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JAKE AND THE NEW HEBRIDES
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A Surf Story
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I want to make a case for tropical bars—the more remote, the better; the more open-air, the better.

There is the apparent spiritual aspect, the spirit of quiet freedom, potential anonymity, and humidity that calms the bones as if

the Dalai Lama is sitting in a shaded corner with Jesus ordering another beer, and everything is OK... until it’s not OK.

It’s like a zit that pops, and things finally return to normal.
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CHAPTER 1

[image: ]


“I like open-air bars; it gives my spirit room.” She winks at Jake, her significant other.

Lady Owsley sits on a comfortable stool at the wall-less grass-roofed beach bar of the Novotel Lombok Nusa Tenggara, Indonesia. Thick silver ponytail down the back of a sheer batik sleeveless silk dress, a blue, almost floating work of art. Her limbs are Alphonse Mucha elegant, thin-boned, fleshy-soft, yet tendon-strong. An oxymoron of slim and curvy; her hands a roadmap of tendons and veins. She wears stylish square prescription sunglasses, arms up, hands like flitting Indo sparrows, chair-dancing to the throaty Jethro Tull flute music.  

A tumbler of beer over ice is on the bar before her. Owsley, the first computer hacker ever, from the early ‘70s, before anyone even knew computers would rule the world.

“Yes, the Bourbon, Rum, and Gin are grand spirits,” Jake says, tongue in cheek. Owsley pokes Jake’s ribs with a bony finger, then gently covers his hand with hers.

“Those aren’t the only spirits in town, Jake.”

Crisp white Bintang singlet, shaved bald head with a white trim goatee, a cauliflower ear, and a few subtle head butt scars about his eyebrows. Just over 70 years old with a humbled, silly old man grin proportionate to his ground-down body, skin like cracked leather, and dimming green bloodshot eyes. 

Jake finally accepts the humble wisdom of aging. 

Wisdom, which almost came too late. 

Dogs and children love him. Jake also has ice in his beer.

The sky is dark with complicated low black clouds threatening to unload fat raindrops in a windless humidity that is nearly suffocating. Like alcohol in a martini, you can almost drink the air. 

There is no horizon, grey to grey, only the white line of four-foot surf cracking over a pristine reef a half-mile out. It’s ‘happy hour.’

As a surfer, Jake has battled a full-blown surf addiction for decades. Even now, at his age, he reads the dead-glassy waves on the outer reef with unorthodox, cryptic knowledge.  His mind’s eye seduces him away as if the surfer in him is being pulled into another dimension despite his attempts to be present. Undeterred by the half-mile away and his dimming eyes, he visions himself creatively slicing through impossible sections of smooth, glassy wave energy. Gliding over them, around them, power painting on a liquid canvas, all while sitting at the bar, trying not to be so obviously transfixed.

She covers Jake’s hand with her silver-adorned, long, bony fingers and says discreetly into his ear, “It’s cool, Jake. God loves it when you surf. He surfs with you, even in your mind’s eye.” 

Owsley looks west across Mandilika Bay to the green mountain dropping sheer to the natural harbor. “Let’s share another beer, and maybe we’ll see Wendy and Billy’s catamaran pull into Mandalika Bay.”

As the bartender loads their tumblers with ice, Gee walks in. 51, Aussie, tall, tanned, muscular, curly light brown hair with slightly greying temples, aviator glasses, and a crisp white undersized T-shirt, embroidered ‘Heli pilot’ over the pocket. He waves ‘hi’ and sits at the bar, ordering a draft beer in perfect Bahasa. The bartender instantly likes him.

Jake, aware of his prejudices, nonetheless thinks, ‘I know this kind of guy, the kind who would steal your girlfriend, not consciously, not even on purpose; it’s not even his fault, it is just in his DNA.’ And you can’t hate guys like that, but it is always confusing when the nice girl you’re talking to suddenly begins to dial down your radio station because a subconscious pheromone has changed the channel. Very confusing unless you’re over 65, then it’s a comedy. Jake agreeably signals a peace sign, ‘Hi.’

Jake, Owsley, and Gee sit with the Indo bartender, who fades in and out like mist, facing the dark afternoon sea. All expecting a deluge.

Gee says, “Have you guys been on the island long?”

“We live in a valley west of here.” Owsley raises her eyebrows; her whole face lights up as she kindly projects her silver-ringed finger across the bay and over the mountain. Gee’s eyes follow across the oily silver water dotted with spider-like double-outrigger canoes to the other side of the riotous green mountain.

“You have a remarkable smile,” he means it, and introduces 

himself as “Gee,” a pilot from Vanuatu.

