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			In the hands of an enterprising people, what a country this might be! we are ready to say. Yet how long would a people remain so, in such a country? The Americans (as those from the United States are called) and Englishmen, who are fast filling up the principal towns, and getting the trade into their hands, are indeed more industrious and effective than the Spaniards; yet their children are brought up Spaniards, in every respect, and if the “California fever” (laziness) spares the first generation, it always attacks the second.

			Richard Henry Dana Jr.,
Two Years before the Mast

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			For over a month, Dolphin Smoote had been trying to get a date with the dark-eyed, willowy brunette who sat across from him in the lecture hall. But every time the six-foot, well-muscled youth with the shaggy, sun-bleached hair attempted to speak to her, his reliable cool melted like wax on a surfboard left out in the sun. Dolphin wasn’t accustomed to falling apart in front of attractive young women or doing such un-casual things.

			Her name was Claudette, and she had caught Dolphin’s attention at a series of summer lectures given at Beach Cities Community College, which wasn’t far from his home in Tranquility Beach, Southern California. He was attending a course entitled The Power of Positive Dreaming because he thought he might learn how to get rich without having to work very hard. After a session, Dolphin would try to casually saunter up to where she sat and start a conversation. Yet after one look into her eyes, which reminded him of fizzy root beer, he’d fall apart. His carefully planned words couldn’t get past his pulsing Adam’s apple, which was following the rapid beat of his heart. Unfortunately, he wore a Saint Christopher medal on a choker, which accordingly danced a jig on his neck. This was further distracting to him, and probably to her too. Soon, sweat would bead on his upper lip and forehead. He ended up sounding like he was trying to get a point across with his tongue glued to the top of his mouth. Alas, when Love’s arrow truly lands, who can resist the effect?

			If Dolphin hadn’t been so much in love, he would have been ashamed. For “whacking out” in front of a girl was a serious breach of classic, old-time surfer style, and maintaining that classic surfer style was what Dolphin and his friends were all about. He was from Tranquility Beach, after all, one of the two or three places where the phenomenon all began, and in the early summer of 1988, where it still lingered.

			For the Dawgs (short for Surf Dawgs, as Dolphin and his friends called themselves), style could be reduced to two primary qualities, both of which were legacies from the early days of Southern California surf culture. The first of these qualities was the art of being “casual.” Surf legends like Mickey Dora and Lance Carson used to perform stunts like riding the noses of their surfboards and hanging five or ten, all while making it look so effortless that the only possible way to have been more casual would have been to be asleep. It was Dolphin who usually out-casualed the other Surf Dawgs. Even so, Dolphin’s adamantine walls of casual and cool crumbled like soda crackers before Claudette and her sparkling eyes, demonstrating again that one of the most powerful forces under the sun is a beautiful woman.

			Casual wasn’t the only quality Dolphin and the Dawgs valued. They aspired also to be “radical.” This meant being insanely fearless. A true Dawg sought to perform the most daring stunts imaginable, both on and off their surfboards. This could be going over hundred-foot cliffs on their recently invented snowboards, riding their skateboards down the steep hairpin curves of Palos Verdes, climbing the two-hundred-foot radar towers in Portuguese Bend, doing rollercoasters off the lips of closed-out waves, hanging back in the curl on big hollow waves, late paddle takeoffs on big, elevator-shaft-steep waves, et cetera. But radical could never be separated from casual. These insanities were to be done in the most nonchalant way, as if they were as commonplace as going to work, though that was very un-commonplace for Dolphin and his friends.

			The greatest casual-radical of them all was SC Parker. Dolphin idolized SC for the totally insane stunts he was reputed to have done, such as riding tornado surf in the Midwest and surfing a huge wave on a river in Tennessee that had been caused by a dynamited dam. But what particularly settled Dolphin’s hero worship of SC was the fact that the house in which Dolphin lived with his aunt Clementine was the very house that years ago SC had grown up in.

			One can imagine Dolphin’s absolute confusion when he would repeatedly gag on his words to a mere girl, making noises like an annoying, squealing seal. But as suggested, radical was also deeply embedded in his character, and radical meant that he couldn’t let himself “hair out.” Dolphin Smoote wasn’t about to give up on Claudette.

