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Beirut, Lebanon, 2006

There is a gun pressed to my temple. And I have a horrible haircut. I don’t know which is worse, having my head shattered by a bullet or living another moment with this truly awful coiffure en dégradé. Why did I do this to myself? Why did I ask the stylist to make me look like Ellen DeGeneres circa 2004?

The gun, pressing, is a handgun because a Kalashnikov, the sort of rifle all Arabs love, would not fit in the backseat of this Mercedes sedan. Or, rather, it would fit but not comfortably enough alongside me and my best friend, Josh, with our T-shirts pulled over our heads as makeshift blindfolds, three captors, a driver, another man riding in the passenger seat, and all their beards. I am also wearing horrible jeans. They were already bad, a sort of way-too-light acid wash but then they got caught in my motor scooter chain, the one I was riding not fifteen minutes earlier when we were captured, and now they are too-light acid-washed bell-bottoms. What was I thinking? And why was I riding a motor scooter instead of a proper Peter Fonda-worthy motorcycle? Why had I failed so badly, stylistically?

This outcome, this getting captured at gunpoint, had certainly been in the cards for the last five years and had probably really been in the cards since I was ten years old. That was when the idea of adventure, of living a cinematic life, grabbed my heart and refused to ever let it go. I remember the exact moment very clearly. I remember sitting in Uncle Dave’s faux Tudor-style San Diego home and him turning off the lights, then flipping the slide projector on. I remember the warm whirrrrrrrrr of the projector fan and the first image that danced on his wall. It showed an oddly bearded Uncle Dave—he was normally clean-shaven—standing in a dirty moonscape with a slight smirk on his face. He was flanked by two exotic men, tall with much bushier black beards and bandoliers crossing their chests, clutching ancient-looking rifles. They did not smirk. Their faces were resolute. In front of the group there was a mule with an oversized load strapped to its back. The mule was expressionless. Uncle Dave, watching my wide-eyed reaction, said, “Those men are called mujahideen. They are freedom fighters who are trying to push the Soviet Union out of their country. In this picture we are in Pakistan about to cross the Khyber Pass into Afghanistan.” “What is on the mule?” I asked. Dave, wearing the same slight smirk as in the image, replied, “Stinger missiles.”

Uncle Dave never admitted to being in the CIA, or working for the government in any capacity for that matter. He ran a Christian nonprofit that, theoretically, brought medicine and food into war zones. This, in fact, was the only image I ever saw of him with military apparatus, aside from the picture of him shaking Ollie North’s hand in his sitting room, but this image was all I needed. It was a revelation. My favorite movies ever were Indiana Jones and the Raiders of the Lost Ark and Lawrence of Arabia and Uncle Dave made me believe that it was completely possible to actually be Indiana Jones or T. E. Lawrence.

To make matters even more awesomely adventurous, his two sons surfed. I lived on the Oregon coast, which is not surf country, but San Diego is and cousins Danny and Mikey surfed every day. They were the surf archetype—sun-kissed, with bleach-blonde hair tips, always in the latest surf gear. I would stand on the beach, during family visits, and marvel at their skill. Cousin Dan gave me a surfboard, one sunshiny day, and I was hooked. There is something magical about surfing. Dreamy, floaty, sexy, fairytale-ish. Magical. Sliding across the ocean powered by nature herself. Getting a gorgeous tan. Delicious babes on the sand. I brought surfing back to the Oregon coast, even though the water was freezing and the rain was endless and there were no tans or hot sand babes, because when I surfed, I felt California cool. Surf and adventure became my identity. I had fallen forever in love with both of them.

The years passed but the ideal of living a cinematic life did not fade. I went to university in Orange County, California, so I could surf before class. I spent semesters in Cairo, learning Arabic, and at Oxford, because T. E. Lawrence had gone there. I became obsessed with fashion, realizing that the cinematic life demands amazing costume design. Looking good—next level good—always opens doors. It opens them in New York City and in Damascus, Syria. Why do you reckon Indiana Jones cared so much about his hat? Why do you reckon T. E. Lawrence always had perfectly coifed hair? Fashion is the highest art and so I delved into Esquire and Vanity Fair and even Women’s Wear Daily, taking notes and crafting an overall aesthetic that matched what I wanted to be.

