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For Karen, 

If not for you . . .
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The winds and storms are far away. You never see them. They push the water over the Pacific and across the markers of time. They get help from the eternal rhythmic pull of the moon, and the ocean floor, and the gods. They keep pushing, collecting power until the waves they’ve begotten are lined up for the final sprint before it all ends on a sandy beach. You’re sitting on your board facing the ocean, waiting, knowing they’re coming. Even though you’ve done this countless times, your heart still races as you see the wave begin to take shape. You turn and start paddling, feeling the power and the speed of the water trying to overtake you. Looking over your shoulder, you position yourself in the wave. Timing and direction are everything. In one swift motion you push yourself up on your feet, and you’re on top of the wave. You race down its face, the velocity increasing, your blood pumping hard like jet fuel surging through your veins. You’re on the edge now, close to losing control, but you’re focused, completely in tune with whatever may come. As you reach the bottom you turn back into the wave. You put your back foot at the end of your board and place your hand into the wall of water, stalling to let the curl catch up to you. You’re the bullet in the barrel now, the eye of the storm. You’re flying through a kaleidoscope of countless forms of greens, blues, and whites swirling all around you until you shoot out of the tunnel and into the morning sun. The world is laid out before you, fresh and alive. You’re stoked. No matter how many times you’ve done this, you smile: there’s no better way to start the day.

I was surfing the south side of the wooden pier at La Bolsa Beach, but got out of the water just as the daily rush of tourists arrived. Like clockwork, they settled in at eleven in the morning, each summer day, as reliable as the swallows returning to San Juan Capistrano. Most of the surfers moved to the north side of the pier—it didn’t have snack stands, restrooms, or lifeguards, but the break and the beach were ours. The north beach was hidden from Pacific Coast Highway by steep cliffs. The day-trippers couldn’t spot the beach from the road; either they didn’t think one existed there, or it took too much climbing to make an afternoon at the beach worthwhile. I’d usually head north of the pier to continue surfing, but I had to have lunch with my father. I’d rather have kept surfing, but long ago I’d learned never to say no to him.

I hauled my surfboard up the beach, dodging past a couple of kids skimboarding along the shore, and wove my way through the crowd of beachgoers. The scent of Coppertone hung in the air like cigarette smoke. Transistor radios were tuned to Boss Radio or similar sounding stations, all blasting out the latest hits with disc jockeys talking so fast you got out of breath just listening to them. Families were laying out their beach towels and taking sandwiches and cans of Coke from Styrofoam ice chests. Little kids were running down to the water with tiny buckets and toy shovels, eager to make sandcastles. I got a few smiles and looks from some of the girls on the beach. I didn’t know them, but it didn’t matter—they smiled at any surfer who walked by. The girls thought of us as some exotic species and they couldn’t wait to tell their girlfriends back in the valleys about their encounters with us.

I smiled at a pretty blonde who looked like a teenaged version of Brigitte Bardot. She returned the smile, but her father gave me the look, so I kept on walking. Living here, you get used to the look. Stay away. I found it funny that families would drive miles to La Bolsa, my home, and then look at me as if I was the one who didn’t belong.

As I lifted my board into the bed of my Chevy Fleetwood, the blonde from the beach walked up to me. She had the fresh face of a girl who didn’t live at the beach, the kind of girl who didn’t yet know what she wasn’t supposed to know. Her skin was tan and dotted with just a few freckles, and her lips were touched with a trace of salt from the ocean. I imagined they’d be very nice to kiss. I glanced behind her, expecting to see her father running at me with a sawed off shotgun, but if he was around, I couldn’t see him.

She smiled. “Don’t worry. He thinks I’m getting a Coke at the snack stand.”

“I wasn’t worried.”

She tilted her head a bit and sized me up with her eyes.

“You weren’t?”

I let out a short laugh. “I’m pretty fast. I think I can outrun him.”

“But can you outrun a bullet?”

I paused. I wasn’t sure if she said it as a joke or not. I’d had a few run-ins with fathers before, and they never ended well.

“He can get a little protective of me when it comes to boys.” She gave me a look and smiled. “I mean men.”

“I’m not that much older than you. I’m only 24.”

“That kind of makes you a man, doesn’t it?”

