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Like an unseen dial, feedback is operating in all living creatures. It makes sure that, wherever possible, their internal environments remain stable and sound. But this feedback is not only present within single organisms. The ‘Gaia’ theory has suggested it may in fact be at work in the planet’s biosphere as a whole ? adjusting to change and safeguarding the right conditions for life.
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HURRICANE ME

I was fortunate to meet up with Dean one last time the day he died. In fact, he’d been dead for some time prior to that, but his generosity was so far-reaching nobody actually noticed.

Our rendezvous took place at the end of Ocean Avenue and Pearl Street in Maine, just south of the city of Portland – on and around Higgins Beach. The morning was deathly calm, except for the pleasant waist-high waves crackling over a mid-tide sandbar. The water was deep blue and harshly cold. Higgins beachfront lay postcard-still, devoid of the summer bustle that had pushed it to near bursting point just weeks earlier.

Dean had got there some time before me. Someone said he’d made it into town three days ago, but hadn’t impressed people as much as he had elsewhere in New England. As a result his passing wasn’t being mourned with quite the same sense of loss as further south along Interstate 95, where he had been considered a kind of saviour to some.

I tried to deny it, to kid myself into thinking he could survive just a little longer, but I knew the thing to do was just accept what had happened. The problem was that now, with Marc gone, my bank empty of funds and Dean dead I was, for the first time on this continent, totally alone. The ride was over, and there was nothing that could be done about it.

But at least I had been able to meet Dean at his best. I’d seen his good side. Others had not, and they were the people I should have really felt for.

Because Dean, for all his virtues, had been much crueller than he had been kind. And some were glad that he, and Erin like him, were both dead.

I had never cared for Erin, but Dean was different – the least I can do is explain what he had meant to me...
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A TALE OF TWO SUMMERS


Vale of Glamorgan coastline; Atlantic Ocean. Pressure: Record-breakingly high.

Tuesday 18 July, 2006; two months prior to the start of El Niño. Heavy air, no sign of thunder clouds.



It’s not often you can feel completely crushed by heat in South Wales, but that July ruthless sunshine was blazing through the sticky atmosphere and the air was so thick you couldn’t even hide in the shade.

I was staring lethargically at the shoreline from the car park at Llantwit Major beach. The sea was feeling it too. A mass of water, the volume of which we mere mortals cannot even begin to comprehend, was completely motionless. Even the mighty Atlantic was unable to muster the energy to move in these conditions.

Behind me, a dog tried to resist going for a walk over the chevron-fold cliffs, and an elderly couple sat eating lunch in the front seats of their car (the heat even forcing Mr to take the drastic action of undoing a shirt button). This was South Wales’s Vale of Glamorgan as seldom seen. A July heatwave, an unusual weather system bringing overland winds from the sweltering mid-summer European mainland – the same system that was causing fires in the Algarve, and placing pompiers in the pine forests of southern France on twenty-four-hour call at a time of year when all they wanted to do was sit on the beach. An entire continent had ground to a halt.

Meanwhile, thousands of miles away, in anonymous waters just east of the Caribbean Sea, the second phase of this weather pattern was soon to begin. The stillness, the weight of air on water, the pounding sun and atmospherically retained heat were all building up, until the ocean could take no more, hitting back and restoring the meteorological status quo. Tropical Storm Beryl was, quite literally, warming up. From this stillness would soon come a natural force capable of generating more energy in a few hours than that stored by all the nuclear weapons in the belligerent northern hemisphere combined.

She would, in the course of the following three months, be followed by Chris, Debby, Ernesto, Florence, Gordon, Helene and Isaac – an unusually short but violent season, ending two storms short of ‘K’.

For now, Beryl’s payload was still over a week away. She had yet to spin up towards New York, sending an unexpected blip across to the frustratingly calm summer seas. In the meantime, all we could do was wait, and sweat. And wish we lived on Cape Cod, where some of the best waves in recent surfing history were shortly to find their way ashore.

Lost for ways to spend the rest of this sub-tropical day, I turned back to my ageing Nissan Micra, fired the engine up with a burst of blue smoke, plenty of acceleration and clutching, cursed the car’s lack of air-conditioning and began to drive home. Maybe there was something in that Cape Cod thought?

For several seasons I had been monitoring hurricanes as a surfer, seeing them in a different light to those who didn’t ride waves for a hobby. I knew about the havoc they could wreak on tin-roofed Central American towns, but it was hard for me and my fellow surfers to attach ourselves emotionally to these horror stories. For most of us, Atlantic hurricanes meant one thing: surf.

This was typical of how I viewed most of the world’s significant goings-on. Since moving to Porthcawl as a kid, surfing had basically run my life. It had governed the jobs I did and the people I knew, as well as the places I went, of course. Between surf trips, I usually worked on ideas for surf trips – from the monotony of whatever job was currently letting me save the necessary money. Even after getting my lucky breaks with writing, it was still common to find me ‘hobbling’ in some manner for extra cash to get away on another wave-finding mission – a quick winter hop to Morocco, a summer sojourn in France or a red-eyed drive up to Scotland if the weather charts suddenly demanded it.

I’d been aware for a while now that pretty much the best place on earth to be a surfer during hurricane season was the Eastern Seaboard of the United States, as it got almost all the swell from these tropical storms. With my mother living in Toronto, only a day and a half ’s drive from the US coast, it was a place well within my reach. Could I find an excuse to take a more long-term leave from Wales for the promise of North America’s luring line-ups?

These Atlantic hurricane storms usually moved into the Gulf of Mexico, the Caribbean or to the Atlantic near Florida, and we in Porthcawl would get no surf from them. Once or twice a year, perhaps, their trajectory would veer north towards the Azores, and that would be the time to start waxing your board. But the thought of chasing these storms to whichever locale was the best placed along a vast coastline was something I couldn’t help but feel drawn to – something that just wasn’t possible in Europe. I wasn’t sure if I knew any surfers who’d been to New York; the neon billboards of Times Square weren’t the sort of vistas you dreamed of if you’d given your life to riding waves.

Eventually, summer began to give way and further changes occurred in the northern hemisphere’s weather that, again, nobody had been able to predict. All of a sudden, the small part of the Atlantic that we in South Wales relied upon for waves was calmer than usual. September and October went by without any serious autumn swells and then, in a few days, we had gone from one of the warmest summers on record to a soaking wet winter. The straw yellows of the mid-August grass soon disappeared as rainfalls ran into early frosts. Schools were closing due to snow and central heating bills reached for the dark, grey clouds.

At that time, as in past years, US storm chasing remained just an idea. I hadn’t yet realised that it was only the first of two exceptionally odd years of wind and waves.


Porthcawl, South Wales. Pressure: 1006 mb.

Thursday 20 July, 2007. One summer later. El Niño season confirmed. Still wet as ever. Fifth consecutive day of rain – northern England and Midlands underwater.



The following summer, alas, was nothing like its predecessor. Any hopes that those warm seasons were going to become the norm faded away as we moved into a spring that was grim and depressing. Not merely a return to the usual UK routine of drab holiday seasons, this was something else altogether.

As June washed into July, the British people had grown so used to the patter of raindrops battering windowpanes that the few dry spells were barely noticed. The media, of course, continued to be obsessed with the story:

‘Record-breaking rains at Wimbledon.’

‘A tale of two summers.’

‘Storm surges more likely from now on.’

‘Bitter North “left to drown” by government...’

This July was characterised by floods. The North of England was deluged first, before the Midlands were almost washed away.

In a gloomy living room, flitting between the apocalyptic news scenes and a live webcast of pro surfers scoring gorgeous South Seas perfection, all sorts of useless meteorological statistics swirled around my head like a growing mist. Among them was the fact that my wetsuit had been soaking for a fortnight but had only been used twice. It was sodden with rainwater. Not only were there no storms in the East Atlantic to produce waves, but anything that did trickle ashore was being ravaged by nasty sea breezes and local squalls. All the while, the rest of the world seemed abundant with great surf.

‘Let’s be honest,’ declaimed one of Radio Four’s stiff voices. ‘We haven’t really been too concerned with climate change as long as it gave us warm summers, but this year the Great British public are having a nasty scare.’

