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         PART ONE

         
         
         
         
         
         This is the real world Muchachos, and we are all in it.

         
         
         
         
         —Charles Bowden

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         1

         
         
         
         
         
         In The White Album, Joan Didion wrote, "We tell ourselves stories in order to live," and then proceeded to tell a story about a time in her life
            when the stories she told herself began to fail. Which may be how things go for many of us, and it certainly was for me. In
            the fall of 2003, at a time when I was making my living as a journalist; at a time when the president of the United States
            comfortably dismissed the idea of Darwinian evolution in favor of a more economic, six-day approach; at a time when certain
            members of Congress were trying to remake democracy in their own image; at a time when I was recovering from a long and nagging
            illness; when many of the people around me began getting married, having children, moving away, or on, or staying exactly
            where they were, without me; at a time a pair of hurricanes were heavy on the neck of Central America, I went to Mexico to
            surf. I went because of these things. I went because the stories I told myself had begun to fail.

         
         
         
         
         Owing to the long illness, it had been too long since I'd been someplace tropical. In the years prior, I had spent chunks
            of my life in far-flung places. When friends asked why I went, I ticked off a long list of mildly verifiable purposes. The
            truth of the matter was I went to such places because most people didn't. On a map and in reality, such places are hard to
            get to and far away. I wanted to be the kind of person who went places hard to get to and far away. I was interested in places
            that are far away on maps, just as I was interested in places that are far away in reality. I didn't know then, not like I
            know now, that such places do not always coincide.

         
         
         
         
         I was afraid of such journeys and took them anyway. Mexico was almost this kind of quest. Not that my trip there was arduous
            by anyone's measure. A three-hour flight followed by an hour car ride. The ride was bumpy, but that doesn't count. I was going
            to a place called Costa Azul, which does not mean, as I was disappointed to find out, "the Blue Cost."

         
         
         
         
         The bitch of it was my suitcase. For starters my suitcase was eight feet long. I take pride in traveling light, so finding
            myself dragging eight feet of dead weight was embarrassing in a privately psychological way. Plus, owing to the long illness,
            my time away from the tropics and a seeming predisposition toward exertion, I packed wrong. It was almost a hundred degrees
            in Mexico. I packed three T-shirts, two pairs of shorts, two sweatshirts, one jacket, two wetsuits, three sweaters and two
            surfboards. I promised myself that I would do no work in Mexico and then brought fifty magazines, mostly back issues of the
            Economist and the New Scientist, and a handful of books, including David Quammen's wonderful Monsters of God, about "man-eating predators" and these, their final years on Earth. I took these things because I cared about things like
            economists, new scientists, tigers. I cared about what happened when the very things humans built myths around began to fail.
            My bag weighed a fucking ton.

         
         
         
         
         I went to Mexico because I had spent the summer working as hard as I can remember working while realizing that my life had
            somehow developed a heavy glass ceiling that I was constantly slamming my head against. I was thirty-six years old, a citizen
            or at least a taxpayer, in need of a new couch, fully capable of making green beans in the Szechuan style, single, not especially
            lonely, plagued by junk mail, attached to the words of Ernest Hemingway: "The world breaks everyone and afterwards many are
            stronger at the broken places." I was a little amazed that life was nothing more than an accumulation of days. I was suffering
            that same disjointed feeling that many my age seem to suffer: life was not going to be anything other than what I made it.

         
         
         
         
         If I chose to stay home and watch television, I was choosing not to do something else. I once drove a car with a KILL YOUR
            TELEVISION bumper sticker on it. It felt like lifetimes ago, many lifetimes ago. Now I lived in Hollywood and had developed
            an unnatural attachment to The West Wing. One of the things I learned watching The West Wing is that if you combine the populations of Great Britain, France, Germany, Japan, Switzerland, Sweden, Denmark and Australia,
            you'll get a population roughly the size of the United States, where, last year, there were 32,000 gun deaths. Those other
            countries, which all have a form of gun control, had a total of 112.

         
         
         
         
         In the course of my life I've had four handguns waved in my face, been caught in automatic weapon's crossfire on three other
            occasions and was once muzzle slammed with an AK-47 by an Indonesian soldier in a Balinese nightclub after a deejay decided
            to play punk rock and we decided to slam dance—apparently a crime in that country. I've also known more than my fair share
            of people who have been on both sides of a firearm. Two come to mind. The first was a professional skier who took a random
            sniper's bullet through his windshield and then his lung while driving through the Sierra Nevada. The second was an enforcer
            for the Hell's Angels. He was a small guy, a fact I found surprising since being an enforcer for the Hell's Angels seemed
            to be a job that would require some mass. He once told me that he was good at his job because he was willing to do more damage
            than anyone thought possible. The last I heard he had rolled his van while crossing the Arizona desert. When the cops came
            to extract him

         
         
         
         
         from the wreckage, they found enough firepower to start a small war in a small country.

