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			A Dispatch from Down South

			I used to be easy to find. Lived on the last left on Long Island, New York, United States of America. First house on that winding, rural cul de sac. In search of me, if worse came to worst, you could’ve traveled east on Long Island until you ran out of road at the lighthouse at land’s end, then turned around, headed back west and made your first right. There I was, first house.

			Long Island. Last left. First house.

			Someone in, say, Jakarta, Indonesia, which is about as far as you can get from where I lived on the planet before you start coming back closer again, could have easily been directed to me with those six words.

			One time I was in New York City, some 120 miles west of that house, and decided to try an experiment. I bought a postcard at a Grand Central Station kiosk, wrote on it just my name, plus “11954,” and mailed it. When I returned to my home a couple days later, it was waiting for me in my mailbox.

			That’s how small the town is where I used to live. And how easy I was to find when I lived there.

			—Somewhere in Central America

		

	
		
			Still the waves weep for us evermore

			They are but Neptune’s tears upon the shore.

			FROM A POEM BY MY FATHER
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			Big Blue

			My last night at the town at which I used to live was spent camped within sight of the lighthouse that marks its eastern limit. I’d given up my house and was all packed up for the road life to come, the possessions I’d deemed irrelevant having been sold, chucked or stored in a friend’s basement. Although I was little more than a mile from my former home on the last left before the light, as I turned in the sensation was that I’d already begun an adventure.

			There was a personal significance in my choice of campsites: It was only a few yards from where I’d spent my first night on coming to the eastern tip of Long Island some 40 years before, when I was nine years old.

			My father had brought me to the end-of-the-road place called Montauk (named for the extinct Montauket Indian tribe) from our home in a New York City suburb to camp out and learn something of the natural world. To this day much of Montauk remains relatively unspoiled, but back in the late 1950s it had a frontier feel. To a nine-year-old boy with an active imagination and whose adventuring had been limited to the writings of Jack London and Robert Louis Stevenson, Montauk’s towering, saw-toothed crags, desolate rock-strewn shores and densely impenetrable woods seemed preternaturally wild and remote, an untamed territory where fearsome beasts surely lurked.

			The morning after our arrival was a special one, for it was to be my first open-ocean excursion with mask, fins, snorkel and spear gun. I’d learned to dive the previous winter in a YMCA pool, but my wild water experiences had taken me no farther than an upstate lake and the shallow, murky confines of suburban Long Island Sound.

			Imagine a young boy, basically a city boy, squatting on his haunches by a fire on the edge of the world. As he shakes off sleep, he gazes out from on high across a seamless expanse of blue vastness broken only by a far distant ship, forlorn and apparently inert, its crew no doubt consumed by a serpent or kraken from below. Picture how the boy’s hands are shaking as the tools of the coming sea hunt are unpacked, his father smiling in anticipation of the kill, of blood in the water. Imagine the shivering in the boy’s gut as his fear of night monsters is overwhelmingly supplanted by the utterly human fear of a very real unknown. Imagine him so desperately wanting to be back home where his mother will hold him and reassure him that he is even now searching in his mind for a make-believe ailment that will keep him on shore and away from that awful blue vastness.

			Now picture the boy an hour or so later, standing on this same promontory, seawater-wet and breathless from the climb back up the cliff, diving knife strapped to his waist, and, dangling from a stringer, a small blackfish slain by his own hand. Imagine him gazing at that now familiar blue vastness and wanting to be out there again, right away.

			There are crossroads in one’s life, decisions made or not made, acts of will reflecting general directions one is already disposed toward, or in some cases specifically and irrevocably determining those directions—the latter being a true moment of truth, a genuine crossroads. Knowing all that has happened since, it’s clear to me that my life would have turned out very differently had I not conquered my fear and entered the water that day.

			

			• ​ ​ ​ ​ • ​ ​ ​ ​ •

			Forty years later, standing by my rig on the cliff watching the lofty beacon at land’s end sweep the silent reach of Big Blue, I found myself dwelling upon my long history with that light. Hundreds of waves ridden on the rocky reefs below it, exploratory dives under the restlessness it surveys, women romanced under its sardonic gaze, safe havens found in its towering lee. After decades of travel to the fairest coastlines on the planet, the stunning panorama before me at that moment was still my unequivocal favorite, and I could not help but wonder if I was seeing it now for the last time. Was I making some awful, irrevocable mistake in my decision to move on?

			I slept little that last night. The October air was crisp and very clear, the wind light and from the north. Far out at sea to the southeast the running lights of a single vessel twinkled faintly like a star fallen upon the water. I wondered if it was a local dragger ponderously towing her groundfish net, maybe one of the several boats whose crew I knew and often surfed with.

			I worry about my fishermen friends when wind and sea turn brutal and fear reigns on deck. From a total of less than a hundred Montauk commercialmen, on average one is lost every year: a career fisherman who goes offshore for 30 years faces a one-in-three chance of dying on the job. I myself have had three vessels go down under me—one within sight of Montauk Light—and I deeply, viscerally understand that although the sea is a giver of profound joy, it is the source of great fear and sorrow as well.

			

			• ​ ​ ​ ​ • ​ ​ ​ ​ •

			It was still dark next morning when I turned my rig’s nose inland and jounced down a rutted service road to the highway. I was not prepared for the feeling of oppressive sadness, loneliness and sense of failure that accompanied me on my slow, furtive glide through the town that had been my home for so long. There was guilt, too. I had broken most of the promises I’d made to visit friends before my departure. How do you say good-bye when in your heart you believe the parting is final?

