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Happiness is self-achieved. It comes of defying fortune, of building
up moral reserves against the exigencies of necessity, of looking to the
past with gratitude and the future with hope while living wisely in
the present.
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CHAPTER 1

SEIZE THE SURF

Nick Reiter pulled his old Toyota Tacoma into the usual
spot at Surfers Point. Perfect overhead waves peeled down
Ventura’s famous point break. Row after row of white water
crashed against the cobblestones, rumbling like distant thunder.
A silver mist from the waves’ churning hung in the air. Nick was
stoked. He hopped out of the truck to savor the sea’s wild, earthy
aroma and soak up the midday August sun.

“Ho brah!” Ben Murphy’s familiar voice called from across
the lot.

“Howsit?” Nick replied, determined to beat his friend with
the best Hawaiian pidgin. “Surf be da kine, ya?”

Ben strolled over to Nick. “It’s close to all-time out there!
Reminds me of those days in high school when we'd skip to surf.
Get suited up, slowpoke.”

“Au’rite, haole,” Nick said, wrapping a towel around his thin
waist and stretching the two-millimeter XL spring suit over
his muscular six foot two inch frame. He pushed aside a tuft of
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blond hair and used his reflection in the truck’s window to spread
sunscreen over his tan, freckled face.

Ben flashed a mischievous smile. “Hurry up, hammahs,”
he said while deftly using his bare feet to move his stocky body
across the rough asphalt. Nick dropped the red tailgate to pull out
his favorite nine-footer, then glanced at the lineup of surfers at
the break. “Ya, braddah. And just a few guys out!”

“No time fo’ talk story, college boy. I'm not on summer
vacation,” Ben said. “Got a sales call in San Diego tomorrow
morning. Driving down this afternoon.”

“This is my last summer of vacation, bro,” Nick said.

“You've gotta grow up sometime, man.”

Nick slammed the tailgate shut. “What are you waiting for?”
he said to Ben and bounded across the walking path.

'The pals climbed nimbly down the steep incline of loose
cobblestones and paused at the water’s edge. Ben glanced at Nick.
“I'm waiting for a lull, dude, so the rocks don’t bang up my ankles.”

“See you out there.” Nick attached his leash and walked
cautiously over large, submerged cobblestones covered in slippery
algae. He trod gingerly to avoid the sharp limpet shells and felt the
soft, mushy squish from a sea anemone under his toes. Reaching a
waist-deep sandbar with a patch of swirling eelgrass, Nick waited
for the next big white water mound to roll in.

“Damn! The water’s chilly,” Ben yelled from behind.

“At least it’s sunny.”

“And no wind!” Ben added.

When the next wave approached, they lifted their boards
shoulder high and leapt over the turbulence, landing prone and
paddling furiously. A churning six-foot wall of white water
approached and they paddled even harder. Ben duck dived his

short board and made it to the lineup before the next set while
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Nick had to jump oft his nine-footer, got pummeled, and pushed
down the point. Five minutes later, he paddled up to Ben.

“Dude, I got smoked by that last set. Glad there was a lull.”

An eight-foot swell approached. Nick paddled over the crest
and turned his head back to yell, “This one’s yours!”

“Mabhalo nui!” Ben shouted and disappeared under the ledge.

'The spray blew over the back of the breaking wave, showering
Nick with a fleeting rainbow of water droplets. He glanced toward
shore and noticed the rugged Topatopa Mountains. Another day
in paradise.

As the second wave of the set neared, Nick made several
quick paddles to the outside, then spun around at the last moment
to catch it. The swell quickly lifted him ten feet and plowed the
air like an enormous blade. The wind accelerated up the face and
ruffled the surface, making a feather-like pattern. Water droplets
sprayed his face. It was a blind takeoft, but the challenge added
to the thrill.

With the board pointed at the bottom of the wave, Nick
leaned forward by kicking up his heels and dug his hands into
the water with three quick strokes. Pitching over the ledge, he
reflexively hopped to his feet, opened his eyes, and dropped down
the face into the belly of the beast. The wind rushed through
his short hair, and he savored the few exhilarating seconds of
weightless freefall that gradually tapered as he traveled to the
bottom and gravity took hold.

“Woo hoo!” Nick hooted while racing into the flat water in
front of the wave. He skimmed across the smooth surface and
marveled at the ten-foot wall of dark water morphing beside him.
No two waves were the same. The swell had traveled thousands
of miles, and it was his privilege to tag along on its final leg,
moments before annihilation on the beach. The communion with
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nature was special, even spiritual. Hard to explain; it just had to
be experienced.

With a casual bend of his knees, Nick shifted his weight
over the balls of his feet to submerge the board’s inside rail. The
bottom turn transferred speed from the drop-in with a powerful
carving arc back into the water wall’s glassy face. He shot back
up to the wave’s crest and gazed across the mass of moving water
pulsing under his feet. The swell stretched hundreds of yards
ahead, refracting and bending along the point. Nick pumped a
couple of times for extra speed, then shifted the weight to his
heels for a drawn-out backside turn. His board skimmed across
the feathering top as he carved a powerful arc. Next came reentry
down the face for another boost of gravity-fueled velocity.

A half mile down the point, Nick saw the pier getting
dangerously close and rode in to the beach. It was easier and
faster to run back up the point and paddle out again.

A few minutes later, Nick’s head popped over a wave as he
padded back out, grinning ear to ear. “Aloha!” he hollered.

Ben turned around. “Where'd you go?”

“You know,” Nick winked. “Took that one to the pier.
Might've been my best wave ever!”

Ben laughed and shook his head. “T've heard that before.”

During another lull, Nick pulled alongside Ben and sat up.

Ben scanned the horizon for waves. “So, it’s your last summer
avoiding the real world.”

Nick took a deep breath and nodded his head. “Probably.”

“But wait. Youre gonna hide out in grad school for a couple
more years, right?” Ben asked.

“Supposedly,” Nick said.

“So why the long face?”

“No surf. The MBA program’s in Philly, dude.”
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“Just go somewhere closer. There’s gotta be business schools
at UCSB or UCLA, right?”

“Wharton’s top five, man,” Nick said. “It’s a big deal. My
uncle can get me in.”

Ben smirked. “I can’t see you doing finance, man.”

“Me neither.”

“Speaking of big deals—still paying off the engagement
ring?” Ben asked.

Nick frowned. “Kinda. Haven't saved much lately.”

“Youre killing my buzz, brah. Let’s just have fun.” Ben
howled as he paddled into another wave and disappeared.

'They spent the next couple of hours getting long rides on
gorgeous waves. When a crowd began to fill the lineup, Nick
spotted Ben in the parking lot and decided to catch one in.

'Then he noticed a crowd gathering on the beach. He hadnt
been paying attention to the surfand glanced up the point and into
the glare from the afternoon sun. A surfer was speeding down the
line straight at him. It was Nick’s responsibility to get out of the
way, but he was too late. He bailed, dove under. Heard the crack,
the boards colliding under the water. When he surfaced, the guy
gave Nick the stink eye. “What the hell, dude?” He smacked the
water, splashing Nick in the face.

“Sorry, man,” Nick replied. He grabbed his leash and pulled
the board to him, then paddled in, feeling embarrassed. 7har was
50 kooky.

He noticed a huge gash from the collision on his rail, and his
mood sank. It was going to be expensive to fix. Walking up the
beach, he recognized his girlfriend’s tall, slender silhouette. As
always when he saw her, his heart skipped a beat. The sun caught
the sun-bleached highlights of Taylor’s silky, chestnut brown hair,
pulled into a braided ponytail, and her olive skin, inherited from
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her Hispanic mother, glowed in her one-piece bathing suit. When
Nick met her, she reached up for a kiss.

“Hey babe,” he said, barely smiling while showing her
his board.

“You okay?”

“Just bummed out.”

Nick nodded at the group of nearly a hundred people holding
their boards on the beach. “What’s up with the crowd?”

“It’s a Hawaiian memorial paddle-out for Kimo. Did you
hear what happened?”

Nick shook his head. “Kimo from Ventura?”

“He was surfing massive Teahupoo yesterday. Got caught
inside on a closeout and didn’t make it.”

Nick’s jaw dropped as he set his board down. “He died?”

Taylor nodded. “Got sucked over the falls head first into
the reef.”

Nick looked down at the sand. “Man. That’s awful. Kimo was
a charger. Fearless. I guess it caught up with him.”

Surfers began to paddle past the lineup and sit on their
boards in a circle, holding hands. The ritual represented how the
ocean brings people together.

“Borrow a board and join me,” Taylor said, picking up her
surfboard.

“Nah, I'm not in the mood. I'll leave the memorializing to you.”

“Cheer up, sweetie. It can be fixed,” she said.

Nick walked to the parking lot thinking about death. It was
so unpredictable. The last time he'd seen Kimo was up top at
Pipes on a double-overhead day. He was ripping. And now he
was gone—just like that.

At the lot, Nick closely examined the deep, six-inch gash
through the board from the other board’s fin. How would he pay
for the repair?
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Ben spotted the damage. “What happened?”

“Got in a guy’s way.”

“Red alert!” Ben pointed at Nick, shouting loud enough for
Woolly and Billy, two old-timers, to hear. They were a few spots
away, chatting next to Billy’s bright green’78 VW bus.

“Knock it off, Ben. You've done kooky things.”

Ben’s antics got Woolly’s attention. The old surfer had long,
curly salt-and-pepper hair and a beard that reached his chest. He
walked over with a paper grocery bag of produce from his garden.
“Howsit, Woolly?” Ben asked.

“Hey, Ben,” Woolly said, reaching into the bag. “Got some
avocados for you guys.” He handed Nick and Ben two each.

Ben glanced at the circle of surfers joining hands. “Did you
hear about Kimo?”

Woolly nodded. “Life’s precious, boys. Every day’s a gift.”
He paused to let his words sink in and glanced at Nick’s board.
“Looks like you could use my services.”

“Ya, it’s my favorite board.”

Woolly pursed his lips. “Shop’s closed on Sundays, but if you
want to stop by, we can talk about fixing it. I'll be back there in
thirty minutes.”

“Cool, I'll come by,” Nick replied.

“See you then,” Woolly said and walked back to Billy.

Ben picked up his board. “Hey, I've got to hustle to beat
traffic. I'll catch you later, brother.”

While Nick stripped off his wetsuit, he watched the memorial
service, but his thoughts were consumed by how to pay for the
board repair.



CHAPTER 2

BRIBED BY A BOARD

ick stowed his gear in the back of the truck, started the
motor, and pulled out of the lot to the old engine’s low
rumbling. On the way to Woolly’s, he stopped at a gas station to
fill up and found sixty dollars in his wallet—the last of the money
he'd earned from part-time lawn care work. It was almost enough
to fill up his tank, but he thought about the cost to fix his board.
He stopped the pump at ten dollars, accepting he'd have to hit
his mom up again for gas money until he got paid for cutting his
next-door neighbor’s lawn.
Nick drove down Ventura Avenue past Johnny’s taco stand.
His stomach growled as he caught a whiff of the carne asada
cooking on the outdoor grill next to industrial Quonset huts with
rusty corrugated metal siding. Roughnecks returning from the oil
fields parked their dusty work trucks behind the tall chain link
tence surrounding the equipment yard.
Near the end of the avenue, Nick veered onto a narrow gravel
drive lined by large pepper trees and descended toward the Ventura
River. He reached a gray gravel parking lot about fifty feet wide
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and a hundred feet long. Prickly pear cactus was mixed in with
sagebrush beyond the lot. They reminded Nick of the meals he'd
had in Baja with the red fruit and green pads. On the other side
of the lot was a rugged, one story, warehouse-style building. Its
exterior was cloaked in the weathered patina of rusty corrugated
siding. The pitched metal roof bore a tarnished spine running
down the structure’s length. An old Ford pickup, its once vibrant
blue paint now worn and faded, stood solitary in the lot. As Nick
exited his truck, the sound of a nearby pumpjack’s methodical
creaking mixed with the buzz of two hummingbirds chasing each
other overhead. As Nick walked toward the building, he noticed
a garlic odor.

Approaching, he slowly opened the squeaky gray metal door
with “Entrance” stenciled in white on the front. Right away, he
smelled coffee and heard a power tool whining in another room.
Scanning the dimly lit office, he determined no one was there,
but his attention was drawn to a small dog at his feet, curly
tail wagging wildly. Its large brown eyes stared up at him. Nick
recognized the flat, wrinkled, black face as the fawn-colored pug
hed seen running along the beach in the early mornings when
Woolly was surfing.

“Well, hello there,” he said. “Are you guarding the door?” He
gave her a quick pat on the head and closed the door behind him
while the dog settled back into its bed.