On the other side of the all-governing Atlantic, summer on the US East Coast had got off to yet another fantastic start. Surfer magazine was doing an online feature on North Carolina’s Outer Banks, a thin strip of land that had been given an early season gift in the form of Tropical Storm Barry, another disturbance tauntingly out of range for British surfers. But my attention was no longer on the European forecasts...

‘It’s hard to predict the exact nature of this year’s hurricane season,’ claimed a weatherman on CNN, ‘but most American experts are still expecting above average activity in the Atlantic this year. There is a one-in-three chance of a storm equal to, or more powerful than, Hurricane Katrina. We advise all East Coasters and Gulf Coasters to be extra cautious this year. Know your evacuation route. Know where to get gas in an emergency, and keep watching the weather reports.’

‘Know where to get gas in emergencies for sure,’ I thought, ‘but know where to get surf wax too!’

The afternoon I booked the flight was the wettest I’d ever seen Porthcawl. After listening to three continuous hours of water rapping on my windows, I logged on to the Internet to see if there were waves, and on confirming that there weren’t, looked at some flight quotes to Toronto. I knew my mother kept an old car in her driveway and hardly ever needed it.

On one of the sites, there was an open-ended ticket going for a drop-down price.

Engulfed in July Welsh gloom, I took a deep breath. This was it. I entered my credit card details, pressed ‘BOOK FLIGHT’ and then did not allow myself to press anything else until it was too late to cancel.

I was going to the hurricane continent, and would soon be within striking distance of what American surfers called the ‘Right Coast’ – due both to its fortunate placement for tropical storm surf and the fact it faced east on most maps.

Of course, I didn’t realise back then that, with these actions, I’d already made firm arrangements to meet up with Dean. I thought that aimless and soul-cleansing wandering lay ahead but, looking back, there really wasn’t much free will in it at all. My path was already set. But as I knew nothing of it at the time, it didn’t make much difference.

Feeling pleased with myself, I then picked up the phone and made a call to the University of Wales’s Physics Department.

‘Oh yes, hello. I wonder if I could be put through to Marc Rhys please?’ I asked.

‘Dr Marc Rhys. Yes, I’ll put you through to his extension now...’ But would Marc buy the idea? Of course he would. He had to.
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CHAPTER ONE
TROPICAL STORM CHANTAL

‘What the hell are you doing in a place like this? I thought I’d called in to the wrong hotel for a minute!’

‘Ah, I’m moving up in the world these days, see, matey. Just getting what I deserve, that’s all. D’you want someone to bring you a cocktail?’

‘Will I have to pay for it?’

‘You will!’

‘Then I won’t have one.’

‘Tight arse! All right then, I’ll put it on my tab.’

‘Really? Can you do that?’

‘Can I do that? I can do bloody anything these days!’

Marc, or rather ‘Dr Rhys’, had indeed been rising through the ranks of late, and I was finding it a little hard to get used to. This was a guy who chuckled at toilet humour, watched The Simpsons as if it were daily prayers and had once travelled on a shoestring budget that would put most of us to shame. Yet someone had deemed it sensible to award him a PhD in physics. And now here he was, arranging for us to meet at The Standard in Miami.

Not the kind of haunt I’d usually expect for a rendezvous with Marc.

‘While you’re at it then, Marc, someone just drove my car away...’

‘Valet parking, Tom, that’s what they, sorry, we, call it. You uncultured swine, you!’ He lay back in his chair and stretched, grinning at me through a face full of beach-freckles – the kind that only surf and sun can give you. He rubbed his hair, originally a strawberry colour but now salt-bleached and messy, lifted away a pair of sunnies to show his green eyes, and winked.

‘Er, right, valet,’ I said, raising my eyebrows, and folding my arms. I had a couple of inches on Marc, and stared down my nose at him, dismissively. ‘Doesn’t matter what you and your new friends call it. He said it was going to be forty dollars. Money – you know, the thing I don’t really tend to have much of? Any chance of putting that on the tab too?’

‘I’ll think about it. Your car’s gonna look wicked next to some of the nonsense I’ve seen those boys driving around in since I got here though – but then I don’t suppose you give a shit...’

Before you learn any more about Marc Rhys, let me tell you about The Standard. Tasteful, plush and indulgent: this was not something of a habit for me (and Marc for that matter). The Standard was what you got when you put Miami’s heritage of wealth and high living in the hands of good architects and interior designers.

This was, apparently, the old ‘Lido Spa Hotel’, given one heck of a facelift. The Lido Spa had become a symbol of Miami’s golden days, until its clientele retired permanently to Florida condominiums and the place ran out of momentum. That was when a guy called Andre Balazs stepped in and bought it up, creating a chain of luxury hotels. The first Standard in Los Angeles had quickly become a hangout for the rich and famous, and now the sister hotel here in Miami was attracting a pretty exclusive scene too (Dr Marc Rhys for one).

The management of the new Standard had consulted all kinds of minimalist architects and designers, adding touches of Scandinavia (‘fucking IKEA generation,’ moaned Marc) with Roman indulgence and excess. The place was all about luxurious materials, soft sofas, tranquil space, rocking chairs and water features. Cold plunge baths and hot fountains bordered an infinity pool that appeared to run straight into Biscayne Bay behind. Upstairs, Miami residents who could afford it attended the gym and unwound in heated marble seats and peppermint-scented saunas.

Somehow, while the rest of Florida was being crushed by a heat so oppressive it made you fear for your life, the garden of The Standard remained serene and comfortable. Diligent staff waited to refresh your towel, move your parasol or bring you a drink, and stepped forward with raised eyebrows any time you made eye contact: ‘Me? Do you need something, sir?’

Around us, despite being moments away from a fairly busy street, Miami’s vast lagoons were the dominant setting. Pillared mansions and custom dwellings surrounded the bays, each boasting a different architectural style: Art Deco, Venetian, Bourgeois French, Rococo. And the millionaire yachts that sat moored to the shoreline lawns and landscaped gardens were just as varied. Some had gone for size, others design. Occasionally, a jet ski cruised past the hotel’s quayside, its rider pausing to chat to one of the guests – the only motor sounds despite the fact that in the hazy distance you could see two major bridges, both teeming with freeway traffic. Fringed by thick, symmetrical palm trees, and decorated simply with a handful of mild colours complementing the sound of running water, The Standard was as much life in a bubble as Americans had yet managed to create.

‘Classic – the food here is so good I almost don’t want to eat it,’ Marc explained. ‘This guy brought me some kind of spinach thing yesterday and I thought fuck it – I’m just gonna sit and look at that for a minute. Like a bloody work of modern art it was, son. Tasted crap though, I think... not really being educated in what to expect from that kind of cuisine. Crossed my mind to complain – just coz I could. Imagine that: Excuse me sir, this jus de whateveryoucallit is not quite balanced to my taste – could you take it back so the chef may feed his cat with it? I didn’t though, coz I’m not that much of a tosser.’

‘You sure about that?’

‘About what? Shut up. Mind you, I do make them call me Dr Rhys.’

Although he didn’t look it at the moment, slouching back in just a pair of boardshorts and wraparound sunnies, Marc was here ‘on work’. In other words, he was attending a conference.

‘Attending and bloody presenting a paper, I’ll have you know.’ Sorry – he was appearing at a conference. With hair like his and a slender frame pushing out at the shoulders, he would always be a surfer to me, but this was what my old school friend now did with his summers. He’d tried countless times to explain his research interest, but it was so wordy nobody ever managed to remember it (and those who could didn’t care). It was something to do with electricity and computers: a popular combination these days. So popular, in fact, that a company that made things out of electricity and computers, among other ingredients, had agreed to fly him to Miami as a special ‘guest speaker’, and somehow or other this was where he’d been put up.

I’m sure the cost was nothing to them, but I couldn’t help grinning. Here was a guy who, for all his recent accolades, certainly still would have been willing to stay just about anywhere. Even a Motel 6 with a free shower cap would have been upmarket to him, regardless of whether or not he could afford more.

‘And, as you told me to, I haven’t got a flight back yet, although they’ve agreed to pay for it wherever I do eventually decide to go from. Got some important research to do, see, haven’t we?’