And then jumbo jets crashed into the Twin Towers. I was lying in bed when my mother called and told me to turn on the television. She was crying, like the rest of America, and trying desperately to understand how this could be happening. Was this terrorism? Who could hate us so badly? I didn’t have answers and continued watching the coverage all day. It was such a tragedy, and as it became clearer that it was a terrorist act perpetrated by a man named Osama bin Laden who came from Yemen, I stopped caring about the tragedy itself and started to wonder about Yemen.

Yemen was on the Indian Ocean and the more I looked at maps the more I figured it must have surf. Some of the best waves in the world are found in the Indian Ocean, but no one had ever surfed mainland Yemen. So I drove over to my best friend Josh’s house, whom I had met hitchhiking in rural cartel country Mexico, and we looked at more maps together and concluded, yes, it must have surf.

Six months later we landed in Sana’a, Yemen, and spent the next three months driving up and down the coast, surfing. We found waves. We were chased by Al-Qaeda. We shot old Kalashnikovs in the desert and laughed. We lived a wild adventure and wrote about it for Surfer and Australia’s Surfing Life magazines. It was my first taste of surf journalism though it was not a normal taste. It was not palm trees and cocktails in a setting sun, which is what I assumed surf journalism was. It was desert and bullets.

The stories were well received by the surf community, but even better by hip culture magazines so, before we knew it, we had abandoned surf writing and were doing more wild adventure stories in Lebanon, Syria, and Colombia for the likes of Brooklyn’s Vice magazine. I would pitch the most outlandish ideas possible, like finding corrupt gangsters in Damascus or searching for the roots of grime music and its relation to piracy along the Somali coast. Somehow the magazines would bite and then we would go and make it all happen. It was a great ride, always with Josh and always on edge.

Television eventually came calling and Fremantle Media, makers of American Idol, signed us to an option deal. They wanted to develop a show based on our travels but their ideas were dumb. We’d sit in endless meetings listening to producers blather on and on about how cool it would be for us to go to the Timbuktu Music Festival or Lima, Peru, for its exotic cuisine. Eco/foodie/aural travel is never cool.

And then Israel invaded Lebanon in response to Hezbollah rocket attacks and the kidnapping of Israeli soldiers. Just like after 9/11, this aggression was the impetus for a creative response. Josh and I told Fremantle to fuck off and Al Gore’s Current TV assigned us to cover the war for them. We covered it as we thought wars should be covered, treating all of Lebanon like a giant playground, renting the finest car we could, eating steak dinners in Beirut’s tony Christian neighborhoods, and generally watching the city burn to the ground. This real, declared war felt wholly surreal. It felt like life might end at any moment and there was the requisite sadness but there was also a party atmosphere. We lived it up.

We had spent much previous time here so we knew where to party, how to get around, and how to get deep into trouble. Hezbollah controlled a sizeable chunk of central Beirut called the Dahieh, which was very off-limits to Westerners of any sort and especially reporters. Yet one cloudless day as Josh and I were riding our unfortunate motor scooters we heard bombs raining down on the Dahieh and we knew we had to go in. We were speeding through a rubble-strewn street toward a plume of smoke when another bomb exploded a block away. It blew us off our scooters, catching my awful jeans in the chain, and broke our ears. We sorted ourselves out, restarted our scooters, and tried to race away but got shot at by either Palestinian or Hezbollah militia and then got grabbed by a mob of dirty youth who handed us over to official Hezbollah. That was that. My whole cinematic adventure rushing toward a fitting but bummer end.

And now I am in the back of their Mercedes sedan with a gun pressed to my temple and pouring with sweat. My T-shirt is soaking wet and all I can hear is rapid-fire Arabic, which I am piecing together one out of every ten words. My ears are still ringing. The gun is pressed so firmly to my temple that every sudden jerk of the Mercedes makes it dig in farther and the sweat is dripping off the end of my nose.

I am fucked. Josh is fucked. We are fucked. My hair is shit. My jeans are too. I always think I look good, but right at this moment I am having a life-flashing-before-eyes epiphany. I look like shit. I should have worn trimmer jeans. I really should have.