The office had an industrial ambiance. The well-worn
concrete floor harbored traces of white foam dust gathered in the
cracks and corners. Facing the door, a cluttered desk was strewn
with papers and a legal-sized notepad with hastily scribbled
notes. A thick stack of papers filled a black three-ring binder, and
overhead, a solitary light bulb hung from the ceiling by a thick
gray cable. This place could use an interior designer, he mused.

‘The unpainted cinder block wall behind the desk provided
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a backdrop for the office’s organized chaos. A substantial
corkboard, slightly askew, filled the space, its surface covered with
a multitude of notes on colored paper bearing names and phone
numbers, each secured with a rusty thumbtack. The other walls
were paneled with weathered wood, their cracked white paint
signaling the building’s decades-old age. Dusty framed surfing
photographs from the sixties and seventies covered the walls.

On the right side, a small window with three metal security
bars cast striped shadows across a tan metal file cabinet, itself
a canvas of surf-themed stickers. On top sat a well-used coffee
maker with a pot of freshly brewed java.

In the corner, Nick spotted a precariously stacked tower of
red and blue milk crates that stretched to the ceiling holding
hundreds of books. I wouldn’t want to be standing over there during
an earthquake. He stepped closer to examine the titles from both
familiar and unknown authors. Aquinas and Augustine were
Catholic saints. Plato and Aristotle were ancient philosophers.
But who was Boethius, Plutarch, or Epictetus? Nick wasn’t
sure how to even pronounce some of the names. It was an odd
collection for a board shop. Am I even in the right place?

In the left side corner, a door was slightly ajar. A light
beam leaked through the crack, illuminating small dust particles
swirling in the air. Nick pushed the door open enough to peek
inside and heard a whining sound. Woolly was planing the foam
for a surfboard.

A respirator covered his face, and his long gray beard spilled
out from under the mask. His curly hair was pulled back in a
lengthy ponytail.

He walked back and forth at a steady pace, shaving from rail
to rail while he moved toward the tail. A vacuum hose connected
to the planer sucked up most of the cut foam. But a fine dust

10
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cloud escaped the suction and churned in the air around the long
fluorescent light tubes lining the walls. They cast light horizontally
over the foam surface, leaving the floor and ceiling dark.

Occasionally, Woolly squatted down to view the board’s
surface at eye level. He'd study the shadows made by imperfections
and run his hand slowly along the surface, feeling for irregularities.
'Then he'd stand up and plane some more. Nick watched silently,
not wanting to disturb his work. Woolly was engrossed in
the task and oblivious to anything around him. At one point,
he set down the planer and picked up a large wooden device
resembling a giant hinged crab claw. He used it to measure the
foam’s thickness. As he pinched the surfboard with the wooden
claw, Nick broke the silence.

“Hey,” he said sheepishly.

Woolly was startled. He quickly pulled off his respirator
and squinted at Nick with a furrowed brow. “How long you been
standing there?” he said in a deep, authoritative voice.

“Not long.”

“You shouldn’t sneak around surprising people like that.
Didn’t you see the sign on the desk to ring for service?”

Nick shook his head. There was no way he could have seen
the bell in the mess on the desk. “Oh, no. Sorry.”

Woolly’s expression softened. “What’s your name again?” he
asked, extending his dusty palm.

“Nick,” he said, reaching to shake Woolly’s hand.

“Where’s the board?”

“In my truck,” Nick said, gesturing toward the lot.

Woolly moved the board he'd been shaping into the corner.
“Bring it in here, and we’ll check it out.”

A minute later, Nick returned with his board, and Woolly
pointed to the stands. “Set it here.” First, he looked over the board

11
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and then focused on the damaged rail. He used his thumb to push
on the glass around the slice and looked up at Nick. “Fin, huh?”

“I guess.”

Woolly smiled and turned over the board to examine the
deck. “Yeah, I've seen you out at C Street. It was pretty good
today. Got a few myself this morning.”

“Afternoon window with nobody out was amazing,” Nick said.

“Looks like just the fin slice needs fixing. Rest of the board’s
good.” Woolly looked up at Nick. “Seventy-five bucks.”

Nick shifted his weight. “Sounds kinda steep. I was hoping
youd say forty.”

“I gotta feed me and Scoop, brother. How about fifty cash?”

That’s exactly what Nick had in his wallet. “I can swing that,”
he said.

“Let’s go to the office, and I'll write up the order.”

Woolly grabbed the air hose hanging from the ceiling and
pressed a lever on the nozzle blowing pressurized air all over
himself to shed the dust. Then Nick followed him back into
the office.

“Have a seat,” Woolly said, gesturing to a metal folding chair
in front of the desk.

He sat down opposite Nick, in a tall-backed seat with worn
and cracked black vinyl upholstery. Nick pulled his chair closer to
the desk and sat down.

“Who's Scoop?”

“Look down,” Woolly said.

The pug was at NicK’s feet again, wagging her tail. “Oh,
the dog.”

Woolly flashed a wily grin. “She’s shop security, receptionist,
and food vacuum. Never leaves a crumb on the floor.” He put on
a pair of reading glasses, picked up a pen, and opened the three-
ring binder to a blank form. “Last name?”

12
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“Reiter,” Nick said, spelling it.

“I half expected you to say Fain. You look just like him,”
Woolly replied. “A little taller, though.”

“Who?”

“You need some surf history lessons, kid. Johnny Fain. One
of the ‘Four Princes of Malibu’in the fifties and sixties. You're the
spittin’ image of him—short blond hair, blue eyes, freckles. He
was in Hollywood movies too.”

“T’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Johnny was a handsome dude.”

Woolly looked up and peered at Nick over the glasses sitting
low on his nose. “Live in Ventura?”

“Yeah. Born and raised,” Nick said.

“Phone number?”

“T'll text you.”

Woolly patted the binder. “I prefer pen and paper,” he said.
“Easier to keep track of.”

After he jotted down NicK’s info, he wrote, “Fin slice, left rail,
estimate—$50.”

Nick’s phone began dinging with text message notifications.

“Need to get that?” Woolly asked.

Nick looked down at the messages. “My girlfriend’s sending
pictures of the paddle out for Kimo.”

Woolly nodded. “Yeah. Kimo was a good kid. I made him a
board for Chopes. Might have been what he was riding.”

“So unfair. The guy had a great life ahead of him,” Nick said.

“Well, life’s unfair, youngling. You could die in a wreck
driving home. That wouldn’t be fair, either. The way things are
ain’t always the way they oughta be.”

“I try not to think about that stuff. Just brings me down,”
Nick replied.

13
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“Burying your head in the sand’s a cop-out. Ever thought
about how youd live today if you knew youd die tomorrow?”

Nick thought for a moment. “Don’t know. Maybe I'd throw
an epic party,” he said, half joking.

But Woolly insisted. “Come on. Take a serious stab at it.”

Nick squirmed a little in his chair. “I guess I'd want to spend
time with my parents. Tell em I love them. My girlfriend too.”

“Bingo!” Woolly exclaimed, swinging his arms in a sweeping
gesture like a magician making something appear. “Relationships
make life meaningful. Not bacchanalian revelry.”

“Bacca-what?”

Woolly chuckled, got up, and walked to the makeshift library
in the corner. He scanned the milk crate tower and, stretching on
his tiptoes, retrieved a thin tattered paperback from the top.

He handed it to Nick. “This is short,” he said. “Bring it back
when you're finished, and tell me what you think.”

Nick glanced at the title—7he Death of Ivan Ilyich by Leo
Tolstoy. Whats with this guy? The only things he usually read
were magazines and books for school. He wasn't into getting
homework at a surf shop. He looked up, hesitant to tell Woolly
he’d never crack the cover.

Woolly saw Nick’s hesitation. “I'll tell you what. You read
that book and tell me what you think about it, and I'll fix your
board gratis.”

Nick raised his eyebrows. “For free?”

“Yep. If you help me.”

“I'm not too good with tools,” Nick said.

“Nobody’s taught you? Is your dad some kind of a suit?”

“No. Commercial fisherman and retired Marine. He’s hell-
bent on me getting a white-collar job.”

Woolly puckered his lips and nodded. “I see.”

“I can show you how to use the tools. And I promise it won't

14
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sentence you to a life of manual labor. Let’s start tomorrow.”
Woolly pointed to the book in Nick’s hand. “Get through the first
tew pages and we can talk about that too.”

Nick thought for a moment. “It’s a deal,” he said giving
Woolly a firm handshake.

“Slide by tomorrow around eight,” Woolly said.

Scoop was lying in her bed beside the desk, and Nick bent
over to pat her head. “Nice to meet you, pup.” Her tail wagged
energetically, and Nick chuckled.

Woolly started for the shaping bay. “See ya tomorrow, kid.”

Nick tossed the book on the passenger seat and headed
back up the avenue. He noticed a gas smell and rolled down
the window. The truck was practical and reliable, but it was old,
and Nick had trouble scraping together the money to keep up
with maintenance. How long can I put off fixing things before it
breaks down?

As the fresh breeze flushed the gas fumes from the truck, he
thought about the visit with Woolly. It was a weird experience,
but he was fascinated by the guy and wanted to get to know him.
He called Taylor but got her voice mail.

He turned oft Thompson Boulevard into his midtown
neighborhood with its rows of modest, one-story homes built
in the fifties. They were in a variety of styles and colors, which
gave the area charm. Years ago, homes here were affordable for
middle-class families. Now, average households were priced out
of the market, and the properties were increasingly rentals rather
than owner-occupied.

Nick parked along the curb in front of the tidy, one story,
Craftsman-style home. Its shingled, low-pitched roof hung over
the walls of wooden siding painted grayish blue. On two sides of
the roof, white rafter beams protruded beyond the eaves. NicK’s
phone was nearly dead, so he hopped out of the truck, flung open

15
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the white picket gate, and leapt up the three concrete stairs to the
porch. He opened the navy blue front door and went straight to
his room to charge the phone.

Heading back to the truck, Nick fell into his usual routine.
He put his board in the garage and hung his wetsuit from the
lemon tree in the backyard to dry. As he went into the kitchen
through the side door, he smelled his Mom’s chicken pot pie. His
parents were on their usual evening walk, but a generous serving
was left for him on the counter. Nick smiled. Good o/’ Mom.

Wialking across the ceramic tile floor, he grabbed a can
of lime seltzer water from the fridge next to the small pantry,
pulled a fork from a drawer and sat at the round oak table. He
was famished. Sunlight flooded the room through a large window
over the sink as Nick scarfed down his dinner.

Afterward, he went to the living room. The open space had
a squeaky, dark wood floor. A large wool Afghan rug filled the
middle of the room with vibrant color. A TV was mounted on
one wall opposite a long, overstuffed faux leather sofa. An artistic,
rustic fireplace made from round beach cobblestones reached to
the ceiling.

Nick sank into the couch to watch TV. He looked over to
the left at the walnut bookshelves in the wall and remembered his
deal with Woolly. He forced his tired body to retrieve the book
from the truck and sat down in the comfortable leather chair in
the corner of the living room. After putting his feet up on the
matching ottoman and tugging the chain to turn on a nearby
floor lamp, Nick cracked open the book.

He quickly figured out the book was about an important
Russian judge who lived in the 1800s. It began with his death
and then went back in time to describe his life. Ivan’s wife was
demanding, so he focused on his career and avoided his family.
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He didn't think much about death because he was forty-five;
dying was something that happened to older people.

'The squeaky front door opened and his parents stepped in.
Dad was a little shorter than Nick, with a muscular frame. His
t-shirt hung over a slightly protruding belly. He scratched his gray
buzz cut, kicked oft his flip-flops, and sat on the couch. “Getting a
jump on schoolwork?” he asked in his baritone voice.

“Nabh, just a novel somebody lent me.”

Nick’s mom took off her Dodgers cap and fluffed her
shoulder-length, brassy-blond hair. She was average height,
athletic, and energetic.

“Did you get enough food?” she asked.”

“Yep,” Nick said, trying to sound appreciative.

“I folded your laundry and put it on your bed,” she said.

“Thanks, Mom.”

She squinted to read the cover of Nick’s book while putting
on her glasses. “Tolstoy? When did you start reading the classics?”

“Since now, I guess. Do you remember that guy from high
school, Kimo Hamilton, the surfer?”

Mom crossed her arms and smiled. “You and Ben idolized
him. Said he was ‘living the dream.”

“WEell, he was,” Nick said.

Mom frowned. “Was?”

“He died surfing in Tahiti the other day.”

“That’s horrible.” Mom paused for a silent prayer and quickly
made the sign of the cross.

“So, I dinged my board, and went to a shop to get it fixed. I
talked about Kimo with the owner and he loaned me the book.”

“I don’t understand the obsession with riding risky waves,”
Dad said. “Surfing’s fun, but there are limits. The ocean isn't a
playground. It’s wild and dangerous.”
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“Not now, Charlie,” Mom interrupted. “We need to pray for
Kimo’s soul.” She looked at Nick. “Let’s go to seven-thirty Mass
tomorrow morning and offer our intentions for Kimo. Tell Taylor,
too. She’ll want to go.”

