid.”


Sam took off. Kai waited for the others to catch waves, just to show them again that he believed waves could be shared. Finally a medium-size A-frame popped up. Kai turned his board around and paddled into it. The new thruster had an uncanny combination of maneuverability and stability, and like Everett, Kai went for pure speed, wriggling along the face of the wave, then suddenly cutting back up into the corner, then heading back down and picking up speed again. The ride felt like it could be a long one, and Kai played along the feathering lip until the wave closed out into an eruption of white foam.


About fifteen feet from the shore he hopped off the board, tucked it under his arm and walked the rest of the way in. After four days of no surf, it always amazed him how jazzed he could feel after that first good ride. He stopped on the beach and looked out toward Sewers. By now Bean and Booger had finished carrying the firewood down to the beach and had changed into their wet suits and headed out into the water. Bean and Shauna were sitting on their long boards, waiting for a wave. Booger, being a spongehead, was farther inside.


A smallish wave was coming and Bean let Shauna take it. Rather than grab the wave himself, Bean had clearly looked it over and decided it was better for a beginner. Shauna got prone and started to paddle. Like a lot of new surfers, she suddenly paused to adjust her position on the board, then started paddling again, completely neglecting to keep an eye on the wave approaching behind her. The wave crested early and started to fold over her. Kai winced as he watched Shauna grab the rails of the board and pearl into the trough, disappearing into a cloudburst of white. A moment later the board shot straight up out of the boil like a rocket, turned sideways in the air, and fell back down. Kai realized he was holding his breath while he waited to make sure it hadn’t smashed her on the head or cut her with its skeg.


Shauna’s head popped up in the white soup. She grabbed the leash, pulled the board toward her, got on, and started to paddle back out. The girl had spunk.


Kai turned and walked along the beach toward the jetty. After nearly a month of surfing around Sun Haven, he was beginning to understand the tides and currents. A southwest swell made Screamers unsurfable, but opened up a few lesser breaks up and down the shoreline. A swell directly out of the south produced some sectiony waves at Screamers, but a southeast swell could turn the spot into a point break with wave after wave peeling away into perfection.


Kai got to the jetty, threw himself and the board into the water, and started to paddle. In almost no time he was outside Screamers with Lucas and his crew. Runt seriously vibed him and Kai just smiled back. The red-haired kid scowled and looked away as if he didn’t know how to react. Runt would have made a good Nazi.


Kai was waiting for the next good wave when Lucas paddled out near him.


“You hear about the contest over in Fairport?” he asked.


Kai shook his head.


“It’s in a couple of weeks,” Lucas said. “Me and my friends’ll all be there. I figure a surfer as good as you will be there too.”


Kai just gazed at the waves and said nothing.


“Or maybe it’s too small for you,” Lucas said. “I mean, it’s just a rinky-dink local contest. Maybe you only surf the WCT.”


The WCT was the World Championship Tour, surfed by the best surfers in the world. Kai knew Lucas was just trying to rile him. “That’s the kind of crap I expect from Sam, not from you. Cut to the chase, Lucas.”


“Some people think all this free surfing, soul surfing garbage is a pose,” Lucas said. “Just an easy excuse for not competing.”


“What’s so important about competing?” Kai asked.


“If it wasn’t important, why would there be all these competitions?” Lucas asked. “Why does every kid dream of being the next Pipe Master?”


“Maybe every kid you know,” Kai replied. “Maybe the only reason competitions exist is because without them, sunglass and shoe companies wouldn’t know who to feature in their ads.”


“It’s funny about some guys,” Lucas said. “They surf pretty good when there’s no pressure, but as soon as it counts, they fold like a limp rag.”


“Is that what it’s all about?” Kai shot back. “You think when Duke Kahanamoku traveled around the world demonstrating surfing, he told everybody that the whole idea was performing under pressure?”


“Maybe not then,” Lucas said. “But it is now. Because otherwise, all you’ll ever be is the best surfer no one ever heard of.”


“What’s wrong with that?” Kai asked. “What’s wrong with surfing because it’s something you love, and it doesn’t matter who knows?”


“Go ask your friend Curtis,” Lucas said.


“Because he used to run the local contests around here?” Kai guessed.