Jake cracks his silly full-tooth grin, “Vanuatu, a lot of 

islands, eh?” 

“83 islands. Have you been?” Gee, direct eye contact with Owsley, is way more than ten years his senior. He thinks she’s a gentle, lovely older woman, unaware that she hacked the FBI and stealthily made the CIA think she died thirty years ago.

Owsley projects a ‘dude-you-have-no-idea’ smile that only other women would pick up on and says, “No, but Jake has.” Gee turns to Jake, thinking he’s an innocuous old man, probably an escapee from corporate life.

“Yes, I was there in the sixties on an extended surf exploration, sort of...” Jake drifts off subconsciously, not wanting to dredge up shameful memories.

“Really, where?”

“Well, doubt you’d know it, a little sand-wrapped atoll, 

good longboard wave.”

Gee asks, with the uncomplicated manner of a pilot to the 747 passengers. “Northeast of Espirito Santo. 13 degrees 52’30” South, by 167 degrees 35’57” East?”

“Yes. I think maybe?” Jake is not sure he’ll allow his consciousness to reach into his soul to pull out the cleanly wrapped emotional journey from the files of ‘dead and buried.’

Gee clarifies in Jake's language, “...big lagoon, with a perfect longboard wave rolling down the north side?” 

“Really?” Jake’s thinking, ‘Dude, you got to be kidding me.’

“Funniest thing, I just flew the new French owners up to 

check it out last week.”

“No way?” Jake says, straightening up his back, hearing the internal snap, crackle, and pop of an old body ground down by a lifetime of wipe-outs. Years of amateur wrestling, foolish street fighting ( only for fun after alcohol slid his dial seamlessly from moot to violence), and an extreme diet of misadventure.  Remembering the beatings from big waves, 

girlfriends, and steep, broken-ground hiking, a life lived at pace.  Snap, crackle, pop; he almost likes it.

“True, Anne and Jean-Paul, a nice old couple, and while they were frolicking in the lagoon, I walked into the jungle and found three abandoned huts, one with a rusting tin roof.”

Jake’s head starts to rocket on all the memories he’d wisely forgotten.

Selective memory is excellent when you’re old. You just say to someone younger, “Don’t remember that,” and some bright youth looks at your wrinkly skin and totally believes you. Gee continues. 

“Amazingly, up in the rafters was a beautiful 3-stringer longboard! And it has a 1966 surf license sticker from Newport Beach, California! I thought, ‘What are the odds? And how in the hell did it get there? I will go back to get it.”

Jake looks at the guy, shakes his head to clear the voltage 

careening around his skull, and finally says

“That’s my board. A Hobie, Phil Edwards’s model, three 

redwood stringers with a light green tint in the glass job.”

“Fair dinkum? Sounds like the one!”

“Yes.” Jake grins broadly, remembering how gloriously the board turned and trimmed, “That board’s been waiting for me for around 50 years.”

“I got to hear the story.”

Jake  rubs his trim goatee, looks Gee in the eye, and says, “You buy the beers.”

“Coming up! Do you guys really drink beer on the rocks?” Gee orders in perfect Bahasa, fat rain begins to fall, and a tropical bar seems the right place for significant weather.

Owsley says, “It’s easier to share one beer with two people. When you’re old, you’ve got to control the pace a bit, and we’ve had our share of warm beer, but that’s another story,” looking at Jake with mischievous grace. Jake lifts his eyes to hers, and they quietly share the “Indo beer monastery” story instantly.
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CHAPTER 2
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Jake starts, “OK, this might be a long story?”

Gee nods a ‘no worries.’

In May, at 20 years old, before wrinkly skin, when I had good eyesight but no vision, my boyhood friend Billy Porter and I graduated from Orange Coast Junior College, first two years of uni.

Billy is a quiet kind of guy, like too many thoughts in his head competing for his mouth. Stuck with a perennial innocent vulnerability, like his blond hair, nothing he could do about it. Which always made me feel like his big brother, making sure he was included and not bullied. For years, Billy’s confidence around women sat somewhere between intrigued and nervous to the point of lockjaw stuttering. I couldn’t figure it out because he was so solid in other aspects of life.

Osley asks, “ Then how did he end up with someone as stunning as Wendy?”

“Grace of God. But that is another story. I’ll tell you later.” Turning back to Gee, Jake continues.

“Billy’s dad was a WW2 vet, a real stoic kind of guy who was only happy when sailing his deluxe 44-foot catamaran called “Twin Flight.” Newport was the hotbed of catamaran development in those days, and whenever I was at Billy’s, his dad would be sitting in the cockpit reading from the extensive library he had below deck; his vibe was sort of leave-me-alone nice.