“But I've got an appointment at eight to fix my board.”

“You can be a few minutes late,” she said.

Nick wanted to please her. “All right. I'll let Taylor know.”

“Why do you need an appointment for a board repair?” his
dad asked.

“The guy’s gonna show me how to fix it. Not charging
me either.”

“What’s in it for him?”

Nick shrugged. “He likes teaching, I guess.”

“There’s no free lunch, Nicky Boy,” Dad scoffed.

“WEell, Ben recommended him.”

“Anyway, there’re better ways to spend your time than fixing
surfboards,” Dad said. “That’s something you just pay someone
else to do.”

Nick pushed back. “You fix your boat.”

Dad grunted and turned on the Dodgers game. He usually
left port before dawn and liked to wind down in front of the TV
before bed.

Mom changed into her nightgown and robe and sat beside
Dad on the couch with a couple of Catholic gift catalogs. She
managed the San Buenaventura Mission Gift Shop, which had
been losing money until she applied her skill to turn it into a
consistent source of income for the parish.

Nick began reading again: While hanging window curtains,
Ivan fell and bruised his side. Over a few weeks, the pain got
worse. Eventually, he was confined to bed. He realized he was

dying and began to reflect on the meaning of a good life. He'd
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sought popularity instead of respect and lost out on what was
truly valuable—genuine relationships with his wife, children,
and friends. Ivan began to view his slow death as a blessing that
allowed him to see his selfishness.

Near the end, he felt a force hit him in the chest and saw a
bright light. His wife and children were crying at his bedside, and
he felt intense compassion for them. The realization gave him
relief, even joy. After experiencing this change of heart, he let out
a long sigh and died.

Nick read the final sentence as Dad yawned and turned off
the TV.“No point finishing this game. Dodgers are playing awful.”
He got up from the couch. “Good night, Nick. ‘Night, Helen.”

“Good luck tomorrow, and be safe, Charlie,” Mom replied.

“I always am.”

Mom noticed Nick had set down the book. “All done?”
she asked.

“Yep.”

“How was it?”

Nick thought for a moment. “Interesting. Actually, kinda
inspiring.”

“A book about death was inspiring?”

“It was also about how to live,” Nick answered.

“I get that. The church teaches life is a preparation for
eternity,” she said.

“Okay, Mom,” he replied briskly, hoping she'd understand he
didn’t want another religious debate. “I'm heading to bed.”

“Did you text Taylor about Mass in the morning?” she asked.

Nick stood up. “Yeah. She’s meeting us.”

“Good night, Nicholas.”

“Good night, Mom. Love ya,” he answered on his way down

the hallway.

19



JAMES LEE REA, JR.

Nick lay awake with thoughts churning. Was Kimo fearless
because he hadn’t thought much about dying? He considered
the deal hed made with his parents. Freshman year, he hadn’t
thought much about graduation. Kinda like the way Ivan put oft
thinking about death. But now he faced a tough choice between
honoring his parents and being true to himself. It reminded him
of the decision to paddle for a huge wave. Would he turn and
burn, risking a major wipeout for the chance at glory, or would he
take the safe route and let the wave pass under him? His decision
could have major consequences for his life. And Taylor’s. Was it a
sign of love to bite the bullet and follow through with his career
plans? He could end up like Ivan, full of regrets. Nick remembered
Woolly’s question: If this was the last day of his life, what would
he value? What would he do differently?
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CHAPTER 3

BEGIN WITH THE END

« ake up, Nick,” Mom said, gently shaking his shoulder.
Nick groaned. “What time is it?”
“Six forty-five.”

He rolled over and turned his back to her. “Fifteen more
minutes,” he said.

“You won’t have time for breakfast.”

“Fine. I'm supposed to fast before Communion anyway.”

Nick was slow getting ready and on his way out the door, his
mom handed him a brown paper bag. “Here’re a hard-boiled egg,
a banana, and a yogurt.”

Nick hugged her. “Thanks, Mom. See you over there.”

They arrived at Mission Basilica San Buenaventura just as
the service began. It was NicK’s favorite church because of its
history. Fr. Junipero Serra founded the mission in 1782. The
interior was dark and smelled like stagnant air. Only two large
windows on each wall let sunshine inside. They were intended
just for that purpose, since they were ten feet above the pews
and impossible to see out of. Sound bounced around the massive
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adobe walls, harkening back to a time before microphones and
speakers. The altar looked like a Greco-Roman temple with two
brightly painted statues. One was the Virgin Mary; the other was
Joseph holding the infant Jesus.

Nick and his mom waited for the priest to process down
the long, carpeted aisle through the middle of the church, and
then they slid into the pew where Taylor was waiting, a cute half
smile welcoming them. Nick gave her a quick squeeze around
the shoulder.

She leaned past him. “Hi, Helen,” she whispered.

Nick adored Taylor’s beautiful simplicity. Her strapless tube
dress was covered in a print of small pink, lavender, and white
flowers linked by delicate green vines. The elasticized top hugged
her slender bosom and waist while the lower half billowed breezily
to the top of her sandaled feet. A single abalone shell barrette
she’d made held back her hair.

Suffering had strengthened Taylor’s faith. She and her
mother struggled after her dad abandoned them, and religion
helped them through the challenge. She knew Nick wasn't very
religious but that he was a good person. Taylor considered faith a
personal matter, and they didn’t talk much about it.

Nick was easily bored at Mass. He stayed engaged by reading
along in the missal. Sometimes a good sermon would hold his
attention. But he felt more connected to God when he was out
in nature, especially on his board. As the congregation recited the
Our Father, he recalled a spiritual experience during a dawn patrol
session at Pipes, the top of the point. As the sun rose, a double
rainbow appeared in the sky over the water. A few minutes later, a
solitary gray cloud passed through the colored arches. Rain trailed
in a dark streak from the cloud, passing at an angle through the
rainbows as it fell into the ocean. An old knee-boarder and point
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regular, John, paddled past Nick and exclaimed, “Praise God!”
'They understood one another without saying another word.

After Mass, Mom went to work at the gift shop next
door. “Don’t forget to eat your breakfast!” she yelled across the
parking lot.

Nick smiled and nodded his head. After making lunch plans
with Taylor, he sped down the avenue, proud of finishing the novel
and excited to learn how to fix the board. In the shop lot, he saw
Billy’s old VW bus. He'd been a C Street local long before Nick
was born. Now in his early seventies, he still had a remarkable
amount of energy and commitment. He surfed nearly every day
and was the chattiest guy in the water.

Inside, Billy held Scoop under one arm. “What’s up, bro?” he
said in his rapid, energetic diction.

“Hey, Billy,” Nick said.

“Whatcha doing here?” Billy asked.

“Teaching the kid how to fix his board,” Woolly interjected.

Billy looked at the book in Nick’s hand and chuckled. “Is
that all you're teaching him?”

“Hell, we gotta talk about something while we’re working.
Might as well be edifying,” Woolly replied.

“What are you up to?” Nick asked Billy.

“Ordering a new board. Need some extra volume to keep
up with the groms. The school surf teams are practicing in
the mornings.”

“C’mon, you've got more energy than most of the kids.”

“Maybe. But not more than you, bro. You oughta see this guy
surf, Woolly. He reminds me of you back in the day.” Billy nodded
in Woolly’s direction. “This guy was an animal. He'd go over every
winter to surf Sunset, Rocky Point, Waimea, the Banzai Pipeline.
He was one of the few haoles the locals respected.”
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“Enough flattery, Billy,” Woolly laughed. “You already got a
discount on the board. I can't mark it down any more.”

Billy reached for a bagel from a box on the desk. “Onion. My
fave,” he said, taking a bite.

Scoop had been chilling under Billy’s arm close to his chest.
Suddenly, she stretched her body and snatched the bagel from
Billy’s hand, then squirmed free from his arm.

Woolly sprang from his chair. “Scoop! No!”

She gobbled down the bagel like her life depended on it,
making snorting sounds all the while. When Woolly tried to
grab what was left, she ran to a corner and began gobbling it
down again, racing to devour it before it was taken. When Woolly
finally yanked it from her mouth, it was almost completely eaten.

“That little pig!” Woolly complained. “I can’t trust her at all
around food.”

Billy chuckled. “You sure she passed that AKC Good Citizen
Test you brag about?” He turned for the door. “All right, I'll catch
you hombres later. Gotta get some waves while the kid’s over here.
He takes all the good ones.”

Nick smiled. “You get your share, old man.”

Billy grasped the doorknob, and Scoop ran over to lick his
tan, sandaled feet.

Billy looked down. “You want me to stay, little thief? I'll be
back soon, girl,” he said and slipped out the door.

Nick handed Woolly the book. “Sorry I'm late.”

“Keep it until you're done.”

“I am,” Nick grinned.

“No kidding?” Woolly said, placing it back in a milk crate.
“Then we’ll have plenty to talk about. Let’s fix your stick.”

Nick followed Woolly into the shaping bay and found his
damaged board propped on its side in two U-shaped stands with
the gashed rail facing up.
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Woolly slid his glasses on with one hand. “What will the
finished product look like?”

After an uncomfortable pause, Nick realized Woolly expected
an answer. “I don't know. Smooth and, like, perfect? Ya know, good
as new. Why you asking?”

“To keep it in mind while we’re working. That’s our goal. The
end. Now the trickiest part’s matching the foam color. Yours has
yellowed some.”

“I mean, it doesn’t have to be perfect,” Nick answered. “I just
don’t want it to stick out like a sore thumb.”

“That’s not the way things work in this shop. I aim for
perfection. People keep coming back even though the pop-
outs from overseas are cheaper. Everybody associates my brand
with quality.”

“Fine, then. I want the repair to be invisible. Make the board
look like new.”

“Now you're talking my language. Here’s the thirty-thousand-
foot view. Youre gonna plug the gash with filler, matching the
foam’s color. Then you'll wrap the rail with a six-ounce glass patch.
After sanding, you'll do a gloss coat, polish, and woil2, you're done.”

“I'm going to do it?”

“That’s the only way to learn.”

Nick shook his head slowly. “All right, but I'm alittle nervous.”

“Sand around the damage first. Let’s see what we're
dealing with.”

Woolly retrieved two respirators from pegs on the wall,
handed one to Nick, and donned the other one. He picked up a
triangular detail sander and handed it to Nick. His muffled voice
reverberated from behind the mask.

“Sand the glass down all the way around, about two inches
out from the slice. Gradually taper at an angle so you can overlap
the new glass and blend it with the existing lamination.”
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Nick stared at the tool in his hand. “How do you use
this thing?”

Woolly chuckled. “Flip the power switch and go to it with
light pressure. Remember: it’s easy to take off more but harder to
put it back.”

Nick used his thumb to work the switch, and the motor’s buzz
filled the small room. Neither spoke as Nick carefully worked his
way around the damage. After about five minutes, he turned oft
the sander and pulled the respirator down around his neck.

“Whatcha think?” he asked.

Woolly squatted down to inspect the work. He pressed around
the slice, checking for soft spots in the foam, and then stood up.
He pursed his lips and nodded. “You gouged a couple spots.”

He pointed to places on the board. Nick couldn’t see any
taults, but when he ran his finger over them, he felt the unevenness.

“Don’t worry,” Woolly said. “Filler will take care of that.
Good job for your first time.”

Woolly hung the respirators back on the wall. “Whatd ya
think of I/yich?” he asked.

Nick squinted his eyes and grabbed his chin. “Ah, yeah. I've
been thinking about it. Ivan screwed up.”

“How?” Woolly asked.

“He realized being rich and famous wasn't all that. In the
end, the only people who cared about him were his family and
the servant kid.”

“Hey, you really did read it,” Woolly smiled. “So he decided
wealth and fame weren't that important. But did he figure out
what was?”

“Yeah, he realized family was important. Relationships.
Being real. That’s the good stuff in life.”

Woolly nodded. “It’s a bummer he figured things out too
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late, though,” he said. “I wonder how his life would’ve turned out
if hed prioritized the right things.”

“Probably a lot happier,” Nick blurted out.

“What do you mean?”

“You know, happy. Everybody knows what that means.”

“What do you think it means exactly?” Woolly prodded.

Nick frowned. “You want me to define happiness?”

“Yeah. Just sketch it out in general terms. Humor me.”

“Gosh, I don't know,” Nick said. “Why don’t you tell me?”

Woolly took the sander from Nick’s hand and placed it on
the shelf. “Ivan didn’t spend much time considering the ultimate
reason for doing things. The point of it all. He didn’t think about
what choices paid off best in the long run. So kid, what makes you
choose one thing over another? What’s the goal?”

“Like, I want to enjoy life. Have fun. You know, spend time
with my girlfriend, surf, hang with friends.”