‘Good work,’ I told him. We had a storm to chase.

Tropical Storm Chantal had begun as a non-tropical weather system just north of Bermuda. What I didn’t really know at the time was that all evidence suggested Chantal was going to move north and be of little use to any surfers south of the Carolinas. But getting things wrong was the best way to learn (where was the adventure in knowing it all before going?), and Marc had needed rescuing anyway – from conferences, from academia and from The Standard.

This first and mightily unsuccessful chase had begun when I hit the US National Hurricane Center’s website back at my mother’s in Toronto. This was the message I read:


FOR THE NORTH ATLANTIC – CARIBBEAN SEA AND THE GULF OF MEXICO – AN AREA OF DISTURBED WEATHER HAS FORMED ABOUT 100 MILES EAST OF THE CENTRAL BAHAMAS IN ASSOCIATION WITH A WEAK LOW PRESSURE SYSTEM. THERE IS SOME POTENTIAL FOR DEVELOPMENT AS THE SYSTEM MOVES WESTWARD OVER THE NEXT DAY OR TWO.



That had been enough for me to start making plans. I had been in Canada for over two weeks, waiting for the Atlantic to show signs of disturbance and staring longingly at the clapped-out Ford Escort Estate in the driveway, which was ready and waiting for the right conditions to make the trip.

In Miami, Marc must have been checking the charts almost as often as me because he phoned within half an hour of this information going online.

At first I suggested he made his way to Toronto, and that we both set out for New England together. But he didn’t like this idea:

‘Nah, statistically it’s always the Gulf that plays up first. We would need to be south rather than north, if this storm doesn’t develop. We could catch a quick wave down there before we hit the Outer Banks. How’s that for a plan?’

‘Do I have a choice?’ I asked.

‘Do any of us? Now get off the phone and start tuning your mum to lend you that feckin’ car!’

My mother loved Marc, which made her all the more willing to help out. He was a good influence on me, apparently. He hadn’t been on the scene trying to persuade me to skive off school and surf during my GCSE and A Level revision time all those years ago (as his grades later showed), and she had never forgotten this. Now he was a ‘Dr’ too, even better. She was unconcerned by my claims that he could one day design weapons to wipe out half the universe if he wanted.

I began thinking of names for the car that would become my home for the immediate future. One name stood out above the others: ‘The Betty Ford’. She was as keen for this journey as anyone, and was the perfect car for a long road trip. I am as much a motor lover as the next person and my passion is for old bangers. I’d fallen in love with this 1987, white, 1.2 litre Ford Escort Estate at first sight. What clinched it for me was when my mum’s husband Dave showed me how to keep the boot open by clamping a mole wrench against the failing pneumatic hinges (‘Your mother never had need to use the trunk,’ he explained). The door edges had rust patches like nicotine stains and were partly held together by duct tape. Driving Betty Ford was a hoot; she would misfire from time to time and make a hypnotic squealing sound whenever she turned right at speed. She needed gentle coaxing over long distances.

‘You’ll also have fun with the Ontario licence plates,’ my stepfather warned in jest. ‘People will think you’re Canadian, and it’ll make them even madder when they can’t pass you on the interstates. It’ll be kind of like driving through England with Welsh plates.’

‘Is that a good thing?’ I asked.

‘I’d say so,’ he replied.

He went on to tell me about how each state had a slogan that would usually be displayed on car licence plates, and how Florida’s was ‘The Sunshine State’ – before adding, ‘Although you probably want it to be “The Hurricane State” right now?’

That was something I hadn’t really thought about until now – was it actually right of me to wish for these storms? Marc thought it fine because they either were or weren’t going to happen regardless of what we hoped for. He didn’t follow any kind of karmic beliefs: God, Gaia, or anything else. To him, it was all bollocks.

‘If a cracker does come along and harm anyone, we can relax as it won’t be our fault anyway,’ he stated. ‘We’re emitting virtually no CO2 in your mum’s wagon.’

‘What about our flights?’ I asked.

‘What about them?’ he replied.

‘They’ll create CO2?’

‘Ah – I carbon offset when I fly,’ Marc replied, confidently. ‘On expenses, of course. But I’ll sleep at night.’

‘Probably because you’re staying in a posh hotel.’

‘Too bloody right. And also on expenses!’

As I loaded up my surfing gear and whatever else could help me live on the road for a summer, Marc called again. In just a few hours the situation had already grown in urgency:


THE AREA OF LOW PRESSURE THAT PASSED TO THE WEST OF BERMUDA EARLIER TODAY HAS BEEN MAINTAINING CONSISTENT DEEP CONVECTION. THE LOW-LEVEL CIRCULATION CENTER – EXPOSED FOR MUCH OF THE DAY – HAS MADE A COUPLE OF FORAYS UNDERNEATH THE CONVECTION – AND IS WELL-ENOUGH INVOLVED TO CONSIDER THE SYSTEM A TROPICAL DEPRESSION. WITH ANOTHER TWELVE HOURS OR SO OVER WARM WATERS – THE CYCLONE WILL HAVE AN OPPORTUNITY TO REACH STORM STRENGTH AS IT ACCELERATES WESTWARD.



Storm strength westerly winds were expected, and in only twelve hours or so. I needed to find some stay-awake tablets if I was going to cross the States in time to catch this one.

‘Nah, you’ll be fine,’ Marc insisted. ‘Just leave now, and go across into New York State. I’ve even done your route for you. Go down to Georgia and then into Florida. Easy. It’s only twenty-odd hours. This storm hasn’t even been named yet. Just leave all your handguns behind, hope immigration don’t query any dodgy stamps in your passport – and you’ll be in Yankland by dark.’

Marc was one of those guys who’ll tell you whatever suits him. This storm could be setting up to deliver perfect surf to the shores of Lake Ontario – a few miles from my mother’s doorstep – and he’d still be telling me to head to Miami so that he could grab a lift. But, from my point of view, the perks to having him on your side were enormous. Once he was in the car with you, you could be assured that, as he always made the right call for himself, he would duly be making the right call for you too. Before going into his current field, Marc had spent some time creating and running computer programs that modelled and simulated water movement and storm developments. He knew more about this stuff than anyone.

The idea for this trip had indeed been Marc’s to begin with; the US hurricane season, a surf dash up the Right Coast – he first mentioned it when we were both fifteen. But it had always been my job to keep it alive.

Marc and I started surfing at the same time – around the ages of twelve and thirteen. We, along with a group of about five schoolmates, quickly became obsessed. How we became so enthusiastic so quickly beats me completely, because when you grow up in Wales surfing is a sport that has a lot more to do with commitment than it does pleasure. My memories of our teenage years often involve getting up at the crack of dawn to beat the Bristol Channel winds, only to find they’d foreseen our insolence and had begun to blow strong and early. Wind in Wales does as it pleases – irrespective of what the weather man says.

In winter, when the last remnants of the Atlantic hurricane season would drift overland, followed by the December to January storms, we’d don five millimetres of oppressive neoprene and head to Coney to go surfing. The beach’s best, and most elusive, asset was a wave that rebounded off the sea wall at Porthcawl’s Eastern Promenade. It would stumble back over itself and pitch forward with enough juice to form a barrel, or tube. The same sea wall that caused the wave to break would also protect it from the worst of the wind – making a man-made surfing haven. This spot was known as The Wedge – a dead-of-winter phenomenon that the tourists never saw.

‘Wedge conditions’ would be characterised by storm surges bashing against the nearby pier and exploding high into the grey skies, spray blowing over into the harbour to soak anyone stupid enough to be standing there – before pounding the already lethal Ferris wheel with corrosive salt air. As far as we knew, The Wedge had no equal.

That was until Marc bought a surfing video that showed a wave breaking exactly like it – except this time the backdrop was a sunlit jetty full of tanned fishermen, and the surfers were wearing shorts instead of full-body wetsuits.

‘Where is that?’ I asked him.

‘It’s in Florida. My dad says we drove right past it when we went there on holiday last summer, but we didn’t go to the beach.’

‘That wave is near Disney World?’

‘Yeah, it is. It’s in a place called Cocoa Beach. It’s Kelly Slater’s local wave.’

