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I’M THE UNDERTOW







CHAPTER 1

OUR PADDLES DIPPED INTO THE BAY WITH ONLY the slightest whisper. And as with every Wednesday morning, the first several moments of our meeting were silent. We slipped around the bay, Travis in his orange kayak, me in my yellow one, like a pair of cat burglars. Travis said it was out of respect for the ocean, our morning kiss on the cheek to Mother Nature. But for me it was the extra few moments I needed to shake the sleepy syrup from my head.

The bay was still beneath the fog, and just a light brushing of the water propelled our kayaks forward, each stroke creating mini whirlpools behind the paddles, a vortex sucking millions of amoebae and plankton to another universe. And today, I would be creating a vortex of my own.

“It’s freezing out here,” I said. “What do you think about holding these meetings after you close?”

“That would defeat the purpose,” Travis said. “Listen.” He extended his neck and held out his hand. There was only the gentle clanging of carabiners against masts and the occasional cry of a seagull. “So fucking peaceful,” he said. “And c’mon, how many Bakersfieldians do you hear?”

“Okay, okay. I get your point.”

Side by side we paddled. Left, wait, wait, right, wait, wait, left. We passed one white hull after another. The masts, sails, and cabins all hidden somewhere in the thick wet cotton that sat on the water. And as if seeing familiar friends, I read the same names I read every week—Oh My Darling, The Crew’s Ship, Kilgore Trout, Otter This World . . .

“I got a text from Kayla last night,” Travis said.

“Seriously? That girl is nuts.”


“You’d be proud though. I didn’t write back.”

“Good,” I said, paddling a little harder than I wanted just to keep up.

Travis made a new girl fall in love with him every day. He’d been doing it since high school, and the only reason we didn’t all hate him was that he did it without meaning to. He said it was more of a curse than a blessing. But we had trouble feeling sorry for him.

“And what about that other girl?” I asked. “Adrienne, right?”

“Adriana.”

Tomato, tomahto. I knew it would get him talking. And maybe if he got sidetracked enough, we wouldn’t have time to get to business today. Maybe I could wait one more week to drop the bomb. As we paddled, parting the fog like a thin white curtain, Travis started in on his half-feelings for Adriana while I half listened. I was more focused on the knot in my stomach. And then the one in my throat. If they were to somehow meet in the middle, my chest might simply petrify.

Whap-whap-whap! He slapped the water with his paddle.“I now call this meeting to order,” he boomed in a deep voice, chin tucked to his chest.

“Oh, Jesus.”

“First order of business . . .” He sounded like a drunk Englishman, and with the paddle across his lap, he took a pretend pipe out of his mouth and puffed invisible smoke rings. “ . . . is to establish attendance. Conner T. Robbins?”

“You’re really going to do this every time?”

Whap-whap-whap! “Conner T. Robbins?”

“Present,” I sighed. “What happened to honoring the quietness of the bay?”

“Travis R. Ellington the third?”

“The third? Please.”

He slouched his posture and returned his voice to normal. “Present and ready.”

We steadied our pace and headed toward Fairbank Point. We couldn’t see it, but we’d kayaked the bay enough to know exactly where it was, and we also knew that there would be a hundred white herons there waiting for us. Half of them sleeping on chopstick legs, the others pecking breakfast off the water’s surface.

“I have big news,” Travis said.

You have no idea, I thought.

“Big,” he repeated.

“Okay, so . . .”

“I talked to Pauline last night.” He picked at a webby piece of green moss wrapped around his paddle.“She said the place on Higuera is ours!” And with the end of the sentence he flung the moss like a Frisbee. “They chose our application!”

“You didn’t call me?”

“I wanted to tell you in person. Thought you might leap right into the ocean.”

I looked down at the water as a traffic of bubbles moved past me, some popping soundlessly against the kayak.

“So?” he said. “We’re taking it, right? I know it’s smaller than we wanted, and it’ll need new stoves. But it’s ours. And it’s on Higuera!”

“But are we really ready? I mean financially.”

“C’mon, you know Horizons has been trying to buy my place for a year. I just have to say the word.” Travis lifted his paddle out of the water and rested it across his lap. Water streamed off the ends back into the ocean, and we slowed to nearly a standstill. The water like glass beneath us.“And Pauline has the business loan all lined up. We’re ready. I thought you’d be more excited.”

“No, no, I am. Just a little surprised. It happened fast.”

“And besides,” he said, “what’s your stupid saying?”

“I take care of the grub and booze. You take care of the ones and twos,” I said in a tone mocking myself.

“Exactly!” He picked up his paddle and sliced at the water, sending a rainbow of cold spray into my kayak and across my legs.“It’s happening, you dick! It’s really happening!”

I paddled faster, skimming out in front of Travis. The fog poked at my face with tiny wet needles, and my arms gave rise to a field of goose bumps. As if I could actually outrun him, I paddled hard, chin down, the whirlpools behind me growing larger with each deep stroke.

Last night, running the words over and over in my head, I’d envisioned this conversation taking place while we were moving. My limbs needed the distraction. But the news from Pauline was unexpected, and I tried to convince myself that maybe it changed everything, maybe it was a sign that I should keep my big mouth shut.

“Out with it,” Travis said, arriving at my side. He knew me too well.