			Needing to distract myself, I concentrated on my old friend Christopher, and how he himself had so suddenly (but I cannot say unexpectedly) vanished in 1992; how the idea of finding him in some far-flung paradise far to the south was the focus my future so desperately needed. Imagining the inimitable Christopher grin he no doubt sported as he traveled that very road out of town eased the ache as my heavily burdened rig lumbered up that last rise then accelerated westward, just ahead of the gathering dawn.

			Still, mine was a fugitive’s exit, under cover of darkness.

		

	
		
			PART 1
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			South, Baja California
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			Yes, I shall go into Mexico with a pretty definite purpose, which, however, is not at present disclosable. You must try to forgive me for not “perishing” where I am.

			AMBROSE BIERCE

			Surfing’s a trip—you better have your bags packed.

			HERBIE FLETCHER, surfer

		

	
		
			1.

			NOVEMBER 5, 1996, SAN MIGUEL CAMPGROUND, BAJA, MEXICO

			At first light this morning, I put some water in the kettle, fired up the stove, then stepped out of La Casita Viajera (the little house that travels) and looked seaward to see what the surf had done overnight. In the gloaming opposite the shore-side loom of the city of Ensenada I could see that the head-high west swell that had been running for the last five days had dropped to a couple feet. I squinted at Todos Santos Island some ten miles out in the bay, thinking that there were probably still sizable waves below the lighthouse near the rock reef break known as Killers. Thought briefly about hiring a local fisherman for a run out there, then decided to spend the day getting my rig—La Casita and the bruiser of an F350 Ford 4 × 4 diesel-powered pickup upon which it sits—ready for the rude ride down the Baja peninsula.

			Five days at the San Miguel campground were more than I’d planned, a result of my long-standing traveling rule that dictates that one should never drive away from good surf. Now, with the deterioration of lineup conditions and a worsening crowd factor, I was itching to get on with it. Ensenada, being little more than an hour’s drive south of San Diego, is in many ways an extension of the United States, a place and a state of mind I have decided to put behind me.

			Odds are Christopher passed this way, may have in fact camped at this very spot overlooking the break. It depends mainly on surf conditions the day he made the Tijuana crossing just to the north—the San Miguel point is in clear view of the highway southbound; at shoulder high or better it’s a toughie to pass by.

			There’s a longtime expat here who lives in a cottage overlooking the point, a guy named Tony, Big Tony. He looked at the photo of Christopher I carry and said Christopher looked familiar, although not from any recent encounter. Which made sense. Christopher had south on his mind back in February of ’92, that much I know. South being the natural direction of vanishment, a compass course of no return for the seriously committed.

			I’ll tell you what: Things are tough up north, and getting tougher.

			Mornings toward the end back at Montauk, I’d wake up maybe with a bad feeling about the day’s loomings, and go down to the beach, to my beach, to ponder what the ocean had to offer, a surf check.

			There’s a wave, let’s say, chest high and glassy, nothing epic but a head-clearer, a gift from a deep low pressure system bouncing along the Carolinas. It’s not even a weekend and what am I confronted with? Investment bankers and corporate lawyers with surfboards, another noxious trend of the trendy and an overall sign of deteriorating times. The sun’s barely cracked the rim and there they are, a cadre of eastbound Hamptons émigrés, cell-phones-with-modems plugged into surf-racked Beemers and Rovers, uplinking and downloading in the parking lot, blights on the seascape and a last straw of sorts.

			And now—after 3,000 hard-driven miles, and having weathered two mechanical breakdowns, an anxiety attack while camped at a defunct railroad station in Pumpville, west Texas (POPULATION 0, the sign said, plus WELCOME); a dissipated hoodang with some unbalanced rodeo cowboys in the border town of Del Rio, Texas; a nocturnal molar explosion and subsequent emergency root canal outside Tempe, Arizona—after having coped with all that, I’m now a foreign country and a new life removed and still the bullshit continues, in the form of certain overly aggressive SoCal types who come down through Tijuana on day trips and weekends to litter the surf lineup and provoke aggravation.

			The afternoon of my arrival, for example, I was involved in an extended session in some shoulder-high zippers in front of my campsite, a form of “seahabilitation,” as my commercial fishermen friends refer to time offshore, its cure-all therapeutic effects. I was still shaky from the weeklong cross-country road trip, plus the residual effects of my Pumpville anxiety attack; a sweeping rush of unreality that came out of nowhere while I was slopping together a sandwich in La Casita.

			For an already edgy, landlocked waterhead, the endless purple mountain majesties and amber waves of grain of the heartland I’d spent interminable days traversing amounted to little more than claustrophobic time and distance between two oceans. By my arrival at that crumbling relic of the old New West, my yearning to gaze upon the infinite, calming perspective of the sea horizon—to reconnect with Big Blue—had become a desperate need. White line fever and too much thinking had taken a severe psychological toll.

			I always find the surf lineup a good vantage point from which to objectively review my situation and options. The enlightening perspective out there is partly a result of the inviolate solitude (interlopers are obvious on approach), and partly the effects of an aqueous environment womblike in its security, its easy, pacifying motion, its gently calmative murmur; circumstances that I believe put you in closer touch with the wisdom of the subconscious. And so it is with sadness, depression, angst, call a lowness of spirit what you will. When I hit the water with a surfstick, a lift is in the offing, along with a clarification of my thought processes.