			[image: ]

			The morning after his latest fiasco in attempting to get a date with Claudette, Dolphin went surfing. The waves had been fairly good four- and five-footers, and the sun was shining with a slight offshore breeze coming from the southeast. But instead of tearing it up in the water until it got choppy, Dolphin stayed out for less than an hour. He retreated from the water and sat on his surfboard on the beach, contemplating his situation and watching the seagulls pick at the sand crabs. Then he had an inspiration. He would take his problem to Lunch Biggunes.

			Lunch Biggunes was the Dawgs’ mentor, a semi-legendary surfer himself, about twenty years older than Dolphin. Lunch’s given name was Roland, and those who saw Lunch now in his maturity might incorrectly assume his nickname was a reference to his girth. Rather, Lunch had gotten his sobriquet for the tremendous wipeouts of his former days—“eating lunch” as it is called. Lunch would regularly take off on incredibly humungous waves, in impossible positions. The name Lunch really was a dubbing; he was a true knight of the ocean.

			Just south of the stately old house on the Strand, where Dolphin lived with his aunt Clementine, was the Tranquility Beach pier. From the Strand—the concrete walkway and bike path that bordered the beach—the pier extended 70 yards over the beach and stretched another 150 yards out over the ocean. It was supported by heavy concrete pilings on either side, set ten yards apart. In the ’60s and early ’70s, before it was outlawed, a most radical stunt was to “shoot the pier”—that is, while being propelled on an unpredictable wave, maneuvering through the gnarly, barnacled pilings while standing on a slab of foam wrapped in fiberglass and resin.

			Dolphin found Lunch under the Tranquility Beach pier, where he was currently residing in a camp halfway between the Strand and the water. When Dolphin walked up, Lunch was sitting on a beach chair leaning over his small Weber grill.

			“She turned me down,” Dolphin explained to Lunch, “with some of the best excuses I’ve ever heard, and with a few that weren’t so hot.” Dolphin flopped down cross-legged on the soft sand. “Once she told me she had to stay home so she could rearrange her sock drawer. I’m sure she thinks I’m a total kook.” For the uninitiated, kook is the technical term for a person who tries to surf but is lame at it, and whose trying lacks style—that is, their attempts are neither casual nor radical.)

			“She must not be from around here if she thinks you’re a kook, dude,” said Lunch as he casually grilled bratwursts on his barbeque. “Anybody from around here could tell you’re a Dawg and not a kook.” He rolled one of the sausages over with his bare fingers, slightly burning himself.

			“Thanks, Lunch, but that doesn’t help. You’re right, though—she’s from the Midwest or someplace like that.”

			“The Midwest!” Lunch moaned, removing his burnt fingers from his mouth. “What do you see in her?”

			“She’s tall like a model. Matter of fact, I heard her tell someone she is a model. She’s got these awesome big brown eyes that for some reason remind me of root beer. And she’s . . .”

			“What?”

			“It’s called aloof. You know—she doesn’t care about the normal things girls care about.”

			“You mean you?”

			“She doesn’t even know my name.”

			“Makes you want them even more.” Lunch took one of the sausages off the grill and put it in a bun. “Sure you don’t want one of these?” Lunch asked before he took a sizable bite.

			“Man, I’m appetiteless.”

			Dolphin’s not wanting a bratwurst concerned Lunch, causing him to dig deep into his vast experience with women. “What you need, dawg,” Lunch went on after masticating the bite, “is leverage. Exactly what I don’t have at the moment with Nicole.” Nicole was Lunch’s twenty-something-year-old girlfriend. Being an almost surf legend did have its rewards, however tenuous.

			“You mean that’s why she threw your stuff out on the bike path?” asked Dolphin, referring to the event that had led to Lunch’s dwelling under the pier.

			“Yep, that’s it. Leverage.”

			“How can I get some?”

			“You already got it.”

			“I do?”

			“You do.”

			“What is it?”