He was a single-minded sensei who insisted that Billy be a brilliant yachtsman. The rest of life, Billy had to figure it out himself.

The Porters were remnants of old money, which left a sense of ‘gin and tonic breakable-ness’ to their demeanor. I used to crew for Billy during regattas, and honestly, he was a sailing master in 470s. Billy could go out, win a race, collect his trophy, and we’d be off to surf Trestles before the next boat crossed the finish line. 

He was also the most stylish, innovative surfer I’d ever seen, Blonde,  skinny-strong, and flexible like a snake. He personally made his style of boards, not because he couldn’t buy one off the shelf, but because he loved the art of shaping, sort of breathing life into the foam. He never seemed to care if anyone took notice of his real art: surfing. 

One board, Zoom Ski, was two and a half feet shorter than anyone was riding in those days. He was definitely on a personal surf trajectory, one most of us couldn’t wrap our heads around.” 

Gee is listening but also watching Osley pull ice from her glass and skate it up and down her arms.

“I could always beat Billy in competitions; for 20-40 minutes, I could light up the water with flare and win most heats. There was no prize money in those days, but the recognition was good for the ego and reputation. Plus, any win was for our club, the Newport Beach Surfing Association. It never meant I was the better surfer. If strangers, not judges, watched Billy and me in the water for an hour or two, they would want to watch Billy because he was an unending stream of poetry, where I was flash and bubble.

Gee and Osley are settling in comfortably; Jake smiles his silly old man smile and thinks, ‘I guess they want to hear this.’ 

He continues.

“That year we graduated was tough for Billy Porter. His dad hung himself, I mean, double silk neckties in the garage after losing everything in a New York Ponzi scam. Billy found him, and his mom went from socialite to ‘Valium vacant’ and disappeared somewhere on the East Coast.

She gave Billy her wedding ring, one of the biggest diamonds I’d ever seen, set with tiny rubies in white gold, and the catamaran, then she vanished.  Billy went from probably becoming a millionaire to becoming a hundred-aire with a great boat and a diamond ring.

So, he asks me to crew on a surf exploration as far south as possible during summer break. We both were enrolled at UC San Francisco, and there was good cold surf. Plus, I knew SF was erupting with the music I was digging. There was Haight Ashbury for revolutionary rock and Keystone Corners for solid headliner jazz.

Didn’t think when he asked. I just said yes!”

Porter says, “Great, we leave two weeks before graduation, take the final test early, and we’ll make it back in time to start at San Francisco State. He had good grades, and I had a wrestling scholarship.

My idea was to make it as far as Mantachen Bay, a good 1200-mile trip. But it was a fresh Norwester the entire length of Baja, and Twin Flight flew like a sea eagle day and night.

Broad reaching a catamaran in 15 to 20 knots was an absolute rush; Genoa bagged almost like a spinnaker, me on the sheets, Billy at the wheel. The cat, Bill, and I were just one flying animal streaking away from the familiar toward some total unknown in search of surf. 

Billy would set the course on the compass at night, and we’d do four-hour shifts. I’d pick out a star to follow, like a pinprick hole in the sky to pure energy. A friend in the dark, a lover I was chasing but never could catch.

Owsley lifts a finger to the sky, and Jake turns to her and says, “Obviously, it was you I was chasing.” Turning back to Gee,

“With the wind back-of-beam, Twin Flight and I would surge across the dark water, gloriously galloping.  The black ocean slapping the hull was a rhythm for music only my guts could decipher, recorded in my soul for future clarity. Power dancing toward the hole in the sky... and then, the sun would rise.

We got a few waves at Puerto San Carlos, Punta Abreojos, 

and I got killer nose rides at Scorpion Bay.

Those standing on the tip curling five toes, board trailing behind, subtly adjusting weight and arching arrogance across chest-high offshore scuffed walls of liquid; a walk on water. That evening, Billy pulled out his egg-looking Zoom Ski; I was surfed-out, so I sat on the cliff over the outer point, attempting meditation, but couldn’t keep it up. It was much more fun watching Billy surf the future. He drew lines across the green wave faces tighter than possible on longer boards. Billy would rise to the top of the curling wave and stylishly flirt with the lisping windblown lip, just hanging there before free-falling into another power turn at the last moment. I could see what he was doing, but wasn’t ready to understand it. I remember just being proud of him.

Within two weeks, we were setting anchor in Matanchen Bay by the town of San Blas, watching gentle waist-high, mile-long, peeling waves roll through. 