“Huh?”

“Something’s up. Out with it.”

“Nothing’s up.” Sucking in the cold air, my chest tightened and ached. Travis kept up with me effortlessly. “I don’t know, I just thought I’d throw something on the table.”

“Okay, great. Let’s hear it.”

“I’m not even throwing it on the table, exactly, but you know . . . throwing it . . .” I could hear myself the way he was hearing me. It was embarrassing. “Throwing it out there.”

“Jesus, what’s wrong with you? Just say it.”

“What do you think . . .” I pushed hard through the water. Left, right, left, right. “What do you think of opening the restaurant in San Francisco instead?” And with that, I was in a full sprint, throwing water behind me like I was bailing out a sinking ship.

“Easy there, Speed Racer.” Travis again pulled even with me, no signs of strain on his face.

I picked up my paddle, and the kayak glided another several yards before slowing to a crawl.

Up ahead there was a pocket of fogless ocean, and we spotted a pelican no more than forty yards out, next to a black and red sailboat called The Masked Marauder. The bird’s enormous gray and pink beak tucked tightly in a fold of white feathers.

“Because of Rian?” he asked.

“No, no. She doesn’t even know I’m thinking about this.” Though I couldn’t fully deny the Rian factor. “I mean, it would be nice to be closer to her.”

“Well.” This time Travis began to move, slowly, and I was forced to follow. “If it’s not about her, then I assume this is a business proposition. In which case, I’d like to hear your pitch. You can’t tell me that was it.”

My pitch? I thought maybe he’d tell me I was crazy. At least give me a “fuck off.” Travis and I used to catch blue-bellied lizards in the ice plant on our walk home from middle school. We used to rent low-budget erotic thrillers and hit pause every time we thought we spotted a nipple. And now he was asking me for a sales pitch as if we were sitting at opposite ends of a conference table.

“Yeah. That was it. You love San Francisco too. What do you think?”

“What do I think? I think we’re a phone call away from renting a place in San Luis. I think uprooting to San Francisco negates everything we’ve done the past four months. I think trying to open a place in San Francisco costs twenty times as much.”

He let those words hang in the air around us, amid the salt and the fog. The air too still and heavy to let them dissipate. We didn’t look at each other, but instead stared at the pelican, which still hadn’t moved, now only twenty yards in front of us.

“And I think it’d be hard to run a restaurant in San Francisco when I live in Morro Bay and you live in Los Osos.” Then he looked over at me. “Which is where we live.”

It was the first of many lectures I expected. Others would involve my timing, my reliability, my follow-throughedness, or lack thereof. Self-sabotage. Why hadn’t I brought this up four months ago? With my track record, how could I be trusted to stay in one place long enough for water to boil? And on and on he would go, and on and on he’d be right. But I hadn’t realized how depressing it would be to be back on the Central Coast. I had no idea how pathetic it would feel to run into Paul Cross at Mother’s Tavern and find out that he was still dating Yvette and still working at Lemos Ranch and still playing pool every Friday night at Sweet Springs. I had no idea how painful it would be to bump into Shawn Stribling’s mom and Ms. Gatwick at Ralphs on the same trip. Memories of your hometown far surpassed their reality. It was like trying to fit into my favorite pair of basketball shoes from rec league when I was ten. Small towns didn’t grow at the same rate as people. And I couldn’t imagine spending the rest of my life folded and crammed into my high school self.

As we approached the pelican, we didn’t speak. We took another couple strokes, just enough to give us momentum to pass by the bird silently. We held our paddles on our laps and remained still. The pelican shook itself awake, lifted its head, and out came its large beak—orange and pink and gray. Travis and I were about ten feet apart, slipping slowly and quietly across the skin of the water, the pelican directly between us. It blinked its large eyes and looked at Travis, then me, then Travis again. Tiny red bumps dotted the skin that outlined its eyes. It was prehistoric. The pouch that hung loose from its bonehard beak looked as though it were made from the skin of dinosaur elbows. The bird stared hard at us until we passed, and as we put our paddles back into the water, off it flew. Two loud flaps, and it vanished into the fog.

“There’s no way,” Travis said, shaking his head. “And how many times have you . . . ?” But he didn’t need to finish his sentence. “It would change everything. The capital we’d need to raise. Even with selling to Horizons, this would add another year to us being ready. Or we’d need to find investors. Who knows how long that takes.”

“A year? Whatever, I fart and a year passes.”

“But you’re not only making a business proposal. You’re asking me to move my entire life. It’s a big fucking something to throw on the table.”

“I can’t live here, man.”


“But you do,” he said. He sounded like a parent. Not like my parents, of course. My parents never sounded like parents, but he sounded like I imagined parents were supposed to sound. Then, like a mother stomping out of the kitchen, Travis turned his kayak hard to the left and paddled away. It was best to leave him be for now, so I turned right and headed toward the sand spit. I couldn’t see it through the fog, but I trusted it was there, guarding me from the vast expanse of the Pacific Ocean.

In eighteen years, Travis and I had never fought. We came close a few times, and it always made me feel out of sorts, like the universe was tilting to the left and everything was sliding down to one end.