“I guess.” I scanned the beach behind her. “Just how protective does your dad get?”

“Don’t worry. He’s all bark and no bite.”

“I guess I’m going to have to take your word on that.”

She laughed. It wasn’t a giggle, but a strong laugh that came from her gut. I liked that.

“Liam Sol. Nice to meet you.”

I extended my hand. She took it. She had a firm grip for a girl, and her hand was soft. I liked the combination.

“Cindy Shaw. Nice to meet you as well.” She blushed and I liked that, too.

Cindy told me that she lived in Bakersfield and was spending Labor Day weekend in La Bolsa with her parents. She’d be starting college in Santa Barbara in just a few weeks. She said she couldn’t wait to leave home so she could get on with her life.

“I was watching you out there. You’re pretty good.” The blush hadn’t yet faded from her skin.

I smiled. I liked my chances. Any worries about her father faded away as she was too pretty to pass up. We chatted a bit longer and arranged to meet later that night at the corner of Main and Pacific Coast Highway. A great wave and a beautiful girl—maybe there were better ways to live, but I doubted it.
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I met my father for lunch at the La Bolsa Beach Club. Mexicans weren’t allowed to be members of the club, but since my dad owned the land on which it stood, they kindly made an exception for him.

My father was seated by a window that overlooked the ocean. He was going through some papers, probably something to do with the man-made marina he wanted to build, a place where the rich could park their fancy yachts. He’d been battling the city for years over the planned marina, and it looked like it was finally going to be approved. Many of my fellow surfers didn’t want the marina built as they were concerned about the effect it might have on the beach and our city. I honestly hadn’t given it much thought.

My father was, as usual, wearing a perfectly tailored dark suit. He believed that people did, in fact, judge a book by its cover, so he made a point to always be the best dressed person in the room. I didn’t get it. Heck, I didn’t even own a suit. I was wearing Levi’s, and a white oxford shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and Keds tennis shoes.

My father put the papers in his briefcase, stood up, and smiled, extending his hand. He had a strong, muscular grip, and he expected you to respond likewise. Long ago he had taught me the importance of a good handshake and what it could tell you about the other person. I got the firm handshake part down, but reading anything into one was still lost on me. The things he understood. I hoped that one day I’d know what he knew and what it all meant. Over lunch we engaged in some father-son small talk: football, LBJ, and Vietnam. He told me the marina had a few more hurdles to clear before final approval, but he was optimistic. My father always spoke in a formal manner, almost forced and self-conscious, as though if his true voice ever came out, people might think less of him.

I noticed him sneak a smile at the pretty hostess who strolled by our table, her face turning a soft shade of pink. Women, it didn’t matter what age, found my father attractive. With his muscular build from working out with weights every morning, his perfectly cut hair, and his neatly trimmed mustache, he could have given Hugh Hefner a run for his money. After the hostess passed us, my father’s expression shifted to a sort of grimace, as if he didn’t like what he was thinking.

“So, Liam, are you currently seeing anyone?”

Here we go again, I thought.

“No one serious,” I said.

“Have you heard from Dawn lately?”

I tensed up. “You know I don’t like talking about her.”

“You never should have let her go.”

“I didn’t let her go; she left me.” Dawn had been my girlfriend from junior high school through college. My sister Isabelle told me that Dawn had kept me from being like everyone else, that she brought out the things that made me special. Isabelle said things like that, but I never believed her.

“We all liked her,” my father said. “We want you to—”

When he saw my expression, he put his hands up in front of his chest.

“To what?” I asked.

He was about to respond when the waiter gave me a temporary reprieve.

“Will there be anything else?” The waiter asked.

My father looked at me, and I shook my head. I wanted to get out as fast as possible.

“Just the check, please,” he said.

I regretted leaving an afternoon of great waves for this lunch, and I could tell that my father wasn’t done with me. There was more he wanted to say, and I hoped to God he would leave well enough alone. The two of us had always gotten along. He’d taught me how to fish, swim, build a campfire—all the things that boys should know. Once I hit high school, he loosened the reins; but he would let me know if I had gone too far, and he straightened me out when needed. He served as a good guide in life for me. I wanted him to be proud of me. And whenever I stared into his eyes, I searched for that certain sparkle that told me that he thought I was on the right track. This time, though, it felt different. His eyes examined me as if he were searching for some part of me that I tried to conceal from him—and even more unsettling, something that I might be hiding from myself.