The Mercedes screeches to a halt and I hear car doors opening and feel the pressure of the gun releasing, momentarily, and the captor who was sitting on my lap, I think, or at least on top of me, getting up and off and dragging me with him, barking Arabic. “Imshi! Imshi!” Imshi means “walk” but it is derogatory in the Egyptian Arabic that I’m familiar with. The kind of dismissive word used to wave away a bothersome street urchin. And apparently I am not walking quickly enough because I feel a boot kick my ass so hard that I see stars. I have never been kicked that hard before. My ears are still ringing from the bomb. How exactly are they going to kill me? Will they torture me first? Will I be a headless YouTube celebrity?

I hear metal roller doors being opened and I am pushed forward into a darker room that is also cooler and I hear many more Arabic voices, some confused, some angry, and they are shouting to each other. I am marched down stairs—”Imshi! Imshi!”—and hear a heavy key in metal and the hinges creak as the door is pulled open and I am kicked inside a room darker still and the metal slams behind me, too quickly for the hinges to creak again, the heavy key working backward, locking, and then I hear nothing but my own breath.

I am breathing heavily.

Heavily.

Fuck.

I don’t know if Josh and I are together anymore. I don’t know if he has been left in the car to be taken somewhere else. I am afraid to take the T-shirt off of my head. I don’t know if we are slated to die alone or together. It doesn’t matter, I suppose. We will die and our families will cry. Whatever. I hate my wife.

Breathing.

I don’t hear anything except my own breathing and so after a sweaty eternity, I take my T-shirt slowly off of my head and when my eyes adjust to the dark of my cell I see a bloodstained mattress in the corner. I see the silhouette of Josh, T-shirt still on head, sitting next to it. I whisper at him. He whispers back and then makes a joke that our shirts had stretched out so much that they now look like dresses. They are our Hezbollah dresses and we are going to go to the Hezbollah dance. Outside, our guards yell at us in Arabic to shut up and that George Bush is a dog. Josh laughs. I laugh too but inside my heart I think, “Fuck me. No more failed-state journalism. No more sleeping in the dirt, under rocks in the dirt while bombs are dropping. No more getting chased by Al-Qaeda. No more Somali pirates. No more Hezbollah. No no no no more. If I get out of here I am going to go back to the softest thing ever and this time I am going to do it properly. I am going to party and drink and stay out late with cute girls and surf and drink and look at palm trees swaying in the setting sun and feel salt water on my skin. I am going to have the best tan. I am going to get a very good haircut. I am going to get new jeans. I am going to write fluff. It will still be a cinematic, adventurous life but more Tequila Sunrise and less Lord of War. I am going to become a surf journalist. I am going to become a surf journalist. I am going to become a surf journalist.”
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The North Shore, Oahu, December 2009

There is a giant forearm around my neck. It is smooth. Not bodybuilder smooth, not shaved, but hairless and hot and pressing heavy on my trachea. It smells like yesterday’s beer turned into today’s sweat and Spam. It smells like the North Shore of Oahu. Like Hawaii.

And what is the image of Hawaii that flickers across the tourist mind when sitting in Cleveland, Ohio, or Muncie, Indiana, or even a good place like San Diego, California? It is of paradise. It is of perfection. It is of a dreamy island where the normal struggles of life, like cable bills and a gutted IRA, are washed away in a golden-hued sunset and mai tai buzz. It is of coconut scent and relaxation. Getting off the plane in a garish floral shirt while a diminutive brown woman says “aloha” accompanied by ukulele covers of Elvis Presley’s “Loving You.” The temperature is a perfect eighty degrees, even, with just the right touch of humidity. Chaise lounge today. Snorkeling tomorrow. Maybe a luau. Maybe a hula. Maybe “mele kalikimaka” is the thing to say. A vacation that never ever ever ends. Greens, blues, splashes of tropical-flower red, splashes of piña colada white. No one imagines getting killed. No one imagines Spam.

Another giant forearm has both my arms wrapped behind my back and the meaty paw at its end is squeezing my bicep. Really digging into it. I am in what ultimate fighters call an arm bar. And no matter my preference, I’ll be going where I’m taken.

I look around, awkwardly due to my physical predicament, and revelers are giving me drunken stares and I might detect sympathy in one or two of them but I also definitely detect condescension. “Asshole’s been asking for it all along” condescension. Fuckers. They all enjoyed the spectacle while it was happening. They’ve been enjoying my particular spectacle for three years.