“Why do you want to have fun?” Woolly asked.

“C’mon, man. Fun is fun. It’s obvious.”

“If it’s so clear, you ought to be able to explain it.”

Nick thought for a moment. “Having fun makes me happy.”

“Okay. And why do you want to be happy?”

Nick frowned and shook his head. “Everybody wants that.”

“Yep,” Woolly said. “But why do you want to be happy?”

Nick was getting annoyed. “I guess I dont know why. I
just do.”

»

“That’s because it is the reason. Happiness is the goal of life,
Woolly declared.

Nick curled one side of his mouth and cocked his head.
What's the deal with this guy?

Woolly handed Nick a rag. “Wipe the dust oft where you
sanded. Then make a dam with tape to hold the filler.”
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After Nick finished cleaning off the dust, Woolly started up
again. “Is your goal to live a good life?”

“Of course. But didn't you just say happiness was life’s goal?”

“I did, because happiness is the result of a good life.”

Nick shook his head. “You’re gonna need to run that by me
again, dude.”

Woolly handed him a roll of blue painter’s tape. “Put
overlapping strips of tape across the gash from one side to the
other. Leave a gap at the top to pour in the filler. The tape will
hold it in place while it cures.”

“Like a mold?” Nick asked.

“Exactly. But make sure the tape’s stuck tight or the dam will
leak and you’ll have to start over.”

While Nick taped, Woolly continued. “Every choice you
make is to be happy, but does that mean you know what choices
to make?”

Nick shrugged his shoulders. He had no idea how to answer,
and he hoped focusing on the repair would make Woolly stop all
the questions.

“We started the job thinking about the result, remember?”
Woolly asked.

“Yeah.I'want the repair to be invisible. Like it never happened.”

“Life’s the same. You gotta imagine what a good life looks
like, then you can make a plan to get there. When you know what

you're aiming for, you'll take a better shot. So you gotta begin with
the end.”

“Begin with the end, huh?” Nick replied. “That’s a
mind-bender.”

Nick finished the taping, and Woolly retrieved a broom from
the corner. “Sweep up before we do the filler. I like to keep the
workspace tidy as I go.”
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1 guess the tidy workspace rule doesn’t apply to his desk.

While he swept, Woolly talked. “Ivan achieved a lot of his
goals, and before he got sick, he was comfortable and satisfied.
But was he happy?”

“Probably.”

“Was he living a good life?” Woolly challenged.

“He had the wrong goals, so I guess it coulda been better.”

“Right! Happiness describes the balance of good and bad
over a lifetime. Ivan—and Kimo, too—had good things in their
lives, but they also missed out on other good things.”

“So youre saying someone can be satisfied but not happy?”

“Yeah. Think about it. You see it all the time.”

Nick stopped sweeping and leaned on the broom. “The
druggies in the river bottom give up everything to get high,”
he said. “They feel satisfied when they’re wasted, but they’re
not happy.”

“Bingo!” Woolly replied with a flourish of his arms.

Nick looked around. “Dustpan?”

Woolly pointed to the corner and continued speaking.
“Happiness isn't just feeling good or having fun. It’s when you get
what you naturally need.”

Nick began to sweep the dust piles into the pan, carefully
dumping them into the trash can. “I think I'm getting it.”

Woolly turned to a shelf along the wall and took down three
pint-size containers. He placed them on the board’s deck and
tossed Nick a pair of disposable gloves. “Put those on.” He looked
at the containers. “I got this ready ahead of time. That’s Q-Cel,”
he said, pointing to a clear container holding a fine white powder.
“We’re gonna mix it with resin.” He picked up a larger container
filled with clear goo. “Pour the powder into the resin slowly. I
mean slowly. If you even breathe on it hard, the stuff goes all over
the place.”
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After Nick carefully poured the powder into the resin,
Woolly handed him a popsicle stick. “Stir it gently so you don't
send a cloud of Q-Cel into the air.”

Woolly took a little bottle containing yellowish-brown liquid
and squeezed a few drops into the mixture.

“What's that?” Nick asked.

“My secret formula to match the filler with your foam.
People trip on my repairs because they cant see them. It’s all
about quality, youngling.”

“Cool,” Nick said as he stirred. “So why are you making such
a big deal out of a word? So what if people use ‘happy’ to mean
they’re satisfied?”

“Let me ask you this: do you think the way you speak
influences the way you think and act?”

Nick concentrated on the mixing, hoping he wouldn't have
to answer and was relieved when Woolly continued.

“Speaking reflects our understanding. Misspeaking shows a
misunderstanding. If we misuse the word ‘happiness,’ then we get
confused about what it means to live well. Living a good life needs
a name—a word. The one used for centuries has been hijacked.”

“Hijacked? What are you talking about, man?”

“Nobody studies traditional moral philosophy anymore.
Otherwise, they'd know the difference between satisfaction and
happiness.”Woolly looked down at the container Nick was mixing.
“Okay, that’s good,” he said and pointed at a small dropper bottle.
“This is polyester resin catalyst. Put fifteen drops in the mixture.”

Nick carefully counted out fifteen drops, then continued
stirring.

“Stir it up real good for a minute or two. You ever realize you
notice things that are already on your mind?” Woolly asked.

Nick thought for a second. “Yeah. Like when my neighbor
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got an old truck, International Harvester. Never noticed one until
he got his. But then I saw a few on the road.”

“Yep. You notice what you focus on. Same goes for happiness.
If you know what it is, you're more likely to notice the things that
make you happy.”

Woolly looked down at the filler. “That looks good. Now,
pour it into your tape mold. All the way to the top.”

Nick poured the yellow tinted goo into the gash and watched
it seep into the voids. “I'm still waiting for that definition of
happiness,” he said.

Woolly laughed. “All right, wiseacre. Try this on for size.
Happiness is the norm of a complete life filled with all the goods
you need.”

Nick stopped pouring and looked up. “Say what?”

Woolly pointed at the repair. “Finish packing the gash with
filler. Then I'll unpack the definition for you.”

Nick slowly filled the cavity created by the tape dam. Just
as he was about to finish, a glob of resin fell from the container
and spilled over the tape. It dripped onto the board and then
continued onto the floor. “Crap!”

Woolly chuckled. “Don’t sweat it, kid. It’s easy to clean up
once it starts to cure. We got to wait a few minutes for it to harden.
Now, what’s your question?”

“What the heck’s the norm of a complete life?”

“Norm means the usual,” Woolly answered.

“Okay, the usual of a complete life. I gotta live my whole life
to know if I'm happy?” Nick asked.

“Yeah. Happiness describes your whole life.”

“That’s nuts, dude. I won't know if I'm happy till 'm dead?”

Woolly nodded. “But you can know your life is happy so far.
'Think about Kimo. His life was going well, but it was cut short.
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He missed out on lots of stuff that was good for him. That’s why
you can’t say you're happy till the fat lady sings.”

“Fat lady?”

Woolly smirked. “I guess that phrase is dated. Maybe this
will make more sense. Creating a happy life is like competing in
a surf contest.”

Nick peeled off his gloves and tossed them in the trash. “This
conversation is getting weirder by the minute, man.”

“Stay with me, youngling. Say you scored a perfect ten in the
first round. Then I asked if youd had a good contest.”

“I'd tell you to ask me that when it was over,” Nick replied.

Woolly nodded. “Why can’t you answer the question after
the first round?”

“Cause I might blow it in the next one.”

“Exactly, kid! Life’s the same. You can be happy up to a point,
but the game ain’t over. Maybe something terrible happens and
ruins your life.”

“I guess Kimo’s accident is the kind of thing you're getting at.”

“Yep,” Woolly said. “He didn't get to experience growing
in wisdom and maturity. He didn’t marry or have children. He
coulda been even happier if he'd lived longer.”

Woolly picked up the popsicle stick in the container of
leftover filler, and the whole container lifted with it. “It’s set.
Time to peel the tape.”

When Nick finished, Woolly handed him a razor blade. “The
filler isn’t fully cured. Carve off the extra stuff that bulged out in
the mold using the blade. That way you’ll have less sanding to do.”

Nick was hesitant to cut.

“Go for it. You can fix any mistake you make.”

As pieces fell to the floor, Nick said, “It kinda feels like

. »
carving cheese.
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Woolly grinned. “Whatever you say, chef.”

When Nick was done, Woolly looked over his work. “Nice
job, youngling. Let’s take Scoop for a walk while it cures, and then
we’ll sand and add the glass patch.”

Woolly attached Scoop’s leash, and the three walked down
a short dirt path to the Ventura River Parkway Trail. The paved
path followed the old Ventura and Ojai Valley Railroad route.
Woolly pointed to the hill on their right. “See those stone walls
over there? It’s the ruins from the San Buenaventura Mission
Aqueduct. Over two hundred years old. But the philosophy we're
discussing is thousands of years old.”

“Crazy,” Nick said. They walked in silence for a minute.
“So, Woolly, you mentioned how Kimo missed out on becoming
mature. But he was mature for his age.”

“Maturity comes from suffering, not age,” Woolly answered.

Every few feet, Scoop stopped to sniff. Woolly smiled,
watching her. “Wish I knew what she was smelling,” he said.
“That nose tells her all kinds of stuft we don't know. Kinda like
philosophy. Learning to think well opens up a world most people
don’t see.”

“But how does suffering fit in with everything?” Nick asked.

“Suffering is necessary to mature. Just reflect on your
experience. The most mature people have overcome great suffering.
The least mature people have had it easy.”

After about ten minutes, they turned around and returned to
the shop. Scoop took a drink from her water bowl while Nick and
Woolly went to the shaping bay.

Woolly pressed on the filler with his fingernail. “It’s ready to
sand.” He handed Nick a piece of sandpaper. “You're gonna do
this by hand ‘cause the filler sands really easy. Take it down about
a sixteenth of an inch below the surrounding glass.”
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“Why below?”

“Think about it, kid.”

“I gotta leave room for the glass patch to blend in?”

Woolly raised his eyebrows and nodded his head. After the
sanding was done, the old shaper picked up the board. “Okay,
follow me,” he said.

They entered the glassing room, where a small table was
prepped with items next to a board stand. Woolly pointed at the
stands. “Set it on the rail in the stand and wipe off the dust. That
surface has gotta be super clean to get a good bond with the resin.”

“Let me guess, you want me to tape around the area again.”

“You're a quick study, youngling. But this time, put the tape
down about a half inch beyond where you sanded the glass.”

As Nick taped around the edges, Woolly kept talking. “Have
you ever heard the saying, ‘Youth is wasted on the inexperienced?”

“Nope,” Nick said.

“Well, now you have. Whatcha think it means?”

“No clue,” Nick said as he tore a strip of tape from the roll.

“When you're young, decisions have a massive impact on
your future because they have your whole life to play out.”

Nick paused. “I think I'm following you. Kinda like a chess
game. If you blow a move early on, it can screw up the rest of
the game.”

“Exactly. The consequences of decisions are like dropping
a pebble in a glassy pond. The rings of ripples start small, but
over time, they can expand to cover the whole pond. They may be
harder to see after a while, but they're still there, disturbing the
water’s surface.”

“So you're saying my actions have a ripple effect that will be
there, like, forever? Over my whole life?” Nick asked.

“Yep. That’s the irony of it. When you're young, you lack the
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experience to make good decisions, but your choices have the
most time to ripple through your life.”

When Nick was done taping, Woolly nodded in the table’s
direction. “Now put on the gloves and add ten drops of catalyst to
the resin. Mix it real good.”

Nick added the drops as instructed. “You got me thinking,”
he said while stirring. “Youth is an opportunity. If you make good
decisions early on, you'll get the most bang for your buck.”

“Bingo!” Woolly said with the familiar sweeping flourish.
“You've got a knack for this stuff, kid.”

Nick felt the resin starting to go off. “It’s getting warm.”

“Okay, get moving! Stick your finger in the resin and rub a
thin layer all over the area out to the tape.”

Woolly handed him an oval piece of woven fiberglass cloth.
“I cut this slightly bigger than the repair. Use your dry hand to
stick it in place.”

Nick delicately laid the cloth over the repair. “How’s that?”

“Good. Now dip your finger in the resin again and dab it on
the glass without moving it. Go out to the tape and keep doing it
till the glass disappears. That’s when it’s saturated.”

Nick dunked his gloved finger in the resin and let it drip
over the glass, then carefully spread it around. The cloth’s fibers
disappeared, leaving only a shiny, transparent surface.

“Now what?” Nick asked.

“That’s it until tomorrow,” Woolly said while turning off
some lights.

“Wait, really?”

“Yeah, the resin’s gotta cure overnight before sanding. Come
back tomorrow around eleven.”

“Okay. Want me to clean up?”

He opened the door leading to the office. “Nah. I got it.”
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Woolly looked down at Scoop, who was gnawing intensely
on a rawhide chew he'd given her. She swallowed the stick-shaped
treat and gagged it back up.