“Liam, your mother and I are worried about you.”

“No need to be. I’m doing great. Life is good.”

“Perhaps it is my fault. I let you play for so long, hoping you’d finally get serious about life. Liam, all you do is surf and chase these young girls. You have your college degree. Don’t you want to accomplish more than that?”

My parents had been more than patient. They had paid for my education, let me stay for free in a house they owned, and generally let me do as I wanted.

“I’ve got a job.”

“You write for that little surf magazine. Is that a career? How much do they pay you?”

I shrugged. I didn’t tell him that I was only a freelancer and the pay wasn’t close enough to live on. Nor would competing in surf contests help, as there just wasn’t much money to be made. There were cool sponsorship opportunities to be had, but I never pursued any of them. Mostly, I hated the idea of surfing as a competitive sport. Contests took away all that was pure and natural about surfing. It was no longer about the spirit that lived within the waves, but about performing for those to whom you willingly granted the power to judge you. These contests were a virus that infected the surf scene. And if you weren’t careful, you’d find yourself worshipping at the feet of faceless salesmen, who offered you trinkets in exchange for your soul.

I couldn’t hide from one truth, though. I damn well knew that without my father helping me out financially, I’d have to go out and find a real job, one where surfing would come a distant second in my life. I had no idea what I wanted to do when I grew up. It wasn’t something that I liked to dwell on.

“Liam, you’re 24 years old. You need to start thinking about becoming a man and start taking on some responsibilities.”

I felt a jab in my gut. I didn’t like where this conversation was going.

“I want you to come work for me. I can’t run the company forever, and I’d love to train you and hopefully, someday, turn it over to you. You are a smart man, Liam. I want you to take over after, well, you know.” He laughed. “When I’m ready to retire.”

I couldn’t imagine my dad ever retiring, and I couldn’t imagine ever working for him. “What about Marie?”

“Your sister is smart—and tough—but she’s a woman. This business is no place for her. Once she finds the right man, she’ll want to be a mother, and then who will run the business?”

“I don’t see Marie marrying anytime soon.” Marie had little patience when it came to most men. She’d had only one boyfriend that I knew of, and after about a year of serious dating, she had crushed his heart. I almost think she enjoyed it.

“Yes, well, Marie and I have different ideas about which direction my company should go. I hope we can work it out.”

I didn’t want to tell him that all I wanted to do was surf. I couldn’t imagine doing anything else.

“I know what you’re thinking, but everything will be much easier for you. I have a lot of influence, and well, since your mother passed down her Irish genes to you, people have a hard time seeing that you’re part Mexican. You won’t have the same problems I faced—and still face.”

I met his eyes. “I don’t mind being part Mexican; it’s being part Irish that’s killing me.”

My father let out a short laugh before turning serious again. “Liam, I want you to come work for me. I want to pass the company down to you like my father passed it down to me. It would mean a lot. And it’s time.”

It’s time. The words stung.

I wanted nothing more than to please him. He was the finest man I knew, and it hurt to think that I had disappointed him. “I’ll consider it,” I told him, though I didn’t mean a word of it.

“This is not something to think over. Your mother and I have discussed this. You will work for me. You can’t live like this forever. Liam, you wouldn’t have to give up surfing entirely, but you are too old to chase young girls around and live off of my good graces.”

Where was this coming from? I wanted him to shut up. I didn’t want his life. I wanted to live my life.

“You need to start paying your own way. It’s what men do.”

“Okay, I got it,” I yelled.

“Liam!”

“I don’t want to do what you do. Don’t you understand that? I don’t want to . . . ”

“What?”

“Be you, okay? I don’t want to be you!”

The dining room fell silent. My father’s face turned red from what I was sure was a mixture of embarrassment and anger. He smiled and shrugged as if to indicate to the other diners that our argument was no big deal. I put my head down. I had never yelled at my father like that and never in public.

The waiter returned and placed the check softly on the table, trying hard not to be noticed. My father grabbed the check and read it over.

“I’m sorry,” I said. And I was sorry, but I didn’t like what he was saying—whether true or not, I wasn’t ready to deal with it.

