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				CHAPTER 1

				The Freya Factor

				Only dead fish swim with the stream. 

				—GERMAN PROVERB 

				
 

				By the time Freya Hoffmeister was six years old, she could walk on her hands around her family’s neat, two-bedroom home in Heikendorf, Germany. When she turned sixteen and had grown too large to continue competing as a gymnast, she earned her hunting license and became something of a local Annie Oakley, a deadeye for clay pigeons. She sped around Germany on a motorcycle in a tight red leather suit, finished sixth in the Miss Germany pageant, and competed as a bodybuilder. When she was twenty-three she began skydiving, and she eventually married her instructor. Ten years and fifteen hundred jumps later, including the first-ever tandem jump over the North Pole, she hung up her harness when she learned she was pregnant.

				Kayaking would become her next obsession. She learned to paddle with her son in the back hatch, toiling in the Baltic Sea off the coast of her hometown and in nearby rivers. She discovered Greenland-style rolling and mastered all thirty-two rolls in two years—half the time it takes most people. She even invented a few moves, like balancing her paddle on her head while standing in the boat and, better yet, performing a headstand in the cockpit. In 2006 she flew to the Greenland Kayaking Championship in Sisimuit, Greenland, entered eight competitions, and won eight gold medals.

				The following year she flew to Iceland with a boyfriend, a paddling instructor from Florida named Greg Stamer. They began their trip with a 55-mile crossing of Faxaflói Bay—a first by kayak. The next day, they set out across Breidafjordur Bay. With 16 miles to go, a frigid 20-mph headwind slowed them to a crawl, and they wound up spending twenty-two hours on the water. Paddling with dolphins and whales, alongside waterfalls, cliffs, and icebergs, they notched the fastest circumnavigation of Iceland, covering 1,007 miles in thirty-three days. Stamer was impressed by the landscape and scope of the challenge. Freya dubbed the journey “easy” and “more or less boring.” 

				Throughout, they squabbled like an old married couple. “Freya and I are both competitive,” said Stamer, “and it wasn’t long before each day became a stage race.” As they racked up the miles, they began acting more like competitors and less like a team. Not surprisingly, the relationship did not survive the trip.

				Freya decided her next trip would be solo so she could do things her way, no argument needed. She settled on a circumnavigation of New Zealand’s South Island, a Lord of the Rings landscape of rain forest, snow-capped mountains, glacial valleys, and frigid rivers. The sea on the west coast is known for its gale force winds and dangerous surf, which may explain why only three solo paddlers, all male, had made it around. Freya wanted to be the first female; halfway around a reporter informed her that she was on pace to break the record held by New Zealand’s paddling legend Paul Caffyn.* Freya got smashed in the surf, busted her boat, and lost a paddle, but she covered the last 103 miles in thirty-one hours and broke the record by six days. Caffyn, who greeted her at the finish with champagne, called her seventy-day effort “the most significant solo kayak trip undertaken by a woman in the Southern Hemisphere.”

				But it was only a warm-up. In 2009, at the age of forty-four, Freya Hoffmeister flew to Sydney, loaded her kayak on the roof of a rental car, and drove ten hours to “Caffyn’s Cove” in Melbourne, where twenty-seven years earlier her friend began the journey that was the jewel in his paddling crown, a solo circumnavigation so audacious that some refused to believe he had actually done it. It took Caffyn 360 days to complete the 9,420-mile circuit. Freya aimed to do it faster. And without support. 
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				I first learned of the Hoffmeister phenomenon in a short article about her South Island trip and went to her website to find out more. I’m a freelance writer and marathon kayak racer and have known for some time that the word kayak—qajaq to the Inuits who hunted from boats made of seal skin and whale bone twenty-five hundred years before Christ first cussed—is spelled the same backwards and forwards. From my investigation of Freya’s website, two facts became clear: She had as many gear sponsors as Madonna has had lovers and was equally bold when it came to displaying her female charms. In one picture she’s straddling her black kayak with a suggestive smile; in another, her wrists are lashed to the paddle. In a series of shots taken at a trade show, she’s mingling with admirers in a custom-designed black neoprene dress zipped up the front. And in the pièce de résistance, she’s posing on tippy toes in front of a boulder in a sleeveless wetsuit, a pair of paddles crossed at her crotch. 