The house I’m being danced through is packed with revelers because a celebration is in full drunken swing. Mick Fanning, dull professional surfer sponsored by the dull brand Rip Curl, has just won his first World Title this afternoon at the famous Banzai Pipeline right in front of the house. The most famous wave in the world. Mick is an Australian with a penchant for drink. He even has an alter ego that comes out, with enough alcohol, named Eugene. And even though a drunken alter ego with a name sounds interesting it is not. Nothing about him is interesting. Not his short, cropped blonde hair. Not his bland chipped-tooth smile. Not his broad Australian accent. Nothing.

The whole set design of the home is so totally ideally island, reflecting the surrounding area. It is beachfront, has an open floor plan and island-modern furniture and oversized faux palm frond fans spinning languidly just like the tourist mind in Muncie, Indiana, imagines. Inside it is hot and humid, so hot, and smells like beer, sweat, and Spam or maybe that is just what I am smelling because of my currently intimate relationship with this hairless arm.

And I am being danced for sure. Between choke hold and arm bar I have to do a deconstructed Lindy Hop to keep moving. So I keep Lindy Hopping and keep looking and revelers keep condescending. I am wearing very skinny jeans and they make the dance slightly more difficult.

I hear his voice too close to my ear, the voice of North Shore authority filled with Hawaiian slang. “Ho, brah. You lucky you no git one false-crack but you gonna learn some respeck outside.”

His voice is high. I’m always surprised by how so many North Shore Hawaiians are huge and scary but have voices like young girls. “You gonna git respeck, brah.” I keep hopping until we hit the back door.

It opens, revealing a rickety staircase leading down to a small walkway fronted by a plumeria hedge. The air outside feels different compared to the air inside. It is cooler and a breeze is pushing off of the Pacific but it also feels more sinister. The voice keeps on now that we are outside but gets louder and is not directed at me but at unseen forces floating somewhere nearby. “Hooooooo! Come, boys! Come, braddahs!” it is calling, for reinforcements.

We both stumble down the steps and fall against the hedge and a few white flowers fall innocently to the ground and his voice has grown still louder and higher. He is a mountain of a man. He is hot. Everything is hot. Everything is wrong. I don’t see the reinforcements yet but I do see a wooden fence in front of me. I assume they are outside. Waiting. Big. As big as the one grabbing me right now or bigger. Mokes. A “moke” is any Hawaiian who fits a particular stereotype. Usually fat, always angry, speaks pidgin, drives a giant pickup truck. Sometimes it is a term of endearment. Mostly it is a call to arms. If I was to shout, “Let go of my neck, you fucking moke!” it would be a call to arms. My head would get popped off. I can hear the pound of surf so near it almost drowns out the hooting in my ear. “HOOOOOO-Eeee!” But my focus is on the hooting.

The choke is getting tighter. Hawaiians love to choke people out. It is their trademark, their heritage.

Two days earlier, in the water at a wave called Rocky Point that breaks half a mile from my current situation, I had witnessed Cheeseburger choke out an unsuspecting mainlander. Rocky Point is as seemingly tropical perfect as anything on Oahu. White sand beach. Palm trees. Warm, blue water. It is beautiful but its beauty is only skin deep because its heart beats trouble.

Cheeseburger is Hawaiian and looks like someone’s chubby little brother but his heart also beats trouble. A mainlander kid, from Florida, maybe eighteen, floated next to him in the cluster of madness waiting turns to take a wave. There is a pecking order for who gets to go when. This is true of all surf spots the world over but nowhere is it enforced as severely as it is in Hawaii. And in Hawaii all Hawaiians are at the top.

So Cheeseburger and this kid were floating when over the horizon steamed a perfect wave all feathery and inviting. Cheeseburger started to paddle and this kid started to paddle. They were shoulder to shoulder, both head-down, both digging. Cheeseburger began to shout in his own Hawaiian slang, “Hooo! Gooo-een! Goooo-een!” and when Cheeseburger says “Gooo-een” it is impossible to differentiate if he is saying, “Hey, you paddling next to me. Go in (to the wave).” Or if he is saying, “I’m going.” Impossible. The mainlander must have assumed the former, popping to his feet and racing down the feathery inviting line. Surfing tropical perfection all alone. Cheeseburger also popped to his feet but ended up getting hit in the head with the lip of the wave and wiping out grandly.