“I know you regret your outburst, but do not ever do that again.” He observed me for a few seconds. “Don’t think I don’t believe in you, because I do. You’ll do the right thing.”

At this point, I didn’t know if I would do the right thing or even if I would know what the right thing was.

After he paid the bill, we walked out to his car. He placed his hand on my shoulder and said something that made me pause. “You need to quit running away from life.”

There are times when some truth is revealed to you and though you may deny it, it sticks in your brain and leaves you feeling a bit unsettled until the day comes when you can no longer avoid it. I couldn’t face my father’s gaze, so instead I put my head down and pretended to stare at my shoes.

“Get him out of here,” my father yelled.

Startled, I raised my head and saw my father pointing his finger at Eddie Capuano. Eddie had his hand out, asking some of the club members for spare change. He was a bum, a harmless one, but he knew where the big money hung out. I doubted that this group would be very giving. He’d have better luck going back to the beach.

“Just get him off the lot.”

Two security guys, big enough to play for the Los Angeles Rams, sprinted past us, grabbed hold of Eddie, and quickly escorted him down the long driveway.

“Let go of me,” Eddie screamed. “I’m not hurting anyone.”

My father shook his head and shouted after them, “Be gentle with him.” And then he looked me dead in the eyes. “I want your answer soon.” He gave me a couple of hard pats on the back and climbed into his waiting Cadillac.

As I watched his car disappear down the coast, I wondered how long I could put him off. Even though it was after one o’clock, the waves were holding up just fine as the usual onshore winds failed to show. I still had plenty of time to go home and grab my board. As I walked to my truck, I was surprised to find that I felt more than a little ashamed of myself.
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My little house sat back from the cliffs, across the road from the ocean, on the corner of Golden Sun Pass and Pacific Coast Highway. My home was nestled next to a couple of oil wells, large metal prehistoric birds endlessly bobbing for black gold, squeaking without end, night and day. Beyond the sounds of the oil wells, across the highway, I could hear waves crashing on the beach. The sounds coming from both the ocean and the machines were never in sync—each were led by a different conductor. And tonight, as I lay in bed, their symphonies sounded like a funeral procession leading a flotilla of lost surfers off the edge of the world.

I could still smell Cindy’s perfume on the pillow. I’d driven her back to her hotel just after midnight, and she had fought back her tears the entire way. I put my arm around her and asked if she was okay. Cindy turned away from me and gazed out the side window of my truck. She no longer resembled a younger version of Brigitte Bardot. She was just a girl. I could tell she regretted everything. She realized that I was nothing but a big mistake, one she hoped to rid from her memory forever. She lied to her parents, cheated on her boyfriend, and, I think, lost her virginity to me. I told her everything she wanted to hear, so I could get what I wanted. And now I felt like shit. Maybe my dad was right. Maybe I was too old for this.

Remorse had given way to exhaustion when the phone rang. I let it ring a few times before I muttered a wary hello.

“Liam Sol?”

Whoever the caller was, he sounded upset. I hoped it wasn’t Cindy’s father calling to let me know that he was on his way over to put a bullet between my eyes.

“Liam, it’s Dane Lohan.”

Dane Lohan, the worst guard on our old high school basketball team, was now a detective with the La Bolsa Police Department. I hoped he never had to use his gun, because if he did, the only person who would be safe would be the guy he was trying to shoot. Dane and I weren’t that close, and though we saw each other from time to time around town, we rarely said more than hello.

He told me to meet him down at the beach. I asked why, and when he told me, I sat up on the bed, unable to move until I heard Dane ask, “Liam, are you still there?” I hung up and held the pillow close to my chest. The scent of Cindy’s perfume still lingered in my room, and I realized there were so many things I wanted to take back.

I threw on some clothes and left the house. There was no need to rush, and maybe if I took my time, somehow, magically, everything would turn out to be all right. I walked along PCH toward downtown La Bolsa. My stomach churned. I didn’t want to see what they wanted me to see. I didn’t think I could face it.