			The seahab effect of that marathon surf session was just kicking in when this newly arrived West Coast itinerant stroked on out and immediately proceeded to take off on a wave to which I was already deeply committed. He appeared out of nowhere right on my projected track and an instinctive effort to avoid headlong collision resulted in my going assbackward into a rocky shallows where the San Miguel inside section tends to freight train at low water. I let this unacceptable behavior slide, but when he did exactly the same thing two waves later, I paddled over and, using the still-serviceable Spanish left over from my pot-smuggling days, rambled something to the extent that if my riding waves behind him in the faster and hollower and altogether more interesting part of the wave was a problem, maybe a shore-side discussion on the matter was in order.

			As I’d already suspected, the fellow spoke no Spanish, so when he said something surly to that effect, I replied in obviously mock surprise that I assumed he was Mexican since he behaved as if the wave here was his property. Just as the situation was on the verge of deteriorating completely, Big Tony paddled over and hastily introduced me to the guy; Harry or George or Dickhead, who knows, or cares, what the asshole’s name was. Tony had been observing the developing confrontation and was seeking to defuse it before it got physical. A former real estate executive in his mid-forties, Tony had experienced his own up-and-bolt epiphany after losing his job for refusing to participate in the selling of a toxic waste landfill to unwitting housing developers. His longstanding surfing residency in the area plus his strapping 6-foot-something frame has made him a sort of de facto keeper of the point break. Although the tension subsided with the cool-your-jets-boys subtext of Tony’s intro, a measure of residual disgust lingered, augmented by a cantina brawl I witnessed in Ensenada two nights later, precipitated by an incident in the water.

			This morning’s coffee in hand, I glanced down at my dog, Shiner, sacked out in her usual spot under the right rear corner of the rig, where my spare Goodyear All Terrain is secured under La Casita’s overhang. One eye, the one with the black patch, was open and she acknowledged me with a feeble vibration of her tail—a combination “good morning” and indication that in spite of appearances she was on top of things—then the eye shut down and she was back asleep.

			Three new rigs had arrived during the night, beefy pickups with full off-road kits and surf racks affixed to their roll bars. Classic southern Baja cruisers traveling together, the safety-in-numbers theory. They were covered nose to toes with a thick layer of red Baja dust, meaning the fleet was northbound from deeper down the peninsula. Surfboards and sleeping-bagged bodies were scattered across the scree-strewn coal-black beach between an old stone-and-chain wall and the wrack line; as soon as the crew was coherent I’d inquire about surf and road conditions to the south, as well as the prevalence and moods of both bandidos and federales. Although the two are opposite numbers, an encounter with either can have the same result: an up-close gander at a large-bore orifice followed by a lightening of your resources, or worse.

			I’d also ask about Christopher, whether they’d run across him in their travels, although my working theory is that his love of warm water, plus the affinity for the rain forest he developed as an infantry grunt in Vietnam, will have sent him into the far southern latitudes, to Central America.

			Christopher had seen heavy combat and returned wounded, but rather than dwell on the horror of Nam he’d reminisce about the Edenic beauty of the jungles there, describing with a beatific smile how artillery and mortar fire would light up the rain forest at night in dazzling and surreal displays, like a fireworks celebration.

			This is a key to Christopher Conner, to understanding him. It is both his strength and his weakness that he will somehow find a positive aspect in some appallingly untenable situation. He had had his face shattered in a mortar barrage, but in looking back on that ghastly experience he tightly tunnels his vision to exclude all but the tiny aspect that pleases him. The drawback is that while he’s dwelling on some preposterous silver lining in an outright horrific cloud, a means of extrication from the situation may get overlooked. I know this to be the case from unnerving personal experience.

			My friendship with Christopher goes back to my discovery of surfing in the summer of 1966. I’d made a Manhattan run from the landlocked suburbs to see a documentary movie called The Endless Summer, the tale of two young California surfers who circle the globe looking for the perfect wave. The movie so astounded me that I stayed and watched it again, then returned a couple days later for another double viewing. Up until that time, my only exposure to surfing was through Hollywood’s ditzy takes on the early ’60s California beach scene and the surf music of the era, the goofball totality of which left this East Coast boy profoundly unimpressed. (I’ve since grown fond of it all as nostalgia.)

			But this . . . this was altogether something else.

			The activity itself was mesmerizing in its surreal beauty, the speedy grace and unbridled joy of the wave riders, the delicate power and dreamy elegance of the medium; the latter’s kaleidoscopic mutability. I also sensed that there was more to the life of it than the vagabond travelers in the flick were letting on. There was something truly amazing happening here and I wanted in.

			By walking into the Kips Bay Theatre on Second Avenue, downtown Manhattan, the die of my life was cast. I’d known since the day I’d followed my father into the water to spear a fish off land’s end on Long Island that the sea would somehow play a central role in my life. Suddenly, I knew specifically what that role would be. I scraped together enough money for a used surfboard and returned to Montauk Point.