         
         
         
         
         I can say that at the time I went to Mexico I was thirty-six years old and the things I was choosing not to do were starting
            to add up into a whole other life I was choosing not to live.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         2

         
         
         
         
         
         In September of 2000,1 was living with my girlfriend in an apartment in Los Angeles. The apartment and the girlfriend were
            both beautiful. I wanted, desperately, for them to be both my dream apartment and my dream girl, but in both cases—as it turned
            out—the rent was too steep. When people asked me exacdy where in Los Angeles my apartment was, I would say Beachwood Canyon,
            and when they inevitably asked where Beachwood Canyon was, I would tell them that when an earthquake finally shook free those
            bold letters of the HOLLYWOOD sign, the H would crush my living room. That was not the truth. Beachwood Canyon runs for miles, and the HOLLYWOOD sign looms like a gargoyle
            at the top. I lived near the bottom. I never thought of this line as a lie; I just thought of it as a way to make things simpler.
            It was a complicated couple of years, and simpler seemed a reasonable choice considering everything else there was to consider.

         
         
         
         
         I had found out, in this apartment, with this girlfriend, in early April, that I had Lyme disease. By late September, after
            six months on strong medicine, I was still waking up each morning too exhausted to get out of bed; or I could get out of bed
            but actually making it to the kitchen for coffee was an impossible task, so I would lie down on the floor, at about the place
            I realized such things, because I didn't

         
         
         
         
         have the strength to do anything else. We had louver windows in that apartment, and there's a lot of dust in Los Angeles,
            and much of that dust blew in our windows and ended up on our floor. I spent a lot of time on that floor, and much of that
            time was spent with the T. S.

         
         
         
         
         Eliot line "I'll show you fear in a handful of dust" stuck in my head.

         
         
         
         
         There were also days when I could make it out of bed and to the kitchen to make coffee, but my brain—owing to the neurological
            assault that distinguishes Lyme—would forget how to make coffee and I would stand with the pot in one hand and the tap running,
            not sure of what to do next; or I would remember and start making coffee, but owing to the effect the disease had on my vision,
            I would suddenly find myself unable to see the coffeepot, the running water, the floor I stood upon, and would have to grope
            around and go slow or risk pouring water into another toaster.

         
         
         
         
         That year, I was hell on appliances.

         
         
         
         
         During this time I kept a notebook beside my computer that contained some simple instructions.

         
         
         
         
         
         1. To turn on the computer, push the smaller of the two round buttons.

         
         
         
         
         2. You have DSL. If the computer is already on, you are already connected to the Net; if not, go to the folder under the Apple
            menu and click CONNECT.

         
         
         
         
         3. Wear socks—there's a chill in the room.

         
         
         
         
         4. Socks are those long cloth things with a hole in one end and no hole at the other. They're in the second drawer from the
            top, in the dresser, in the bedroom.

         
         
         
         
         5. Remember to feed the dog; remember the dog is that furry thing sitting near your feet.

         
         
         
         
         6. Remember that you've forgotten how to spell and, for the most part, your grammar now sucks.

         
         
         
         
         7. Remember that you've most likely forgotten that you've forgotten how to write as well, so the difficulty you've been having
            is perfectly normal and preferably should not result in violence, again.

         
         
         
         
         8. Try not to panic, complain or daydream.

         
         
         
         
         9. Keep passing the open windows.

         
         
         
         
         
         A number of these entries were absolutely necessary for daily living. A number were there to help me stay in a good mood.
            The last two were the most critical. Panic was a near constant that year, but owing to the fact that Lyme has a built-in stress
            trigger—meaning the more stressed out I became, the sicker I felt, and the sicker I felt, the more stressed I became—it was
            the exact kind of surrealistic hilarity that was best avoided. Trying not to complain was almost as hard, but I was committed
            to being ill with some grace and I was attempting to hold my relationships together with hat pins and twine—and failing miserably
            on both counts. Trying not to daydream was important because I would often emerge from my daydreams to realize that my life
            had little to offer by way of comparison, which might be the way of such things, but it didn't make it any easier. The final
            line was from John Irving's The Hotel New Hampshire. The reason you wanted to keep passing the open windows was to keep from eventually jumping out of one.

         
         
         
         
         It was on a day in September that I realized my list was not at all different from the list employed by characters suffering
            through the plague of amnesia that infects the town of Macondo in Gabriel Garcia Marquez's One HundredYears of Solitude. The plague eventually becomes so bad that townsfolk begin leaving notes pinned to various and important items to remind everyone
            of their purpose:

         
         
         
         
         "This is the cow. She must be milked every morning." It is an interesting experience to find yourself living inside one of
            your favorite scenes from one of your favorite books, more so when the scene in question is often held up as one of the examples
            of why the book is considered magical realism. This is especially interesting when you consider that they call it magical
            realism because of its supposed impossible and fantastic nature.
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         Along similar lines, here are a few of the diseases people thought I had before anyone figured out I had Lyme: the flu, the
            Chinese flu, sinusitis, mad cow, malaria, giardia, schistosomiasis, lymphoma, lupus, leukemia, leishmaniasis, anemia, AIDS,
            the common cold, strep throat, sleeping sickness, schizophrenia, rheumatoid arthritis, clinical depression, road rage, low
            thyroid function, chronic fatigue syndrome and White Shaker Dog Syndrome which, as it turns out, is mainly found in cocker
            spaniels.