Kelly Slater, the most successful competitive surfer at the time, had just won his first world title. In later years much would be made of the fact that someone from Florida had been able to beat rivals from Australia, Hawaii, California, Brazil and South Africa.

As it happened, the wave was just south of Cocoa Beach, in a place called Sebastian Inlet. This would be the last remembered instance of Marc getting any geographical, scientific or historical fact even slightly out. The years that followed took us on very different journeys. While I flicked elastic bands across the biology class, he listened. While I doodled imaginary point breaks on my maths book, he worked through extension activities. Over time, he studied his way to becoming one of the youngest experts his field had ever seen. He was a proper prodigy; someone who would probably take a place in history (even if the history of Computational Geoscience and Markov Chain Theoretics only mattered to a few hyper-nerds anyway). Yours truly, meanwhile, studied surfing – wherever in the world that required me to go. The circuitous academic prospects were something I could live with in return for the travel, although it would have been nice to have someone else agree to meet my expenses, instead of raising them myself on the minimum wage.

Throughout the best part of a decade in which Marc and I had seen little of each other, we’d always kept in touch enough to promise that this particular trip would be done together.

Which is why he had been the first person I called after booking that flight to North America. Once he told me about his Miami plans we both knew that the long-awaited trip was finally going to happen.

‘D’you know much about the predictions for this season?’

I asked. ‘Well, put it this way, this year there’s a one-in-three chance of a hurricane as powerful as Katrina, and experts are predicting a way above average storm season. Look at Tropical Storm Barry; the Outer Banks have had swell already. So my official verdict is that it’s gonna pump – probably.’

He had been glued to the same websites and CNN weather bulletins as me. The conference had given Marc an excuse to fly to the East Coast, but the thought of him beating me to Florida somehow seemed a bit cheeky. Not long later though, to make up for it, I beat Marc to the warm-water wedge at Sebastian Inlet, en route to meeting him in Miami.

‘Just a hop from Toronto,’ Marc had advised. ‘A hop’ wasn’t really the term I’d use for three days of non-stop driving.

By the time I’d reached West Virginia, it was clear my choice of transport was going to require tender care if it was to successfully roll around the grand US Interstate System for a summer. It wasn’t my fault the Betty Ford and I had to stop at Sebastian – the car needed to cool down.

He can’t be aggrieved about that, I told myself as I walked from the parking lot and across the sun-baked boardwalks to get my feet wet for the first time on the Right Coast. Besides, Marc had always agreed with me that old bangers were an essential part of a classic road trip.

‘You’ve got to give it a name as early as possible,’ he had told me. ‘Cars always run forever once you christen them.’

‘Is that a scientific fact?’

‘If you want it to be, son. I’ll even smash a bottle of champers against its side if you like.’ He’d be pleased to know I’d followed his advice.

As I sat in the balmy waters of Sebastian Inlet, the precarious relationship between pleasure and the earth’s wrath again came to the front of my mind.

Sebastian Inlet was a place where all forms of enjoyment derived from nature. In the lee of the pier surfers craved storms, while at the end of it fishermen waited patiently in blissful sunshine. Behind us was a state park – an oasis of unspoilt greenery parallel to the seafront. The surf spot was a picture of tranquillity, apart from the occasional jet-skiers who revved in and out of the waterway to the south of the break.

Behind the line-up a group of manatees floated, sometimes sticking their heads out of the water to size up the human activity.

The surf was very, very small – but the way the wave ran off the jetty meant that it still had enough power to push you along nicely. Sebastian Inlet was a dreamy place to surf. Waves, waist-high or less, would reel across the shore break, folding over themselves exactly like The Wedge did at home. This meant you were always riding from a bigger section of wave to a smaller one – like a ramp of water – and it made surfing your best a simple task. With less of a wall to climb back up, you often had more speed than you knew what to do with. Between sets I’d sit, feeling the sunlight on my back, hearing the water swirl around me, amidst the smell of sunscreen and algae from the boulder jetty. This was a world away from my own wedge – the turd-coloured slosh of freezing water that had inspired me to come here all those years before.

About once every quarter of an hour a bigger set of waves would come through, sending the surfers scrambling after a good take-off position. I thought about how far away the rains of South Wales were. Most of my friends at home were still grumbling under layers of cloud cover, lamenting the worst summer they could recall, while I was sitting in the delicious waters of the Sunshine State.

Most of the other surfers here were kids, as school was still out for another week or so. Having grown up in Wales and therefore well accustomed to tiny surf, I was able to get a few good ones, staying in the water most of the morning. By the time the afternoon winds came up, I had already forgotten the arduous nature of the drive down – and was thinking about how to put the best possible gloss on this story for when I met Marc in Miami later that day: Yes, I did stop for a quick surf mate... Sebastian... yeah, it was lovely...

That would be exactly how he’d expect to meet me anyway: picking sand out of my ears and fresh from a day’s surfing. It was the impression I wanted to give. If it was going to be possible to make Marc forget himself before he reported for lecturing duties later in the autumn, then I’d need to lead by example.

The Betty Ford was also grateful for the rest. A bridge swooped over the car park at the inlet, and other surfers were lining up their vehicles so that the peak of the afternoon sun would be shielded by this flyover. There had still been a few of those spaces when I first arrived, and that shade was now welcome. Post-surf, I opened the boot, secured it with the mole wrench and sat against the rear bumper, taking in my surroundings.

The sun was so powerful now that it took only seconds to start sweating when out of the shade, and the air was thickening quickly – humidity building all the time. Parked on either side of the Betty Ford were some monstrous trucks: a Ford F-350 on one side and Chevrolet Suburban on the other (don’t be fooled by the name – this thing looked more appropriate for ‘Operation Desert Storm’ than suburbia).

Changes in landscape and culture had been hard to spot on the interstate – three days of monotonous roads were a blur – but now it was clear I was in a new land. The rains of home, and then the mellow Toronto summer had slipped into the sweltering August atmosphere of the southern states – likely to result in thunder come the afternoon. Vehicles, meanwhile, had doubled or even tripled in size. New accents caught my ear, as the precise ‘o’ sounds of Ontario speak were long behind, replaced by twangy Florida drawl.

Sebastian Inlet was calm; the car park was almost full, yet virtually empty of human life. Everyone was either in the water or on the sand. I didn’t fancy leaving for Miami in any hurry, so I lay back and tried to think of nothing.

‘Wow – you’ve come a long damn way from Ontario,’ a woman in her fifties said, walking past.

‘Yeah, I suppose.’

‘Are you a Canadian?’

‘No – I’m from Wales.’

‘Oh, OK. What are you doing here? Surfing?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Oh, it’s very good here for surfing, this beach is home to Kelly Slater. He’s very famous.’

‘I know.’

Something I must offer as an almost universal compliment to Americans is that they are unbelievably friendly. This woman had no reason to talk to me at all but, seeing my licence plates were from out of state, she couldn’t resist. And it’s not as if out-of-state plates were rare in Florida either.

‘So how are you liking Florida? Bit warmer than England huh!’ If I have a universal complaint though, it is this misunderstanding. Wales is some place in England if you’re American, and that won’t change in a hurry.

‘Yes, much warmer.’

‘And you’ve been having rain over there this year too, haven’t you?’ she added. ‘I’ve been watching the news on BBC and CNN. The Weather Channel doesn’t cover the European stories enough though; they only worry about American weather and American people, but I do still look at it, mind. Only at this time of year, though – just for the storm updates.’

I wondered if it was rude of me to just sit here with my stiff upper lip and not offer back any conversation in return. Here was a chance, though.

‘Really? There’s a Weather Channel?’

‘Sure – Americans are crazy about weather. It’s the only thing we’re afraid of!’

I laughed. ‘Is there any news on that new storm – the one near Bermuda?’

‘Oh, yeah. It got named yesterday. “Chantal”. Looks like it’s gonna miss us for once though. I think the north is gonna get this one...’

‘It went north?’

‘Yeah.’

‘That’s not good for surfing,’ I offered. That was the woman’s turn to laugh.

‘Oh, you care about the surfing? I hear that a lot here. I’m sorry to say, but I don’t worry about your surfing. I just want to be sure my house isn’t going to blow away!’ Although dead serious, she said it with a smile, and a gentle chuckle. A Brit would have sounded frosty saying something like this, for sure.