“Take it easy, Scoop,” Woolly said. “It’s not a bagel. Nobody’s
gonna take it from you.”

“Can you do the Heimlich maneuver on a pug?” Nick teased.

Woolly walked to the book crates, put on his glasses, and
scanned up and down. “There it is,” he said, pulling out a dusty
hardcover. He opened it to the index, then flipped to a page where
he inserted a piece of scrap paper and handed the book to Nick.
“Read this from the beginning and stop at the bookmark.”

Nick looked at the title. Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics with
Commentary by St. Thomas Aquinas. Now he’s giving me Aristotle?

“Look, man, I appreciate it,” Nick said. “I enjoyed the Ivan
book, but I think reading philosophy is a whole other level. This
stuft’s way over my head.”

“Never know until you try, youngling. The good stuft’s in
the primary sources. You don't want Aristotle dumbed down in
some textbook that spoon-feeds you what he thinks. Decide for
yourself. It’s tough reading, but it gets easier with practice—like
surfing. How good were you when you started?”

“I sucked.”

“Back when I learned, it was even harder,” Woolly said. “We
didn't have those soft foam beginner boards. Heck, we didn’t
have leashes. If you lost your board, you had to swim for it.” He
squinted at Nick. “So, how'd you get better?”

“I practiced my butt off,” Nick said.

“Right. Reading philosophy’s the same. You get better with
practice. The Nicomachean Ethicsis a pretty easy read as far as Aristotle
goes. And if you get lost, you've got the Aquinas commentary as
backup. But read Aristotle first and decide what you think he’s
saying. Form your own opinion, and trust your judgement.”

36



PADDLING OUT

“Just like picking the best line on a wave?”

Woolly smiled. “Exactly.”

“All right. I'll give it a go.”

“Right on, kid. You've passed your first lesson.”

First lesson?

Woolly looked at his watch. “Hey, I've gotta get some work
done, so I'll see you tomorrow.”

“Thanks, man. This was super cool,” Nick said while
reaching for the doorknob. He looked down at Scoop still
chewing away. “Bye, Scoop. Take it easy with that rawhide,” he
said on the way out.

Nick climbed into the truck and tossed the book onto the
dashboard. His phone got a text and dinged. It was Taylor. O5 no/
I'm late!
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BiG RIVER MOUTH, B1G QUESTIONS

Nick was twenty minutes late when he found Taylor waiting
on a bus stop bench in front of Sunken Treasures, the jewelry
store where she worked. It specialized in sea glass and shell pieces.
Taylor was studying for a degree in Art and Design and planned
to start a line of her own jewelry.

She climbed into the passenger seat and kissed Nick on the
cheek. “I missed you, Slowpoke. Where were you?” she asked.

“Fixing my board.”

“Where?”

“Woolly’s shop on the avenue. Lost track of time.”

Taylor shook her head. “I've gotta be back in thirty minutes.
Let’s do drive-through. In-N-Out Burger.”

“Hope they don’t have a long line,” Nick said. “If they do,
MecDonald’s is across the street.”

“I was craving a salmon salad at Lure but at least you made it.”

“I'm really sorry,” Nick said.

The line at In-N-Out was short, and they ordered two
cheeseburgers animal style and a couple of drinks.
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“Why are you fixing the board?” Taylor asked. “That’s
Woolly’s job.”

“He’s teaching me.”

Taylor wrinkled her forehead. “Still not getting it.”

“We made a deal. If I read this book he loaned me, he’ll teach
me board repair—for free.”

“Free?”

Nick grinned. “Yep.”

'They picked up their order at the window and drove a block
to the beach, finding a spot with a view of the surf.

“It’s cool you're learning how to fix the board but why’s he
doing it for free? Sounds a little creepy.”

Nick paused to swallow his first bite. “He’s old. Guess he just
likes teaching people.”

Taylor picked up the book on the dashboard and scanned the
title. “Aquinas? Aristotle? This is what you have to read?”

“That’s something else. Anyway, we're still working on my
board. I'm actually kinda into it.”

She paged through the book. “A philosopher surfer conning
you into doing his work,” she giggled. “You shoulda just paid for
the repair.”

After finishing their burgers, Nick started up the truck and
pulled onto Harbor Boulevard.

Taylor sniffed the air. “Still smells like gas.”

“I'll get it looked at soon,” Nick said.

‘They pulled up to Taylor’s work just in time, and Nick leaned
over and gave her a long, tender kiss on her lips.

“Love you,” she called over her shoulder and ran up the steps
to the front door.

Nick sat wondering what to do next. He wanted to read
some Aristotle before meeting Woolly again. Grant Park was an
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ideal spot to do it, so he drove up to Poli Street and hung a right
on Brakey Road. The truck struggled up the steep, winding route.

“Come on, girl, you can do it,” he said, leaning forward on
the steering wheel like he was giving a virtual push.

At the top, he parked next to a picnic table shaded by a
stately California live oak. The spot offered a commanding view
over twenty miles of coastline and the location was ideal for
viewing Anacapa’s Arch Rock on the island’s eastern edge. The oil
platforms in the channel reminded Nick of his childhood, when
he imagined they were pirate ships. Beyond the rigs, a freighter
carrying cars to Port Hueneme traveled steadily southeast. Its
white boxy shape stood out against the brown, mountainous
backdrop of Santa Cruz Island.

Nick opened the book and immediately realized Aristotle’s
writing was way more difficult than Ivan Ilyich. But if he read
slowly, he could figure it out. Aristotle said ethics, or moral
philosophy, was a technical art—concerned with choosing what’s
good. Nick made a mental note to ask Woolly about calling ethics
an art; that was kinda weird.

At the end of the chapter, Nick paused to look down at
C Street. The west-southwest groundswell was getting bigger.
Several sets were spaced a half mile apart and stretched to the
horizon. He was glad the tide was high and a sizable crowd was
out. Otherwise, the temptation to surf might have kept him
from reading.

He finished chapter one and started Thomas Aquinas’s
commentary. Aquinas called Aristotle “The Philosopher”as a sign
of respect. His explanation of what Aristotle said was easier to
read than the original and pointed out nuances Nick had missed,
but Nick also realized he'd gotten the gist of it on his own. Maybe
1 can read this stuff!
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Chapter two of the Ethics said people do some things because
they want something else that’s good—Iike earning money
to buy food. Other things, like safety and security, are good in
themselves. Aristotle said that knowing what things are good in
themselves, and understanding the ultimate good, had a massive
influence on happiness. Nick thought back to Woolly saying that
when you focus on something, youre more likely to notice it. He
was definitely noticing more about happiness.

He stared at the horizon line over the Pacific and considered
what Aristotle meant by the ultimate good. This was another
point Woolly had made. Happiness was the real goal of life, and it
was desired for its own sake. Nick’s gaze fell on the large wooden
Serra Cross on the hill overlooking the mission. He thought about
his mom saying salvation was life’s ultimate goal—not happiness.
Did it make sense to sacrifice happiness in this life for the chance
at eternal bliss> What if this life was all there was?

A northern mockingbird, perched on the oak, caught his
attention. It repeated its lengthy, intricate song, and a light breeze
carried the sweet scent of sage from the hillside behind the park.
Being surrounded by the natural world made Nick feel closest to
God. Did God, if there even was one, really care if he followed
rules set up by other people—like going to Mass on Sundays? In
the end, what difference did it make if he went?

He took another deep breath to savor the smell of the sage
and returned to the book. Aristotle said ethics was also a science,
but unlike math, for example, the conclusions are only true “for
the most part.”

Nick paused to think about that point. Aristotle seemed to
be saying ethics was an inexact science; he shouldn't expect the
same precision found in a subject like math. Every situation in life
was different. Choosing what’s good wasn't straightforward and
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certain, like two plus two. But ethics was still truth, and it could
be a useful guide to making decisions.

Woolly said the meaning of happiness had been hijacked
by people who didn’t know traditional ethics, like Nick’s college
professors who thought only hard sciences were true because they
could be reliably demonstrated. But Aristotle said we could have
science about generally true facts, even with exceptions to the general
rules. Individual circumstances require subjective interpretation.

Nick looked up from the book and gazed northward. The
Santa Ynez Mountains jutted abruptly from the coastline. Their
steep faces soared dramatically over the Pacific, creating a vista
that Nick was sure rivaled any in the world. He took a deep breath
and paused to savor the view before starting chapter four.

Aristotle said it’s understandable that people mistake
happiness for pleasure since the two are bound together. But
then he said living a life of enjoyment would lead to a slavish and
bestial life. I've got to ask Woolly about this, too. It seemed to Nick
that if he was pleased, he'd be happy. And what was this stuft
about a bestial life? Pleasure is pleasure; it didn’t seem to matter
how you got it.

A fishing boat like his dad’s passed the harbor buoy, heading
in. Is that the Semper Fi? A large wave detonated toward Oxnard
Shores and caught his eye. It broke farther out than the waves
along the rest of the beach. He realized it was the Santa Clara
River Mouth. Heavy monsoon rain had flooded the Santa Clara
River watershed. Sespe, Piru, and Castaic Creeks had spilled into
the river flowing into the Pacific. He picked up his phone and
called Ben.

“Dude, Santa Clara River Mouth’s going off!”

“You sure?” Ben asked.

“Bro, I'm watching it right now. The river broke through the
sandbar, and the swell’s pumping.”
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“Pick me up and let’s hit it!” Ben said.

“I promised my dad to do some yard work today. But I'm
down for dawn patrol. Save your arms for the morning, and I'll
pick you up at five-thirty.”

Ben thought for a moment. “Okay. Get your gear in the truck
tonight and go to bed early so all you'll have to do in the morning
is grab a coffee and bolt.”

“Will do, man. See you dark and early.”

The next morning, the phone rang, startling Nick. “I'm up,” he
said in a groggy voice.

“Zero dark thirty, compadre,” Ben said with grating
enthusiasm. “Get your butt outta bed,” and clicked oft.

Nick rolled over onto his back and forced his eyes open. Why
did I suggest this? He focused on the coffee and pushed himself
out of bed. In the kitchen, he flipped the switch on the coffee
maker he'd prepped the night before. After putting on his trunks
and a T-shirt, he poured a strong cup. He took big swigs, and the
caffeine quickly worked its magic. Nick stepped into his flip-flops
and pulled a thin fleece hoodie over his head for the cool predawn
temps. The coffee maker gurgled when it finished brewing and he
filled his thermos to the brim.

At Ben’s condo, Nick pulled the emergency brake and put
the truck in neutral, leaving the engine running so the heater
stayed on. Ben heard the engine’s rumbling and emerged from
the front door wearing trunks and a fleece pullover. He'd staged
his wetsuit, towel, and board on the porch and loaded them into
his arms while Nick opened the tailgate.

“Got wax?” Ben whispered to avoid waking the neighbors.

“Yep,” Nick replied.

Under the taillights’ red glow, Nick stepped away from the
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noxious exhaust fumes spewing from the tailpipe, quietly closed
the tailgate, and pulled out of the driveway.

“What’s new?” Ben asked as they started down the road.

“Dropped my board oft at Woolly’s.”

“Yeah? How'd that go?”

“Good. He’s teaching me to do the repair.”

“What’s he charging?”

“Nothing, dude. All T had to do was read a book.”

Ben smiled and shook his head. “That guy’s a trip. When he
tried talking to me about some philosophy stuft, I got the heck
outta there. What sort of nonsense is he feeding you?”

“Just some stuff about happiness. How it’s the ultimate goal
in life.”

“What a revelation, Sherlock,” Ben laughed. “Did he give you
the secret to happiness? You could be the next self-help sensation.”

“Woolly said happiness was living a good life. Making the
right choices to get what you need.”

“Oh man, this guy’s full of wisdom! Another massive
revelation. But people need different things, brah. Money’s
important to be happy. What's he say about that?”

“Don’t know. Haven't got to it yet, I guess.”

“Don’t bet on getting to it, dude. Trying to figure that stuft
out is a waste of time.” Ben pointed at Spinnaker Drive. “Hey!
You're gonna miss the street.” Nick slowed the truck to make the
turn. “How’s the truck running?”

“Kinda iffy,” Nick said, tapping his fist gently on the
dashboard. “I want to get it into the shop but need the money for
ring payments.”

“You coulda worked for your dad this summer and made
good money.

“I know. You wanna loan me some?”
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“Do I look like a bank? Go fishing with your dad.”

“He doesn’t want me near that boat, man. He regrets not
getting a degree and’s afraid I'll follow in his footsteps.”

Ben frowned. “Why’s that such a bad thing? I'm doing pretty
well without one.”

Near the end of Spinnaker, they turned into the parking lot
a half mile north of the river mouth. The small lot was already
filling with other early birds trying to snag waves before the
crowd arrived.

Ben scanned the scene. “Word’s out.”