         
         
         
         
         Owing to certain legal entanglements resulting from my insurance company's desire not to pay my medical bills, there is very
            little I can say about this topic. I can say that before I got sick I had taken a job as a staff writer at a magazine, and
            it was a job that I had chased for over a decade. I can say that while ill I lost certain things:

         
         
         
         
         that job, a woman, much of my mind, years of my life. These are things that I have gotten beyond, without much fanfare, in
            the way people get beyond such things.

         
         
         
         
         About the same time I got sick, a good friend of mine did as well. He was both my rock-climbing partner and married to a devout
            Christian Scientist. He suffered a brain aneurysm while working his way up a difficult climb, some forty feet above the ground.

         
         
         
         
         In the emergency room, he was confronted by two distinct emergencies. The first was a doctor telling him he was very lucky
            to be alive and that if he stayed very still for a long time he just might get to stay that way. The second was his wife telling
            him that if he did not immediately get out of bed, leave the hospital and put his recovery into the hands of God, she would
            be forced to divorce him.

         
         
         
         
         The saddest song lyric I know is "she said she'd stick around 'til the bandages came off." Tom Waits sang it. My friend's
            wife didn't

         
         
         
         
         even stick around that long.

         
         
         
         
         I am now thirty-eight years old and often find a direct and peculiar conflict between my personal mythology and the real world.
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         I knew nothing about Costa Azul. A week prior to my departure I was informed by an editor that a story I had spent many of
            the previous months writing and researching would not be published.

         
         
         
         
         This was something that happened occasionally in my journalism career. Historically, about once every three years. Sometimes
            it meant I wasn't writing well; sometimes it meant an editor wasn't

         
         
         
         
         editing well. There were times when the story under investigation turned into a completely different story as the events played
            out, and this second story turned into something far less interesting than the first. Occasionally, a story that was tied
            to a news peg got trumped by other, more important news; or the decision not to publish it represented a managerial shift
            in editorial content, which had the magazine sailing in a new direction while the assigned story still belonged to that older
            one. For all these reasons, it helped to take such things in stride.

         
         
         
         
         Not three hours after that first editor called, my phone rang again. It was another editor from another magazine calling to
            inform me that another story I had spent many of the previous months writing and researching would not be published. The next
            morning I was informed by a third editor at a third magazine that a third story I had spent many of the previous months writing
            and researching would be delayed and most likely have to be radically rewritten if it had any chance of publication. This
            was not the usual course of events.

         
         
         
         
         There's a lot of fear involved in long illness, a bunch of time spent wondering how much of the old life has been lost, how
            small of a future are we now talking about. I surfed and I wrote, and that was the extent of things. A lot of days I was too
            sick to surf. Those three articles disappeared in less than twenty-four hours. I hung up the phone after that last phone call
            wondering where my life had gone.

         
         
         
         
         My dog is named Ahab. He's half rottweiler and half husky and looks like a black-and-brown version of a panda bear. A few
            years prior he had shown up on a friend's doorstep and refused to leave. At that time he did not look like a black-and-brown
            panda bear. His ample coat had knotted into a solid dreadlock, and there were cigarette burns trailing down his back. He looked
            like someone had tortured a Rastafarian and then magically transformed what little was left into a dog. In the period of time
            that I am talking about, I began hiking with Ahab in Griffith Park during the middle of the night. If I was writing a book
            titled Dumb and Dangerous Things to Do in Los Angeles, hiking Griffith Park at night would be in the first chapter, but back then it was one of the few things that made any sense
            to me. On the drive to these hikes I would play Radiohead's "Karma Police." I was amazed by Thom Yorke's ability to take a
            seemingly simple phrase and sing it repeatedly during a song, allowing it to accrue meaning as it went. I was obsessed with
            "Karma Police," with the pertinent line "For a minute there, I lost myself, I lost myself." I am undeniably tone-deaf. I would
            sing in my car and sing on the trail. I would do so at the top of my lungs. I lost myself. I lost myself. If you don't believe
            me, just ask my dog.

         
         
         
         
         I am telling you these things because it may help explain what happened next. What happened next, at least in the next that
            immediately followed the phone call from my third editor, was that I poured myself a small glass of bourbon and started staring
            out my apartment window. This being California, there was a palm tree across the street from my window. There was a man forty
            feet up in the palm tree, just below the fronds. He had wrapped what appeared to be twine around his waist and around the
            tree trunk. I had seen landscapers in Ecuador do the same thing with thick rope.