“Is that what he told you?” Lucas said. “He didn’t tell you about surfing all over the world?”


“Yeah, he mentioned that he’d been around,” Kai said.


“Ever stop and wonder how he did it?” Lucas asked. “I mean, travel around the world year after year, surfing the best breaks on the planet?”


A good wave was coming and Kai decided to paddle over and catch it.


The last thing he heard Lucas say was, “You should ask him.”





Three


Kai surfed until nine thirty. His dads T-shirt shop, T-licious, opened each morning at 10 A.M., and Kai was expected to be there. But that wasn’t the only reason he was stopping. As the month of June wound down, schools all over the northeast had closed, and the beaches at Sun Haven had begun to get more and more crowded. Even on “cold-water” days like this, by 10 A.M. there were enough swimmers in the water to make the surfing a little hairy. A lot of swimmers didn’t seem to understand that playing in a wave ten feet ahead of a rapidly approaching surfboard could have seriously unpleasant results.


Kai rode his last wave all the way in. By now the day was starting to heat up. Beach umbrellas were beginning to blossom like flowers. Towels and blankets were being spread as families and groups of teens settled in for a day of sun and fun. Kai pulled the zipper down the back of his wet suit and peeled the black rubber off his arms and shoulders and down to his waist. Then he wrapped the leash of his board around the tail.


Out of the corner of his eye he noticed someone coming along the beach toward him. It was a guy, probably about Kai’s age, trotting in a weird, herky-jerky manner. His hands moved in strange, twitchy motions, and his head rolled and snapped. To Kai it almost seemed like there were two people inside the guy’s body, both fighting for control over what he did. The whole effect was so bizarre that Kai actually stared.


The guy stopped half a dozen feet away, as if he knew better than to get too close.


He started to hop up and down, licking his lips with his tongue. He may have been trying to say something, but it was hard to tell. The only sound he made was “Scree … scree … scree,” like he was a crow or something. The whole thing was so whacked that Kai actually looked around to see if someone was playing a joke on him.


But no one he knew was watching. Over at Screamers, Lucas and his crew were busy catching waves, while a hundred yards to the right, Bean, Booger, and Shauna were doing the same thing at Sewers. Meanwhile this guy seemed to be working himself into a frenzy, as if he was trying to do something, but the harder he tried, the more he jerked and grimaced and hopped and squeaked.


Finally a massive shudder shook through him, as if his whole body had gone on overload and shut down. His shoulders sagged and his jerky legs and arms went limp. He shook his head and turned away. Strangely, while he still jerked and flinched slightly, it was nothing like before.


Now something else caught Kai’s attention. A dark green dump truck with TOWN OF SUN HAVEN written on the side was weaving through the blankets and umbrellas along the beach. The back was piled high with scrap wood. The truck stopped directly inshore from Screamers, and Dave McAllister, the stocky red-haired chairman of the Sun Haven Surf boardroom, jumped out along with two guys wearing light green Town of Sun Haven coveralls. Big Dave pointed at a spot on the sand and the two town employees climbed into the back of the truck and started tossing out the scrap wood.


Kai watched with interest. He had to assume that delivering scrap wood for Fourth of July bonfires wasn’t part of a typical town employee’s job description. Dave McAllister worked for Buzzy Frank, Lucas’s father, not for the town. Yet, there he was giving orders to the two guys off-loading the wood. If Buzzy Frank didn’t outright own the town of Sun Haven, he sure came close.


Kai started up the beach. The strange guy had stopped about a hundred feet away and was watching him. He and Kai exchanged another look. It seemed as if there was something the guy urgently wanted to communicate, but was unable to. Kai felt bad, but it wasn’t his problem.





Four


Kai had just let himself in through the back door of the T-shirt shop when Pat came into the back room and handed him a credit card. “Run off a charge for two hundred and sixty plus tax, and ten blanks of this,” the Alien Frog Beast from planet Dimwit ordered, adjusting his thick, square-framed glasses. Then Kai’s father disappeared through the back door that led to the parking lot outside.