				I couldn’t decide if she was an exhibitionist, an egomaniac, or just a good-looking jock with a ribald sense of humor, but I smelled a story and wrote to see if I could get an interview. In the course of our e-mail exchange I mentioned that I was headed to Puerto Rico to compete in a surf ski race—a 24-mile open ocean race from the island of Culebra to the main island. Freya had never paddled one of these narrow, sit-on-top ocean racing kayaks—she barely knew what they looked like—but she was intrigued and, as I was about to learn, with Freya that’s all it takes. She arrived in San Juan eight days before the race and started racking up miles in the ski. 

				When she stepped out of the elevator in the hotel lobby the night I arrived, I didn’t have to look for a name tag. She’s 5'10'' and 165 pounds with high cheekbones, blue eyes, and striated shoulders. She reminded me of the East German Olympic swimmers I watched as a kid—large, muscular, powerful—only with shiny red toenails, a Maori necklace made of bone, and a silver kayak pendant. In open-toed platform shoes, she nearly looked me in the eye and I’m 6'4''. 

				Over the next couple of days, when we weren’t training or hanging out with the other paddlers, I gathered information for my story. I’m often in the company of athletic women, but I’d never come across a combination of jock and siren quite like this. Freya didn’t exactly flirt with me while we were in Puerto Rico, but she didn’t not flirt with me either . . . or with four-time Olympic medalist Greg Barton or South African Ian Gray, the eventual race winner, or the other buff men she rubbed elbows with in the days before the race. But you’d have to be a gay guy with a seeing-eye dog to miss the aura of ooh-la-la that hovered around her, an aura she created as much with her words as with the form-fitting black tank tops she favored. “I’m a powerful woman who sometimes needs a strong shoulder to lean on,” she told me. Fair enough. But she also described herself as “a man-eater,” after which she laughed coquettishly. And even when the topic wandered to other subjects, she managed to keep things carnal through the use of her favorite adjective, “sexy”: 

				Rolling a sea kayak was sexy.

				Her sleek new surf ski was sexy. 

				“Dancing blind with waves” during an all-night paddle was “sensual.” 

				Rough water was sexy: “The rougher the better,” she said. “I like it big out there!”  
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				Double entendres aside, it was clear from our training runs she did like it big. She was paddling an unfamiliar, less stable type of boat in rough conditions in the company of far more experienced paddlers, but I saw not a speck of fear or self-doubt. This was, after all, someone who said that paddling around Iceland was easy and boring, a statement I had a hard time accepting. Every time I head out into rough open water, from the Great Lakes to Tahiti to South Africa, as surely as I’ll get wet, I’ll be afraid—often very afraid. So as we sat poolside during our first official interview, I challenged her on that point. “Did you find it intimidating to cross Faxaflói Bay? At one point you were 20 miles 
off shore.”

				“Not a bit,” she replied, without pausing to consider the question. 

				Was she lying or just trying to be provocative? Or could she simply be ignorant? As unlikely as it seemed, maybe she didn’t know how dangerous the famed Icelandic winds could be. I told her about my friend Marcus Demuth, who tried paddling around Iceland the year after Freya did. Six days out, when a wave slammed him onto a rocky shore, he lost not only his spare paddle but the pager on which he had been receiving weather forecasts. A few days later he was caught out at sea in a sudden storm, with offshore winds gusting to 60 mph. For three panic-stricken hours he fought through the frigid waves, barely moving forward, landing finally on a treeless island. He was stranded there for four days, buffeted by the wind and spray from breaking waves. When the storm finally passed, he paddled to shore, caught a bus to Reykjavik, and flew home. “Most human beings,” I said, “would experience genuine fear in a situation like that.”

				Freya didn’t know Marcus from a penguin with sunglasses, but from this story, she surmised that he was “weak.” 

				“We were lucky,” she said, “we had good weather. But I would never quit.” 

				“Near-death experiences tend to shake a guy’s confidence,” I said.

				Freya sipped her pina colada and leaned back, ready to change the subject. “I got a bit tired on the crossing. But . . . what’s the problem?” Which, with her accent, sounded like Vasdaproblum? It’s a phrase she uses all the time, and it means that further probing for emotional nuance will be a waste of time. 

				“Well, if you’d disappeared at sea it would have looked bad on your resume,” I muttered. In my notebook I scribbled: Blunt, dismissive—and fearless?? 