When they were both back in the lineup, sitting on their boards, Cheeseburger started screaming at him and the kid raised his arms in a confused defense. Cheeseburger couldn’t care less, leaned over, grabbed him by the white neck, and began the Hawaiian ritual. Choking him out. The kid sputtered and waved his still confused arms like a spastic ballerina as his face turned bright red. His eyes went crazy with terror and no one moved a muscle. Cheeseburger eventually let him go after squeezing to his heart’s content and the kid paddled to the beach as fast as he could. Cheeseburger howled with laughter, and everyone else out that day thought it was very funny.

But right now nobody is laughing, especially not me, and the wooden fence is getting closer and so is my fate. “HOOOOOOO-Eeee!”

Suddenly, and without warning, I am flung into open space. The forearms around my neck and bicep release with the addition of a hefty shove. So hefty that I am spun around and momentarily face my oppressor. He is taller than six feet and must weigh three hundred pounds. His black XXXL tank top features the numbers “808” in ghetto-scrawl white. Hawaii’s area code. I am unable to discern the finer of his features but can see a glimmer off his large golden chain and, right before slamming into the wood, can make out his slippahs and the fat, brown feet inhabiting them.

I slam. And expect the wood to be firm against my own skinny frame but instead feel it disappear behind me. The fence is actually a gate and one that opens outward.

Ha!

Hahahahahahahaha!

I stumble but don’t fall and regain, if not my composure, then at least my footing, on the Kamehameha Highway. The Kamehameha, or Kam, is the main road that runs parallel to the Pacific along the entire North Shore. Highway is a generous name. It is a two-lane, potholed symbol of neglect sometimes buried beneath landslides.

My oppressor is staring at me openmouthed. His “808” flutters in the breeze. He is also surprised that the fence is an outward-opening gate.

I was flung so far that he can’t grab me even though he is reaching, grasping, and I scoot backward farther from those hairless arms. I see three mountainous shadows in the island foliage. The reinforcements. And they might be openmouthed too but it is dark everywhere except all around me. I am standing underneath a yellow streetlight. I am bathed in glory. I am an impressionist painting. “Haole Who Has Momentarily Escaped His Destiny No. 4.”

I continue to scoot backward and feel a jig of freedom coming on. Not my forced-march Lindy Hop of a few moments ago. But a jerky and spontaneous shimmy. I shimmy in the road, grooving free, while the mountainous shadows hoot and lurch forward.

“HOOOOOOOOOO-EEEEeeeee! What da fuck! What da fuck!”

And like that, I am gone. Into the tropical night. I jog to where my car is parked, not for a moment glancing backward. My car is a white convertible Mitsubishi Spyder, top down, resting underneath an oversized banyan tree. Top down on a parked car is rare. Thievery is epidemic on Oahu’s North Shore and cars are regularly destroyed for a dollar bill left in plain sight. But I feel top down is counterintuitive. There must be nothing worth stealing if no precaution is taken. And so I jump in without opening the door. Right through where the top would be. Right like Magnum, P.I., and turn the key. It purrs to life.

Gravel sprays everywhere while fishtailing onto the almost empty Kamehameha. I still haven’t glanced backward. They are there somewhere, the mountainous shadows, and maybe they are trying to find their own rusted Jeep Wranglers or jacked-up Ford F-150s or motor scooters, or maybe they have given up on smashing this particular haole tonight. The only notable damage I can find is to my Helmut Lang button-up, which has been violently torn. I have also left my shoes in the house. Stinky, cream-colored Vans that had been smashed in the heel since I refuse to ever wear them properly. And terribly stinky since I don’t ever wear them with socks.

I hear the pound of surf off to the right before I crank the stereo. Top 40 pours into the tropical night. My hair, now like Christian Slater’s and not like Ellen DeGeneres’s, blows back. I love Top 40 here. I love my white convertible, Helmut Lang shirt, skinny jeans, and all sorts of contrivance. It is my version of “island dandy” and it is purposefully at odds with everything Oahu’s North Shore stands for. The image of Hawaii? Paradise? Relaxation? No worries? It is all a lie. The North Shore, very much against its idyllic stereotype, stands for rough brutality but I don’t do rough brutality, stylistically. I do easy breezy. I do dandy. Yet I cannot help causing problems. I have learned that about myself. I cannot stop even when I want to. Even when I need to.