‘Have you ever had to evacuate?’ I carried on.

‘I haven’t – some people have though. They worried a bit during Charlie – and Katrina of course. Most people don’t realise that Katrina hit Florida first, but I stayed here. My husband even went out once during that storm.’

All around these southern beaches of Florida I’d noticed repeated signs showing the official evacuation routes. Were they that necessary?

‘Yes, the evacuation routes. We always joke that they were put there to help tourists find their way back to Interstate 95! No one else really uses them. Not until storms are only a few miles off – and then it’s always too late. Anyway, I must go. My name’s Jan, it was a pleasure to meet you.’

With that Jan offered a handshake and boarded the Suburban parked next to me.

‘Oh, one last thing,’ I asked. ‘D’you know how long it’ll take me to get to Miami from here?’

‘Miami? About five hours? Yeah, let me think. Yeah, it’s about five hours.’

My heart sank.

‘Thanks.’

However, at the next gas station I asked the cashier, and this figure had been significantly reduced.

‘About two and a half hours.’

‘Thank you.’

This is another quirk of the American public: ask them to estimate a long distance and nobody will know the answer. But ask them how far the post office or the next gas station is and they will all answer correctly, and often with incredible precision – sometimes to the nearest hundred yards, or even closer.

The checkout assistant at this gas station looked to have estimated Miami about right, I was relieved to learn, as my own map tallied the same journey time. I picked up a copy of RoomSaver for the Florida area, and a BP-sponsored ‘storm preparedness’ pamphlet. Better safe than sorry, I thought.

Full of gas, surfed and well-rested, the Betty Ford and her occupant began the final leg of their journey towards Dr Rhys and The Standard.

When we arrived in Miami, as Jan had told me, it was to the news that Chantal was going to be a dud – in Florida at least.

Tropical Storm Chantal had swung north and was soon expected to undergo ‘extra-tropical transition’, winding down and sending swell only to New England and, to my exasperation, western Europe.

I would later learn from a phone call to Mum and Dave that it had still given a good wallop to the Avalon Peninsula of Newfoundland, causing flooding, knocking a bridge out and generally hitting some buildings and infrastructure around. In fact, Chantal’s damage bill eventually approached CDN$6 million. This storm went on to make fairly major news there, but the last I ever heard of Chantal beyond chatting to my mother was when Marc went online to decode the official stance from the National Hurricane Center.

‘There’s going to be no swell from it, and they have stopped issuing advisories,’ he confirmed. ‘We’re going to have to wait for the next one. Gutted, eh?’

I looked over his shoulder at the final advisory issued by the trackers of Tropical Storm Chantal. In the idiosyncratic prose there was no feeling, no art. Hurricane forecasting, I was beginning to realise, was pure science – Marc’s domain for sure. There I was just assuming that if I wanted a swell to meet me in Florida, one would simply come. But that wasn’t how it worked. If the ocean had other ideas, then all you could do was accept it and wait for the next one – and in the case of the National Hurricane Center, commentate on the facts and facts alone:


SATELLITE IMAGES AND QUIKSCAT DATA INDICATE THAT TROPICAL DEPRESSION THREE BECAME A TROPICAL STORM YESTERDAY WITH ESTIMATED MAXIMUM WINDS OF 50 MPH – 81 KM/HR WITH HIGHER GUSTS. CHANTAL IS LOCATED ABOUT 330 MILES – 530 KM – SOUTH OF HALIFAX NOVA SCOTIA AND IS MOVING RAPIDLY TOWARD THE NORTHEAST NEAR 23 MPH – 37 KM/HR. CHANTAL IS NOT A THREAT TO THE UNITED STATES.
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CHAPTER TWO
MAKING LANDFALL

‘Did you know, son, that there are meant to be two cities in America that are at least as unprepared for a hurricane strike as New Orleans was in 2005?’

Marc asked me this as we sat in The Standard’s restaurant, eating a meal and enjoying the view over the waterway shortly before dusk.

‘I didn’t. Let me guess... Well, Miami has to be one, coz that’s probably what made you think of it...’

‘Correct.’

‘And as for the other... Well, Orlando’s quite far from the coast and hurricanes don’t last long over land, do they?’

‘They do not,’ Marc confirmed.

‘OK then, I’ll go for Miami and Tampa.’

‘And you’d be wrong.’ This was Marc’s favourite phrase.

‘OK, I give up.’

‘Right – well you got Miami; that’s one. The other city in the US that would be in deepest shit if it took a direct hit from anything Category three or up... would be the Big Apple – New York City! Manhattan’s below bloody sea level in places, did you know?’

You learned something new every day with Dr Rhys around.

‘Yep, New York would be done for if a Cat three hit it – but that’s not going to happen for a while, because hurricanes need warm water to survive, and north of Chesapeake Bay the Atlantic gets much colder. They rarely have the legs to get up there. But in the future it might change. If El Niño can move the Humboldt Current – the one by Chile – then it’s not inconceivable that at some point in the not-too-distant future the Gulf Stream and others could move too. If that happened, Hurricane Alley might send storms New York’s way more often. At the moment we’d be talking something like a three-hundred-year storm to hit it dead-on though. So they’re due one, mind.’

‘Three hundred years?’

‘Aye, as in it only happens every three hundred years. Katrina was a one-hundred-year storm – so it won’t come again in our lifetimes, unless the poor old residents of the Big Easy get desperately unlucky. Miami Beach is much more likely...’

Looking around, it seemed hard to imagine scenes here in Miami like those from Hurricane Katrina’s ravaging of New Orleans. As city tours go, driving straight into the city’s South Beach district and parking up at The Standard couldn’t have been the most thorough, but I’d seen enough to know this was an area where displaying your wealth seemed at least as important as enjoying it. It was a place that didn’t have any spare time to entertain a hurricane strike.

Across Biscayne Bay, the silent traffic was still streaming over bridges, now a steady flow of headlights and tail lights, and to our left, beyond the man-made Venetian Causeway, sat the central skyscrapers of the city’s financial district. One by one, as dusk drew further upon us, the buildings began lighting up. By night the Miami skyline was a new sight – and in a way just as beautiful as its daytime seascape of palm trees and yachts.

‘Did you know that once in a blue moon they get steaming surf in South Beach too?’ Marc continued. ‘Just behind us, over there!’ he pointed over my head, towards the city and its Atlantic-facing beaches. ‘If the hurricanes pass close enough on their way into the Gulf. When that happens, it’s cack yourself time for anyone in Mexico, Texas or Louisiana.’

Marc was spinning facts like a juggler tonight. Weather and geography were passions of his long before he sold his soul to ‘computers and electricity’.

‘They call South Beach ‘Scarface Beach’ – and I bet you can’t tell me why...’ he went on.

‘Because of Al Pacino in Scarface?’ I offered.

‘Er, no,’ Marc replied, grinning. ‘It’s coz of Al Capone. He used to be called “Scarface”, and this was where he hung out during his best years. Although, that said, some would probably call his time at Alcatraz his best years... Excuse me – can I get another glass of wine please?’

This was a new world to me – The Standard, its codes of conduct and expensive food – and I wasn’t really sure what to make of it. In some ways it felt a little wrong; too decadent. There were some astonishingly loud voices on the table opposite us, as a birthday party of yuppie twenty-somethings congregated after a day at work, each dressed in clothes I’d be scared to wear for fear of spilling something on them. Meanwhile, on another table a lone man in his forties was talking quietly on a cellphone, while allowing a hundred dollars worth of food to go cold. He, unlike the youngsters, was dressed in a logo-free grey vest, and a pair of poorly chosen swimming trunks. If I had to guess, I’d say the latter was the wealthier.

Dr Marc didn’t need to try as hard as me to feel at home, perhaps because he cared less about fitting in anyway.

‘This place is a blast, isn’t it?’ he said, swigging another glass of pricey white wine.