Nick opened the tailgate. “Let’s hustle.”

Pulling out their gear, they felt the buzz in the air. Surfers
wrapped in towels pulled on wetsuits as the streetlights’ amber
glow cast shadows all around. The rhythmic rumble from bars
of wax rubbing over the decks of boards was interrupted by a
periodic series of booms and slight vibrations of the ground as the
larger waves pounded the beach.

Nick looked at Ben. “How big do you think it is?”

“West Channel buoy said eight feet at twenty seconds.”

“Twenty seconds!” Nick said. “That’s a legit groundswell.”

Ben nodded eastward where the glow of first light appeared.
“We’ll see the size soon enough.”

“Gimme a sec to stash the key.”.

He reached under the rear bumper to hide it, and they began
the half-mile jog down the dark, empty beach.

At the mouth of the river, they watched the rush of muddy,
chocolate-colored water, splitting the beach in two. Tree limbs
swept by, along with plastic bottles and the occasional Styrofoam
cooler. In addition to the debris, infectious bacteria blooms, fed by
nitrogen fertilizers from the farms upstream, were a hidden risk.

“Smells like dirt,” Nick said.
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“I hope your tetanus shot’s current,” Ben replied. “It hasn’t
rained in a while. There’s gotta be some gnarly stuff in that water.”

“I'm definitely flushing my ears and sinuses when I get
home,” Nick said.

“And watch for syringes,” Ben added.

Nick looked back. He could make out a few more surfers
coming their way. “At least we aren’t the only ones chancing it. Feels
safer when I see other people ignoring the county health warnings.”

“Those kooks at county don’t surf,” Ben hollered back.

'They looked down from the five-foot ledge in front of them.
'The bank was continually widening the channel as sand broke off
in chunks, like mini glaciers calving into the sea.

“It’s gotta be forty feet to the other side, and that current is
the real deal,” Ben said. “Let’s get in here and let the current push
us out.”

They strapped on their leashes. Nick had his seven-foot
hybrid, and Ben, his six-eight quad. Both were fast down the line
and a good choice for the hollow, speedy waves. As they waded
into the turbulent water, Nick spotted random dashes of white
going left and right on the waves’ dark faces. Surfers were already
riding the first waves of the day.

“Dude, those guys paddled out in total darkness,” Nick yelled
over the roar of the waves.

“You know, Mr. Whitey feeds in the dark,” Ben yelled back.

“Don’t get me thinking about sharks. It freaks me out, man,”
Nick said.

Ben began to paddle. “Grow a pair, brah. We’re about to score

Nick pushed off the bottom and paddled too while watching
a perfect wave peel forty yards ahead. “It be da kine, cuz!” he
shouted at Ben.

After ten minutes of fighting the surf, they made it outside

'”

and found a handful of people in the lineup waiting for the sets.
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Ben nodded over his shoulder toward the parking lot. “Better
get a move on,” he said.

Just visible in the faint pink light, a steady stream of surfers
jogged down the beach like a hungry line of ants following one
another to a meal. The waves going left were barreling a bit longer,
so the early crowd congregated on the north side of the sandbar.

“Let’s go to the other side before we have more company,”
Nick suggested.

Paddling around the crew surfing the left-hander, Nick
recognized a couple of locals and a few out-of-towners. The
vibe was friendly but serious. Everyone wanted their share and
jockeyed for position. He struggled to keep up with Ben, who
swung wide around the sandbar to avoid getting caught inside.
It that happened, theyd have to endure the energy-wasting
punishment of paddling out again. When they got lined up for
the right, Nick was positioned deeper than Ben.

A wave began to feel the bottom and form a perfectly tapered
wall. “Take it,” Ben shouted.

Nick sat up on the tail and spun around. He lay back down,
lowered his head, and paddled hard. As the water began to lift the
board, he pushed the nose down and sprang to his feet. Gliding
down the face to the bottom of the wave took longer than usual
with so much water drawn upward by the swell. Ahead of him,
the lip was beginning to pitch in a long section. Nick leaned on
the inside rail to make a quick turn and ducked under the watery
curtain just in time to get inside. Tucked into the barrel that
surfers call the green room, he thrust his right arm into the water,
shaving speed to match the wave. He subconsciously made subtle
adjustments to the board’s angle and withdrew the arm brake to
skim his fingers along the watery tube’s glassy surface.

The immersive experience was mesmerizing, like being
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enveloped in a time warp to an alternate reality. Inside the
translucent tunnel, it was quiet and serene. Time slowed, and the
surrounding bone-crushing chaos seemed far away. He chased
the almond-shaped exit, a portal back to the external world.
As the opening began to collapse, a chandelier of falling water
doused him like heavy rain. Nick instinctively did a quick pump
for speed and the wave pushed him through the escape with a
blast of trapped air that spat him out in a cloud of spray.

In a few seconds, hed traveled nearly fifty yards to the edge
of the sandbar where the wave flattened over deeper water. Just as
the last rideable portion of the wave disappeared, he pointed the
board back up the face, harnessed the remaining speed to launch a
tew feet into the air, and dove deep into the water. While casually
floating back to the surface, he remembered Woolly’s words: You
only get better with practice. Instinctively surfing waves like he'd
just done only happened after years of training. Maybe philosophy
wasn't all that different—just another skill to master.

Nick took a deep breath and looked out to see what was
coming. Ben, smiling broadly, raced through the next wave
inside a barrel. He crouched deep in the tube, his head and arms
positioned to perfectly fit his body to the wave’s shape. As the
section in front of him began to close out, he raced toward the
exit and flew out the back just before the wave swallowed him.

Nick paddled up to give him a high five.

“That’s the best wave I've had in a long time! Maybe ever!”
Ben exclaimed.

“Me too!” Nick said. “Ready for more?”

“You know it, braddah.”

They paddled back quickly, taking advantage of a lull in the
swell. After snagging a few more barrels, a crowd filled in, making
it hard to position for a wave. “I think it’s mission accomplished,”
Ben said. “Let’s take the next one in.”
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Nick looked toward shore. “I don't wanna cross the river. 'm
gonna paddle around and get out on the north side.”

Once inside, they lay prone and rode the white water for
a quick trip to the beach. When the water was a couple of feet
deep, they slipped off their boards and ran up the steep sand
embankment before the next wave could hammer them.

Nick scanned the scene on the beach. “Geez, it’s a zoo,” he
said. “Word gets out fast.”

“Cause it’s all-time out there, man. It’s never this good here
in August.”

“Got a few minutes to watch?” Nick asked.

“Sure, work can wait.”

They sat in the sand with a perfect view of the action. “Ever
notice how easy it is to pick out the pros?” Nick said while working
his feet under the sand.

“They surf at another level,” Ben replied.

“Yeah, and they all use the same basic techniques.”

Ben nodded. “That’s the key, man.”

“I've been thinking about something Aristotle said about
technique and happiness.”

“Oh my god, dude!” Ben said, laughing. “Are you about to
give me more Woolly nonsense? This is too much!”

“Just listen. Maybe you’ll learn something.”

Ben sighed. “All right, college boy. Go ahead.”

“Every surfer uses bottom turns to transfer speed,” Nick said.
“It’s the setup for all the other maneuvers.”

“Sure.”

“They all use cutbacks to stay in the power pocket.”

“Like that one!” Ben said, sitting up straight and pointing at
a surfer. “Did you see the roundhouse? Perfect figure eight.”

Nick continued. “I'm putting some things together. Learning
how to live well has a lot of parallels with surfing. When surfing,
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everyone uses the same basic surf techniques, but their styles
vary to suit their individuality. There’re fundamental techniques
tor making good decisions. But everyone’s situation is different,
individual. It’s like the diftference between surfing technique and
individual style.”

“I’ll buy that, but what’s that got to do with happiness? I
don’t think it’s the same technique for everybody,” Ben objected.

“Stay with me, man,” Nick said. “Good technique is knowing
the right way to do something. You can get better at surfing by
copying the pros.”

“So?” Ben said.

“So, you can copy happy people to live better.”

“Okay.” Ben stood up. “I'm copying rich people. That’s how
I'll retire before forty and you still haven’t answered my question.
Convince me happiness is the same for everybody. And I don't
have time for that now. Some people have jobs, man.”

‘They picked up their boards and walked back to the parking
lot. The sun was heating the sand, warming their cold feet. Tired
and satisfied, they showered, peeled off their wetsuits, and slipped
the boards into the truck. Nick drove Ben back to his condo on
the other side of the harbor.

The truck struggled to keep its speed as they drove back
down Spinnaker.

“What’s wrong?” Ben asked.

“I've got the pedal buried, dude.”

'They turned onto Harbor Boulevard and a line of cars stacked
up behind them.

“You're gonna get a ticket for going slow, man. Pull over.”

The engine died, and Nick coasted. He had just enough
momentum to pull onto the shoulder.

“Has it been acting funky?” Ben asked.
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Nick shrugged. “It’s been struggling a little. I've been
smelling gas.”

“You've got half a tank. Your oil light’s on. When was the last
time you checked the oil?”

“Um, never,” Nick said.

“Are you kidding me?” Ben laughed. “This old truck probably
burns enough oil to keep one of those pump jacks on the avenue
busy full-time.”

Ben opened the hood, and a rush of hot air blasted their
faces. “You're definitely overheated, bro,” Ben said. He tapped
the dipstick’s handle to verify it was cool enough to touch, then
pulled it out and studied the metal tip. “Dude. You’re bone dry!”

Nick had an awkward smile. “Didn’t know I had to check it
between oil changes.”

Ben chuckled. “Maybe your dad shoulda taught you a few
more practical skills.” He slipped the dipstick back in place.
“Hope you don't need a new engine, man.”

Nick crossed his arms and considered the situation. “What
should we do?”

“Call for a tow, Einstein.”

After the tow truck arrived and took the truck to the shop,
Nick called Taylor for a lift. When she arrived, Nick got in the
passenger seat, and Ben sat in the back of her silver 2015 Honda
Civic hatchback.

“What’s wrong with the truck?” she asked Nick.

“Ran out of oil.”

Taylor rolled her eyes. “You've got to maintain that thing.”

Ben subtly vied with Taylor for Nick’s attention and
sometimes his jealousy got the better of him. “What a bummer
man,” he said. “If you get that thing fixed you’re not gonna have
money for the ring.”
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Taylor gave Nick an annoyed glance.

Sensing the tension, Ben kept his mouth shut the rest of
the short ride to his place. “Thanks for the lift, Taylor,” he said,
getting out.

After he shut the door, Taylor turned to Nick. “You said the
ring was paid for.”

“It’s basically paid for. I have the money in savings. Just
wanted to have a cushion if something like this happened. Don't
worry, I just have a few more payments.”

“Whyd you tell me it was paid for?”

“I didn’t want to bother you with the details.”

Taylor looked unsatisfied with the answer and said little until
pulling up to Nick’s house. She sighed and smiled sweetly at him.
“I love you, Nick, but you need to grow up.”

Nick began to answer, but Taylor put her finger up to his
mouth. “Let’s talk later,” she said, patting his thigh. “I've gotta get
to work.”

“Thanks for the ride. Love you, babe,” Nick said getting out
of the car.

As she drove away, he thought about how the messed-up
stuft in his life was usually his fault. He was good at picking
the right wave or the best place to surf but terrible at being an
honest communicator—always dodging tough discussions and
procrastinating when dealing with problems. When the truck
had struggled to climb the grade at Grant Park, he ignored it, and

now was paying the price.
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SouL SURFER

fter Taylor dropped him off, Nick pulled his old rusty beach

cruiser from the garage and pumped up the tires. It had sat
unridden for a couple of years. The corroded chain felt stiff and
squeaked as he turned the pedals. He breathed the crisp morning
air and listened to the California towhees chirping loudly. The
sun radiated above the ridge of Sulphur Mountain as he pulled
onto the Ventura River bike path.

Ten minutes later, the hum of his tires on the pavement
gave way to the crunchy sound from the gravel drive leading to
Woolly’s place. Nick again caught a whift of garlic and noticed a
sign on the large industrial building next door that read Ventura
Garlic Bakery.

He rounded the turn into the lot and found Woolly and
Scoop returning from a walk. Scoop didn’t recognize the bike.
Like a miniature bull, she charged, stopping a safe distance from
Nick to belt out a series of throaty barks, and then retreated to
safety behind Woolly’s legs.
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“Looks like my guard dog is all bark and no bite,”
Woolly chuckled.

Nick leaned the bike against the wall. “It’s me, girl.”

She recognized his voice and waddled over to greet him, her
curled tail wagging. Nick handed Woolly the Nicomachean Ethics.

“Where’s your truck?” he asked.

“Ran it out of oil. Hope they can salvage it because there’s no
way I can afford a new motor.”