			Christopher, like virtually all the local Montauk surfers, had come from somewhere else to the little fishing village, drawn not only by its unspoiled physical beauty, but its unique geographical circumstances. Thrust out onto the continental shelf with deep water just offshore, the tip of Long Island is ideally situated to pick up incoming groundswells from late summer hurricanes roaring up from the Caribbean, as well as wave-generating low-pressure systems spiraling off the continent. Unlike the straight sand beaches of the rest of the East Coast from western Long Island to New Jersey and on south to Florida, Montauk is blessed with rock bottom points and reefs, irregularities of coastal topography that sculpt incoming waves into rideable form. The pristine stretch of coastline between the town and the point at land’s end some five miles to the east is capable of producing waves of similar quality to those of the West Coast. And the seasonal tourism economic base of the area afforded 1960s-era immigrant wave riders night employment at restaurants and bars, leaving days free to pursue that object of great desire rolling in from offshore—surf. Others found berths in the town’s fishing fleet; a natural vocation for those with an ingrained affinity for, and knowledge of, the sea.

			Being a newcomer not only to the area but to the activity of surfing itself, I found it rough going in the beginning. The muscling I was subjected to in the water and hostile vibes on the beach were my introduction to the territoriality that is so deeply ingrained in surfing’s tribal mind-set. At 20, Christopher was three years my senior. We hit it off, and under his tutelage, by mid-summer I’d been accepted as one of the crew. And by God, I was actually surfing.

			Along with a cadre of hardcore cohorts, Christopher and I bivouacked at the public campground just east of the village that summer, and off and on for the summers to come. I came to respect him for his intellect, his wry, irreverent, often wacko wit and his love for the sea. Generous to a fault and forgiving of the imperfections of his fellows, he was at once action-oriented and of deeply philosophical inclinations, a rare combination.

			People of disparate worldviews and walks of life were drawn to Christopher. A favorite drinking buddy of the town rowdies, he was also popular with intellectual types like Dick Cavett, whose home overlooked the next cove east of the campground. He and Cavett had many an extended beach gab over the years. Christopher became close enough to notorious photographer/artist/adventurer/bon vivant Peter Beard that in the early 1980s he was invited to stay at Beard’s Kenya retreat. In Africa, Christopher also holed up for several weeks as the sole companion to hermetic conservationist/writer George Adamson (of Born Free fame) at Adamson’s remote compound. Christopher’s 1982 photographs were likely the last taken of Adamson before he was murdered by terrorist/poachers.

			Christopher’s philosophical leanings and beguiling good humor were all the more impressive considering his sparse formal education and the traumas of a childhood spent in orphanages, foster homes and reform schools. It was surfing that saved him, he avowed, and we all smiled and nodded and said amen. It was so clear to us what he’d meant. Surfing indeed was a lifestyle. No, more than that: a life. It deeply influenced every aspect of our existences, from where we lived to the cars we drove to who our friends were to the temperament of a prospective mate to our career goals, if any managed to surface through the turbulence of our single-minded passion for the water. But more than anything, surfing forged our perception of ourselves and of our relationship to the world around us.

			One time in 1970, Christopher and I were in Tetuán, Morocco, looking to score some kilos of hashish to smuggle back to the United States. (An exploratory surf trip to Europe and Africa had evolved into a criminal enterprise.) We’d gotten separated in the confusion of the souk and I wound up in its labyrinthine bowels. Suddenly from nowhere there loomed these three burly, turbaned thugs—leathery skin bedecked with tattoos and self-inflicted scars, silver-handled daggers hanging around their necks—bearing a sheepskin bag filled with hashish slabs. I warily checked the product, then informed them that the deal was not going to go down. Christopher and I were looking for primo blonde and their stuff was low-grade green.

			During the stony silence that followed, a nervous little interior voice piped up, pointing out that these goons knew I had money in my boot; I’d had to show it to the shifty-eyed street connection who’d brought me there. Since it therefore followed (continued the little voice) that they might be inclined to simply cut my throat and take it, perhaps the prudent move would be to cordially agree to the deal then get the hell out of there.

			But I’d spent the past two years surfing serious waves in Hawaii and another voice, loutish and arrogant and brashly overruling, spoke up. “Those bastards can’t do anything to you,” boomed the voice. “They never rode big Sunset Beach.” I stuck firm in my demurral. The upshot was that they’d nodded and produced the blonde they’d been holding back; the deal went down.

			And so it went. My introduction to the wave-riding mind-set that seminal summer on eastern Long Island amounted to a rite of passage; its aftereffects would be far-reaching indeed. But as the summers since ’66 rolled on, the years, then the decades, gradually, for most of our crew, things changed: interests, obligations, lifestyles, commitments, attitudes, loyalties. Of the dozen or so of us from that era, and there wasn’t a one who didn’t swear on his very soul he’d remain among the surfing faithful, the devoutly committed, it was only Christopher and I who were truly left, living the life.

			Since Christopher’s bolt from Montauk, there were at first sporadic postcards from Down South. Rambling, arcane, disjointed but ultimately insightful, his missives, like his life, contained flashes of brilliance but no discernible structure. Then came that last one, three years ago, with a faded tropical seascape on front, smudged, undated and illegible scrawl on back (postmark likewise indecipherable), the signature in Christopher’s hand: “Capitán Cero”—Spanish for “Captain Zero.”

			Then, nothing. Poof, Christopher was gone, a desaparecido, one who “is disappeared.”

			Unlikely as it was that Christopher is this far north, I’d ask these Baja boys about him, as I will all the picaroons I meet along the way. Because if I’ve learned one thing over the years, over the decades, it’s that with Christopher, with Captain Zero, you just flat never know.

			SOUTH

			You fly past flats where water has arisen from the deep earth and, guided by the toil of men, fashioned the desert into flowering and prosperous rows of beans and peppers. A lorry-load of farmhands blurs by, northbound to those labors, shoulders hunched against the hot wind in back, sombreros doffed, bandannas shrouding swarthy, sunburnt faces.