These kinds of places usually made me want to swear loudly, do push-ups in public, break, steal or throw something. My needs were so much simpler than this place, and I felt resentful of those whose desires had paved the way for this ‘lifestyle of more’. Keeping decorum among pretentious people was normally something I felt obliged not to do. But there were aspects to The Standard that anyone, regardless of their moral or social compass, could easily find themselves liking. On my way down to Florida my diet had been chosen entirely from gas stations and roadside franchises. I’d eaten breakfast at McDonalds and Denny’s, snacked on vacuum-packed sweet bread sandwiches of fake turkey and plastic cheese – and during the evenings logged a visit to both KFC and Pizza Hut. Here, though, on the verge of getting the shakes from too much junk food, the fresh flavours of the farmer’s market vegetables served to me were out of this world. The wine Marc ordered also seemed to add to the healthy feel.

‘Good wine does that see, son,’ he explained. ‘If you’ve been eating crap for a while – like you often do...’

In front of me lay a range of appetisers: cashew nuts, asparagus, artichokes, crunchy chunks of pungent garlic and cured hams, all lightly drizzled with the finest extra virgin olive oil. By the time I’d eaten a main course (of swordfish wrapped in proscuitto), I felt stable again and strong enough to begin making further plans. As we were still in August, Marc explained to me that the Gulf Coast would be the most likely place to ‘flare up next’.

Hurricanes came from two main zones; the best storms for surf would originate somewhere off the western coast of Africa. From here they would be able to gather power as they moved over warm water close to the tropics. If a storm did this with any strength, then good waves would be sent to Florida, the Carolinas and further north. Given the distances involved, these coasts could then receive very cleanly lined-up, organised swells as waves marched relentlessly to shore from over a thousand miles out to sea. However, that was only likely as we approached September.

In the early part of the hurricane season – well, in fact throughout the season – the more active area was always the Caribbean and the Gulf of Mexico. But these storms were much harder to predict, and often had violent tempers.

Storms of this magnitude form, and more importantly gain power, when they are over warm water. In the Gulf there exists an area of very, very warm water called the Loop Current. To give you an example of this current’s potential for storm fuelling, one need look no further than the mother of all recent storms, Hurricane Katrina. Katrina formed in the Atlantic, and actually made landfall in Florida first – with nowhere near the level of damage it would go on to cause. The storm then lost its power as it crossed the peninsula – only to begin spinning again over the waters of the Gulf. At that point, it was a pain in the arse – an inconvenience to people who didn’t fancy boarding up their windows just in case, or putting a tarpaulin over the car – but not a major threat.

Cue the Loop Current.

Once Katrina found the Loop Current, she hit Category 5 in no time – forming one of the most devastating natural disasters ever to hit the US. Her storm surge famously all but washed New Orleans away.

‘It’s going to be really interesting to see how the city’s coping now,’ said Marc, browsing a dessert menu. He was full, but planned to order one anyway. ‘Aye, nasty situation that,’ he continued. ‘Imagine getting your house and half your friends 


just washed out of your life, live on television – coz that’s pretty much what happened. If we end up over there, we owe it to them to spend as much money as we can.’

He signed our bill – to be passed on to the company that had invited him to the States. Meanwhile, we agreed to move towards the Gulf in the morning. Even if the next tropical storm was a while off, we could still always drop by New Orleans.

‘Right.’ Marc stood up. ‘There’s a couch in my room so you might as well crash there – probably more comfy than your bed at home anyway. And if you can kip in a car – ya low life – then you can kip anywhere!’

This was rich coming from him. I knew in the weeks to follow he would be sleeping in cars, tents – anywhere we could find. Once someone else was no longer paying, Dr Marc was far more masterful than me at pinching pennies – his determination to live frugally was legendary in our circle of friends.

It was more comfy than my bed at home, though – he was right; a wide, nothing-coloured couch, soft enough for even the lightest of sleepers. Luxury had its benefits.

‘So far it’s only been used for my luggage,’ he said, dismissively. With a light head from the wine, and a weird aroma of menthol air-con filling the wastefully spacious room, sleep was going to come quickly.

‘I’ve got one more presentation to give at eight tomorrow,’ Marc explained, ‘which will be done by half nine – and then we can hit the road.’

After another look at the latest advisories, I thought, before pulling one of the four spare cushions over my ears to drown out the noise of the fan. It had been a long day. Sebastian Inlet, Miami, and hours of driving in humidity and then heavy talking had wiped me out.

Although we were both hoping longer days would soon follow.

Once Marc had left for his final conference, I went to breakfast. There was Wi-Fi throughout The Standard, so I was able to munch on French pastries and Nicaraguan coffee while tapping into the latest news from the Atlantic using one of the three laptops Marc had in his possession. This time the message from the National Hurricane Center was simple – and not promising:


TROPICAL CYCLONE FORMATION IS NOT EXPECTED WITHIN THE NEXT 24 HRS.



Ah, cold, hard facts. How could Marc deal in such a currency? I mean – there had to be more to the story than that. There must be a wind blowing somewhere, or perhaps a rainstorm with potential to cause big drops in pressure. This was the season now – something had to be out there.

I flipped through the various pages of the extensive website – it was easy to get lost among the archives and predictions. After a while I learned that both the Gulf and African coast of the Atlantic had already reached the temperatures at which tropical cyclones could form – so it really was imminent. A recent press release also confirmed that an ‘above average’ storm season was still predicted. I remembered Marc telling me that the Atlantic ‘going to sleep’ was often a precursor to intense storm activity.

Here’s hoping, I thought, before wondering if that wasn’t just a little selfish of me.

So Marc knew how to roughly track the storm movements. But my area of research strength – acquired through years of staring at surf mags, videos and listening to on-the-road gossip – lay in which parts of the East Coast were the best known for good waves. At this point my information would be of greater use, as it looked as if we were now essentially looking for the most exposed beach within driving range that day. ‘A swell magnet’, as surfers would call it: somewhere that could guarantee you some kind of breaking wave on most days.

Because of the need to run year-round surf contests, lessons and holidays, you could assume that somewhere with a famous name would usually be a ‘swell magnet’. In the Carolinas that would be Cape Hatteras or Wrightsville Beach – places which basically had a good ‘fetch’ area, and deep water immediately behind the shoreline. Here in Florida our best bet would be New Smyrna Beach – about four-plus hours north. Could the Betty Ford be persuaded?

Marc returned dressed in a light, cream-coloured suit. I was powerless not to burst out laughing at the sight of him. Something about him didn’t seem right in a suit. His scruffy hair with matted, salt-blonde fringe pushed up out of his eyes didn’t go with the slick outfit he had hoped would allow him to look like he fitted in here.

He didn’t have the time to defend his choice of clothes though, rushing to check out immediately, ordering a porter to collect his things and requesting that the car be brought over from the valet parking lot.

‘I want to be gone before anyone from that conference comes over here to try and meet up,’ he explained to either me or the receptionist – whoever was listening.

It felt like getting a beloved dog back from the kennels, seeing the car chug up to the doors of The Standard at the hands of an immaculately dressed chasseur.

‘That’s a fine automobile you’ve got there, sir,’ the boy said as he handed me the keys. Behind his immaculate uniform and polite front I detected a cheap attempt at sarcasm – an area of expertise in which I’d always assumed Americans to be famously hit-and-miss.

‘Glad you think so,’ I replied in a flattered tone, as if oblivious to the dig. He looked a little confused.

The back end was almost full with our surfboards and bags, so the rear seats had to be folded down. One part of the car was already like a walk-in wardrobe for my clothes, while Marc had three laptops – all in one mother bag – and two boards. The rest of his things were stored in a shabby backpack – complete with roll mat and a few pots and pans. Suited and booted ten minutes ago and now looking like he was ready to hike through India or Cambodia.

‘Got a map?’ he asked.

‘I have.’

‘Right, let’s get out of this godforsaken heck-hole.’ Marc’s turns of phrase often recalled the hours of Blackadder, Bottom and Red Dwarf we’d watched during flat spells when younger. It always made me laugh, although I was worried some of our in-jokes were nearing their use-by date – Marc reckoned most of his students had no idea what he was on about when making such references.

It didn’t take long after leaving The Standard to be lost in a four-lane freeway. No palm trees, no ocean breeze, no evidence of where you were other than the appalling heat pouring through the windows – and the roadside adverts:

Aggressive legal representation: A. E. Popenheimer
Personal Injury Claims. Call 834.211.4129.