				I thought for a second about how different paddling would be if I was truly without fear, and for another second about how different life would be. Then I wrote, Explore further.  
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				As a new surf ski paddler Freya was eager to improve, but she ignored all of my advice, including the suggestion to change her all-black paddling attire for gear better suited to the blazing sun. Black may be slimming, but it was well over 90 degrees. And although this would be her first race in a surf ski, and her initial goal was not to finish last, as the race drew near she began talking about beating female favorite Anitza Villalobos, a younger, faster woman who hoped to represent Puerto Rico in the Olympics. I thought this goal was unrealistic. But, doing it her way, she easily managed the 24-mile crossing from Culebra to Puerto del Ray in rough, oh-so-sexy, downwind conditions. In fact, she finished just five minutes behind Villalobos, an impressive performance for a sea kayaker in her first surf ski race. 

				Ten minutes later she had sufficiently recovered from three hours of toiling under the sun to walk on her hands around the pool like a circus seal. After she righted herself, a woman from Deutschland greeted Freya cordially in their native tongue. Freya turned cold. “I’m sorry, I don’t speak German on holiday,” she said, and walked away, leaving her countrywoman hanging. 

				I took a mental note. Doesn’t speak German away from home. And isn’t nice about it.  
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				At the post-race dinner later that night, I chatted with paddling legend Greg Barton  about the next big race on the calendar—a 32-mile open-ocean crossing from the island of Molokai to Oahu. Freya wanted to know more. “It’s the unofficial world championship of ocean racing,” I explained. “It’s the roughest surf ski race out there.” 

				Maybe it was my choice of words, but Freya immediately asked, “What is the date?” and pulled out her smartphone. But it turned out that on the day of the race she was scheduled to be a guest instructor at a sea kayak symposium in Italy.

				Lucky you, I thought. Navigating the Molokai channel can take the world’s best paddlers four hours. As the South Pacific, after rolling uninterrupted for thousands of miles, funnels between the islands of Oahu and Molokai, the swell routinely reaches heights of 15 to 20 feet. Meanwhile, the trade winds are blowing perpendicular to the swell. If you can use wind-generated runners to accelerate onto one of these swift-rolling giants, you can go screaming (literally) across the ocean at 20 mph—half man, half flying fish. That’s the allure of the channel. Of course, if you drop down the face too fast, the boat may pitch pole, ejecting you like a pea from a plastic spoon. 

				The first time I did the race in 2003, I capsized so often I would have been better off with goggles and swim fins; it was a humbling, humiliating experience. I trained harder and returned the following May and idiotically agreed to compete in a warm-up race along the Kauai coast the day after I arrived. I was grinding to the finish, roughly 2 miles out to sea, when a wave sprang up over a reef and dropped on my head with such force my ski snapped nearly in half. Caught in the break zone, I was getting darn close to drowning when a buddy came to my aid. To add insult to coral rash, it cost $750 to repair the boat I had borrowed. 

				What I’m getting at is Molokai is not a race for a beginning ski paddler.

				But Freya started rearranging her schedule. She made a phone call, sent an e-mail, and before you could say Queen Lydia Kamaka’eha Kaola Mali’I Lili’uokalani she announced: “I will go!” 

				Wow. In the time it would take me to decide on my entrée, Freya had decided to take on a serious challenge, one that would require a considerable investment of time and money. When I described this to Greg Stamer in an e-mail exchange after I got home, he wasn’t surprised. “Freya consumes life with the intensity and passion of a terminally ill patient who is looking to fill every remaining minute with excitement,” is how he put it. At dinner that night, I opened my notebook and wrote, Doesn’t fuck around. 
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				I had plenty of material for a story—a paddling beauty queen who could walk on her hands, jump out of airplanes, and shoot a squirrel between the eyes with a .22. But then Freya began talking about her next trip, and suddenly I had a new lead.

				Long before I met Freya, I read Paul Caffyn’s The Dreamtime Voyage**, a detailed account (with stunning photos) of his year-long journey around Oz, as Australia is commonly called. The lanky Kiwi endured shark attacks, saltwater crocodiles, deadly jellyfish, sea snakes, huge surf, and a tropical cyclone that nearly removed him from the planet. Along the three 100-mile stretches of unbroken cliffs, he popped No-Doz like M&Ms to stay awake. Paddler magazine ranked it the third toughest sea kayak trip of all time, behind two solo crossings of the Atlantic in 1928 and 1956. As John Dowd, the author of Sea Kayaking: A Manual for Long Distance Touring, said: “Every day he could have quit and he didn’t. His trip is in another league.” 