         
         
         
         
         They would use the rope for leverage and stability as they ascended the tree to trim dead branches. In Ecuador, the landscapers
            would climb with a small saw clenched between their teeth like a pirate with a dagger. The man across the street from me didn't
            have a saw, nor did he appear a pirate. In fact, he appeared to be sixty years old, twenty feet off the ground and staring
            at the sky. He did not move for a long time. Then he slid down and walked away. Apparently, he had only come for the view.

         
         
         
         
         It had been a long time since I had been anywhere with a view.

         
         
         
         
         Before he had reached the street corner I picked up the receiver and made a phone call to a travel agent I had never heard
            of before, whom I found on a Web site I had never visited before. The Web site specialized in surf travel. On the site are
            pictures of those perfect waves one finds on Web sites that specialize in surf travel.

         
         
         
         
         These are waves the vast majority of surfers will say they have never seen, but maybe it was time to try. When all else fails,
            I thought, go on a damn quest.

         
         
         
         
         This was not, particularly, a rational decision. I had not traveled far in four years because I could not predict which days
            I would bound out of bed energetic or which days I would never leave at all. Waves with long arms raised some very mixed feelings.
            I told the agent that I wanted to leave the country, surf every day, read and perhaps, occasionally, have a conversation.
            She told me I was going to Costa Azul.
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         It was a crisp seventy degrees when I left California and a gummy ninety when I landed in Puerto Vallarta. Navigating the
            crowded airport with my surf bag was about as much fun as drowning.

         
         
         
         
         Forty yards from baggage claim a man reached out and grabbed my wrist. He could have been thirty years old; he could have
            been sixty years old. He wore a baby blue suit and baby blue shoes and a white shirt with rhinestones studding the collar.
            Urgently, he demanded I put down my bag. Owing to the fact that my brain had not yet decided it was time to speak Spanish
            again, it took a little while to understand why it was as such.

         
         
         
         
         "He's coming" is what he said over and over again.

         
         
         
         
         I had prearranged a ride from the airport to Costa Azul and considered that he might be talking about my driver. I tried to
            tell him my driver was meeting me on the other side of customs, which I had yet to clear.

         
         
         
         
         "El hombre espera otra lado del costumbrey> is what I tried. Unfortunately,

         
         
         
         
         a number of words in that sentence, my Spanish-English dictionary told me later, meant something else. The literal translation
            of what I was saying was "my driver is waiting across my habit." Which might have been the case as well, but the man kept
            shaking his head against it.

         
         
         
         
         "He's coming," he said again.

         
         
         
         
         "Who?" I repeated. "Who's coming?"

         
         
         
         
         "From there," he said finally, exasperated, pointing to a spot in the airport's roof which looked liked a coffee stain on
            a white couch. "He's coming from there."

         
         
         
         
         On the other side of customs my driver was waiting. He welcomed me to Mexico and led me out into the sunshine. We crossed
            the parking lot, on the way to an old pickup truck the color of rotting avocados. Mud splatters coated the tires, fanning
            out across the sides. Plastered to the rear was a bumper sticker. It read: JESUS IS COMING: LOOK BUSY. This was a level of
            religious irony not often found in Catholic countries. This was a level of coincidence about which I have not been properly
            trained to comment.

         
         
         
         
         One of the largest and most expensive shopping malls in America is found in Palo Alto, California, near Stanford University.

         
         
         
         
         Years before, several friends and I had printed up several thousand small stickers reading: WE ARE EVERYWHERE. We had driven
            to this mall during a holiday weekend and attached stickers to every bumper we saw. A few days later a small segment of the
            local television news was devoted to the mysterious plague of bumper stickers mysteriously plaguing Palo Alto. In closing,
            the newscaster, with a level of irony not often found on local news, said, "The question remains—who are we?"

         
         
         
         
         It is almost fifteen years later, and I still think it's a fair question.
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         Costa Azul is an "adventure resort" which, being found in Mexico, has probably seen more than its fair share of adventure.
            It's located in the state of Nayarit, near the village of San Bias, about which the poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow wrote
            "The Bells of San Bias."

         
         
         
         
         The poem contains the lines "Oh, bring us back once more, the vanished days of yore, when the world with faith was filled."
            Coincidentally, San Bias is where Father Junipero Serro began his northward journey, spreading Catholic gospel up the long
            spit of land that would eventually become California.

         
         
         
         
         The resort is a few miles down the road from San Bias, in the village of San Francisco. Since Saint Francis is known in parts
            of Mexico as Pancho, the town of San Francisco is known locally as San Pancho. In 1970, the former president Luis Echeverria
            Alvarez took a proprietary interest in San Pancho, installing a series of high-minded amenities. For the first time ever the
            town had running water, public schools and a hospital. Supposedly, Echeverria Alvarez had hoped to receive a prestigious United
            Nations posting by creating in San Pancho a self-sufficient town that would be a model for Third World development. The only
            information I can track down on his fate says that things did not work out as planned.