The slivered moon is low and semi-haze-obscured, and palm, banyan, hibiscus, plumeria speed past as I drive west toward Hale’iwa. It is overgrown and dirty. Not brown dirty but red dirty. Volcanic dirty. The one grocery store, Foodland, rushes past on the left and then I am hugging the curves near Waimea Bay. Hot. Humid. Alive. Dirty. Good jeans. Great hair. Thrilled.

I had become a fabulous surf journalist. I had fulfilled the promise I made to myself inside a dark Beirut dungeon. And I have received more death threats, more choke outs, more problems, more trouble than I ever had going to the Hezbollah dance. Or running from Somali pirates or drinking tea with Palestinian rebels or ducking Al-Qaeda shoot-outs. And though it may seem that being kidnapped in the Middle East is much more bone-chilling than being strangled by a Hawaiian on Oahu’s North Shore, I am here to say that it is not. Being kidnapped, shot at, chased, tracked, followed by terrorists in Africa and the Middle East is certainly unnerving but it also feels fantastical. It feels otherworldly because when the mob gathers, when the bullets start flying, everything turns into a strange dream and the adrenaline pops and aye-aye-aye! Lights, cameras, action! The film set is from Syriana and the extras are too. And when the intensity is over, when the scene wraps, I get back on an Emirates flight bound for Los Angeles, California, and lounge in the peaceful sunshine near a blue swimming pool.

The North Shore is as much of a film set as the Middle East or Africa, only it is From Here to Eternity, not Syriana. But the scene never wraps. The intensity never ends. There is no escape because the angered Hawaiian will not give up. Even as my white convertible Mitsubishi Spyder zooms away I know I am not forgotten. I am not forgotten for the moment and I am not forgotten when I am back on a Hawaiian Air flight bound for Los Angeles, California. The Hawaiian lives on an island, true, but that island is still the United States of America. And he will find me, eventually, and he will physically destroy me.

There is simply no remove on the North Shore. Anyone related to the surf world, including a fabulous surf journalist, is fair game in this war. It crawls inside in a way that nothing I have ever experienced does. It is so completely “other” even though it is also completely “American” and thus “me.” The Middle East is only “other” but the North Shore is not and this otherization of one’s own self is horrifying in the same way that Colonel Kurtz was horrifying in Heart of Darkness. And I kid you not, it is a war. A brutal, brutal war. Who would have guessed that? Certainly not me. Probably not you. Definitely not Anderson Cooper but he has a daytime television show now. He is the new Ellen DeGeneres.
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Birds, Boats, and Past Loves.

Or, from Beirut to Bondi.

The journey from hostage to surf journalist was easy like a Sunday morning. First, Josh and I convinced our captors that we were no good to them. I really don’t know how in the world this happened, besides actually being no good to them, but it worked. They kept us in the dungeon, periodically verbally abusing us, until the sun set and then our Hezbollah dresses were turned back into head coverings and we were driven twenty minutes, or so, to a sparse home. Inside sat two older men, two armed younger men, and the creepiest creepster I have ever seen in my life. He wore a beard that looked identical to George Michael’s, had possessed eyes and a slithering English accent. He implored us to sit. And then began our interrogation. “Why are you here in Lebanon? Why did you go into the Dahieh? Do you know that area is off-limits? My favorite actress is Julia Roberts. Do you think she is beautiful?” He would end each series of questions with a statement about an actress and then another question about her. “Jennie Garth, in 90210, is very sexy. Is she popular in America?” Amazing.

The interrogation went on for endless hours. Creepster asked us questions. Every one listened intently. Sometimes we answered in Arabic, sometimes we answered in English. I agreed and told him that Julia Roberts was beautiful but could not lie about Jennie Garth. I told him she was neither sexy nor popular. Other operatives came in and out, listening, nodding, leaving, making phone calls. Eventually they brought us cheese and bread. We all sat on the floor and feasted together, while Israeli bombs dropped around us, on what tasted like the best food I had ever eaten in my life. Then they walked us out to our motor scooters, hugged us, told us never to come back, and wished us the best of luck.

I don’t know if we said the right things or if they were letting us go in order to tail us and then kill us and our other spy friends. I don’t know. I just knew, at that moment, we were free and that I had a new lease on life and I knew exactly what I was going to do.

Second, I split from my wife. We married young and I believed in her. She was a talented singer/actress with a voice as big as an auditorium and I sensed great things in our future. I saw us as Norman Mailer and his jazz-singing fifth wife, Carol.