				I’m down with the whole long-distance, man-versus-nature, journey of self-exploration thing. I’ve cycled across the United States, paddled from Montana to New York, and climbed Mount McKinley in Alaska, and I’m always on the lookout for the next epic trip. But Caffyn’s adventure seemed so physically punishing and psychically draining that any fantasy I’d had of becoming the second human to complete the circuit evaporated halfway through the third chapter of his book. 

				Evidently Caffyn’s sober, gritty tome had had the opposite effect on Freya. Before completing her South Island trip, she had started thinking about the North Island. Only Caffyn had rounded both. But during the week she stayed with the bearded, bespectacled bachelor at his home on the Tasman Sea, she began reading The Dreamtime Voyage. And with each page she grew more convinced that Australia would be next. She had started talking to potential sponsors, but it wasn’t a done deal—yet.

				I didn’t think she had nearly enough experience. “You’re talking a quantum leap in difficulty,” I said. “It’s like thinking you can climb Everest because you’ve made it up Mount Rainier.” 

				But in Freya’s mind, if it could be done—and Caffyn had shown that it could—there was no reason she couldn’t do it. “I made it around the South Island faster than Paul,” she said. “Why couldn’t I do the same around Oz?” 

				I could think of many reasons, but I started with the obvious. “It’s 8,000 miles longer than the South Island and far more dangerous.” 

				“Very funny,” Freya said.

				Huh? That’s normally one of my favorite compliments, but what had I said to deserve it? I told her about my friend Eric Stiller, the owner of Manhattan Kayak Company in the Big Apple, who had attempted to round Oz in a double kayak with an Aussie named Tony Brown. In the first two months, he and Brown hit the tail end of a cyclone. They capsized in monstrous surf and mangled their boat. They were covered with saltwater rashes and blisters and Brown developed a painful fungus under his nails. Eric, who began the trip with less body fat than a welterweight, lost 22 pounds. The beleaguered pair made it from Sydney to Darwin—the equivalent of paddling from New York to Los Angeles, but still roughly 6,000 miles short of their goal—before calling it quits. They were lucky to have survived. “It’s a dangerous route,” I said. “And because you’re out there so long, the chances of something going wrong are really high.”

				If I had not yet realized I was wasting my breath, her reply, “Vasdaproblum?” should have tipped me off. But I persevered. I pointed out that before Caffyn tackled Oz he’d paddled around the North and South Islands of New Zealand and Great Britain.*** “Stick to your original plan,” I said, “paddle the North Island, sharpen your skills and then try Oz.” 

				Her response was to ask me if I’d like to drive her support vehicle for a year.  
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				Two weeks before Molokai, I asked via e-mail if she was ready for Hawaii. “I haven’t paddled at all,” she replied, adding a J icon. Preparations for her trip, “Race Around Australia,” were in full swing. She was consumed with ordering gear, contacting sponsors, and organizing topo maps and charts for her GPS. “Besides it’s too cold, flat, and boring here to train. L”

				The day before she was to fly out, she wrote: “I’m getting fat! I hope my ass will fit in the seat. Otherwise it will be fine. J”

				She’s dead meat, I thought.  

				And although it turned out I was right, her problems had nothing to do with paddling. Freya in Waikiki was like Paris Hilton in the bush, only in reverse: She griped about the crowds, the cost of the hotel, eating in restaurants, waiting around to train. Most of us were staying at a hotel that gave discounts to paddlers on the outskirts of Waikiki, where the tacky tourist scene was unavoidable, as I had explained during the minuscule gap between Freya’s hearing about the race and deciding to go. So what if the other tourists were watching fake hula or piling their plates high at a faux luau? We were training in the world’s best aquatic playground with a world-class field of paddlers for the world’s most storied ocean race. Freya wasn’t inclined to look on the bright side and complained more or less constantly. 

				But it was worse than that.