Kai looked down at the silver card. A Fuji Bank Visa. Clearly from Japan. This was one of Pat’s favorite scams. Anytime he got his hands on a foreign credit card, he’d run off blanks and then overnight them to certain “business associates” he knew in Nevada who used forged signatures to get cash advances. By the time the tourists from Japan got home and found out they’d been scammed out of thousands of dollars, they’d be halfway around the world and unable to do anything about it.


Kai laid the credit card on the desk where the pile of unopened mail was growing larger every day. Not only did Pat never throw out garbage—electing instead to let food wrappers, papers, and junk fall to the floor—but he also never opened mail. After all, the only mail that came to the store was junk and bills, and since Pat never paid bills, he saw no reason to look at them.


One letter, however, caught Kai’s eye. It was addressed to a Mr. Pat Garrison and had a cancelled stamp instead of the usual red postal machine mark that was the sign of junk mail and bills. Kai slid it out from the pile of unopened envelopes and took a closer look. The return address was EBF Realty, 467 Seaside Highway, Sun Haven, and it looked both personal and official. Kai tore it open.


DEAR MR. GARRISON,


IT HAS COME TO OUR ATTENTION THAT YOU AND YOUR SONS ARE LIVING FULL TIME IN THE STOREFRONT PREMISES WE HAVE LEASED TO YOU AT 3 EAST STREET,SUN HAVEN. PLEASE NOTE THAT SUCH INHABITATION IS A VIOLATION OF YOUR LEASE AGREEMENT. WE REQUEST THAT YOU FIND APPROPRIATE LIVING ARRANGEMENTS IMMEDIATELY. FAILURE TO DO SO WILL CONSTITUTE A VIOLATION OF YOUR LEASE AGREEMENT AND WILL RESULT IN EVICTION AND FORFEITURE OF YOUR SECURITY DEPOSIT.


SINCERELY,


EBF REALTY


The back door opened and Pat came back in. “Got those blanks?”


“No,” said Kai.


“What the hell?”


“I’m not helping you rip people off,” Kai said.


“Damn you.” His father scooped the credit card off the table and started running blanks from it in the credit card machine.


“You might be interested in this.” Kai held up the envelope.


“What is it?” Pat asked.


“Letter from your landlord saying they know we’re living here and if we don’t move out they’re going to evict us and keep the security deposit.”


“Screw ’em,” Pat said.


“This letter was dated almost two weeks ago,” Kai said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if you hear from them again soon.”


His father shrugged as if he didn’t care. He finished running the credit card blanks, and headed out to the front. Kai followed him, curious to see who was getting scammed this time.


Out in the store a Japanese man, his wife, and two children were all having custom T-shirts made that said, “We’ve been to Sun Haven” on the front and had one of the nicer and more overpriced, colorful transfers of a sunset on the back.


“Here you go, Mr. Asoki.” Pat handed the credit card back to the man. “I’ve taken care of the credit verification. Before I forget, do you want color guard on these shirts?”


Kai glanced over Pat’s shoulder at a pad on the counter on which his father had written “$260.” Kai quickly did the math. Two hundred and sixty dollars for four T-shirts came to sixty-five dollars a shirt. That was close to a new record. The Alien Frog Beast must have been in heaven.


“What is color guard?” Mr. Asoki asked.


Pat pointed at the colorful sunsets on the backs of the shirts. “So when you wash these clothes, the colors don’t run.”


“Run?” Mr. Asoki scowled.


“Come off.” Pat gestured. “So the colors don’t get on the other clothes in the wash.”


“Ah.” Mr. Asoki nodded and spoke to his wife in Japanese, then turned back to Pat. “How much is color guard?”


“Usually ten dollars per shirt, but since you’re buying four, I’ll do them all for thirty dollars. Of course, it’ll have to be cash since I already put the charge through on your credit card.”


“Very good,” said Mr. Asoki.


Kais calculation had just increased the total charge to two hundred and ninety dollars. That plus the tax, which Pat charged but never filed with the state, put the total bill over three hundred dollars. Slightly more than seventy-five dollars a shirt. Definitely a new record.


Pat handed the T-shirts to Kai. “Color guard.”