“Bummer,” Woolly replied. He nodded at some buckets by
the door. “Fiberglass Hawaii dropped oft this resin. Mind helping
me move it?”

“Happy to help,” Nick answered.

When he entered the shop, he saw a gorgeous, red, seven-
toot pintail lying on the floor. A puddle of water surrounded the
leash collar.

Woolly’s graying locks were wet and left damp spots on the
shoulders of his plaid flannel shirt.

“Looks like you caught some too,” Nick said.

“Did you surf Pipes?” Woolly asked.

“River Mouth. It was all-time. Whered you go?”

Woolly grinned. “Drakes. It was pretty good too.”

“How'd you get in there?” Nick asked.

“I've got connections.”

Northern Santa Barbara County’s Hollister Ranch was the
last big stretch of private coastline in Southern California. Several
great waves broke on the exclusive gated property north of Goleta.
An invite to the Ranch was the dream of SoCal surfers, a chance
to experience the vibe from an earlier time, when every surfer
knew all the others and looked forward to having company in the
water. Nick had once surveyed the remote coastline through a train
window while traveling to San Luis Obispo. He'd seen a handful
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of vehicles on the beach and a smattering of heads, bobbing in the
water, enjoying a surfing paradise all to themselves. Wish I could
have surfed in the early sixties when it was like this everywbhere.

Woolly set Scoop in her bed and covered her with a fleece
blanket. “Let’s get to work.”

Nick grabbed a bucket handle in each hand. The buckets
were heavy, and he was impressed with how easily Woolly lugged
them around.

From the shaping bay, Woolly passed through another
doorway to the right. He flipped on the lights, illuminating a large
room. In the middle were freestanding metal shelves arranged
in aisles. Lining the walls, vertical surfboard racks with wooden
dowels held at least fifty boards and foam blanks.

“Whoa,” Nick said. “The inner sanctum.”

Woolly chuckled. “More like the money pit. Most of these
boards go to surf shops. And they don’t pay me till they sell. These
shelves over here are my backstock of materials.”

Nick scanned all the boards in the racks.

“What’s it like to ride one you've made?”

Woolly set down his buckets. “Wanna find out for yourself?”

“Seriously?”

“I can show you how to make one.”

Nick shook his head. “No way, man. I can’t afford it. Gotta fix
my truck and finish paying for an engagement ring.

“Don’t worry about it, kid. The materials are on me.”

Scoop was underfoot. Nick used his leg to move her out of
his way so he could set the buckets down.

“That’s super cool of you, man. But I can't do that. I wanna
pay my way.”

“You can. How ‘bout you help around here to pay me back?”
Woolly suggested. “Nothing major. Just when you have the time.
It’s meant to be.”
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Meant to be? What does that mean?

Nick had promised his parents to focus on his studies rather
than have a job during the school year but this seemed different.
'This was just an odd job here and there. There wouldn't even be a
paycheck. What they don’t know won't hurt them.

“You've got a deal,” Nick said, giving Woolly a handshake.
“But I gotta wait until school starts. I'm hoping to land a job on
my dad’s boat the next couple of weeks.”

“Of course. What’s your major?” Woolly asked.

“Economics.”

Woolly looked surprised. “What else are you taking?”

“That’s it. Grad schools want focus. It looks good on the
application.”

“Have you ever thought about taking some philosophy?
You've got a knack for it.”

Nick shook his head. “That train left the station freshman
year. I'm on a career track.”

Woolly stroked his beard and paused for a moment. “You
have your whole life for the career.” He bent down to check the
expiration dates on the buckets and looked up at Nick. “Ya know,
there aren't expiration dates on knowledge. Understand what a
liberal education is?” he asked.

“The liberal arts? I took some art history and literature
freshman year.”

“That’s sorta it, but the studies have gotten watered down.
In the past, liberal education developed the whole person. It was
literally about /iberation, setting you free by seeking the truth to
live a better life. Like Plato’s cave, it helped students stop looking
at false shadows and bathe in the light of truth—see reality as it

really is.”
“What’s Plato’s cave?”
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“That’s another discussion. Remind me to add the Republic
to your reading list. Anyway, in the past, only the rich got a
liberal education. People like us apprenticed as blacksmiths,
sailors, weavers—"

“And surfboard shapers,” Nick interrupted.

Woolly chuckled, “Hey, whatever paid the bills. But now it’s
different. Everybody can get a liberal education. But our society
values wealth over intellectual and moral development. We
promote vocational rather than liberal education. Now, even the
well-off take a narrow course of study and learn specialized skills.
A lot of them become wage slaves.”

“Wage slaves?”

“Ya. They just work for the paycheck even if they get nothing
more out of it.”

“Sounds like my dad. He thinks work’s only to earn money.”

“Don’t get me wrong, kid. There’s dignity in supporting
yourself. Keeps a roof over your head. That’s not small stuff. I'm
just saying it’s better if work improves the kind of person you are
as you do it.”

“What jobs do that?”

Woolly scratched his forehead.

“Teaching’s one example. If a teacher keeps learning new
things, they’re improving themselves while doing their job.”

Woolly picked up a bucket and easily hoisted it onto a chest-

)

high shelf while Scoop circled between his legs. “Move it, Scoop,’
he said. “This damn dog’s always in the middle of what I'm doing.”
Woolly pointed at an empty shelf. “Put your buckets
over there.”
While Nick strained to lift them onto the overhead shelf,
Woolly kept going.

“Liberal education makes you a generalist.”
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“Like a jack of all trades?” Nick asked.

“Kinda. Society needs people who can see the big picture.
See, the whole point of civilization is to help everyone flourish
and pursue happiness. We need leaders who understand how all
the parts fit together.”

Woolly started for the door. “Let’s get the other buckets.”

They returned with another load, and after Nick slid the last
two buckets onto the shelf, they went to the office. Woolly picked
up Scoop and sat down at the desk, placing her in his lap. Then he
pointed at the coffee maker. “Pour a couple cups and have a seat.”

Nick poured the coffee, handed a mug to Woolly, and took a
sip. “Damn, this is burning hot!”

Woolly smiled. “Took me a while to find a machine that kept
the pot at the right temp,” he said.

Nick’s phone rang. He stepped outside to take the call and
returned, looking relieved. “They have to replace the piston rings
and some gaskets. Fixed the leaky fuel line too!”

“Sometimes it’s better to be lucky than good,” Woolly
chuckled.

“Oh, yeah. But I'll definitely be checking my oil from now on.”

“So, we’re almost done with the repair. When do you wanna
start your board?” Woolly asked.

“I'm still not real comfortable with you paying for everything,
man. Plus, when school starts, I won't have much time to help
around here.”

“Don’t worry about it. When you come by to work on your
board, I'll give you a chore or two. I'll take any help I can get.”

Woolly turned around and glanced at the calendar pinned to
the corkboard. “Is it Friday already? How about sliding by tomorrow
morning at eight before the shop opens to finish your repair?”

“Okay, I'll be here,” Nick replied.
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Scoop’s tail wagged, and her big brown eyes followed Nick as
he opened the door. “See you tomorrow, pooch,” he said.

Back at his house, Nick stashed his bike in the garage and
called Taylor with the good news about the truck. She offered to
give him a lift to the auto shop, and thirty minutes later, they were
driving down Thompson Boulevard.

“I really should have told you about the ring,” Nick said.

“I forgive you but we've got to trust each other.”

Passing California Street, Nick craned his neck to catch a
glimpse of the waves. The conditions were clean, but the swell was
backing down.

“Woolly’s gonna help me make my own board.”

“How can you afford that?”

“I have to pay my parents back for the truck repair so Woolly’s
giving me the stuft to make it,” Nick said.

Taylor frowned. “Why would he do that? He barely
knows you.”

“Guess he wants to help me. I don't really care why. Youd like
him, Taylor. He’s got this cute pug.”

She shook her head. “Something’s not right.”

“I'm learning a lot of cool stuff. Like, today he was telling
me about liberal education. I'm taking all these econ courses and
missing the chance to develop myself more, like taking philosophy.”

“Why would you want to be in classes with a bunch of
freshmen? You've almost got your business degree. This personal
development stuft sounds kinda self-centered. I thought this was
about you and me. Being a team.”

“Of course we're a team. But happiness is about more than
impressing people and having a fat bank account.”

Taylor frowned. “This doesn't sound like you, Nick. You're
acting different.”
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“We're in this together, babe,” he said, taking her hand. “You
gotta believe in me. Everything’s gonna work out for the best.”

‘They pulled up at the auto shop and saw the truck parked out
tront. Taylor gave him her charming half-smile then leaned over
and kissed him on the lips. “Call me later.”

On the drive home, the truck engine’s rumbling sound had
a crisp pep, and the motor had more power. Nick called Ben with
the news. “Guess what I'm driving?”

“Dude, I can hear that old truck rattling from here. They
saved the engine?”

“Yep. Had to borrow money from my parents to pay for it,
but it coulda been way worse.”

“Hey, man, I'm sorry about ratting you out to Taylor.I thought
she knew you were still paying for the ring.”

“It’s cool, man. Things are just kinda tense with her right now.
She doesn’t like me hanging out with Woolly talking philosophy,
or how he’s giving me stuft to make a board.”

“Wait, what? He’s giving you a board? Like, no charge?”

“Yep. I just gotta make it.”

“Da kupuna’s a little weird, eh? Sure he’s not a cult leader?”

Nick laughed. “C’mon, dude. Philosophy’s just common
sense. He’s teaching me to think for myself. And besides, I'm
helping around the shop to pay him back.”

Nick parked in front of his house. “Hey, a decent south’s
forecast for midweek. Let’s find a window to surf.”

“For sure, bro,” Ben replied.

Nick arrived at eight and followed Woolly into the shaping bay

where the old surfer ran his hand over the repair. “It’s looking
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good. I put a finer grit paper on the sander. Grab a respirator and
Woolly chuckled. “You mean I sound a lot like him.”

“Okay, old man. You both gave me plenty to think about.
Like, how being happy is an art. What's that all about? I think of
art as like painting or something.”

Woolly tilted back his head, gathered his hair into a ponytail,
and slipped a small black hairband around it. “Anything artificial
has a technique to make it,” he said. “Living well included. It’s a
practical art, just like making surfboards.”

Nick nodded and said, “Well, Aristotle—and Aquinas—were
super smart. I was amazed what they knew back then.”

Woolly half-smiled. “Living a good life hasn’t changed since
their times. We’re all born under the same sky. We still need the
same things.”

“But we know a lot more now.”

“People think all our technology and science makes us
smarter—but that’s just historical bias. The ancient philosophers
knew stuft that gets overlooked today and we need to pass on the
knowledge so it’s there for future generations.”

Nick thought of Ben’s objection. “But how can you define
happiness if everybody wants different things? Seems like
if you ask ten people to describe a good life, you'll get ten
different answers.”

“What if all ten are wrong?” Woolly asked.

“I'm serious, man.”

“So am I. Remember, a good life has all the things we need.”

“Yeah,” Nick answered.

“Everybody needs the same basic things because we're
all human.”

“But why would so many people disagree about happiness if
they wanted the same things?” Nick asked. “Doesn’t make sense.”
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Woolly grinned, enjoying the debate. “What does it mean to
be human rather than, say, a dog, like Scoop?” Woolly asked.

“Gosh, I don't know.” Nick unscrewed the cap from the
dropper bottle of catalyst and added ten drops to the resin.

“Put in five more,” Woolly said. “We want a hot coat that
goes off quick.”

Nick added more.

“Scoop needs a lot of the same stuff we do,” Woolly
continued. “Because we're both animals. But I'm asking what
makes us difterent.”

Nick squinted and tilted his head before throwing out an
answer. “We're smarter?”

“Does that explain the difference? Smart animals are humans,
and dumb ones are dogs?”

“Not exactly. We’re a lot smarter, though. Like, more logical.
Rational.”

“Now you’re on to something,” Woolly said. He pointed at
the resin container Nick was holding. “Better start mixing or
you'll ruin the batch.”

Nick picked up a popsicle stick and began to stir.

“But if you think about human needs, everybody values the
same basic things.”

“I don't see it, Woolly. People value all kinds of stuff. Some
wanna be famous, powerful, beautiful, rich. It’s all over the place.”

“I'm talking about what ewverybody wants, kid. Everywhere.
All the time. Dip your finger in the resin and spread a thin layer
of the hot coat over the sanded glass,” Woolly said.

After another minute, Woolly got up to look closely at the
repair. “I think you’re finished. Step away before you screw it up.”

“Okay, boss.” Nick set down the resin container, peeled off

his gloves, and followed Woolly back to the office.
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'The old surfer poured two cups of coffee and handed one to
Nick. “Have a seat,” he said.

Nick sat down and took a sip. It was so hot it burned his lips.
“Damn, dude. This is scalding.”

“The only way to drink it,” Woolly replied.