		

	
		
			2.

			“When in doubt stop, get out and walk on up ahead to see just what sort of fresh off-road hell you’re in for” is a rule to live by—or at least drive by—when you’re south of Ensenada and, in search of the beach, have abandoned Mexico 1, the narrow two-lane blacktop strip that meanders from Tijuana a thousand miles through the Sonoran Desert down to the bottom of the Baja peninsula.

			I’m in severe doubt at the moment. When I turned off Mex 1 a couple hours ago this rutted, serpentine dirt track was wide, flat and pointed dead west to seaward. Now I’m hiking eastward down a switchback on the side of a precipitous arroyo to see how serious a mistake I made by bearing right at that last fork . . . and this descending side hill curve is making me edgy. I’m thinking the high center of gravity of the rig might precipitate an el rollo or two, leaving me, my dog and everything I currently own in a shattered heap at the bottom of the ravine.

			But I’m picking up a strong whiff of sea air in the freshening afternoon westerlies and figure that beyond that next rise, where this track straightens out and seems to know where it’s going, the pale green of the mesquite, chaparral and various cacti of the sweltry rust-red llano will give way to cool Pacific blue; and that remote point break those off-road cruiser pilots up at Ensenada raved about should be around here somewhere, wherever here is. Besides, I don’t want to be caught driving off-road after dark and I’m burning daylight with the fuel of indecision. So I trot back up the hill, fire up the Ford and press on. Have to find out eventually what this rig can do when the going gets questionable. Might as well be now.

			

			• ​ ​ ​ ​ • ​ ​ ​ ​ •

			If the ride down that rambunctious side hill cum vertical-drop arroyo shook up Shiner and me, it did likewise to La Casita Viajera. I’ve crossed an ocean under sail and lived aboard all manner of seagoing craft, from seven-figure custom yachts to tall ships to flat-bottomed banana boats to commercial cargo carriers—and survived the chaos of a beam-ends knockdown and subsequent foundering in one of the latter. Countless times I’ve seen the havoc a rolling beam sea with a cross chop can wreak with the accommodations, but still I was astounded by the disorder inside La Casita. In spite of having Velcroed or bungee-corded down everything that could possibly shift or fly, it looked as if a troop of psychotic chimpanzees had thrown a crack-crazed wingding in there.

			Parked on a precipitous headland just above the point break I’ve spent the last three hours searching for, Shiner alerts me to an approaching figure. Someone is following the path up from the little fish camp a half mile or so to the south, the only visible work of man along this wild, distant coast.

			His name is Valentine, he says, a swarthy fellow of slight frame and intense eyes that deepen and darken gravely when he speaks. He’s the caretaker of the fish camp, and he’s brought his two dogs, a quart of Tecate beer and three small lobsters, which he adamantly refuses to take payment for. Examining Valentine closely, I find I can’t decide whether he is handsome or homely, such is the chiseled yet uneven angularity of his features. Nor can I tell whether he is 30 years old or 50: is the deeply creased topography of his face a function of advanced years or the shorter-term work of Baja’s erosive sun, wind and weather?

			On impulse I abruptly ask Valentine if I can photograph him, a query I’d normally make after the development of a degree of familiarity, but the light is good and I’m struck by the mood to record his visage now, before my instincts are skewed by too much knowing. Valentine nods, cheerful and unsurprised by my bold request; he fastidiously primps, straightening the lay of his tattered garb and using his fish-grimy fingers to sweep back his hair.

			With half a roll shot, I break out a bottle of tequila and we sit and talk while the three dogs sniff each other and the setting sun busses the fine, clear line of the sea horizon. When Valentine asks me where I live in the States, I tell him nowhere, that I live here right now and I point at the little house that sits on my truck and say, “Es mi casa allí.”

			He doesn’t understand and repeats the question. I realize that casa means both house and home so I rephrase, telling him that I used to live in a fishing village in the state of New York but gave that up and now live wherever I am. He nods, looks at my rig and says, “Ahh, eres viajero.”

			“Sí, sí, sí,” I answer enthusiastically because that’s how I think of myself now—not so much a “traveler” as a “viajero,” the Spanish noun being subtly more Orphic in nuance. He nods, then asks where I’m traveling to. I tell him, “Al sur,” to the south, to Central America, in search of an old friend. I also tell him I’m looking for a special place, where the people and the waves are good, and life is sweet and easy. “Busco un pedazo de paraíso,” I say, grinning abashedly. “I’m looking for a piece of paradise.”

			But Valentine does not return my smile. He looks at me for a moment as if he’s seeing something in my future, then says that I should please be careful with “la violencia en el sur,” the violence in the south. I know a little of what he’s talking about, having conversed with people up north who heard that four surfers had been shot up by bandidos on the Mexican mainland in the state of Chiapas, two dead and two wounded. And an acquaintance of my expat friend Big Tony had been shot in the spine when he tried to run a bandido roadblock and his car was riddled with rifle fire.

			I muster a smile and ask if perchance my old friend has passed this way, a fellow surfer running with dogs, two at least, and a sometime commercial fisherman himself. I show Valentine the photo I took of Christopher a few days before he bolted from Montauk back in January of ’92.

			“Quién es la mujer?” Valentine asks, wanting to know who the woman is sitting by Christopher.

			“Mi novia,” I say. My girlfriend, then add, “Pero no es mi novia ahora.” But she’s not my girlfriend now. I don’t know how to say “former girlfriend.”