         
         
         
         
         The road that winds into San Pancho is a thin twist of dirt and gravel, banked by lush, undulating terrain. In the distance
            are remote hilltops where old-growth trees still stand tall. Closer to the road, the forest had been pillaged for tropical
            hardwoods, but enough time has passed between then and now that a new canopy has regrown, thick and labyrinthine. Cows and
            horses graze in this tangle and occasionally wander across the roads. Just back from the gravel shoulder are dozens of wooden,
            white markers where—one suspects—cows have wandered and cars have swerved and things have gone badly for all concerned. Mexicans
            believe that the soul lingers in the spot where death occurred until proper tribute has been paid. Funerals held in villages
            far away are not enough, so this road is lousy with crosses.

         
         
         
         
         San Pancho is a small, coastal, fishing village hacked from the edges of the jungle. The residents are farmers or fishermen
            or both. It is not unusual to find senior citizens wearing cowboy hats and riding donkeys through the streets. There are a
            few shops, a half-dozen restaurants and a main church with a tall white steeple.

         
         
         
         
         The church sits in a small cobblestone plaza. Once a year, the locals throw a weekend festival here. The music is live, and
            people come from miles. At the height of the festival, at around midnight on Saturday, when everyone's drunk seventeen or
            eighteen of whatever it is they are drinking, a bull is let loose in this plaza. Before the animal is released, its torso
            is wrapped in fireworks and the fuse lit. The result is a low-rent running-with-the-bulls spectacle with an apparently acceptable
            level of carnage. Occasionally, someone is gored. Occasionally, a small white cross is added to the main square.

         
         
         
         
         This is what passes for fun in San Pancho.

         
         
         
         
         The coastline that runs from Puerto Vallarta north to Santa Cruz is a giant, curving bay, dotted with some of the better surf
            spots in mainland Mexico. In San Pancho proper the one decent wave is a rivermouth break. In some such breaks, like Malibu
            and Rincon, the outflowing river forms alluvial sandbars that flawlessly shape incoming waves with such consistency that the
            rides there have become the stuff of dreams. San Pancho is not that kind of rivermouth. It's shallow and mean and runs over
            a persnickety rock bottom that requires a rare and sizable north swell to work. All rivermouths are heavy with pollutants
            and agricultural runoff and the flotsam of upstream, inland living, but Mexican rivermouth breaks are dirtier than most and
            often thick with sharks. For these reasons San Pancho has yet to develop the heavy surf tourism of neighboring towns. Costa
            Azul is the only hotel around and stays busy primarily because the owner is a San Diego native with a decent advertising budget
            and because the staff uses boats and cargo vans to ferry guests to the best waves around.

         
         
         
         
         The resort sits a few miles outside of town. It's a multitiered complex that starts high on a hilltop and works its way a
            few hundred yards down to the beach. High up on that hill are the more expensive condo-style rooms. Down low are smaller rooms
            and a small concrete office and beyond that a sprawling bar and restaurant, built under a giant thatched roof. It is a kind
            of Tiki hut writ large. There are no walls. On one side of the bar is a swimming pool shaped like a pear; on the other side
            is the beach shaped like a beach.

         
         
         
         
         By the time I checked into my room, it was about three in the afternoon and the sticky ninety-degree heat had climbed to over
            a hundred. I threw on a pair of board shorts and joined about ten other guys in the swimming pool. Very few women actually
            come to Costa Azul. The ones who do come with boyfriends or husbands or boyfriends who will soon be husbands. That day, like
            most, the pool was empty of estrogen.

         
         
         
         
         I wanted to know how the surf was—which is what surfers on vacation always want to know, though most surfers on vacation want
            to know that the surf is booming. In general, in October, in Mexico, they want to know that the nearby hurricanes are stirring
            up trouble and that trouble is manifesting itself as mountains of water in the double-overhead range. Double-overhead is a shifty

         
         
         
         
         term. Technically, it means exactly what it sounds like, that the waves are double the height of an average man or somewhere
            around ten to twelve feet. Metaphorically, it's the dividing line between business and pleasure.

         
         
         
         
         I ordered a beer from a woman who may very well have been the best-looking bartender in all of Mexico. Things were looking
            up. I asked one of the other guys in the pool how the surf was.

         
         
         
         
         "Big."

         
         
         
         
         "How big?"

         
         
         
         
         "I mean big."

         
         
         
         
         Things stopped looking up nearly as fast as they started. I was both addicted to surfing and terrified of surfing. The last
            surf trip I had taken was to Indonesia, and that was seven years back. In Indonesia, I learned one rather simple lesson: how
            easy it is to drown.
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         In 1996, about four years into my career as a writer, the country of Malaysia decided to put its northernmost province, the
            island of Penang, online. The plan was to run fiber to every corner and every curb, to hot-wire hospitals, hotels and hovels—the
            whole damn place really—and somehow I persuaded a magazine to send me to cover it. Because I had never been to that part of
            the world before, I wanted to extend my stay and look around. Because I was dirt-poor at the time, I called everyone I knew
            and mentioned I would be over in that part of the world and asked if they happened to need anything. You know, the usual:
            drink umbrellas, dengue fever, an article, whatever. Another editor from another magazine suggested I check out Komodo Island,
            and not knowing any better, I agreed. At the time of this suggestion, I had no idea that Komodo was in Indonesia, but after
            I figured that out I realized I could make some quick cash with a surf story in Bali and then catch a boat to dragon land.
            There were a few problems with that plan. Uppermost among them was the fact that I hadn't surfed in three years and back when
            I was surfing I was never much good. But I didn't

         
         
         
         
         mention these things to anyone, and one sunny December day in the midnineties I found myself in Bali.