One afternoon, sitting cross-legged on the forward 

trampoline of Twin Flight, I watched Billy ride each mile-long wave as if he was a violent classical cellist with the instincts of Miles Davis, keeping it real.

Billy saw these rollers like a single piece of sheet music. At certain places where the swell would go vertical across some rock shelf, he’d be a staccato snake-drive crescendo-ing into a swooping, hard-held single note of a turn before stalling almost arrogantly to set up the next movement. I never got the meditation thing dialed, but I sensed Billy was surfing out the confusion of being thrust into the void of vanished parents; he was writing the pain and hollowness across sheet music that melted behind him.

I wondered if I could ever be his kind of unconsciously 

brilliant surfer.

Matanchen Bay is the longest wave in the world. Three points connecting for 1.2 miles. Billy needed that much sheet music.” 

Jake eyes Gee with a look, saying, ‘Dude, take my word for 

it and get us another round of beers.’

Owsley says, “You never told me all this. How does it get 

to Vanuatu?”

“Well, there is a lot I haven’t told you, but I love you.” Wide, full-tooth Jake smile.

“Getting to Vanuatu started in San Blas, Mexico, where the jungle ravenously clawed at the sea, and the mayor paid machete guys to daily walk up and down the only single lane road connecting San Blas to the world. Daily chopping back the riotous green tide of tropical overgrowth threatening to lock them into a hundred years of solitude. San Blas had one bar, Torino’s, our regular hangout when onshore. 

Torino’s was owned by the bartender, Big Fred, and his even bigger wife, Maria, who drank mescal steadily but never got drunk, quietly pounding out hand-made tortillas to go with her famous chili con carne. 

Torino’s had a smoking generator and lots of ice to keep bottled beer cold. Walls made of river rocks, a rough cement floor, and long, polished hardwood for a bar. The vibe is fun and dangerous, like mixing lime juice with tequila.  It's as if King Kong’s going to come out of the jungle, munching young alligators like canapés. The river was teeming with them.

As usual, the regulars sat at the tables sucking down bottles of the local beer, Pacifico, and the smoking generator crashed in the twentieth century by allowing the local band to play decent blues. 

I’m hanging over the low rock wall pool with the fat alligators in it, only when Fred, one of those ‘no worries’ smiling kind of guys, threw meat they trashed to life, wrestling each other for the scraps. Remember going " Whoa” and pondering what it’s like to wrestle an alligator.

While I’m freaking out about the reptiles with corrosive breath and pirate-style uneven yellow teeth, Porter is once again at the bar mumbling through a conversation initiated by this beautiful, seemingly out-of-place woman. I was stoked he was half-handling it, and by the third night, it was as if he was getting some traction. 

Every night we were there, it seemed she’d be teleported from after-dinner drinks on Champs de Elise to Torino’s bar between sips; cropped white/blond European and stunning. Anne from France. She was just a bit older than us, maybe 25.”

“Do you think?” Gee lifts his Ray-Bans for direct eye contact with Jake and says, “The world’s full of Anne’s, right? But the one I flew up there was probably the right age?”

“No way of telling. It’d be like going to your 50th high school reunion expecting to pick up on your grade 11 girlfriend, but...? 

Anyway, Anne and Porter join the alligators and me. Anne is the kind of blue-eyed beautiful where eye contact makes you feel like you’re swimming in too deep, maybe shark-infested waters. I think Porter fell in love right there. She was just his style: older, stylish, no puzzling BS, blond, and could carry the conversation. 

When you’re young, you never think about sharks.

Owsley, picking up her iced tumbler of beer, says rather offhandedly, “It almost seems cruel to give young men free will. God is amazingly courageous.”

“Free will is a divine right from birth.” Jake insists, “But it’s scary, exciting, and a responsibility. You can’t blame your life’s choices and outcomes on anything or anyone, especially the ‘universal life force,’ God, who hotwired our spiritual genetics with free will.” However, Owsley reminds us, “He did promise to stand by us no matter what choice we make.”

Jake adds, “It’s like being issued a hunting knife at birth, which is amazingly courageous, Owsley.” Her subtle facial expression is ‘what the? A hunting knife?’

“Yes, it’s a good analogy. I am one-eighth American Indian.” Jake says offhandedly, “Good parents keep you undamaged when a kid, and a knife is useful. You can use it to make a house, hunt, or defend against the outrageousness of life, but you can also ditch Wisdom and terrorize or destroy. But back to the story.”

The rain is getting steady, and the surf is getting bigger, four to five waves in a set, and Jake focuses back on the story without taking his eyes off the green swells on the outer reef.