			Valentine makes a face indicating that the girl is pretty, then studies Christopher’s image. I squint over his shoulder at the picture and although I’ve looked at it a hundred times, I can’t help but grin at how it’s just so perfectly Christopher: loose-limbed and slouched on a chair in his single-room oceanfront shack, one arm raised with the hand slightly blurred from some crazed gesture, that whacko Christopher grin. My ex, Diana, across from him laughing hysterically but with a startled look in her eye, as if he’d just said something wildly funny yet wholly inappropriate.

			Valentine says that no such man has visited here. He shrugs, adding that not so many nortes do.

			I build a fire and we sit, passing the tequila and beer between us and making small talk. Soon the ribbon of western sky above the dull gunmetal Pacific blue has gone to a pale yellow that exactly matches the color of the fire. As the day itself, our conversation winds down naturally and without artifice.

			Soon it’s dark and Valentine and his dogs have gone home to the fish camp. I’m drunk and dizzy as I cook and eat the lobsters he gave me, dribbling melted butter onto the stove and down my chin. I nod out after dinner sitting at the settee with the stereo playing Chopin and Shiner snoozing outside by the door.

		

	
		
			3.

			Nothing like the little adrenaline boost of a first light paddle-out to deconstruct and unaddle your next-morning, tequila-fuzzed faculties. Even in small stuff, like this morning.

			A fine, gauzy mist maybe 50 feet thick lays upon the water, and the sun rises as a vague, effulgent white blotch above the massive undulating black silhouette of the Sierras de San Pedro Martir to the east.

			The water is noticeably cooler here than just up the coast at San Miguel, probably due to a local upwelling of the California Current—itself a part of the chilly Aleutian Current, down from the far north. At the sea surface, where cold water touches warmer air, mist forms then rises to soon evanesce in the thermal updrafts. The freed water molecules then drift back down to the sea as a sort of ephemeral, microscopic rain.

			The waves are just waist-high, and although the sea surface is glassy this windless morning, they are soft and mushy and inelegant. But my joy in being out here alone is of an ineffable intensity. The sea surface swirls over a submerged shelf as I stroke into a little wave that humps up and doubles in size. I rise to my feet as the ocean lifts me up as if in a giant’s strong, benign hand, and then gravity’s force seems to tilt sideways to effect the controlled fall of my slick, silent horizontal slide. I find a little locus of energy, a sweet spot, on the wave face and cross-step to the nose of my longboard. I’m only up there for a couple seconds before the wave flattens and I have to backpedal, but that familiar noseride sensation—of having no surfboard in front of me, like walking on water or flying or, somehow, something in between—lingers, and I find I’m grinning like a fool as I kick out.

			A solo session. The first of many, I’m hoping, now that I’ve left behind the edgy clutter of crowded stateside lineups. Only one thing better than a solo session, I’m thinking as I stroke back outside, and that’s a session with a good friend.

			No witness is needed to one’s accomplishments out here, nor an adversary with whom to compete in order to make one’s efforts meaningful. The activity is sovereign, complete unto itself, and hence it attracts those of a certain independent temperament. But the simple, unspoken act of sharing with a good friend the joys of wave riding adds a precious layer to the experience, like some secret trust between you.

			Christopher comes to mind, of course, our many shared go-outs at surf breaks far and wide. The bond of that, and of the common perils, the fearlessness, of young lives lived on the outside, draws me southward down this coast in his faint wake. He is the link, you see, the one clear connection to so much I hold dear, and to so much I regret as well.

			

			• ​ ​ ​ ​ • ​ ​ ​ ​ •

			I don’t know the word I need and I’ve left my diccionario español in La Casita, so I query a young pescador named Felix, who is leaning on his panga (dory), staring into a fire made from beach wood collected and pooled by the dozen or so crews gathered at the fish camp. “Cuando el aire tiene agua,” when the air has water, I say, “Y no puede ver el sol en el cielo.” And you can’t see the sun in the sky. A fogbank rolled in while I was surfing, supplanting the gossamer brume with a dense shroud of colorless murk.

			“Niebla,” Felix says. “Niebla impenetrable.”

			I nod. “Niebla. Cuando la niebla se va, va a pescar?” I’m asking if he’s going to sea when the fog lifts.

			“Sí. Claro.”

			Valentine appears, slaps me on the back and tells me he saw me surfing this morning. He is his usual expansive self, his eyes bright but unfocused from the mescal I saw him pour into his coffee earlier by the fire. He drags me off, intent on introducing me around while everyone waits for the weather to clear. As with commercial fishermen everywhere, I feel an underlying connection to these tough, seafaring men, and am unsurprised by their gruff but genuine goodwill. They are a good bunch.

			I talk up a fellow in a knee-length olive overcoat. His name is Chicho and he tells me that most of the panga crews here dive offshore for sea urchins, which are sold through middlemen to the Japanese market. With his rugged good looks, wild mop of jet-black hair and bushy moustache, Chicho could be cast in an eye blink as an heroic Down South revolutionary of days past, or a wild man bandido with a good heart.

			I approach a burly fellow named Miguel, who is sitting on his panga’s transom and dangling his bare feet over the little fire below it, his right arm draped around the 40-horse Evinrude. Based upon his several layers of threadbare wetsuit, I know that Miguel is one of the divers. Each panga crew consists of one urchin diver, plus a helmsman and a crewman who feeds the diver’s air hose over the side and looks out for his safety.