Kai hesitated. There was no such thing as color guard. It was just another scam. The colors in the heat transfers never ran. All he was supposed to do was take the shirts in the back, wait a suitable amount of time, then bring them out front again. Usually Kai refused to participate in Pat’s scams, but he knew today it wouldn’t matter. If he didn’t do it, Pat would have Sean do it, or Pat would do it himself. Either way, Mr. Asoki was going to get soaked.


Kai took the shirts into the back room and dropped them on the desk. Once again he gazed down at the pile of unopened bills, the blank credit card receipts, and the landlord’s letter lying on the desk. Bills that would never be paid. Receipts that would be used fraudulently. A letter that would probably be ignored. It all meant the same thing. The clock had officially begun to tick. How much time was left before the bill collectors started calling? Before the phone and electric were turned off? Before an investigator from the credit card company knocked on the door? Before the landlord changed the locks?


Kai’s time in Sun Haven was starting to run out. Sooner or later it would mean another 3 A.M. escape. Another two-or three-day drive. Another resort town with unsuspecting victims to scam. There was only one thing Kai could be reasonably certain of. The next place wouldn’t have a beach, waves, or surfing.





Five


At dinnertime Pat gave Kai five dollars and the usual warning to be back at the T-shirt shop in fifteen minutes or else. The “else” part made Kai laugh. There was nothing Pat could do if he was late. Recently Kai had gotten into the habit of taking as long as he wanted for dinner.


Tonight he was feeling hungry. The five bucks wasn’t even enough for two slices of pizza and a Coke. The balance came from whatever he had in his pocket, but after he’d eaten the two slices, Kai was still hungry. The answer was a stop at the shop where Shauna worked, a thin sliver of a place simply called Ice Cream.


As usual on a warm summer night in Sun Haven, there was a line out the door and onto the sidewalk. Through the window Kai could see Shauna and two boys behind the counter. All three were wearing bright green T-shirts that said, “I Scream for Ice Cream.” Kai got in line behind three young women wearing tiny bare-belly tees and tight shorts. One of them turned and gave him a broad smile. She had sun-streaked brown hair, green eyes, and a diamond stud in her right nostril.


“Hey,” she said as if she knew him. Her girlfriends now turned and smiled at him as well.


“Hi,” Kai answered a bit uncertainly. He thought she looked familiar, but he couldn’t imagine where he could have known her from.


“Fairport Surf, remember?” the green-eyed young woman said. “You asked me about that yellow Rennie Yater board.”


Now Kai remembered. She worked in the surf shop in Fairport where Kai had seen the Yater, which looked very similar to one that had been stolen from Curtis Ames’s shed a week earlier. “What’s up?”


“Just looking for something to do,” the young woman said. “Fairport’s dead at night. You know, all families with little kids. We thought maybe there’d be some action here.”


“So what happened to that Yater?” Kai asked.


“It sold the next day,” she said. “Nine hundred bucks used. Can you believe it?”


“Definitely,” Kai said. New or used, the board was one superfine stick. “You didn’t happen to find out where it came from, did you?”


“I asked Rick,” she said. “He’s the owner of the shop. He said he bought it from this guy.”


“What guy?” Kai asked.


“He didn’t know the guy’s name. Only that he had long bleached-blond dreadlocks and drove a red Jeep.”


“Did the guy happen to mention how he got the board?”


“Rick didn’t say.”


“Does your boss always buy great used surfboards from strangers?” Kai asked.


“He’s pretty careful about that,” she said. “The guy must’ve seemed okay. I’ve seen creepy people come in and try to sell Rick boards and he’s told them to get lost. I don’t think he’d take a board if he knew it was stolen.”


“Even a Yater he could get cheap and make a lot of money on?” Kai pressed.


The young woman twirled her streaked hair around her finger. “Well … he does pay me off the books, so I guess it’s possible.”


She seemed uncomfortable discussing her boss’s honesty, so Kai decided not the push the question any harder.


“You live around here?” the young woman asked.


“Sort of.”


“Want to hang out with us tonight?” she asked.


“I would, but I gotta get back to work.”


“Where?”


“T-shirt shop over on East Street.”


“Oh, yeah?” She glanced at her friends. “Maybe we’ll stop by later.”


“You can if you want” Kai said. “But the owner doesn’t like it when people hang around and don’t buy anything.”


“Then maybe we’ll buy something,” she said.
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