But going off in separate directions wasn’t a dramatic action. It was a normal part of our Wednesday meetings. My favorite part. Sure, we usually spent most of the time talking about the restaurant—the menu, the décor, the vendors Travis was meeting. And there was always a little time to discuss Travis’s latest girl, whether the Dodgers’ rotation was good enough this year, and inevitably Travis had some gossip about someone we knew from high school. Someone who never moved away. It was usually a divorce. Or another baby. Or both.

And yet we always found a few moments to explore the bay on our own. We’d drift apart, then come back together, paddling silently, unconcerned with space or time. The quiet stillness of the morning, the soft, undulating water beneath me, and even the salty, fishy air I breathed in, had a way of making everything seem manageable. It was the only time mornings and I saw eye to eye: Maybe you’re not so bad, I’d say, patting seven a.m. on the back. Gee, thanks, you’re not so bad yourself, she’d respond, and then she’d show me the goods—sometimes just a single strand of sunlight poking through a crack in the fog, illuminating a patch of ocean that was a million shades of blue and green, some of which had never existed before. Or sometimes a whole bed of kelp wandered over: a swarm of flies, a small crab, a piece of driftwood—a whole world within its sheets. Or sometimes, a lone pelican.

Travis was probably doing some managing of his own. A spreadsheet up and running in his head. A list of pros and cons between San Luis Obispo and San Francisco. I felt as though I had no control except to wait and see what the bottom line read. But maybe even that was too optimistic. Maybe he was over there trying to figure out a way to do this without me.

I caught movement up ahead. It looked like another kayak, but Travis was clearly the other direction. I moved toward it, curious to see who or what else might be out here at this hour. My strokes were slow but deep, and the stingy fog disappeared before me an inch at a time. It wasn’t a kayak but a canoe, painted at one time, but now the wood was cracked and sun-bleached. In it was a kid, maybe seventeen. He had rust-colored hair, and his long arms and slouched shoulders filled the space between his knobby knees. He held a fishing pole in his hands with the same slack he used to hold the cigarette between his lips.

“Morning,” I said and offered a hand up.

The kid gave me a quick nod.

“Catch anything?”

“Not yet,” he said, and for all his scrawniness, his voice was unusually deep. He took the cigarette out of his mouth for a moment before putting it back in. “But I will.”

“What are you fishing for?”

“Easier than surfing, ain’t it?”

“Heh, yeah. I meant what type of fish are you trying to catch?”

He looked at me with eyes thin as slits.“The kind that bite the hook.”

I laughed. I caught it quickly, but not soon enough. He hadn’t meant it to be funny. He gave a kind of snort, the sound a bully makes right before he throws the first punch.

“Yes, well, good luck with that,” I said, and began to turn my kayak around.

But right before the fog moved in to close off the space between us, the kid said,“Thanks. And good luck with the sarcasm.”

I didn’t respond as I paddled quickly back to where I had left Travis. I certainly didn’t need an altercation. The two of us standing in our vessels swinging paddles at one another like aquatic gladiators. Ridiculous.

“Hey.” It was Travis. “Look what I found.” He was holding up something with both hands, but I couldn’t make it out.

“What is it?”

“Trash.” He let it drop into his lap. Two aluminum cans and a plastic grocery bag.“Can you fucking believe it? These tourists are morons.”

“Speaking of,” I said as we pulled our kayaks alongside one another.“I ran into some weird kid out by the spit. In a canoe. Fishing.”

I went on to tell him about my interaction with the gangly redhead. And he proceeded to tell me that he knew the kid. Of course he did. Between living in Morro Bay all his life and running Yakety Kayaks the last four years, if someone sneezed on the Embarcadero, Travis could tell you what color his snot was and how many God bless yous he received.

The kid’s name was Jimmy. He had just moved out from Utah and could often be found piddling around the bay in that canoe, out on the driving range crushing golf balls, or roaming up and down the Embarcadero. And always by himself.

“He’s not much for conversation though,” Travis said.

“Yeah, I got that.”

“Always wears camo too.”

“You think he’s still in high school?”

“Gonna be a senior this year.”

“Strange cat.”

“Anyway, so some quick head math, at about seven hundred fifty square feet of serviceable floor . . .” Travis gazed upwards and danced his index finger around as if typing on an invisible calculator, but we both knew he already knew the numbers. “You want to calculate about twelve to fifteen feet per head . . . carry the one . . . let’s say conservatively that gives us eighty heads. Given that rough menu we came up with, you need to figure out food costs and check averages. Then we’ll have a good idea of how many covers we need a night to make this work.”


“I know, I know, and twenty-five percent, right?”

“Yeah, if you—if we can figure out a way to keep our food costs at or below twenty-five percent, we’ll be in good shape.”

“Alright, but—”

“Yeah, okay, so tell me this much, Magellan. What if you get that coaching job you so desperately wanted? How does that fit into your plans to return to Frisco?”

“Magellan?”

“Didn’t he discover San Francisco?”

“I’m pretty sure that was Drake.”

“Whatever. You’re going to get that job. And then what?”

“Nah, I told you that interview was a disaster. Coach Rich hated me. Think he always has, really. And don’t call it Frisco.”

“Nah, he’s just an asshole. I’m sure you’ll get it.”