			I make small talk, using the word niebla again in a sentence to further imprint it in my vocabulary, then ask Miguel if he has had any problems with sharks. “The Surf Report,” a worldwide surf/travel guide published by Surfer magazine, which details the sea conditions and accesses to remote Baja beaches better than any of the publications I’ve perused, ominously describes several breaks in the area as “sharky.”

			Miguel’s response is curt and vehement. “No no no. Nunca!” Never! He rises abruptly, turns his back on me and spits into the fire. He stares off into the nothingness, toward the ocean we can hear but cannot see. I regard his broad back for a few seconds, wanting to ask if everything is okay but I sense that now is not the right time, so I wander up the hardpan launching ramp to La Casita to make another cup of coffee.

			Emerging little more than a moment later, the dazzling clarity of the day makes me blink. The fogbank has moved on, or, rather, disappeared, as if by meteorological magic. I scan the sea horizon, then the inland llano. There is no sign of fog anywhere. Poof.

			A couple hundred yards to the south where the beach starts a lazy westward curve, a squabbling flurry of snowy-plumed gulls, blue-black ravens and red-headed turkey vultures worry a bloated carcass the size of a cow. There is no livestock on the local llano and I wonder briefly what sort of creature has been cast ashore down there.

			With the disappearance of the fogbank, the men on the beach have been galvanized into action. One panga has already been launched and is cruising to the northwest, taking small groundswells easily right on the bow, the helmsman’s bright orange slicker unbuttoned in front and flapping behind.

			I trot down to the beach to find Felix, Miguel and a fellow named Gonzalo turning their panga seaward. Valentine and two other men I haven’t met grab the gunnels to help and soon the craft is pointed seaward. The other men pause for a breather while Felix and Gonzalo place rollers under the hull. I approach the panga, figuring to help in the final push to the sea but Miguel squints at me and seems to frown, meanwhile absently touching the crucifix around his neck. My distinct impression is that he doesn’t want me to touch his panga.

			I back off, more confused than ever.

			At a command from Miguel, sea boots and bare feet dig deeply into the beach as the six men commence dragging the boat seaward, chanting “Ya!-ya!-ya!-ya!-ya!” to pump themselves up for the effort.

			I tell Chicho what happened when I asked Miguel about sharks. Chicho shrugs uneasily, his gaze wandering south toward the large beached beast. “Es mala suerte hablar de tiburones aquí,” he says after a long hesitation, his voice barely above a whisper. It’s bad luck to speak of sharks around here.

			I ask him why, knowing full well that to answer he’ll have to speak of them further. Chicho’s words are rushed and sotto voce as he tells me that eight local divers had been killed in recent years by sharks and that a friend of his whose hand-lines caught one of 700 kilos last year near the urchin beds.

			“Qué tipo de tiburón?” I know I’m pushing, it but I want to know the species of shark the men fear.

			“Bonita,” he answers quickly as the scream of a nearby outboard ends the talk of sharks.

			I’m thinking that the shark Chicho calls a bonita is maybe a tiger or a hammerhead, but bonita means beautiful and the hammerhead is by normal aesthetic standards the ugliest of all sharks. Besides, attacks on humans by hammerheads are rare; so I’m leaning toward tiger. It then occurs to me that maybe he means the great white. Although we’re to the south of its typical range, there are kelp beds and seals in the area, which are the great white’s favorite prey. And tigers prefer warmer waters than these.

			It must be the great white.

			Eight men.

			I look seaward at Miguel’s panga as it surges over a small dying line of white water and then follows in the wake of the others, making for the urchin beds to the northwest. Now I’m regretting that I spoke of sharks in front of him, not because I think he will be taken by a shark because of my words, but because of the fear I’ve created, and I don’t believe there is any greater fear than that of being eaten alive.

			

			• ​ ​ ​ ​ • ​ ​ ​ ​ •

			Come late afternoon I’m relaxing in the hammock with Shiner out cold in my swaying shadow when a pickup and a battered vintage Lincoln Continental with no trunk lid pull up. Both vehicles are packed with pescadores, maybe a dozen in all, and I recognize Felix, Gonzalo and Valentine, plus another of the men with whom I’d gotten friendly earlier, Pasqual. Miguel is there, too, back safely from offshore, and to my relief he grins big at me.

			Pasqual lifts a heavy box out of the Lincoln’s trunk and it’s full of quart bottles of Tecate. I produce what’s left of my tequila and in short order a party is in progress. Soon thereafter as we sit in a loose circle by the rig, Valentine grabs my arm and tells me I should show the men my photo of Christopher. This is a fine idea, so soon it’s being passed from one man to the next, studied intently by each, meanwhile Valentine explaining to the group the story of my search for my old friend. One by one the men shake their heads and say something to the effect that they don’t remember the fellow pictured.

			The last to look is an older man named Roberto, who speaks passable English from having been a taxi driver in Tijuana. Roberto stares longer than the others and grimaces, as if trying to remember. In the end, he shakes his head, saying maybe up in the city, meaning TJ, maybe not. I tell him that Christopher is not the sort to linger in a place like Tijuana, that he would have gone through there like a cannonball. I then have to explain what I mean by that, which I do in Spanglish with pantomime, and everyone laughs, Roberto even more than the others, saying he understands exactly what I mean. Which is why he moved to el campo, the country.

			“Tiene tu amigo problemas con la ley en el norte?” Felix asks, wanting to know if Christopher has problems with the law up north.