Lifeguard Station 3 stood just south of the pier, near Main Street. The night felt cool, almost chilly, and the fog had settled in. I buttoned up my Pendleton shirt and surveyed the ocean. The giant oil platforms were all lit up. They looked like battleships ready to storm the coastline. I saw the occasional dying bonfire on the beach. Curfews kept the kids at home, and the only folks out now were the police, bums, and maybe a couple of guys fishing from the shore. I saw the lights from police cars in the distance. I slowed my pace, suddenly scared of what waited for me on the beach. I passed Lovely Rita’s Bikini Shop. Rita was allergic to the sun, but she couldn’t imagine living anywhere but the beach. I saw a light on above her shop, and I imagined her in her apartment drinking mint tea, lost in an obscure novel from somewhere like India. The scent of cinnamon-tinged incense drifted down from her open window.

I glanced into Gary’s Surf Shop to see if I could spot the board he was shaping for me. All I saw were new boards from bigger manufacturers squeezing out his originals. Gary, blind in one eye, still shaped his boards by hand. He could size you up in a second and know exactly how to shape the very board you needed. He never got it wrong.

I walked past Lou’s Liquor to the Gold Coast, where I had seen Dick Dale wail on his guitar, whipping the crowd into a frenzy. Sadly, Dick’s music seemed to have fallen out of favor lately. I crossed Main Street and saw the Crest Theater where crowds of locals came to watch surf movies every Tuesday night. A few doors down from that was The Belly of the Whale bar, where in the late afternoon we’d share pitchers of beer and look out the big open-air windows and watch the girls stroll by in their bikinis.

La Bolsa seemed to be an underachieving city, never daring to com- pete with the fancier towns like Newport and Laguna. The city was con- tent to be a town of surfers, fishermen, small businesses, and a handful of farms. It didn’t want to be anything more than a sleepy seaside town, but I’d heard my dad talk of wanting to modernize La Bolsa, to turn it into something to be proud of, whatever that meant. I crossed PCH, under a flickering streetlight, and then hesitated just before reaching the parking lot. I didn’t want to take another step forward. I wanted to go back and crawl under my sheets. Then I’d wake up and all would be well.

There were about a dozen cops, their flashlights beaming down on the body. I swallowed hard and started running toward the lifeguard stand. The sand felt as if it were trying to grab my feet, to keep me from reaching the body. When I got to the scene, Dane stopped me. He was a big guy—at six-foot-three, he stood a couple inches taller than me. He had the perpetual sunburn of someone who the sun didn’t like very much.

“Liam, I’m sorry.”

I pushed my way past him and stared down at the body. The cops stepped back, allowing me to get a good look.

“He washed up on shore around two a.m. A couple of fishermen found him,” Dane said.

My father didn’t look real to me. It was as if someone from the Movieland Museum had carved him from wax. His mouth was agape, as if frozen in a scream. His eyes were open, staring at nothing. My father looked weak and soft. Nothing like the man I knew. Nothing like the man I had just had lunch with. I felt ashamed. I wanted to cover him up so no one else could see him like this. I bent down, my head spinning, my mouth dry. I reached out and touched my father’s face. It felt cold and swollen.

“Liam, don’t touch him, please.”

“What happened?”

Dane turned him over just a bit, revealing a knife stuck deep inside my father’s back.

“We were hoping you could tell us.”

It was as if every wave I ever surfed had crashed down on me at one time. I didn’t know what was up or down. I stared at the ocean that had swallowed my father, and I felt as if I were seeing it for the very first time.

I was drowning. The water cradled me and kept me warm. Though I couldn’t breathe, I was no longer scared. A fish swam by, beckoning me to follow, but my arms were dead tired from fighting the riptide. One moment I had been swimming and the next I had been dragged out to sea. I tried to make my way back, but the harder I tried, the farther out I found myself. I could barely make out the lifeguard tower; the shore was so far away, I knew no one could see me. I tried to yell out, but I just ended up swallowing the sea. I was alone and panic hit me. I tried to raise my arms and wave for help, but they were too heavy to lift. I fought to keep my head above water until I felt myself let go, and then I sank under the water. I didn’t fight it; I welcomed it now. This was a calm I’d never experienced before. A soft light enveloped me, and I felt at home. I closed my eyes and started to slip into a soothing slumber, and then a warm hand grabbed me and took me away.