“I dunno,” I said. The interview had been so brief and awkward that I had completely written it off. “I guess I’d—we’d cross that bridge when, if, I come to it.”

“He runs a pretty tight ship. Don’t think he’d be too keen on you running up to San Francisco every other weekend. Which we’d pretty much have to do right away if we tried to open up there. Which we’re not, so I guess it doesn’t matter.”

“Speaking of a tight ship, don’t you run a pretty tight kayak? Shouldn’t we head back?”

“Nice save. Yeah, we should. But you’re not getting off that easily. You got to figure your shit out, man. You’re not in your twenties anymore.”

“I know, I know,” I said, and now it was my turn. I sounded like a rebellious teenager tired of the same lecture from Dad. Again, it was a tone I never used with my actual dad, but I imagined it would have sounded something like that.

The fog was starting to lift. It wasn’t any thinner, but raising up like a curtain. The seagulls were more noticeable now too, their squawking arguments picking up right where they left off the previous day.

“Did you hear about that kayaker last week?” Travis asked. “Rescued by some fishing boat like hundreds of yards offshore.”

“Oh shit, no.” I was grateful he’d changed the subject. “One of yours?”

“No. Thank God. A local. Wanted a better photo of the rock or something. Paddled way too far out around the spit. That’s a weird little area, you know. Some undertow, some like underwater current, just took him. By the time he realized, he was too damn far out there. Exhausted himself trying to get back. A fishing boat found him and picked him up.”

“Jesus.”

“Yeah, you don’t mess with the ocean. The ocean is no joke.”

We paddled the rest of the way in silence, and I thought about the power of the ocean and the power of friendships. For the first time in my life, I could really feel the shift in ours. We no longer just needed the other for standard best friend bullshit, asking favors, getting drunk, complaining about parents or jobs or girls. If we were going to follow through with this restaurant idea, our lives would be tied up together. Decisions I made, needs I had, now affected Travis’s life. And vice versa. It sounded an awful lot like a marriage. Which made me think of Rian. Which made me miss her, but also made me realize how many unknowns were still in front of me. A feeling I thought I was trying to leave behind when I turned thirty. I didn’t regret bringing it up, though. I didn’t know what came next, but it had to be said.

When we reached the dock, there was much more movement along the water than when we had left. The businesses along the Embarcadero were beginning to yawn and stretch. A second wave of fishing boats was heading out to sea to catch tomorrow’s dinners. Above them were swarms of seagulls, screaming and circling like giant, angry bees. And of course, we could now hear the crying of the sea lions from the aquarium. A half dozen or so, sitting in tiny cement cells on top of one another. But man, how the faces of tourists lit up at the barking sea lions, which could be heard along the full length of the Embarcadero. People reacted as if they were hearing the call of a mythical creature they’d only heard rumors about. And now, here, they would be able to see them up close, even feed them. But there was nothing mythical about the sea lions in the Morro Bay Aquarium. Just sad creatures living in sad puddles, while the beautiful, endless ocean lay but yards away on the other side of their dirty walls. Depressing.

“Do you think it’s Bakersfieldians?” Travis asked as he climbed out of the kayak and onto the wooden slats of the dock.

“Huh?”

“Earlier. I called them Bakersfieldians. Is that right? Or maybe Bakersfield . . . ites? Bakersfielders.”

“Those all sound pretty dumb.” I pulled my kayak out of the water with both hands and placed it on top of Travis’s.

“I guess Valley of the Dirt People will have to do.” Travis was still laughing as he untied the thick knot that held a stack of kayaks in place. He then moved up a short ramp and unlocked his shop: a white shack with a large yellow sign on top. The sign was in the shape of a kayak, and the words Yakety Kayaks were written in orange, blue, and green letters arranged in an orchestrated wobble, as if being bounced around in a popcorn machine.

“Hey,” I said, following him into the shop.“It’s the Valley of the Dirt People that keeps you in business.”

“Indeed.” He pushed open the shutters, and we looked out to the long aluminum ramp that led to the sidewalk. There were a half dozen people waiting, their hands either tucked into their armpits or clutching white Styrofoam cups leaking steam.

“You going to stick around and help a buddy out?” Travis asked as he added more bright orange vests to the stack in the back corner.

“Do you need help?”

“Of course not.”

“Then no.” I sat on the lone stool in the shop. “And besides, I think I have the lunch shift today.”

“Sweet. Say hi to Donnie the Dick for me.”


“Luckily, I think he’s gone all week. That dude is always disappearing.”

“Hey, I gotta . . .” Travis jingled his keys and nodded toward the people atop the ramp.

“Yeah, okay. I’m outta here.” I hopped off the stool and followed Travis out of the shack.

Our steps made thin, metallic clunks as we ascended the ramp.

“Hey,” I said. “Fried baba ghanoush balls.”

“What?”

“Thought of it last night! Doesn’t that sound amazing?”

Travis laughed and unlocked the gate, and as I headed left toward my truck, he yelled to my back,“We’re not moving, you know!” And then with the flip of a switch, I could hear him start in on the tourists. “Fog, schmog! It’s a beautiful day for kayaking, folks! Come on down and . . .”

I climbed into my silver pickup and headed toward South Bay Boulevard, the winding two-lane road that served as the sole connector between Morro Bay and Los Osos. I had driven it probably half a million times and could take the turns with my eyes closed.