			“No más que yo,” I answer. No more than me. This is some subtle macho posturing on my part and was meant for a laugh, which it gets.

			Roberto says with a twinkle that Mexico has always been a place for norte fugitives and always will be. Then he gets serious and pats me on the knee. “Listen, my friend,” he says in his heavily accented English. “There are some bad people around here now.”

			“Bandidos?”

			“Si. Y vienen armados.” They come armed. “Pasqual’s brother, Chicho, you met him this morning, has a rancho not far to the south. We think you should stay there.” From the way Pasqual and several of the other men are nodding, I realize that they have already talked this over.

			“No one will bother you at El Rancho de Chicho,” Roberto says.

		

	
		
			4.

			As you approach from the fish camp some three miles to the north, El Rancho seems to rise up from under the desert horizon like an oasis, and indeed Chicho tends it like a garden, trucking in water for the nonnative eucalyptus, Canadian pine and olive trees he’s planted on El Rancho’s sprawling grounds. A huge oak trunk stands in the northeast corner, imported as a roost for his pigeons.

			El Rancho de Chicho is demarcated from the llano by a wall of beach stones, a yard or so in height by a yard thick. The stones weigh on average about 40 pounds each and I estimate that each cubic yard of wall is comprised of no less than 30 stones. By pacing it I found that El Rancho’s rectangular perimeter is 120 yards by a shade under 80: Using their rattletrap old Toyota pickup, Chicho and his brother Pasqual had hauled nearly a half million pounds of stones up from local beaches, taking two years to complete the task.

			Although the wall serves no overtly practical function—an intruder could hop it in a heartbeat—I believe the stones were carried and laid in part as a not-so-subtle warning. Who after all would dare to trespass onto land territorialized by so Herculean an effort? And, indeed, the fishermen of the area, when learning that I was a guest at El Rancho de Chicho, invariably nodded gravely, and their manner toward me waxed more deferential, as if my presence were under special aegis. Although he is not a wealthy man—far from it—Chicho is a man of respect on the llano.

			

			• ​ ​ ​ ​ • ​ ​ ​ ​ •

			It’s now my fourth night at El Rancho de Chicho and Felix’s face is barely discernible in the dim twilight. The other pescadores, Miguel, Gonzalo and Chicho himself, el dueño, have gone for water and batteries for Gonzalo’s tape deck and we’ve been sitting by the rig eating, drinking and talking since before sundown, with Shiner curled snoozing between us by our feet.

			Felix more than the others understands the limitations of my Spanish and speaks slowly and distinctly. He smiles patiently and rephrases his thoughts when he uses a colloquialism with which I’m unfamiliar and I request otras palabras; or he’ll spell the word I need translated while I’m flipping through my diccionario español.

			There is no electricity on this remote, desolate chunk of Baja coast, so Felix has gone to get a candle. I hear a match strike and flare and through the cracks in the lean-to that serves as an open-air kitchen and communal living area I can see shadowy movement as Felix putters about. I hear the clanking of a pot and the rattle of silverware and catch a whiff of propane in the still night.

			Felix returns with coffee; softened by candlelight, the young man’s features reflect his Caxaqueno Indian ancestry. When I ask how old he was when he fell in love with la gringa in Cancun he’d talked about earlier, he counts back slowly on his fingers, nodding and murmuring to himself, as if remembering specific occurrences in the intervening years as a way of calculating the passage of time. It occurs to me that many desert Indian peoples used painted symbols and hieroglyphics of the most memorable event of each year as a written history. Clearly, if Felix’s history were to be depicted in this way, his sixteenth year would have been represented by a bawdy pictograph; or perhaps a sad one, since after their brief affair la gringa flew back home to the States and he never saw her again.

			Nothing is said for a while, then Felix asks about my job as a writer and whether I’ve written any books. I tell him, “Yes, one book,” but I only nod when he says he’d like to read it. I’m hoping Felix will let the matter drop, but instead he asks me the title. I tell him, “Bandidos Cósmicos, Cosmic Banditos,” to which he tilts his head and smiles. I have a copy of the Spanish translation in La Casita but I don’t want to show it to him because the story is about a high living, nihilistic marijuana smuggler, and even though that part of my life is long gone and over with I’m embarrassed about it here and now, sitting with a man of his simple tastes, who works so hard for very little.

			It’s full night now and Felix stretches and yawns and says he’s going to bed. He goes off and the darkness and the crisp desert air and the sweet scent of eucalyptus and the hushed resonance of surf breaking a half mile to the west make my thoughts clear and hopeful.

			The desert night is not much stirred by its creatures, they of padded foot and muffled wing; and neither do the desert shrubs rustle or shake, with their rigid pointy leaves like broken bones. My mind wanders in the roaring silence and as I connect dots to make mythopoetic pictures in the starry sky, I’m reminded of a conversation I had with Christopher many years ago on a remote beach in North Africa. It was an exotic, far-flung chunk of coast, strikingly reminiscent of Baja. Both are west-facing with predominantly right-handed points (the wave peels right to left from the shore-side view) which break best on northwest groundswells; and both shorelines are flanked by coarse, rugged badlands sparsely inhabited, mostly by seafaring folk.

			Christopher and I had been surfing in the wind shadow of a rusted-out hulk of a freighter aground in the shallows just above the mouth of a Moroccan river called the Sebou. We had found the break after a long, mazy, disorienting pilgrimage in our VW van on some desolate back roads, and after our surf session and after smoking a bowl or two of hashish I mentioned something
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