         
         
         
         
         If you've spent some time roaming the edges of the world, you've discovered that there are a lot of other people out there
            roaming with you. A good portion of these people would rather be anyplace besides where they are or where they came from.
            Many would rather be in Mecca, whether or not they realize Mecca is a city caught in a sandstorm surrounded by desert surrounded
            by war. Nearly half of Jamaica wants to be in Ethiopia, never mind that it's not really a country in Africa they desire, but
            a mystical place somewhere between Marcus Garvey and the gates of heaven.

         
         
         
         
         But Bali is a place where people run to and stay forever. It's a dream state, and some of its dreamers never awaken.

         
         
         
         
         At the time I was there, the daily wage hovered just over two dollars, roughly fifty cents of which the locals spent each
            morning on small religious offerings. The offerings were made of areca nut, betel leaf and lime, red, green and white being
            the colors of Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva respectively, often augmented with currency and cigarettes—though why any god would
            want to smoke Indonesian cigarettes remains something of a mystery. The offerings are known as banten, which means "gift," or enten, which means "consciousness." Either way, one quarter of the typical Balinese below-poverty-line income was spent every day
            on a tribute to their beliefs.

         
         
         
         
         Some believe in a horny goddess known as Ratu Nyai Loro Kidul, queen of the Southern Seas. Every year she plucks several young
            men from the nearby ocean to be her lovers. Among her favorite hunting grounds are the water of Nusa Dua. If you ask the locals,
            they'll tell you that Nusa Dua is the Sunset Beach of Indonesia.

         
         
         
         
         If you ask what this means, well maybe they know or maybe they don't. Maybe it's something they heard or read, or maybe they
            just like the way the words play in their mouths. It might mean that Nusa Dua is a bowling alley on the moon. Or a great spot
            for a tryst. Or a pristine expanse of white sands and luxury hotels where you can get a good tan and buy expensive mangoes.
            But to surfers it means only big, serious waves breaking over the sharp teeth of a coral reef on the southern tip of the island
            of Bali.

         
         
         
         
         I'd been there for three weeks. I'd surfed the beginner waves at Kuta and Legian and paddled out at Canggu, where the waters
            rise over black lava and the surfers all speak Japanese. I'd hitched a ride on a logging truck west up the coast to Medewi—a
            slow, fat wave perfect for longboards and an afternoon snooze. I knew enough not to try and paddle out at Padang-Padang. I
            knew that Padang-Padang was a place to confront mortality. I knew the nearest hospital was a plane ride away in Singapore
            or Jakarta. I knew that to screw up there was to be very, finally, fucked. But I knew nothing about Nusa Dua—not until I met
            the Australians.

         
         
         
         
         I met the Australians because I had woken in the middle of the night to find the door to my bungalow jimmied open and a man
            with a flashlight pawing through my backpack. Despite being completely naked, I leaped up and gave chase. I think it was my
            passport I was worried about as we dashed across the darkened lawn, past a long line of bungalows and directly into a hedge.
            On the other side of the hedge there was a six-foot brick wall that separated the hotel from the rest of the city. My burglar
            vaulted the wall, and I vaulted after him, catching my foot on the way over, ending up sprawled naked in the middle of a very
            crowded street.

         
         
         
         
         Kuta is where half of Australia goes on spring break, and it was spring break and bar time and people were everywhere. None
            seemed to happy to find me suddenly in their midst, least of all the military police less than twenty feet away.

         
         
         
         
         Before I was even back on my feet, they had started my way and I had started to contemplate exactly what happened when a naked
            American went to an Indonesian jail. Moments before they arrived, a group of drunken Australians decided, in what I can only
            assume was a moment of divine inspiration, to block the police's

         
         
         
         
         path. They used the traditional techniques—stumbling and swearing the main components. They bought me ten seconds, but it
            was enough. I jumped back over the wall and dashed to my bungalow and slammed and locked the door and wedged a chair beneath
            the handle for good measure. As it turns out, my passport was still beneath my pillow, where I'd hidden it hours before, for
            safekeeping.

         
         
         
         
         The next day, this time fully clothed, I bumped into the same Australians again. I told them the story and bought them some
            beers to say thanks, and they bought me some beers because they were Australian. Then we made up a few more excuses and kept
            on drinking. In the end we all had a few too many, and in the process they managed to convince me to go surf Nusa Dua with
            them the next day.