Los Osos and Morro Bay were sibling towns (with San Luis Obispo acting as both mother and father). Morro Bay offered caged sea lions, surf spots, saltwater taffy, and of course the postcards, T-shirts, and photo ops of a giant rock. Morro Rock. It was a local celebrity. Los Osos, then, became the nondescript celebrity sibling no one even knew existed: the Michael McCartney of the Central Coast.

But Morro Bay didn’t have a middle school, so during seventh and eighth grade, all the kids from Morro Bay were bussed over to Los Osos Middle School. And Los Osos didn’t have a high school, so come ninth grade, all the kids from Los Osos were bussed over to Morro Bay High. If it were Los Angeles, this setup would be ripe for rival gangs, but in our sleepy coastal town, calling each other Lost Osos and Moron Bay was about as territorial as it got. Pathetic. Needless to say, after four years of living in Los Osos and going to high school in Morro Bay, I knew South Bay Boulevard like the proverbial back of my hand.

I drove the curves at forty, worrying about all the things I didn’t have control over. We hadn’t started an actual restaurant yet, and already I felt things were out of my hands. I didn’t fool myself. Travis ultimately called the shots. If he didn’t want to move to San Francisco, I’d probably stay. And he knew it. And I’d be miserable, but I’d stay. I’d stay until I absolutely couldn’t take it anymore and then I’d bail, abandoning Travis and the restaurant. But he’d expect it. And he’d forgive me. Again, this was all the shit I promised myself I would leave behind in my twenties. And for the most part, I had. Finishing culinary school, turning thirty, moving back and committing to this crazy venture with Travis. Conner 2.0, I called it. And the last four months I had been a machine—the tastings, learning the numbers, vetting the farms. When I had presented Travis with my series of detailed sketches last week, showing him the smooth rhythm of how the kitchen should flow—like a finely tuned orchestra, like the ebb and flow of ocean tides—I saw the side-eye smirk he gave me. He was surprised. He was impressed.

“Conner 2.0,” I had said, chest puffed a little.

“Don’t get me wrong. I’m loving the new you, but shouldn’t it be Conner 3.0?” Travis had said. “You know, since you turned over this new leaf when you turned thirty?”

But things were starting to shift within me. I could feel them start to flow the opposite direction. And then there was Rian. It had been two days since we talked, and it was beginning to make my shoulders tense. And I initiated the last three calls. People say absence makes the heart grow fonder. But people also say out of sight, out of mind.
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The Sea & Sky Cafe was a second-tier—at best—seafood and chicken restaurant in Morro Bay that fed the overweight out-of-towners that had come from Fresno or Bakersfield to see the rock, feed the sad sea lions, and breathe in the fishy air for the weekend. We also had our handful of locals, all of whom were over seventy and preferred routine and familiarity over taste and cleanliness. The Sea & Sky was something I was beyond overqualified for, but it was a job. A job where I still got to make people happy with food. A job where I cringed every time I had to drop halfway decent ingredients into the deep fryer. A job that had only one rule: don’t serve yellow tartar sauce.

The place was run by a brute named Donnie, a large man with perpetually red cheeks and a bulbous nose who could have been the mascot for Eastern Europe. The only thing Donnie had going for him, as far as I was concerned, was that he was out of town a lot. Where he went, I had no idea, but the less I saw of him the better. When he was there, he did nothing but complain about the slow waitresses, the lazy busboys, and the vendors that were stiffing him.

But for the most part, he left the cooks alone. For one, he couldn’t afford to lose us. And two, the other head cook—I’d never use the word chef in a place that served rubbery Shrimp Louies in plastic dishes—was Nikki. Nikki couldn’t cook her way out of a bag of microwave popcorn. But she was sleeping with Donnie. And she was half his age.

Like many midweek lunch shifts, this one was slow and uneventful, which normally I would welcome, but today it gave me too much time to think. The one upside, however, was that in the downtime, I experimented with new dishes for our restaurant. Yesterday, I had come up with an idea for guava chicken pops with a garlic-soy dipping sauce. As I sliced the wings that had marinated overnight and pushed the meat down the skewer, I thought about how Travis had to call Pauline back tomorrow, Friday at the latest. Would we talk more before he did? We had to. When the handful of chicken pops sizzled as they hit the hot grill, I realized that I hadn’t thought this through nearly enough. Any of it.

Nikki and her cleavage came to relieve me at five, we exchanged sarcastic jabs, and off I went. Still no call from Rian, I drove a little faster down South Bay, my fourth trip on it today. The sun was still a ways from setting, but it was already casting an orange glow over the estuary that hugged the road to my right. The tide was out, which meant the soggy grassland was a mix of mucky browns and grays and greens. One stream of water twisted and snaked through the estuary much like South Bay Boulevard did, and in my periphery, I spotted two herons walking with stilt-like legs along the stream, hunting for dinner.