				When Freya announced she was coming to Hawaii, I feared that she would struggle socially with the fast-talking, wisecracking Aussies and South Africans who dominated the field, and indeed she did. Her English was good, but she was confounded by the Aussies, who seemed to fill their mouths with marbles each morning when they got up. Even I blanked when a bloke said: G’daymatewhereyafromWagga? And the guttural aa haa kaa of the Afrikaners—the “Dutchmen” from South Africa—could sometimes leave me staring like my dog Sylvie when I ask her if she’s a good girl. Even when Freya could follow the words, she couldn’t get the jokes.

				The clothes didn’t help, either. In the (mostly) geeky, male-dominated world of sea kayaking, Freya’s Amazon playgirl persona worked wonders. The first time Greg Stamer met her at a rolling clinic, she wore an all-black neoprene suit with a snug hood that framed her striking face and knee-high neoprene boots with white laces. Later in the evening, she accessorized her outfit with a large hunting knife strapped on her hip. “She looked like an action hero,” he said. Another admirer blogged: “Freya’s lady-or-the-tiger quality has caused many a man to consider forsaking his marriage vows.” 

				Other women in the paddling world have made notable trips, but none have received nearly as much attention. Freya had branded herself “The Woman in Black” on her website, and in Hawaii she stuck with the winning formula. But in the ultimate beach community, amidst a sea of baggy shorts and flip-flops, Freya’s black spandex tights, tank tops, and platform shoes made her seem both over- and underdressed. To the buff young male paddlers, she was more an object of curiosity than desire.

				But it was worse than that.  

				She was a sea kayaker who knew nothing about racing. She didn’t drink coffee or beer—the elixirs that allowed us to transform killing time into hanging out. She cut to the front of lines, and I once saw her casually wipe her sunglasses on the shirttail of a woman she barely knew. More importantly, she seemed unable or unwilling to carry on a conversation that wasn’t about her. In Puerto Rico, it worked because I had been interviewing her essentially all the time. But in Hawaii, her self-absorption was oppressive; she now seemed to assume I would want to continue our one-sided conversation indefinitely. I had created a monster, and the monster had followed me to Hawaii. 

				The nightmare started my first morning over coffee with Herman Chalupsky. Let me take a moment to introduce the Chalupsky brothers. A 6'4'', 220-pound South African with leading-man good looks, Herman is a two-time Molokai winner and the younger, quieter brother of the eleven-time winner and shameless self-promoter Oscar Chalupsky. I had met the Chalupsky boys in 1996 at a race in northern Quebec. The course was a brutal 36 miles, straight across the frigid St. Lawrence, and for nearly five hours Oscar and Herman hammered away side by side until Herman broke away to claim the $10,000 first prize. Oscar didn’t take the loss well and later that night at a bar, when he saw Herman also likely to score with a local jeune fille, it was all too much. He huffily announced that he was leaving that minute to drive back to Boston in the car they had rented together, although it was 1:30 a.m. and he’d had at least twelve beers. Herman pondered his options: Drive 600 miles through the night with his brooding brother or carry on with the j.f.? Herman followed Oscar outside, returned with his suitcase, and made his way back to Boston on his own the next day. 

				A few days later Oscar called, and I asked him how his drive had been.

				“World class,” he said, as if he had planned it all along. He had traveled through the night, slept a few hours, clocked half a pot of coffee, and played eighteen brilliant holes of golf. Or so he said.

				That, in a nutshell, is Oscar: arrogant and full of crap on the one hand, and supremely capable and boundlessly optimistic on the other. Herman had spent enough years in the bombastic shadow of the Big O to have developed a very low tolerance for self-congratulation of any kind. He and Freya were destined to not get along.

				Admittedly, talking to Herman is an acquired taste and requires special skills. He’s brooding, profane, and acerbic and, don’t ask me why, peppers his speech with cockney rhyme. So if you don’t know that one’s ’n two’s are “shoes,” gun ’n trigger is “figure,” or five-to-two is “Jew,” then as far as comprehension goes you’re up the creek without a tube of glue—or “clue.” 

				When Freya pulled up a chair that first morning, I believe we were in the middle of discussing the pros and cons of breast implants. We paused, with all due respect, and Freya took the opportunity to launch into a somewhat lengthy description of her race in Puerto Rico. I’m not sure if that’s what sent Herman into “bugger off” mode, or if it was just his sketchy personality, but conversational rigor mortis descended like fog in Reykjavik. I eyed the parade of sunburned tourists, surfers, vagrants, and street hustlers with myna birds on their shoulders that sauntered by, feeling sweat bead on my forehead in the cool morning air. Herman mumbled something about “an RSP and a Charlie Berman.” 