			Lunch spread his arms and looked all around him. “The beach, dawg. You got the beach.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Finally, as is not always the case in matters of the heart, Dolphin’s persistence paid off. Following Lunch’s counsel, he invited Claudette to the beach. After a dialogue that challenged Dolphin considerably, she agreed to have lunch with him that upcoming Saturday afternoon. Lunch had told him he had to forget about style when he talked to her. That would come later. “Just get the words out—that’s all you need to care about,” he’d instructed. “Just barf ’em out if you have to.”

			That Wednesday night, after their class, Dolphin had approached Claudette, having removed his Saint Christopher medal.

			“Do you want to come down to the beach one of these days? I live there,” Dolphin said in one rapid spurt of words.

			To this, Claudette’s eyebrows curled up a quarter inch or so. “I don’t think I even know your name. Why would I want to do that?”

			“I live down on the Strand in Tranquility. It’s pretty cool down there.”

			“I like going to the beach when it’s hot,” she said.

			“Tranquility Beach is cool even when it’s hot,” he spurted again, “and cool even when it’s not hot.”

			“That makes a lot of sense,” she said. “I’ve heard of Tranquility Beach. Isn’t that where all the eccentrics live?”

			“It’s not like the Beach Cities closer to LA. Some of my friends want to put up barbed wire and machinegun nests to keep the Vals and New Yorkers out.”

			Pondering this last statement for a few moments, she then asked, “And just what is a Val?”

			“It’s people from the San Fernando Valley—kooks and hodads, you know, people who can’t surf.”

			“Sounds like you have a bunch of lunatic criminals for friends.” The room had nearly emptied of all students, and Claudette started gathering her things off her desk.

			“Not all of them, they’re just surfers and want to keep the surf to themselves.” He had meant to just say, “not at all.” Dolphin could feel his throat pounding again. He tried to explain, “They’re nothing compared to Crazy Ahab and the Village Idiots or the Wave Nazis”

			Claudette laughed. “Like I said, sounds like Tranquility Beach is overflowing with lunatic criminals.”

			“It’s not like that,” Dolphin stammered, but he was happy that at least he was getting words out, even if they lacked style. “They’re a group of lame surfers who try to make up for it by calling themselves weird names. They don’t rate at all. The Wave Nazis are actually from El Porto, anyway. Crazy Ahab and the Idiots don’t rate either. They’re from Manhattan Beach.” He saw that this last statement didn’t have the desired effect and tried to clear up the confusion: “Crazy Ahab and the Village Idiots are a bunch of kooks from the beach next to ours. I’m from T Beach, and T Beach is different.”

			“Well, you certainly are,” she said. She had packed her large purse, which now hung from her shoulder. She reached in and pulled from it a small tape recorder. She pushed a button and spoke into it. “Tonight I had the pleasure of meeting Crazy Ahab, one of the Village Idiots, from . . .”

			“No, no,” he said, dropping the notebook he had not taken any notes in, “I’m Dolphin Smoote, from Tranquility Beach. And it really is awesome down there. It’s still like the Beach Cities used to be thirty years ago. You know, slow and mellow and fun.”

			Up to this point, Claudette hadn’t been so much interested as amused. But now, she clicked off her tape recorder and gave Dolphin an inquiring look. “Dolphin Smoote. What a curious name.”

			“My real name is Randy,” Dolphin said, avoiding the whole truth—his name was actually Randolph, something he wouldn’t confess even under torture—“but my friends all call me Dolphin,” and added, trying to be humble, “’cause I’m pretty good in the water.”

			“Do you spell Smoote with an e?” Claudette asked.

			“No, two o’s,” said Dolphin.

			Claudette almost seemed disappointed.

			And then Dolphin made the calculation. “I mean, yeah, two o’s and an e at the end.”

			After a thoughtful pause, Claudette said, “Well, I would love to. When should I come?”

			Dolphin dared to look up at that face. Her gorgeous, full, dark-brown eyebrows had arched another millimeter or two, and there was something like the hint of a smile on her face. Maybe, he thought, he was finally getting his style back.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Dolphin’s 1974 Land Cruiser, though recently repaired, was still waiting to be picked up at Van’s Service Station. After Dolphin peppered his aunt Clemmie with deft reasonings and pleadings, she had coughed up the money to get it fixed. Dolphin, however, had succumbed in turn to his friend Chip Thomas’s own pleading and deft reasoning and lent the money so Chip could pay the rent on his surf shop and keep it from closing down. The Land Cruiser thus remained in the shop, and Dolphin felt relieved when Claudette asked for directions, realizing he was saved from picking her up. She even made a joke about getting past the barbed wire and machinegun nests. He gave her directions to a quaint little café a couple of blocks from his house.