         
         
         
         
         Hungover and standing on the shore at Nusa Dua, I thought the waves looked like medium-sized curlers, a little fast maybe,
            yet utterly manageable. But in the boat, drawing near, I got a better look. Nusa Dua is an outer reefbreak. Reefbreak is a fancy way of saying lots of rock underwater, and Nusa Dua is an outer reefbreak because the rock sits far offshore, completely
            exposed to the full brunt of the ocean's power. The wave that results is something of a wondrous monster. On a big day there's
            no margin for error.

         
         
         
         
         Not that the Australians were making any errors. They did all the things good surfers do, catching waves like most people
            catch buses. I was watching them cut it up and down the line as if they were doing something I didn't understand, something
            I hadn't put a few years of my life into, something alien and mysterious, like golf.

         
         
         
         
         I caught a wave. It took a while and it wasn't nearly the size of the leviathans my friends were catching, but it came in
            well overhead and I saw it starting to form in the distance, and before I had time to think things through I spun my board
            and dug in deep. I heard shouts of "Paddle, motherfucker, paddle" from the Aussies, then I heard nothing but the roar of water.
            The water that was roaring toward me was quite literally a memory. It started out in some other part of the world, forming
            when a change in temperature produced a change in pressure. Air's natural tendency is to move from an area of high pressure
            to an area of low pressure. We call this movement wind. When wind flickers across the ocean's surface, it produces small ripples
            which provide a greater surface area that can then catch more of that blowing wind. Eventually these ripples become larger
            and larger until they cohere into wavelets and eventually waves, attaining their greatest size when they come closest to matching
            the wind's speed. What makes this whole chain of events slightly stranger is that it is not the water itself traveling across
            the ocean as a wave, but merely the memory of the original wind's energy being constantly transferred as vibration from one
            neighboring water molecule to the next. When I heard the roar of that wave behind me at Nusa Dua, what I was actually hearing
            was the sound of the past arriving in the present with me directly in its path.

         
         
         
         
         On the wave I chose, its peak—both its highest point and the first section to break—was fifteen feet to my left. Ideally,
            you want to paddle into a wave by lining up dead center with that peak, timing things so it arrives right behind you just
            as the lip's about to pitch. I was fifteen feet away because that pitching lip represents the greatest transfer of energy
            in this wave's life and getting to one's feet beneath that lip requires the agility to go from horizontal to vertical in the
            exploding milliseconds it takes for this transfer to happen. Technically, this involves laying hands flat on the front of
            the board, roughly in line with the shoulders, then pushing down evenly and steadily. You are both pushing yourself up to
            a standing position and pushing the surfboard down into the ever-steepening wave. Timed just right, feet hit board as board
            drops into wave. Good surfers do this with the incredible economy of motion required to keep things steady at a point when
            nothing is steady. Bad surfers fall down a lot.

         
         
         
         
         In the three weeks I had been in Bali I had already fallen down plenty, but falling down at Nusa Dua was not an experience
            I wanted to have. It was fear that got me to my feet and wax that kept them in one place. Surfers put wax on their boards
            for traction, and the coat on mine was so thick you could barely see the fiberglass beneath. For added stability, my knees
            were bent deep and my stance was wide, but this was the biggest wave I had ever been on and nothing could have prepared me
            for the speed.

         
         
         
         
         Blurry, dizzy, warping speed that sent the world flashing by in snatches too quick for my brain to process. I felt like I
            had fallen off a building and landed atop a greasy express train, and that express train seemed none too pleased to have the
            company.

         
         
         
         
         Surfer's use the term bottom turn to mean both any turn made at the bottom of the wave and more frequently the first such turn made on a wave. A good bottom
            turn sets up the whole ride, taking all of the energy of the initial drop and turning it into all the momentum needed to climb
            back up to the crest and fire on down the line. To make this happen, you begin in a low crouch and then whip first head then
            shoulders then arms in the direction of the wave's

         
         
         
         
         face. At the same time, you're straightening legs and rocking slightly backward onto your heels, both powering into the turn
            and shaping the water beneath the board into the miniature ramp it needs to climb back up. Since I ride goofyfoot, with my
            right foot forward and my left foot back, I was riding with my back to the wave. This meant the first time I got a real good
            look at it was also the moment I started my first bottom turn. When I finally saw the size of things, I was not thinking,
            Oh, look there's a giant memory of wind.

         
         
         
         
         I think the thought was somewhere along the lines of: Holy shit, I better get the hell out of here fast. One of the good things
            about surfing is that events take place at such high speeds that no sooner did I have this thought than I was already out
            of the way of that danger and ready for whatever came next. What came next was one of the Aussies paddling back out to the
            break. He was directly in front of me. I was going to decapitate him if I didn't

         
         
         
         
         find a way to turn or he didn't find a way to duck. I swerved and he ducked, and the last thing I saw as he dropped beneath
            the surface was one lone finger wagging in my direction—a little reminder perhaps of the camaraderie of surfers.