Your world is wireless – AT T is wireless.

Bud Light is flipping cold.

Club Pink Pussycat Late Night Revue: Open till 5 a.m.!

The last one was my favourite so far, passing us on the left as the freeway rose into a bridge just on the outskirts of Miami Beach.

It made me think of Michelle Pfeiffer with that eighties barnet, and Al Pacino diving under a table to avoid the suited machine gunner, while the rest of Miami’s underworld danced the evening away to hideous electronica.

As the Betty Ford bore north, her rattling engine began to gain momentum, every ten seconds or so going into a little humming noise. One thing she did have was a stereo, while Marc had an MP3 player which could connect to it through the tape deck. His first choice of music was Metallica, and he wouldn’t listen to any of my appeals.

‘Why do you still listen to “mullet music”?’ I demanded.

‘Coz it’s the shit!’

Marc loved this kind of metal – and I knew why. It was because of all the layers of technical know-how required to replicate it. Metallica used classical chord sequences and played super-tight riffs and solos. When we were younger I used to try to make him listen to surf punk, but all he’d ever do was tut and dismiss it saying, ‘that’s crap – I could play it easily’, as if that was all that mattered. To me, the mood was what made music. To him, though, it was about the science, even then.

‘Stop off soon to buy some beef jerky and the classic American road trip is under way,’ he shouted over the din made by aching pistons and even more pained electric guitars.

Fort Lauderdale passed by quickly, and the freeway dropped to two lanes, flanked by long areas of grassland and intermittent roadside settlements of food chains, gas stations and motels.

‘Look – Vero Beach and Lake Wales!’ Marc shouted as we passed one sign. He was too late with the camera, and cursed accordingly.

Meanwhile a lorry was crawling along to our right, its cargo of planks tipping dangerously; ready to fall on any car that tried to overtake. A hand-painted warning on its rear read, ‘OVERSIZEL OAD’. I got around that one by dropping off two-hundred yards, and then accelerating to our top speed of around seventy miles an hour – which was enough to catapult us past the hazard and on to the safety of two free lanes again.

We made it to New Smyrna Beach after lunching at a Quiznos just north of Cocoa Beach. It was the hottest part of the afternoon, and Marc had grown restless in the last hour after learning we could have stopped off to watch a rocket launch at Cape Canaveral.

‘Space Shuttle Endeavour!’ he yelled. ‘Wouldn’t that be awesome?’

I wasn’t too fussed on the idea – the ‘space race’ had always seemed a bit unnecessary to me.

‘There are no waves on the moon,’ I told him. ‘So why worry about going there?’

‘Shut up! Mars pumped back in the day, from what I’ve heard,’ said Marc. ‘And loads of other planets might have had oceans once. Best thing we ever did, getting into space.’

‘Who’s “we”?’ I asked.

Ahead of us was a bridge. Most of Florida’s eastern coastline is made up of thin fingers of land, beyond lagoons of water. A series of urbanised sandbanks, if you like. New Smyrna Beach was no different. A small town located on the mainland, and a bridge over to the beaches. The elevated flyover gave you a pretty neat view of the ocean ahead to our east, and what looked like an inlet, or harbour entrance, to the north.

We stayed on the main road until it ran out at the edge of the Atlantic Ocean. This was Flagler Avenue – and the surf was dire. Knee-high wind-slop washing over a stretch of disorganised sandbars, which were filled to the brim with sunburnt tourists.

‘Great – we’re in the fuckin’ Costa del Sol!’ Marc groaned.

I walked to the edge of the parking lot and stepped onto the sand. I had to get my feet wet. The ocean was the same temperature as the air – offering no refuge from heat, heat and more heat.

I looked north and south. No sign of waves that would be of any interest to a surfer.

‘Gutted,’ I mumbled to Marc.

‘Well,’ he suggested, ‘it is high tide. You never know, in an hour or two it could do something, especially if the sea breeze dies when the land cools off.’

Back by the car I noticed a truck with New Jersey plates and a surfboard in the back. Its driver was sitting in the front seat.

‘Excuse me,’ I asked him, ‘how were the waves here earlier?’

‘I didn’t see it, man, but there should be some later,’ he replied.

‘Really?’

‘Yeah, but check out the inlet – north of here. There’ll be no swell here, this is a family beach.’

I thanked him.

‘You drive all the way here from Ontario?’ he asked.

‘Yeah.’

‘Unreal – how long did that take ya?’

‘Er, three days.’

‘Oh, that’s not bad, huh? I drove from Jersey and it took me like twenty hours. Come here every year, man – got an apartment in Ponce. Oh well, have a nice day.’

‘In what way was that little fact relevant?’ Marc asked me, as we squashed ourselves back into the car.

‘It wasn’t – but I think it’s nice the way people tell you about themselves here. I’d have speculated anyway. I mean, Jersey plates in Florida? I was interested to know why he was here.’

‘He’s on bloody vacation isn’t he, like everyone else. No story to that. Just shut up and drive.’ Marc needed some waves – he knew I’d already surfed yesterday, and it was a source of annoyance. I could tell.

It took us about twenty minutes to find the inlet, and a parking lot that this time was a hive of surfer activity. The vehicles of choice were still incredibly large trucks, but most now bore evidence of surfer owners; board bags rolled up inside the cockpits, along with clothes, or surf stickers on the bumper (often alongside faded slogans like ‘Support our troops’ and ‘Four more years!’).

We took a ten-minute walk across a wide area of wooden walkways and scrubland – a mini nature reserve – until one of the boardwalks led over to the shoreline. Here there were waves – and fairly good ones too. A boulder jetty to the north was focussing swell on three separate peaks – providing about fifty surfers with a head-high and playful beach break.

We watched the surf for a few minutes, getting our breath back after walking through the heat. People had driven SUVs for miles along the sand to get here – which explained how there were so many in the water.

‘I did see a sign back at Flagler Avenue saying you could drive on the beach for ten dollars,’ Marc noted. ‘Hope they get stuck, the lazy bastards.’

‘Let’s go get our boards,’ I suggested. We were going to return to the surf on foot. Marc didn’t fancy driving, and I suppose that even if we had done, it would have been just our luck to get caught in the sand. Not to mention sticking out like a sore thumb amidst all the flash trucks.

‘In Europe you’d be strung up for taking a car on the beach,’ Marc went on, as we made our way back at a pace that fell somewhere between a brisk walk and a light jog. ‘And that’s how it should be. Having cars on beaches is just wrong.’

There was a serenity about the little nature reserve behind New Smyrna Inlet that was quite a relief after beginning the day in busy downtown Miami. Just like in Sebastian, once the authorities had decided to make somewhere a reserve or ‘state park’ they did it in style. Colourful birds perched on wooden posts – preening themselves and twitching – while turtles peered out of holes they had dug in the dunes.

We lifted our boards from the car, covering Marc’s valuables with blankets. I locked up and attached the key to the inside pocket of my shorts. Our third time crossing the boardwalks was the easiest; both barefoot, carrying boards under our arms and winds dying down. The sun was easing in intensity, tingeing the sand and sea with pink early evening hues. I felt blessed. Sweet surfing conditions had yet again found me, and immediately all the other good surf sessions I’d had in my life returned to my soul like a constant force. It was a privilege to be sharing such a situation with Marc too. It had been almost a decade since we’d last been on a beach together outside of Porthcawl. Marc’s total dedication to his work, and my tendency to go away for months at a time, meant that we only ever surfed together at home – and usually on weekends or public holidays. But now here we were, reunited to share in the excitement of paddling out in a foreign line-up.

The small waves were made easy to ride by the welcoming, warm, cerulean water, and we set about surfing until dark. It felt as if we had literally walked, or paddled, off the edge of the continent and into the ocean, where the surfers’ code applied, and you no longer had to worry about traffic rules, finances, work or travel plans.

After half an hour of picking off waves at a relaxed pace, I could hear what sounded like a loudspeaker announcement from a lifeguard tower – although none were in sight. I couldn’t make out what was being said, and therefore didn’t worry about it. Minutes later, though, the noise came again, but became louder, and this time I saw the source.