As the months became years, though, I realized something about her. I realized that she hated the cinematic life. She downplayed her own successes and completely disregarded mine. I was not an easy husband, to be sure, running around the Middle East with a seeming death wish, but I always tried to make her feel the esprit d’aventure and I never stabbed her with a penknife. Still, she steadfastly refused to live famous. She never saw life as an adventure, she only saw it as something to endure, a place where the deck was perpetually stacked against her. Soon after I came back from Lebanon she moved to New York to work on/endure an off-Broadway musical and then I met a blonde Russian and then the wheels fell off completely.

I admitted my infidelity when she returned from her show’s run and we went to marriage counseling. I felt awful but I still hated her and it is totally unfair to stray and hate and go to marriage counseling and hate but that was what it was. The end of any marriage is only a murky puddle.

I hadn’t pitched any more outlandish ideas to magazines, like trying to buy blood diamonds from the source in the Congo, since I had come back from Lebanon. I hadn’t needed to because, third, the outlandish ideas came to me from the magazines themselves and specifically from Australia’s notorious surf publication Stab. Its editor, Derek Rielly, had read my stories in Vice and, as if he heard my silent pleas from a Hezbollah dungeon, asked if I would write a story for him about a convicted methamphetamine-dealing professional surfer up in Santa Cruz. He did not know or care if I surfed. He liked the idea of my writing. I agreed at once, penning “The Ice Storm,” which subsequently got Stab sued by the Australia decency board because, in the article, I suggested that all surfers should become addicted to methamphetamine.

Derek liked the story so well that he insisted I come to Australia. I went to one more marriage counseling session and my wife told the counselor that I wrote about methamphetamine and was probably addicted myself and was most likely possessed by a devil. That was all I needed. She had no vision.

I flew one way to Australia’s Gold Coast and threw my wedding ring into the waves at Snapper Rock. I watched it sink underneath a canvas of blue and white and felt free. The air was hot. Piercing hot. Humid. Cancerous, because the ozone is rotted above Australia because Australian girls love hairspray. Professional surfers danced upon the waves and I was free.

I had come to the Gold Coast, specifically, to cover the Quiksilver Pro, the first surf contest of professional surfing’s World Tour season. Every year it starts on the Gold Coast. And the Gold Coast is well named. It is gold. It is a surf paradise. There is more than one surf paradise in the world. There is Huntington Beach in California. There is Teahupo’o in Tahiti. There is the whole island of Bali. And there is the Gold Coast. The largest city in the region is, in fact, named Surfers Paradise. It is a glimmery, gleaming skyscraper village caught betwixt green lagoonish rivers to the west and green bluish seas to the east. The Pacific seas.

The skyscrapers are totally better in picture than in person. In picture, they are all today’s luxury. In person, the waft of their construction date rises like Jazzercised sweat on pastel leg warmers. The waft of mid- to late 1980s. Not enough modern steel and glass. All sorts of concrete and little windowlettes. Small decks peeking out into the constant perfect weather. Or too hot weather. The weather that cancers.

The shopping streets below the little windowlettes and small decks feature purchases for the uncouth. Easy women and kids on school vacation roam and pick through discounted lingerie and shirts with outdated slogans. “I’m an angel. Not!”

As fine as Surfers Paradise is, there is no real genuine surf of which to speak because the hot sand is perfect for sitting and tanning and crafting illegitimate babies, not for the crafting of sandbars, which is what waves need to break. Wave creation is an intangible admixture of landmass direction and underwater contours and magic and sin and gods and goddesses, and Surfers Paradise sits bereft. It sits without grace. But just to the south is a small town named Coolangatta and Coolangatta is the true surfers’ paradise.

Coolangatta may be the whitest town on earth, white as in Caucasian. All the food is fast and all the restaurants serve a version of the café latte, called “flat whites.” All shops sell collectible shot glasses. Almost all the shops are surf shops and all for good reason because Coolangatta features many famous waves: Duranbah, Greenmount Point, Rainbow Bay, Coolangatta Beach, Kirra, and Snapper Rock, which is the most famous.

It is a perfect place to surf. A perfect place to hold a surf contest. A perfect place to hold the first surf contest of the World Tour season. Every year begins on the Gold Coast. Every year begins in Coolangatta.