The sun blinded me, and I found myself lying on the sand, coughing up water. The hand still held me. Faces I had never seen loomed above, surrounding me. And then I saw him. My father. He looked down at me, smiling and concerned. The sun directly behind him, forming a halo around his head.

“You’re okay, Liam. You’re safe now.”

He picked me up and carried me through the crowd of onlookers. I heard one of them say, “Did you see how fast he swam? He beat the lifeguards out there.”

“I’m sorry,” my father said to me. “I’m so sorry.”

He wrapped me tighter in his arms and kissed my cheek. He swore nothing bad would ever happen to me again. And I knew nothing would. He was my father, and he would always be there to protect me. I was eight years old, and I knew he was telling the truth. My father would always be there for me.

Someone spoke to me, but they sounded far away. I opened my eyes and saw Dane standing next to me, but I couldn’t make out a word he was saying. It sounded as if a hand had covered his mouth.

“What?”

“Your mother is okay,” he said, his voice louder. “She’s at the house, and Marie is with her. She said your dad left home around eleven and never came back.”

I stared at my father. Water dripped from his clothes. While I knew he was dead, I couldn’t help but inspect him for a sign of life, a breath, a movement, anything—but nothing came. There I was fooling around with a teenage girl while someone ran a knife into my father’s back. I wondered if he could have seen my house from the water. What was he thinking as the last few drops of blood left his body? I knew no warm hand had been there to rescue him. One of the last things I had said to my father was that I didn’t want to be anything like him. And while he took his last breath of life, I was talking a young girl out of her clothes.

“Did you hear me? Your mother is fine.”

“I know, I know.”

Dane looked at me as if I lived on a completely different planet from him. I didn’t know why, but it never even occurred to me that she might be in danger.

“Marie said Isabelle was safe and sound as well and that she’d be at the house tomorrow. So, at least the rest of your family is okay.”

I gave Dane a pat on the arm. “Thanks for checking on them.”

Dane had always liked my oldest sister, Marie. He never mentioned it to me when we were in high school, but I knew. People talk. Still, I appreciated that he never tried to use me to get to her. Dane was okay, but he was someone who always chased things he’d never catch. And Marie would always be well beyond his reach.

“Do you have any idea who could have done this?” Dane asked.

“No. No one would want to kill him. No one.”

“Well, somebody wanted to, and did.”

He kept talking, but I wasn’t listening. I read the current, trying to track how my father had made it to this part of the beach. “The pier,” I told Dane. “He was killed on the pier.”

“Huh? Oh, yeah, we’re going to check that out. Liam, why don’t you go be with your family now? They’ll need you there, and we can talk more about this tomorrow.” But I didn’t want to go to the house. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know how to act. I didn’t know what my mother and sisters expected of me.

“No. I can stay.”

Dane put his hand on my shoulder. It felt cold, as if he’d just come out of a meat locker. “We’re going to have to move the body and uh . . . it’s police work. I don’t think you want to be around for this. It can be pretty upsetting for the victim’s family.”

Victim. That’s what my dad was now. He was no longer Felix Sol. He was a victim. And I was the victim’s family. I walked back up toward the parking lot and heard one of the policemen asking, “How well did he know his father?” He said it like I didn’t know a damn thing about him, like I didn’t know what the hell I was talking about. A seagull flew over me, rushing away from the sea, its wings flapping furiously. I wondered if something were chasing it. I glanced behind me, but all I saw was a group of men leaning over my father’s body. They looked like muggers dividing up the loot.

I didn’t go home. I didn’t go see my mother, even though I knew I should be at her side. Instead I walked south down PCH, all the way to La Bolsa Canyon, and then a few miles inland on one of the tiny canyon roads. I went to the home of the one person who had always been there for me. The one person I could talk to. The one person who truly knew me.

I sat on the curb, across the street from her small cottage. I didn’t see her yellow VW Bug parked in the driveway. Dawn had been dating a new guy. She was probably with him now, in his arms, her head resting on his chest. She was there for him now, not for me. I’d let her go. I’d let her drift away. Dawn had once reached out to me at her most vulnerable moment, but I had been too frightened, too scared. I thought of one of the last things my father said to me: You need to start thinking about becoming a man.

I swallowed hard and felt the tears silently rush down my face. And I sat and waited for Dawn, yet hoping she wouldn’t come home.
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