I was in serious need of dinner myself. And after a day that was spent entirely too much in my head, I wanted something greasy and salty. Something to get me back into my body again. I craved a stomachache. I stopped in at Sylvester’s, the quintessential family-owned burger joint. On the side of the wooden shack were the words Big, Hot, ’n Juicy, along with a large handdrawn cartoon hamburger with googly eyes. Everything was big and dripping with grease and secret sauce. On the wall inside was a corkboard, home to a couple dozen or so Polaroid pictures of large men, pimply teenage boys, and exactly three women who had conquered the BIG ONE: a five-pound burger with all the fixings consumed in thirty minutes or less. No thank you. Food was to be loved, not attacked.

I picked up a half-pound Old Fashion, large fries, extra seasoned salt, and a Coke. It would pair well with the Dodger game that started at seven. If a food-induced coma and three hours of a droning announcer weren’t going to knock me out, then nothing would.

When I entered my apartment, I was taken aback at how dark it was already. Although the sun was still an hour or so from setting, my apartment was surrounded by tall pine trees and my blinds were closed. Before I had a chance to flip on the light switch, I saw the blinking red light of my answering machine. It blinked twice, then stopped. Blinked twice, stopped.

Travis had always given me shit for still owning the antiquated technology. “You have a cell phone. Why do you need two phones, let alone that goddamn answering machine?” I could never offer an answer that would satisfy him.

But, like anyone born before the ’90s, you had a phone in your house. And the phone had an answering machine. Even after cell phones came along, I could never shake the conviction that a house needed a phone. And there was a certain anticipation to a blinking answering machine that cell phones couldn’t convey. A blink for every message. It was always the first thing I did as a boy when we came back from vacation. Count the blinks. One time, after a week at the Grand Canyon, my parents and I had come home to a machine that blinked forty-seven times. My head nearly exploded with excitement. I had had no idea what that could mean, but it must mean something, and something big. Unfortunately, it turned out my mom had called a psychic hotline before we left to make sure nothing bad was in the cards for us as we donkeyed our way down the deep canyon. So our machine was filled to capacity with automated messages from Madam Zora, Edwina the Enchanted, and every other hack with a deck of cards and a 1-900 number. Sure I was disappointed that day, but the blinking red light still carried a mysterious promise. Like anything was possible. Like hitting the play button might change my life.

I turned on the kitchen light and set down my dinner, the white bag already transparent with grease. One of the messages was sure to be Rian, though I wasn’t sure why she didn’t call my cell first. But the second one? It couldn’t have been Travis. He boycotted that phone on principle.

I placed my elbows on the white tile counter and hit play.

The first message was not from Rian. It was a high-pitched voice I had heard only once since I moved back down from San Francisco.

“Conner, dear, how are you? This is your mother. I’m quite sad that I’ve missed you. Your father and I are doing great. New Mexico is heaven on Earth. We’re hitting the road tomorrow, and who knows when we’ll be by a phone next. You know how it is. We’ll call when we can. Tell Rhonda we say hello. Are you two still together? Okay, be a good boy.”

Jesus. Getting her name wrong? And still without a cell phone? Prancing around New Mexico in corsets and tights and feathers. How useless and embarrassing they had become. I clicked erase and waited for Rian’s sweet sing-songy voice.

But as soon as the second message began, it became clear that it wasn’t Rian at all. In fact, it was a man’s voice. He spoke in a rushed, agitated manner.


“Conner Robbins. Coach Rich here. Morro Bay High School. I want you coaching my JV squad this year. Summer league starts next week. See you in the gym Monday at four. It’s a big commitment, but you’re the man.”

Just like that.

And suddenly I became aware that I was a lot of things at the moment but wasn’t sure “the man” was one of them.

I was a long-distance boyfriend who waited too anxiously by the phone. I was a long-distance son to parents lost in another century. I was a cook at a restaurant I hated. I was a best friend who was unsure about mixing business with friendship. I was a business partner throwing monkey wrenches in already-made plans. I was a guy ready to pack up and move for the sixth time in twelve years. And now, apparently, I was the head JV coach for the Morro Bay High School boys’ basketball team.







CHAPTER 2

MANNY WAS AT THE COMPUTER WHEN I WALKED through Travis’s front door. A scene not all too unfamiliar.

“Mi amigo! Qué pasó?” He flashed me a quick smile before returning to the computer.“Travis is walking Jack, but come take a look at this one.”

At eighty-four, Manny had to be the oldest sex addict in the world. He wasn’t always that way, he’d told us, but since retiring, it was the only hobby that held his interest for more than a week.

On the screen was a thick middle-aged Hispanic woman lying on her back atop a pool table. Bad lighting, a pile of laundry towering behind her. Far from professional. She was attempting to cover both breasts with one hand, but they spilled out in all directions.

“What do you think, amigo? Looks fun, no?”

I could only laugh. Billiard balls lay scattered around her on the green felt table, except for the eight ball. It sat in the soft, doughy middle of her stomach.

“Let’s see what she has to say.” Manny scrolled down, reading. “Looking for a mature man who doesn’t play games but knows how to play me. Oooh, mamacita. Come to Papi!”

“Go get her, big guy,” I said, squeezing Manny’s large, round shoulders. Manny didn’t seem to shrink with age, but rather expand. He said all the sex made him stronger. “I’m going to grab a beer and clean the grill. Need anything?” I asked on my way to the kitchen.

“No, no. Let me send this one a message and I’ll join you.”