			Quaint in the context of his description of the café could have had a variety of meanings. In this case, it was a cover for a place that he thought might impress Claudette while not being too expensive. This café, like the town itself, retained the ambiance of the old laid-back Southern California surf culture Dolphin had tried to describe to Claudette. By the early ’80s, transients from the East and Midwest had smothered out much of the old lifestyle in the Beach Cities near Los Angeles. But this was not true of T Beach, as Tranquility Beach was called by those in the know, or at Surf Burgers, where Claudette was to meet Dolphin. They would have lunch there, stroll out on the pier, and maybe down the Strand in the opposite direction from his house. Dolphin’s plan for the afternoon was to avoid two things: one was the beach boutiques that cluttered the east side of Pacific Avenue. In a matter of seconds, a guy could blow beaucoup dollars trying to impress a new love. The other was his aunt Clemmie. This meant avoiding his house, or to be more precise, Aunt Clemmie’s house, where he was a rent-free boarder when she wasn’t too upset with him.

			Saturday finally came. There had been good waves in the morning. The early afternoon sun wasn’t too hot. A slight but pleasant onshore breeze came in from the west. And Claudette was apparently enjoying her lunch at Surf Burgers. Very few can resist the Rat Beach Burger Melt with grilled onions and cheddar on cracked sourdough bread. Dolphin was a little surprised—and, frankly, a little concerned—at how much she was eating, though. He shuddered at the idea that dating her could get expensive. He had hoped she, being a model and all, would only order a small salad and a diet coke.

			Other than Claudette enjoying the food, the date wasn’t going that great. Dolphin had tried to show interest in Claudette’s work. He had talked over his coming date with Lunch Biggunes, and Lunch’s advice was to ask a lot of questions. But every statement or inquiry he made was crashing hard to earth, like the time he fell off his aunt Clemmie’s roof trying to install a spotlight so he could surf at night.

			“Can I ask you a question?” Dolphin said when the well of his imagination about modeling was pretty much dried up.

			“Go ahead,” Claudette replied, after swallowing a bite of her burger.

			“Do you ever get the urge to just dive off one of those runways, like leap off into the crowd? That would be so radical.”

			“I’ll answer it if it’s the last one you ask about modeling. I don’t like modeling. I hate modeling. I only do it part time, and only because I have to,” she said, and downed the last of her vanilla shake.

			“Oh,” Dolphin said, figuring modeling must not pay much. He hoped she wasn’t now going to order desert.

			“I’m not a runway type of model, anyway. I’m only what they call a ‘fit model.’ Occasionally I’ll also do a store catalog.”

			“Oh, cool! Is that because you’re in really good shape?”

			“You said you wouldn’t ask any more questions.”

			“Oh.”

			“It’s where I try on the new styles, so the salespeople can see them on a live person and see if the clothes are true to size. Get it? See if the clothes ‘fit.’ I am a perfect size.”

			Dolphin said, “I totally agree.” He was tempted not to say it, but Dawgs don’t hair out.

			“What?”

			“Nothing. Why don’t you like modeling? I wouldn’t mind getting paid for just wearing clothes.” He thought about saying something else, but this time he did hair out.

			“I hate modeling.”

			“Why do you do it then?”

			“To support myself until . . . until”—she hesitated—“until I can get my other career going.”

			“What other career?”

			“I don’t like talking about it.”

			“Why?”

			“It’s bad luck.”

			“What’s bad luck?”

			“Talking about doing what I want to be doing before I’m doing it.”

			“Oh.” This left Dolphin pondering, nodding his head for a few moments. He suddenly realized he was talking about something she wanted to talk about. He saw the corners of her mouth flexing up slightly. Another almost smile! A flash of inspiration struck him—Apollo or whoever that god was, was on the loose—she wanted to talk about the thing she said she didn’t want to talk about! She did have some similarities to a normal girl.