I met Derek for flat whites at the Komune Hotel. Derek is classically Australian hip. He wears plunging V-necked T-shirts, Dior Chelsea boots, skinny skinny white jeans, pendant necklaces, Dior sunglasses. His skin is always chestnut brown. He does not wear sunscreen, preferring to go to the doctor every other year and getting suspect spots carved out. He is also a genius, in small part because he wills himself to learn French by listening in the car to Brigitte Bardot sing. In small part because he loved my writing so much. He told me to fear nothing, neither the Australia Decency Board nor any man. He told me to write like Serge Gainsbourg lived.

Stab would truly become my vehicle and I drove it like a funny car. I drove it like there were no rules or regulations or police officers or stop signs. I wrote what I wanted. I wrote how I wanted. After writing about terrorists and death and hot hot deserts I basked in the sunshine of surf. I tanned. I drank. I winked. And Derek would print everything I wrote without edit, or with only the slightest edit.

I covered the Quiksilver Pro on the Gold Coast and wrote that Mick Fanning, who would later win the World Championship, was dull and surfed dull and, worse, dressed dull. I wrote that other surfers were so divinely handsome. Touched by the finger of Venus. Surfing is always homoerotic. It always has been. It is an activity where young, bronzed boys filled with health and vitality strip virtually nude and go sit in warm seas. They are often blonde. They are often handsome. Their parents are typically wealthy enough to live on the beach and have good genes and make beautiful babies. And when the waters cool, when winter comes, surfers pull on wetsuits, which are no more than skintight pantsuits. The way surfers look is as essential to the game as anything. It is a totally aspirational element in a beautifully aspirational life.

I wrote whatever I felt, whatever I wanted, and then I followed the tour to Europe and refused to go to any of the surf contests, instead spending all my time with a half Portuguese half Angolan investment banker. I wrote about her and about me and about driving in her new BMW and about living well. I wrote about us getting all dreamy in Lisbon and Madrid and Bilbao, which is super not dreamy except for the Guggenheim. Neil Ridgway, who was a vice president at Rip Curl, one of the “big three” surf brands, got very angry with me one day in Portugal. Rip Curl was the title sponsor of the contest I was supposed to be covering and they were paying for my hotel room and he felt it was bad form that I was writing about my investment banker instead of the surf. He cornered me in an empty bar while I was doodling and really let me have it, coming through the door like a livid wind. His face was stern and he was, inexplicably, wearing a red beret. He fixed me in his anger and asked, loudly, “Are you Chas Smith?” I answered, “Yes,” and he continued, planting himself in a baby-blue chair opposite mine, “I don’t like what is happening here. We put you up in a hotel and you write off the event? That doesn’t seem right to me.” And he continued, “I don’t like you saying Mick Fanning is dull when you don’t even talk with him.” Then he said, “I am not going to tell you what to write,” before continuing, “Why don’t you ask people questions instead of just standing by and observing? Have you ever talked to Mick?” I tried a half-hearted defense and replied, “Look, there are two types of surfers. There are professional athlete kinds and the other, uhhh, not professional athlete kinds. Mick represents the professional and therefore is bland. He is like Roger Federer. Someone like Dion Agius represents the other end of the spectrum. He is more exciting because he ...” And I didn’t quite know how to finish the sentence without sounding as trite as I actually am. Dion Agius is a very short but very handsome Australian surfer with great hipster style. Neil responded, “Why do you like Dion? Because he dresses well?” And I told him, “Yes. That’s it. Dion does his cinematic part in this gorgeous surf narrative we’re all living. And I have no ax to grind with professional surfing, or the industry. I am just trying to be me, baby.” He said, “I read what you wrote about the event in Spain and I don’t know what you are doing with your financial planner and all that. I mean yesterday you were drinking espresso from a gold-rimmed cup and today you are drinking beer from a pint glass.” I had, in fact, stolen a glass of beer because the bar was empty and I looked at my stolen beer and thought, “What is the difference between a gold-rimmed espresso cup and a pint glass?” But I said, “I am glad I know how you feel about my writing.” And he said, “We’ll just be watching what you write tomorrow,” before ending with, “See I’m wearing a funny hat. Now you can write about that.” Then he left with a glare, blowing out on the same livid wind that blew him in.

And I did. I wrote everything he told me and I wrote especially about his red beret
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