“Even though Anne had befriended Billy over the few days we were moored, her blue eyes were boring into the back of my scull too...But I kept my distance, thinking, ‘This is Billy’s program.’ So, she mentioned she had to get out of Mexico “now.” Tepic prison was up the road, and she supposedly was unjustly pursued by the Federalies. Accused of masterminding marijuana smuggling without paying bribes,” Jake looks at Gee, “a bigger sin than the pot. Plus, she was the last person standing from the deal, which landed her less-than-loyal accomplices in prison, and her accomplices had friends in town. 

The bartender, Fred, has been exceptionally friendly to us, well, Anne, and is serving the three of us ahead of the skinny-nervous ‘trying to be somebody’ local dude with tinted glasses who had a bad vibe of “third world and drugged.” He yells something obscene to Big Fred about us, Anne interprets something about little whores, and he leaves. While Anne explains how she has to get out of Mexico ASAP, the tinted-glasses guy returns with two equally skinny guys and a gun, threatening to shoot Anne, Big Fred, and us. We and everyone in the place dive under tables while Big Fred, still smiling like he’s seen it all before, curiously grabs a meat cleaver, somehow thinking it will deter the guy with a gun. While they are screaming at each other in a classic Mexican standoff, Fred’s square in all directions, two hundred pound wife, Maria, comes up from behind and blindsides the guy with a folding chair, and soccer kicks the gun clean out the door. The guy gets up and tries to grab Anne. 

I step in the middle, and he swings weakly. I catch it and drop him with an underarm throw. It was a clean throw. He landed way too soft, so I jumped on him and started punching for all I was worth. But I’m no boxer. It was like those dreams where your punches are weak, no effect. In the middle of the fight, ‘tinted-glasses-guy’s’ friends kick me in the back. Fred seriously starts swinging his meat cleaver at them. Everything goes into slow motion, and all the bad guys slink out the door. The moment's intensity passes, the bar vibe returns to normal, the locals pick up their Pacificos, and Anne says she wants to go to Tahiti now.

At that moment, being in a freaked-out ‘almost got shot’ headspace, we were too immature to evaluate whether following a drug-dealing, double-crossing beautiful French woman might be a bad idea; Porter says, “OK, Anne.” Billy Porter always liked older women, like our grade four schoolteacher. I think he couldn’t cope with anything less than a mature, honest relationship.

Plus, I realized Billy’s head was now swimming in ‘nothing to lose’ waters. When you’re 20, you don’t recognize you are just a young guy.”

Gee says, “I know. When you’re a teenager, life seems totally obvious, so you are ticked off that your vision of how life works isn’t accepted as fully valid.” Gee gulps his beer, wondering who these people are and why he wants to hang with them. He follows on,

“Unfortunately, as a young man, youth, me, once upon a time, are unaware that your clear worldview is still black and white. As if somehow you are kindly kept on a two-dimensional plane.” 

Owsley nods her head. Jake says

“I try to hang in that space as much as possible.” Putting 

himself down with half-truths.

Owsley says, “I think the two-dimensional plane is divine intervention because sometimes the lack of life’s baggage cuts the drivel and brings change. We, the oldies, are generally not the ones who will protest, march, and riot for justice.” She looks at Jake.

“There is always some wisdom in the next generation, even if our tired ‘oldness’ suspects it’s oversimplified,” Jake adds before returning to the story, “Some things, you just know whether you ever think about it or not, but back to the story of my board.” 

Jake says, “You learn by mistakes, and right there, I told Billy, “Nope, not me, I’ve got to get back up to California.” Then I saw her smile at Billy, one of those feminine smiles that said, ‘I have a secret for you,’ but it was more like, ‘I have a ring for your nose.’ Billy fell straight into it, so after a day of reflection and helping them ready the catamaran, loading her small bag of clothes and a big bag of books, against my first instinct, I let Billy convince me to go. That was probably mistake number one. Plus, I’d heard of the lovely left-hand waves on Huahini from Joey Cabell, so I finally said yes.”

“To protect Billy or because of waves?” Owsley asks, “Both, I guess, there are so many great waves in this world, each with their own unique Hollywood star personality, and I wanted to meet them, get to know them, and share my style with them.” Jake pulls down on the sculptured few hairs under his lip, looking at Gee. “I bet it doesn’t make much sense.”

“Totally makes sense.” Gee raises his beer in agreement

“It would be crass if it weren’t intimacy with nature,” Owsley says as Jake continues.

Surfing is sometimes very passionate, but depending on the wave, it can also be like a half-skipping walk in the forest. Paddling in and pausing before standing, which might just be a second but feels like an hour of observation, waiting at the top to
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