				With the ease of a man waiting in line at the Department of Motor Vehicles, I explained to Freya that “RSP stands for Red Sea Pedestrians—Jews. You know, Moses leading his people across the Red Sea.” 

				Freya looked lost. 

				“Charlie Berman is the cockney rhyme for German.”

				“I have no problem with Jews,” she said. 

				“I know,” I said. “Herman just wishes he was Jewish.”

				Now she looked confused and annoyed. I make it a point never to say, “Just kidding,” but in this case it might have helped. Herman leaned back, smiling. 

				The next morning when Freya joined us, Herman added a few Zulu phrases into the passive-aggressive mix. By the end of the week I was slipping out the back of the hotel to have coffee by myself.  
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				Freya had told me that one reason her marriage with her son’s father broke up was because he was so uncommunicative. And yet during the many hours we spent together killing time between training sessions, I couldn’t get anything like a conversation going. She wasn’t interested in current events, history, or me. Although her grandfather fought for the “Charlie Bermans” in World War II and I had relatives who died in concentration camps, we covered the full range of social, geopolitical, and psychological issues surrounding this cataclysmic event in roughly two minutes. “I don’t get involved in that stuff,” she said, concluding our brief conversation. 

				One day we were walking down Waikiki when we stopped before a bronze statue of Duke Paoa Kahinu Mokoe Hulikohola Kahanamoku posed before a towering surfboard, welcoming visitors with open arms. The father of modern surfing, Duke stands with his broad back to the beach, his outstretched arms hung with fresh leis placed there by visitors paying homage to Hawaii’s greatest waterman. I had been to Duke’s canoe club and seen the memorabilia and photos of this perfect specimen. He was 6' 1'' and 190 pounds, and he had smooth brown skin, dark, penetrating eyes, and thick, slicked-back hair. Having done some research on the topic in the past, I launched into what I thought was a decent lecture on the history of Hawaiian water culture, from the Polynesians who first ventured across the uncharted ocean ten thousand years ago in open, double-hulled sailing canoes to Tom Selleck paddling a surf ski in the opening montage of Magnum PI. “Duke distilled the essence of that ancient sailing tradition down to just one man, a piece of polished wood, and the power of the ocean,” I said. “He’s worshipped here.” 

				I didn’t get quite the response I had hoped for. “I don’t know him,” Freya said.

				“He was also an incredible swimmer. Back in 1890 when he was born, it was the local custom for fathers to take their baby sons out in an outrigger and toss them into the surf to teach them how to swim.” 

				“This is a good way to learn.”

				“Duke won swimming medals in three Olympics. In 1924 he finished second to Johnny Weissmuller.”

				From her blank expression it appeared she had never heard of Weissmuller. “You know, the guy who played Tarzan?” I said.

				Still nothing. “The TV show. ‘Me, Tarzan. You, Jane’!” I even did the vine-swinging yell, drawing a few stares from Duke pilgrims passing by but nary a chuckle from Freya. “You saw Tarzan when you were a kid, didn’t you?” 

				“My parents didn’t own a TV until I was fourteen years old,” she said.

				I was striking out big time. Frustrated and feeling unappreciated, I vowed not to speak again until spoken to. But being a gabby RSP from Brooklyn, I broke down minutes later and told her the tale of Duke losing his right index finger fighting a 10-foot eel. And, no, she was not impressed. 
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				Each morning a group of us drove north up the winding, scenic coastal road, led by Oscar Chalupsky. Oscar served as the unofficial coach and tour leader for the younger South African paddlers and anyone else willing to sign on as a supplicant to the living legend of Molokai. Oscar has earned that status fairly, having arrived for the first time back in 1983, a trash-talking twenty-year-old on a mission to supplant Aussie Grant Kenny as the king of the Molokai channel. Bronzed, blue-eyed Kenny was a celebrity in his water-sports-crazed country. He had won Molokai three times in a row and his picture was on cereal boxes. Oscar not only beat him, but he trimmed eleven minutes off his record and then went on to win the race for the next seven years, stopping only when South African athletes were banned from international competition. After a five-year absence, he won four more. He owned Molokai.