			She looked about the room at the walls covered with old pictures of old surf legends she’d never heard of—Greg Noll, Dewey Weber, Lance Carson, Mike Purpose, Mickey Dora, Corky Carroll—and an almost hum started easing out of her mouth. She was waiting for Dolphin to ask something, and this time he tried to handle his words delicately.

			“So, what’s it you really want to do?” he said, not that delicately but amazed at how freely it had come to him. Chemistry! Timing! And she was beautiful and took the Power of Positive Dreaming classes and was not a complete hodad. She was aloof and smart and didn’t mind coming down to the beach to visit him. Her only flaw was that she ate so much, which was expensive, but maybe that could just be attributed to the ocean air and the food at Surf Burgers.

			“Ohhh,” she dawdled. “You wouldn’t be interested.”

			“I might be,” said Dolphin, immediately realizing this reply lacked something.

			“Besides,” she said, “I told you some writers think it’s bad luck to talk about their writing too early in their development.”

			“Oh! I see. You want to be a writer. There’s nothing the matter with that. I used to write a surf column in the T Beach Weekly. It ran for a couple of months,” Dolphin said, rounding up. The column only lasted three editions, even though they had been quite good. Aunt Clemmie had even praised them. But a big south swell hit Mexico a few days before the next deadline, and Dolphin and his buddies took off in his Land Cruiser for Lower Baja, causing Dolphin to flake out on the column.

			“Well, it’s really not that important,” Claudette said, blushing and looking down at the remaining crumbs of her onion rings.

			“What kind of stuff do you want to write?” Dolphin asked. By the way her head sprang up and the fire he saw in her eyes, he knew the inspiration was back with him.

			“Mysteries, detective stories, crime thrillers—I’m wild about crime.”

			“Well, then you would probably like my aunt Clemmie,” Dolphin said. “She writes crime stories.” He immediately realized he was off the mark on this one. He should have said you might be interested in my aunt Clemmie, for even with his theory of the elasticity of truth, it would be inaccurate to say that anyone could like his aunt.

			“You have an aunt who’s a crime writer? What has she written?”

			“About fifty-seven books, I guess, maybe more. She keeps popping them out, like a”—here Dolphin paused because he was going to say “like a rabbit makes bunnies,” but something held him back. He finally came up with an alternative—“like weeds.” This didn’t make a whole lot of sense either.

			“Wait a minute,” Claudette exclaimed, jumping up from her seat. “You aren’t saying that Clementine Hardin is your aunt, are you?”

			“Every cloud has its dark lining,” Dolphin said, trying to be a little literary himself. “And she’s mine.”

			“I knew she lived in one of the Beach Cities, but for some reason I thought she was British. And your last name’s Smoote isn’t it.”

			“Yeah, and it’s hers too. Hardin’s her writing name. Her great-grandfather, and my great-great-grandfather, was some Old West outlaw named Hardin, and she likes to use that name on her books.”

			“Yes, John Wesley Hardin, the famous gunslinger outlaw. I’ve read all about him.”

			“For some reason she’s really proud of us having him for an ancestor, even if he plugged thirty-plus dudes or so. She says having a criminal in the bloodline is why she’s such a good crime writer.”

			“I absolutely adore Clementine Hardin. Someday I’m going to be just like her.”

			This last statement gave Dolphin a jolt, and for a moment he thought Claudette was out of her mind, perhaps from all the sugar in the shake or the grease on the onion rings. He had a momentary vision of being chained to a woman like Aunt Clemmie for life and almost lost consciousness. That would be a definite no-op.

			But then, taking another look at those eyes and the brows that shaded them, he realized this must just be her artistic nature coming through. Aunt Clemmie called it the “poetic temperament” when she stretched the truth or did other weird stuff.

			“Well, if you really want to meet her, I think she’s home now,” Dolphin said, without taking the time to think this all the way through. That had been one of the things he wanted to avoid. “At least she was there disturbing the peace this morning.”

			“You mean I could meet her? I would be your friend forever if you introduced me!” And with that, she sprang over at Dolphin and grabbed his face with both hands and kissed him squarely on the lips.
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