“No rush. We’re going to wait for Rian. And besides . . .” I poked my head around the corner. Manny was hunched over the keyboard, poking away with his two index fingers. “Take your time. Sounds like she could be the one.”

“Maybe the one hundred and one.” He let out a loud singular laugh.“Not that no one is counting.”

The backyard was small but inviting. An old wood deck extended out the door, just big enough for a Weber and a handful of patio chairs. The grass beyond the deck was lush and in need of mowing, and there was an orange tree in the back right corner. The grassy area was about the size of the key on a basketball court, and when I returned four months ago, Travis and I installed a hoop extending up from the back fence. He refused to cement the backyard, so there was no dribbling, but we practiced free throws while we talked about menu items or girls we used to know. But today, seeing a hoop took on a slightly different meaning.

It had been two days since I received the message from Coach Rich, and one day since he called back, an awkward, stilted conversation in which he not so much asked but rather congratulated me on landing the position, while I fumbled over one-word sentences. But I hadn’t told anyone. When Rian had called the next day, she said she was coming down for the weekend, and that became all that mattered. So I told myself I’d wait, tell her in person. And when Travis called me this morning to invite me for a BBQ, he also said he was calling Pauline on Monday morning. To tell her what, he didn’t say.

On the deck, I scrubbed halfheartedly at the black-crusted grill and nursed a Firestone like it was my first-ever beer. With an empty stomach and a full head, I didn’t need to push it. Potentially moving back to San Francisco, yet one phone call away from leasing a place here in San Luis. Mix in the coaching job I just accepted in Morro Bay, and fold in a long-distance girlfriend . . . all these things swam around my head like goldfish in a bowl. Each unsure if the other might attack, so they didn’t so much swim around my head as they dipped and dived to avoid one another, only occasionally and accidentally bumping fins.

Before hearing the voices in the living room, I heard the scratching of nails on the hardwood. Jack tore through the house and exploded out the back door through a trucker’s mud flap that hung over the doggie door.

“Hey buddy, what’s up?” I bent down and ruffled the fur behind Jack’s ears. An extremely large black lab, he was the type of dog that made parents clutch their children tight when he passed. But really, he didn’t want anything more than to lick any ankle, palm, or face he could get his tongue on.

“What’s up, asshole?” Travis joined me on the deck, Firestone in hand.

“Nice walk?”

“Met a cute girl.”

“Of course you did.”

“Shoot?” he asked, nodding to the hoop.

I put my beer on the railing and dug the ball out of the grass behind the orange tree. As was customary, we each took five shots while the other rebounded, and then switched. All the while talking about mundane stuff. What time were we expecting Rian? Half hour or so. What did you buy for the grill? Burgers and dogs. Did the Dodgers win last night? No, lost in extras. And with each change of subject came a shot or two in silence. Miss, rebound, pass, sip, swish, rebound, pass—the perfect chorus for a Friday afternoon.

The sky was white but not glaring. Smooth, but still heavy. And over the rounded top of the orange tree, much of Morro Rock was visible, as it most always was from anywhere in Morro Bay and even parts of Los Osos. To me, it was nothing more than a large hunk of rock. Sure, it was more than five hundred feet tall, but really it was no different than what might get stuck in your shoe. Yet it defined this town. Hell, the rock was our biggest industry. I thought it more fun to imagine it as a sleeping mythic creature. As if its lumpy brown-and-green shell might unfurl at any moment, releasing a prehistoric beast that would terrorize the coast, tossing tourists into its mouth like popcorn. Travis told the out-of-town kayakers it wasn’t a rock at all, but rather a giant piece of petrified shit. Earth’s dingleberry.

“So,” Travis said, spinning the ball in his hands. “Have you told Rian about your crazy idea?”

“No.”


“How come?” He was looking at me when he shot. The ball fell short, barely grazing the front of the rim before landing in my hands.

“It doesn’t concern her right now.” I threw the ball back.“It’s between you and me.”

“And since it’s not happening, there’s no use in getting her hopes up, right?”

“Will you at least think about it?”

“Because if it is about her . . .” He took another shot that went through the net cleanly with a snap.

“It’s not.”

“Because I thought she was moving down here.”

“She is!” I passed the ball back. A two-handed chest pass with perfect form.“Well, she might. She was going to, but now . . .”

“I told you I have to call Pauline on Monday about the lease.”

“I know. So we should talk about it before then. You know, really talk about it.”

“Fuck, man.” He shot and again it went in without hitting the rim. “It’s a big curveball to throw at me all of a sudden. I mean, do you really want to go from competing against the likes of what, Tahoe Joe’s and that crappy place on Marsh, what’s it called? And instead you’d rather open up against . . . shit, Thomas Keller, Gary Danko, the Zuni Café!”

“Wow. Look at you,” I said. “I thought I was supposed to be the scared one in this partnership.” I threw the ball back with a little too much zip.

“Not scared. I’m just saying . . . for our first restaurant, you want to skip college ball and the minors, and you want to go straight to Dodger Stadium.”

“You keep saying ‘the first restaurant.’ Like there’ll be others. This is it, man. This will be the one. And in your little analogy, don’t you think my training at Culinary and all your years running Yakety, that was our minor leagues?”