         
         
         
         
         I passed him and rode on until the wave crossed another shallow section of reef and started to rear up and pitch over. I had
            lost too much speed in my antidecapitation maneuver and was never going to make that next section. Instead I angled my board
            up the wave's face and flailed off the backside in a kind of ecstatic belly flop. I don't remember paddling back out to the
            lineup. I know that once there, I did everything I could to contain myself. Shouting "Did you see that? Did you see that?
            Did you see that?" is generally frowned upon. That said, it should also be pointed out that there is an unspoken dictum in
            surfing which states "the best surfer in the water is the one having the most fun." And for those few moments, I was definitely
            the best surfer in the water.

         
         
         
         
         Then, suddenly, possibly adrenaline-drunk with my newfound prowess, I made an error. It didn't seem like one at the time,
            but errors never do. I paddled into another wave without careful study.

         
         
         
         
         Instead of positioning myself a little farther down the line, I lined up directly with the peak. Clearly, my one ride had
            made me an expert. As the wave reached me I felt the back of the board start to rise and then the rest of the board start
            to rise, and then I was caught by some terrible aquatic elevator. The wave was enormous.

         
         
         
         
         By the time I knew what was happening, the bottom was already dropping out, and when the lip threw, I was not quite at my
            feet.

         
         
         
         
         That was my second error. I didn't get a third.

         
         
         
         
         In the early sixties, a man named Frederick Brown won a magazine contest by writing one of the world's shortest science fiction
            stories. The story was as follows: "The last man on Earth hears a knock at the door." That was about what I felt like for
            those long airborne moments before I landed directly beneath what was quickly becoming one of the dumbest things I'd ever
            done in my life. Almost, but not quite. They say that Ratu Nyai Loro Kidul has a thing for boys in green shorts. All of her
            lovers wore—and the past tense is important here—green shorts. I'm still not sure if the only reason I'm alive today is that
            my shorts were black.

         
         
         
         
         After that fall and the pummeling and the raking over the reef and the gasping for oxygen and the whimpering animal sounds,
            came the next wave and more pummeling and more raking over the reef and more gasping for oxygen and more whimpering animal
            sounds. After the six or seven waves that followed had all had their turn, I finally made it back to the boat. I was cut up
            pretty badly It took me about twenty minutes to stop puking up water.

         
         
         
         
         Around the time I did, one of those Aussies paddled over and said something quaint and reassuring like "Close one, mate."
            I nodded in agreement and bled a little bit more and said something about the goddess of the Southern Seas feeling forgiving
            this morning.

         
         
         
         
         He shook his head no. "That wasn't any goddess; that was just the Conductor having his way with you."

         
         
         
         
         "The who?"

         
         
         
         
         "The Conductor."

         
         
         
         
         "What are you talking about?"

         
         
         
         
         So he told me a story about two guys on an epic surf quest who get lost near the ass-end of nowhere and meet some guy who
            could control the weather and conduct the waves with some kind of baton made from human bone—it was a pretty curious story—but
            it went on and on and I was waterlogged and bedraggled and forgot all about it and might never have remembered except that
            seven years later I took a trip to Mexico and there, too, something went horribly wrong.
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“The ideal book for any readers who have ever asked themselves, ‘How did surfing take
‘over my life?” Kotler brings us closer to the answers via a wild, globe-trotting journey in
search of surfing's much-referenced but rarely discussed spiritual side.”

—Los Angeles Times.

After spending two years in bed with Lyme disease, Steven Kotler had
lost everything: his health, his job, his girl, and, he was beginning to
suspect. his mind. Kotler, not a religious man, suddenly found himself
drawn 1o the sport of surfing as if it were the comerstone of a new
faith. Why, he wondered, when there was nothing left to believe in
‘could he begin to believe in something as unlikely as surfing? What was
belief anyway? How did it work in the body, the brain, our culture. and
human history? With the help of everyone from rebel surfers to rocket

scientists, Kotler undertakes a three-year globe-trotting quest. The results are a startling

mix of big waves and bigger ideas: a surfer's journey into the biological underpinnings of

belief itself.

“A surprisingly entertaining nonfiction account of his own spiritual quest through
surfing ... Kotler s often laugh-out-loud funny.” —San Francisco Chromicle

“Kotler's tale starts slow and then, Like a seasoned surfer calibrating his board to his
ride, monumentally catches stride . .. Call it mysterioso or the oceanic feeling, what
Kotler's seeking s nothing less than the big explanation.” —Vilage Voice

“Enlightening and inspirational.” —Publishers Weekly

STEVEN KOTLER's novel The Angle Quickest for Flight was a San Francisco Chronicle bestseller
and won the William L. Crawford IAFA Fantasy Award. His nonfiction has appeared in the
New York Times Mogazine, Wired, GO, Discover, Outside, Details, Wired, Men’s Journal, and
elsewhere. He lives in Los Angeles.
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