				While maintaining a full racing schedule, Oscar became a partner in Epic Kayaks, a paddle and boat manufacturing concern established by Greg Barton. They were talking with Freya about sponsoring her Australia trip, so Freya was under Oscar’s umbrella. On our first training session, Oscar dropped Freya and me off at a car park by a wide, scenic bay called Hawaii Kai, once an ancient fish pond (now the backdrop to a sprawling shopping mall), to do a shorter, less raucous paddle than the one he had planned for himself and the young guns. “Look after Freya,” he shouted as he drove off. 

				We paddled out through the channel markers for twenty minutes to Portlock, where the water crashes off the sheer cliffs, and then turned downwind toward the hulking profile of Diamond Head, an extinct volcano that resembles the brow of a giant tuna, en route to the Outrigger Canoe Club. I was not thrilled with the assignment of minding a slower paddler, but after months of training on a frigid bay in Brooklyn it was pure bliss to get out on the water without an arsenal of gear. The wind and swell rebounded off the rocks with a symphonic roar, the turquoise water exploding into a frothy white spray. For a while I even had an escort of dolphins. 

				When I looked around, however, Freya was nowhere in sight. I turned into the wind, unsteady in the 6-foot chop, and scanned the horizon for a paddler dressed in black on an invisible white boat. Just whitecaps as far as the eye could see. I bobbed in place like a wobbly cork for what felt like forever until she finally appeared. I felt virtuous for waiting. She felt aggrieved. “A sea kayaker would never leave another sea kayaker out there!” 

				The implication being, of course, that sea kayakers and surf ski paddlers inhabit different moral universes. And to some extent, they do. The two craft are descended from very different ancestors. Today’s sea kayak evolved in a straight line from the Inuit’s working boat, which was designed for the serious business of keeping its owner alive in frigid waters while out hunting food for his family. As they say in Greenland, seals don’t grow on trees. The surf ski, on the other hand, evolved from the paddleboards used by Australian lifeguards for rescues. That’s pretty serious, too, but during all those hours when the lifeguards weren’t using the boats to save swimmers they used them to race each other downwind, catching waves like seated surfers, linking the runs like snow skiers in a mogul field. Sea kayaks are not about speed; in fact, by clinging to the traditional Greenland-style hull shape—with an elevated prow to facilitate landing on ice—many of the modern kayaks are slower than they need to be. On the other hand, with no place to store even a sandwich and a pair of binoculars, surf skis are virtually useless for more than a four-hour paddle. 

				The difference between sea kayakers—tough, hardy, responsible, nature-loving, gearhead loners—and surf ski paddlers—beach bums, heading out with only a Speedo and zinc block—was a theme Freya and I would return to many times. With her balance and strength, Freya very quickly became a competent ski paddler. But the zeitgeist of ski paddling was something she had no interest in mastering. 

				[image: 43503.jpg] 

				We met up with Oscar at the genteel, open-aired lanai at the Outrigger Club for lunch. Oscar, already talking, sat down across from Freya. He was still wired from the morning’s training and wanted to make clear the difference in the conditions we each had faced—and to be congratulated for his wisdom in sending us on an easy run. Evidently, conditions out at Makapu had been huge. A mile off shore, Zsolt Szadovszki, a Hungarian living in Hawaii, had been cleaned off his ski by a wave three stories high. (“It was a monster,” he told me later, his eyes as wide as an owl in need of Visine, half amused and totally in awe.) My little spat with Freya may have put a damper on my paddle, but I was grateful I hadn’t had to run the gauntlet on my first day out. I was in the middle of saying so when Freya said she would have been fine with either run. Oscar leaned in and looked her in the eye. “You’d have shat your pants,” he said, articulating each word.

				“Not so, so why do you think so?”

				“You’ve never been in such violent conditions,” he said.

				“I have, in New Zealand.” 

				“That is bullshit!” Oscar barked. “These were 50-foot faces!” 

				“Impossible, Oscar,” she replied. “You’re exaggerating. Or you don’t know how to measure. That’s a common problem with men, especially when they talk about their own equipment!”

				It was actually good theater, especially if you were a fan of The Sopranos. Freya and Oscar were cut from the same cloth. Both are tall, big-boned, powerful figures in their mid-forties—alpha types, with polarizing personalities, who would far rather express an opinion
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