Two police trucks were heading up the beach towards us, lights flashing and a voice on a loudspeaker was addressing the surfers: ‘For your attention: the beach is now closing for traffic. Could the owners of all vehicles please remove them. You have ten minutes to comply...’

Immediately the water began emptying.

As the last of the trucks pulled off, I took a look around. There were eleven people left in the line-up.

The nearest of them, a blonde girl on a blue hybrid shortboard, smiled and said: ‘Happens every evening, dude – and they never learn!’

‘Why?’ I asked.

‘I don’t know – Floridians love their cars, I guess. Where are you guys from anyway – Australia?’

‘No, Wales,’ Marc replied – friendly for now, but expecting to take offence imminently (in the form of being called English).

‘Oh cool! So what brings you here?’

‘Well, my mother lives in Toronto,’ I replied. ‘So I borrowed her car and drove down. We’re hoping for a hurricane.’

‘Oh, that’s awesome! Well you might get one, you know. It’s the time of year. Jeez – what an awesome trip you guys are gonna have!’

‘Do you get hurricane swells in August?’

‘Oh sure, and we’re well overdue. September is the best month for hurricanes, though. Everyone keeps saying there’s one coming next week, but we’ve been waiting on next week for a while now. I heard there really was one last week, only it didn’t come south enough for us.’

She meant Chantal.

‘Do you need storms to move close to get waves here?’ I continued.

‘Uh, it can help. So long as they stay out at sea! The ones that come close to Miami always send epic waves – and they break to the right then, too.’

A ‘right-breaking wave’ was one which peeled, on this coast, from south to north, allowing surfers who stood with their left foot forward to face the wave as they rode. It made sense that a storm passing below Florida would send waves which would break in such a direction.

‘Really?’ I asked ‘But you don’t like the storms to come ashore though?’

‘Well, not exactly here!’ The smile was still there. ‘Although the best swell I can ever remember was Hurricane Charley and that went pretty much directly over us.’

I looked at Marc.

‘It’s possible,’ he muttered. ‘Odd direction to send surf, as it went across Cuba on the way in – but I can see how the eastern side of that storm could have sent some very powerful waves up here – especially as it changed track. Interesting, very interesting.’

‘Er, yeah.’ The girl beamed back at him. She had no reply to that. Nor did I.

A few more waves were on the horizon, so this became a good point to cut off the conversation as we paddled after them and back into our own individual worlds for a little while longer. Almost three-quarters of an hour of daylight remained, which was spent racing along the buzzing, sand bottom, warm water peaks – a plentiful supply for the handful of surfers left. With so few others in the water you could spread out, find your own space and have any wave you wanted.

Back in the car park after dark, as we dried and packed up again ready to drive on, Marc returned to the subject of Hurricane Charley.

‘You know, Charley was, I think, the worst hurricane to hit Florida since Andrew something like a decade before,’ he explained, as we turned back off the coastal road and onto the bridge that lead out of town. ‘I didn’t think they’d get waves so close to its eye. Normally it would have been impossible to walk in a straight line – let alone carry a surfboard down the beach and paddle out. To be honest, I’m surprised surfers are talking about it like that – as if it had been a good one for waves. It was a Category four, and a really naughty one too. The famous thing about Charley was that it changed direction. Everyone predicted it would hit Tampa, but then it swung and slammed Orlando instead – so it must have been pretty windy here.’

‘Did people die?’ I asked.

‘In Cuba, yeah – but not here that I know of.’

Without thinking, I’d run us up onto I-95 again, northbound.

‘Hang on,’ said Marc. ‘Sod doing more driving today. Bed is where to go now, I reckon. Let’s find a motel – I’ll see if I can swing one on the faculty card.’

At the Palm Coast junction, a few miles on, there were several places to stay that were visible from the road. The moment he mentioned stopping, I had also suddenly become consumed by tiredness, albeit of a blissful post-surf variety.

‘The nearest one,’ said Marc, scouring the roadside buildings. ‘I hate choice. Here you go, what’s this? Hampton Inn? Perfect.’ Especially since they had Internet access.

Marc went online immediately. Emails from work, emails from his hosts in Miami (presumably asking where he was) and research papers to read – but for him there was only one site that needed to be checked urgently.

As I looked for a vending machine to get a drink, I heard him call, ‘The Gulf!’

‘What?’

‘The Gulf. Yep. That’s where we’re going next all right. We have to. It’s not a dead cert, but just in case. We need to get up early tomorrow and drive.’

‘Let me see,’ I said.

He leaned out of the way.


A TROPICAL WAVE ABOUT 270 MILES NORTH-EAST OF TUXPAN MEXICO IS GENERATING INTERMITTENT SHOWER AND THUNDERSTORM ACTIVITY. ENVIRONMENTAL CONDITIONS MAY BECOME FAVOURABLE FOR FURTHER DEVELOPMENT OF THIS SYSTEM DURING THE NEXT 24 HRS.



This time we were pretty much in the right place already. Wrong coast maybe, but that could be remedied by tomorrow afternoon.

I went upstairs to the room and began watching the Weather Channel. They were talking about the same system of rain and thunder.


Well, all we can say now is scientists are watching this for further developments. Although at this stage they’re not ready to issue any advisories, so stay put for the moment if you live on the Gulf. We see a lot of these kinds of patterns and only around a half make it to full-blown hurricanes. However, given the time of year, the National Hurricane Center is urging caution – so keep tuned to our bulletins to see how this system develops over the next few days. Anyone planning vacations along the Gulf Coast might want to wait on our next reports before making a decision, though.



I presumed this didn’t include us.

After that there followed a break, during which I was told about a new pillow that made (all) neck problems go away, as well as a local dentist that could guarantee to make anyone’s teeth white – usually without you needing to change your health or dental plan. When we returned from the ads it was to Extreme Weather Tales – and a feature programme on Hurricane Charley – clearly a popular one in local lore.

Apparently, a woman had gone into labour during the storm and the doctor had been held up in traffic on his way to the ward because of high wind and lashing rain. The story unfolded in dramatic fashion – although in the end all parties survived and were relieved to be telling the tale from the comfort of their still intact homes. The punch line at the show’s end was that the happy couple had considered naming the child Charley – after the deadly weather system in which she was born.

Marc had finished whatever he was doing online in time to catch the end of the programme – and to learn how a hospital window had blown through during the landfall, only forty feet from where the alarmed mother was giving birth.

‘That’s a hell of a wind,’ he remarked, pulling out one of his laptops. ‘Smashing a sturdy US hospital window. Bet you a brick might even take a couple of attempts to do that. Anyway, is there any baseball on? Change the channel.’

I threw him the remote.

Moments later he’d found a baseball game.

‘Awesome. Got to cram in as much telly as we can before we get to the Deep South and all the channels change to church services. Then we’ll have to read, and I do enough of that at work.’






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/8-1.jpg
FLOSSIE

Venezuela






OEBPS/images/278-1.jpg
[ \\

I Hashmjhm \

St ° // A \
Johnshury / \
! NEw '

{ VERMONT [ Hameshiee |

" coNNECTICUT
* Hortford

Ner

I
|
I
|






OEBPS/images/logo1.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
sssssssssss





OEBPS/images/part-image.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
SURFING AMERICA'S
| AURRICANE STATES

TOM ANDERSON





OEBPS/images/20-1.jpg
TENNESSEE /" NORTH CAROLINA
ARKANSAS ,
j
e Memphis
TRk ST or  SOUTH CAROLINA
4 / | Atlanka 'y
’ I
,I \ GEORGIA
(MISsissipp, ALABAMA!

LOUVIS|ANA |

"\ Charlestg
\

i
|
H
; Savannah
\
i






OEBPS/images/112-1.jpg
~acAzZmR
8§, =

PENNSYLVAN|A

3 dy
N EW NWinandsqu
fhi lurh!vh-"mssy fentpan

« Pittsburg

"\ MARYLAND g
«Baltimore

folK
o’:gym- Beach

ity Hawk
NORTH CAROLINA 01 Dewil ills o~

Nags Head
o Char lokte . danthe

Capt Hatteras
wrightswille.

each?

SOUTH
CAROLINA

Charleskon