“It’s not as easy as trading in life vests for salad plates.” He shot the ball, and it clanged off the rim, jetting off into the grass. “And taking classes on the perfect crème brûlée is not the same as running a professional kitchen.”


“Of course, but—”

“And no offense, but I thought you were done with all the wishy-washy bullshit. You have been a rock, a fucking beast these last few—”

“Baby!” Rian came tearing out the back door, similarly to how Jack had done earlier, though she opted not to use the doggie door. I tossed the ball aside, and Rian jumped on my back, her legs wrapping around my waist. She was petite, but the weight felt good. And for that one moment, it felt as if she were the only thing keeping me tethered to the Earth.

“Hey! How was your drive?”

“Boring, but who cares?”

“Refills?” Travis said, and disappeared into the house.

I reached over my shoulder, grabbed her under the ribs, and flipped her small frame up and over my shoulder, placing her feet on the deck. She landed with such grace, as if we’d done it a hundred times. She wrapped her arms around my neck and attacked my face with quick, sharp pecks.

“I missed you,” I said.

“I missed you too.”

Rian was an unassuming girl from a distance. Typical shoulder-length brown hair, brown eyes, not very curvy, yet clearly feminine. We had been dating almost a year now, but we were quickly approaching the point where more of our relationship was spent long-distance than not. And even though she was younger than me by five years, she was the older, wiser one.

She pushed me backwards until the back of my knees hit a chair, and I fell into it. She sat on my lap, and again, I found relief to feel her weight on my body.

“Cervezas!” Manny came through the back door, shoulder first, bottles in hand. He was followed by Travis, who also backed out, carrying two plates of food.

And here was my family.

“Who wants a burg, who wants a dog?” Travis asked.“Wait, don’t answer that. Everyone gets one of each.”


It took a bit of willpower, but I always let Travis man the grill, usually without comment or suggestion. Unlike in the kitchen, he knew what he was doing if it involved charcoal.

Despite the frenzied goldfish in my head, it was a pleasant evening. Rian seemed unfazed by the nearly five hours she’d spent in the car. Travis appeared equally unfazed by the San Francisco bomb I had dropped on Wednesday. And Manny was Manny: perpetually happy, perpetually shirtless, and, I assumed, perpetually with a hard-on.

As for me, I was happy to have Rian there. Even without me telling her about everything, she was able to bring a calm to it all. For an hour or two, I allowed myself to become more concerned with shooting her playful glances than with what I was going to do if Travis vetoed my idea. More caught up in sneaking ways to pinch her ass or kiss her neck than I was with figuring out how taking a new job here while trying to move north made any fucking sense at all.

Surrounded by people you love, it’s easy to become lulled into a sense of comfort. We sat on the deck with paper plates in our laps and beers by our feet, talking a whole lot about nothing. One of those moments you wanted to snap a photo of and live forever in that still shot.

“Manny, tell Travis and Rian about your latest chica,” I said, which was all he needed to launch into a story, which would trickle into another, which would bubble into another. Rio Manny, we called him: a complicated river system with endless tributaries of stories.

He came up from Hermosillo, Mexico, in the 1940s. He told us he rode up the whole way on the back of a burro, with nothing but a sombrero and a handful of pesos. He told us a lot of things. Somehow, the handful of pesos became a handful of dollars, became several handfuls of dollars. We never did get the full origin story. But in 1954, Manny opened a hotel in West Hollywood. Casa Lola. Within two years, it doubled in size and became the hot spot for celebrities to hide out or have affairs with B-listers and tabloid journalists. As we understood it, the place was run mostly by undocumented immigrants, including the famous Señora Garces, who ran the kitchen. “Best mole sauce north of the equator,” Manny would say, and all our mouths would water. Rio Manny had stories upon stories—all with varying degrees of truth—about the Hollywooders of the time: Burt Lancaster, Marlon Brando, Natalie Wood. Peter O’Toole was the biggest tipper. Vincent Price scored the most ladies. And Ava Gardner always signed in under the name Fantasia. He sold the hotel in 1978 for enough money to buy all of Mexico. But instead, he settled down in Morro Bay to take up surfing and internet dating.

“You don’t go to their house, do you?” Rian laughed.“God, they probably have husbands. And kids.”

“Grandkids!” Travis chimed in.

“Hotels, mamacita. I’ve got hotels in my blood.” Manny rubbed his smooth belly. “Hotels are sexy!”

“Yeah,” I said. “But when you’re boinking these women at the Best Western in Morro Bay, I don’t think Spencer Tracy or Elizabeth Taylor christened the room before you.”

“Yes, not all hotels can be Casa Lola.” And as with every time he uttered the name, Manny sat back, closed his eyes, and let a smile spread across his face, as if his memories were playing out from an old movie projector against the backside of his eyelids.

“Enough,” Manny said, shaking himself out of 1957.“Mamacita, you are the guest tonight. Tell us what is new up in the area by the bay.”

“Well, let’s see.” Rian reached down to rub Jack’s head. “Oh, I do have some news. Pretty silly, really. I could never compete with your stories, Manny.”

“And I could never compete with your beauty.”

“I don’t even think I’ve told this to you,” Rian said, looking at me. I prayed we weren’t going to start the game of things we haven’t told each other yet.

“So,” she started,“I know you guys are all going to tease me. But I
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