Nick studied a picture on the wall with someone surfing deep
in a cavernous barrel, focused on the avalanche of water cascading
like a glass curtain in front of him.

“Is that you?” Nick asked.

Woolly turned around and gazed at the picture. “Sunset
Beach, 1977,” he said. “Long ago and far away.”

“Dude, that’s a sick wave! I bet you've got some stories.”

“Oh, yeah. Some good, some bad.”

“Did the Hawaiians hassle you?”

“I took a few lumps. If a haole got out of line, the Da Hui
boys were there to dish out some beach justice. Fortunately, I
never got teeth knocked out. After a while, though, I earned
their respect.”

“Whered you live?”

“First time over there, I snuck into Papukea-Paumala Forest
and camped. After that, I rented a bungalow at Velzyland.”

“Did you have a job?”

“Sort of,” Woolly said. “The one I've got now is a lot better.”
He abruptly changed the subject back to philosophy. “Nature
determines needs. What'’s good for Scoop is what a dog needs.
What’s good for you and me is what people need. Can Scoop, or
any other animal, do multiplication?”

“I guess not.”

“That’s because Scoop doesn’t form concepts. She doesn't

have needs dependent on concepts like we do.”
“Like what?”
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“Like trying to find meaning in life. Or having a legacy.
Scoop doesn’t understand meaning or purpose. She never thinks
about her lasting effect on the world, passing on knowledge, or
the importance of relationships and family.” Woolly got up, pulled
a book from the crate stack, and handed it to Nick. “Read books
two and three.”

Nick looked down at the cover and groaned. “On the Soul?
Aristotle and Aquinas again?”

“They’re worth reading, kid.”

“But what does the soul have to do with it?”

“Everything. You, me, and Scoop are all made of the same
stuff. What makes us different is how we’re put together. The soul
is our form, our essence. It makes us the kind of thing we are.
Gives us our human nature.”

“Scoop too? She has a soul?”

“Every living thing does.”

“Even plants?” Nick asked.

“Even bacteria. Aristotle said, “The soul is the first actuality
of a natural body having life potentially.”

“Just as I was starting to make sense of this stuff, you drop
that on me!”

“Skim the beginning but read Book III carefully.”

Nick cocked his head and slightly smiled. “Okay. I guess the
only way to get good at reading this stuff is to do it.”

“That’s right, youngling,” Woolly said with a wink.

“Is my board done?” Nick asked.

“Almost. It needs a wet sanding with some fine grit and
polishing to make it shine. Want to take some sandpaper home
to do it?”

“Sure,” Nick said.

«ho.

ve got some 1,200 grit in the storage room.”
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As they walked, Nick gave Woolly a pat on the shoulder. “I
really appreciate you showing me how to fix the board. It’s kinda
therapeutic to work with my hands.”

“That’s the pleasure of craftsmanship. Using your skills to
make something of quality is gratifying.”

“Hey, that reminds me. Aristotle said it’s vulgar—'bestial’ was
the word he used—to think happiness is pleasure. Why’s that?”

“Hold the thought and we’ll talk about that later. I've got
deadlines today. Work’s piling up faster than I can finish it.”

Woolly retrieved a sheet of sandpaper from one of the
shelves and handed it to Nick. “Here ya go. That’s enough to
finish. Remember to keep the area wet so the sandpaper doesn’t
gum up. And let that cure overnight before sanding.”

Leaving the lot, Nick slowly pulled onto the avenue. The
worn steering wheel lightly vibrated beneath his hands as the
truck hummed down the road. The stuff Woolly was saying
heightened his anxiousness about the future and the promises
he'd made. Nick loved Taylor and his parents and didn't want to
let them down. But shouldn’t he consider his own needs too?

Surfing was a major part of his life. It was good for him. It
filled a genuine need. When he rode a wave, he felt the universe’s
primal energy flowing beneath him. Sitting on his board out in
the water, with sunlight shining down on him, he felt closer to
God than hed ever felt in a church. It was pure joy. It made him
feel alive. So what if other people thought it was silly? They just
didn’t understand.

He imagined sitting at a desk in Uncle Jerry’s Chicago
high-rise office and looking out the window, the small waves
from Lake Michigan lapping the shore in the middle of a bleak,
gray February. He could be the richest guy in the world, but if he
couldn't surf, he'd feel empty. I don’t just surf, I'm a surfer.
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What would it be like living so far away from the mountains
and the ocean in a place where it might snow half the year?
Sure, the money would be killer, but there were other costs. He'd
give up surfing. No more hiking in the local mountains. There
aren't downhill mountain bike trails in a cornfield. His annual
snowboarding trip with Ben to Mammoth would be harder to
pull off.

Was having an expensive car and a condo with high-rise
views worth it? But then again, look at Kimo. He followed his
dreams and died. Maybe the safer route was the way to go. Nick
telt a tingling, anxious feeling shoot down his arms. He took a
deep breath and ran through the pleasant memories of his best
waves to calm down.

He gazed at the open hillsides of sage and chaparral peppered
with pump jacks bobbing up and down. His parents didnt
understand Nick’s passion for riding waves, the deep bond he felt
to the ocean that kept him tethered to the coast. Being surrounded
by sea life, following the tides and weather—it connected him
with nature and a power much greater than himself. Surfing fed
his soul.

Pulling up to his house, Nick wondered how he could pay
his parents back for the truck repair and make the remaining pay-
ments for the ring. Hopefully, Dad would let him work on the
boat for a couple of weeks before school started.

In the morning, Nick found his parents at the kitchen table.
Mom was still in her robe doing a crossword puzzle while Dad
sipped coffee and listened to the robotic male voice of the NOAA
weather band radio reporting the marine conditions.

“Got it!”Mom said while filling out a long word in the puzzle.
“Get yourself a serving of French toast and breakfast sausage.”
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“Thanks, Mom,” Nick said. He fixed his plate and sat down
next to Dad. “Fishing today?”

“No. Got an appointment at the processor.”

Nick shifted in his chair toward his father. “‘How’s the catch?”

Dad got up with his plate to put it in the sink. “Pretty decent.
Got a haul of halibut trawling east of Santa Barbara Island.”

Nick took a sip of coftee. “Cool. Can I tag along?” he asked.

His dad turned around from the sink looking surprised. “You
want to go to the processor with me?”

“Sure,” Nick said. “We haven't hung out much this summer,
and school’s starting soon.”

Dad walked over and slapped Nick on the back. “Happy to
have the help. I need a deckhand,” he replied.

Nick was surprised. “Where’s Carlos?”

“Visiting family in the Philippines,” Dad said, sitting down
at the table.

“Then I'll be Carlos for the day,” Nick said.

Dad chuckled, got up, and headed for the side door. “That’ll
take some imagination. Let’s get a move on.”

Nick began to stand up. “Oh no you don't,” Mom ordered.
“Eat your breakfast.”

Fifteen minutes later, they were in his dad’s black Chevy
Silverado pickup, rolling down Spinnaker Drive past Harbor
Village and the crowded parking lot at Surfer’s Knoll. Nick saw
a handful of guys climbing up the dunes to check the waves and
wondered what he was missing.

'They parked in the lot next to the Ventura Yacht Club, where
they could see across the harbor, filled with lines of docked boats.
'The swell hammering the beach was tamed to a gentle surge that
slowly moved the docks up and down.

‘They walked past a row of large fishing boats. Many were
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from other ports and moved with the seasons. At their dock, Dad
keyed in the code and opened the squeaky gate. They made their
way down the gangway to the sound of barking sea lions sunning
nearby. Nick breathed deeply, taking in the sea’s salty freshness
with a hint of algae and fish.

Halfway down the dock, Dad’s boat came into view. She was
a well-maintained fifty-eight footer built of sturdy Corten steel.
Hanging alongside her navy blue hull were four orange bumpers.
They looked like basketballs and creaked as the ship squeezed
them into the dock. A silver anchor dangled from the rounded
bow and Semper Fi was painted in big, gold letters on each side.
'The rest of the boat was painted bright white.

On the deck sat a small cabin with circular portholes. On
its roof perched a pilothouse with thirteen shiny, rectangular
windows wrapping around the front and sides. Above that, a ten-
foot tower held radar, antennas, and an array of lights. Built in the
late 1990s, she ran a seine fishing net with a ten-foot aluminum
skiff hanging from the stern. Nick’s dad had borrowed over a
million dollars to purchase her.

While Nick waited on the dock, he watched Dad climb
up to the pilothouse. They carried out the sequence of tasks
without speaking, each of them knowing their role in the
choreographed process.

They'd done this countless times when Nick was younger.
He had fond memories of heading out before dawn, sipping hot
chocolate while Dad hummed along to classic rock on the radio.
‘There was no talk of Nick’s career decisions. They were simply a
father and son enjoying an early morning on the water.

The powerful diesel engine roared to life, filling the air
with fumes.

“Go ahead, Carlos!” Dad joked as he yelled.
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Nick untied the ropes from two large metal cleats and threw
them on the boat deck. Then he shoved the boat’s midsection
away from the dock and climbed aboard.

Fifteen minutes later, they docked across the harbor where
two men waited to tie up the boat. Once she was moored, Nick
went to work unloading the catch. An eighteen-wheeler waited
nearby to deliver the fish to the processing plant. It took about
an hour to finish and when the catch was unloaded, Dad got a
receipt and a check from the dock manager. Then they took the
fifteen-minute ride back to the slip.

At the pickup truck, Dad said, “Thanks, Nicky Boy. I would
have been here for hours by myself.”

“It was fun,” Nick replied.

“Just don’t get any ideas about doing it for a living,” he smiled.

‘They were tired and said little on the short ride home. Nick’s
mom was on the living room couch scanning a food magazine for
recipes. She set it down. “How’d it go?”

“Great!” Nick said.

“He was a big help,” Dad added.

Nick sensed the time was right. “Could I help you for a
couple of weeks before school starts? While Carlos is gone? I
want to pay you and Mom back for the truck repair.”

Dad shook his head. “You know how I feel about that. You've
got so much ahead of you. I don't want to risk throwing it away
just to make a few extra bucks. You don’t wanna end up scraping
for money like me. Pick up some work at that wealth management
firm Uncle Jerry recommended.”

“It’s too late to do that. Schools starting soon. C'mon, Dad, you
let me do it before. I'm a hard worker, and I'll be careful. Promise.”

Mom stood up and grabbed Dad’s hand. “It’s a great idea,
Charlie. You make a good team, and it’s a chance for some father-

son bonding. He’ll be off to Philadelphia before we know it.”
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Dad pressed his lips together while he thought. “Well, Carlos
isn't back until next month.”

Nick punched the air. “I won't let you down! Can I
start tomorrow?”

“Okay,” he answered. “You'll get three percent of the gross

catch, but you gotta work hard to earn it.”
“Awesome!” Nick said.

After dinner, Dad watched the Dodgers game from the couch. He
was wearing shorts, with his bare feet propped up on the coffee
table. Mom sat next to him in her nightclothes paging through
a daily prayer devotional. Nick pulled the lamp chain and settled
into the leather chair to read.

He paused to remember why Woolly had given him De
Anima—to understand what made people difterent from other
animals. If he got a handle on what was essentially human, it'd
help him figure out what sorts of things everyone needed. He
remembered Aristotle’s definition, “The soul is the first actuality
of a natural body that has life potentially.” He hoped it would
make more sense after reading the book.

Right away he noticed a similarity in Aristotle’s method. Like
the Ethics,he worked to construct a definition of a soul. He defined
aliving being as an organism that can “nourish itself and grow and
decay.” Okay, so living things aren’t like rocks; they're organized and
can nourish themselves. The statement seemed ridiculously basic,
but Nick was beginning to understand Aristotle’s genius. He
saw ordinary experiences in a totally original way. Nick thought
back to a sports fishing trip out of San Diego hed taken a few
years back. He'd fought a one-hundred-pound bluefin tuna for an
hour. When he got it into the boat, he marveled at the beautiful
rainbow colors down its sides. As it died, the colors faded, and he

70



PADDLING OUT

wondered what had changed between life and death. The whole
fish was still there, but it seemed like something had turned off,
like a switch had been thrown. At the time, it caused him to
consider what it meant to be alive.

“This ump must be blind!” Nick started as his dad yelled
after another called strikeout. “Hard to win games when you're
stranding players on base every inning,” he grumbled.

Nick went back to reading. Aristotle said different souls had
different powers—vegetative, sensitive, appetitive, locomotive,
and intellectual. He said plants, beasts, and people had differing
abilities to exercise these powers, and that’s what determined the
kind of living thing it was. This guy is a trip. Howd he think this
stuff up?

“What are you reading now?” his mom asked.

Nick held out the book so she could read the title.

“On the Soul? Aristotle and Aquinas? Is this another book
from the surf shop guy?”

“Yeah.”

Mom’s eyebrows rose. “Is he a theologian too?”

Nick laughed. “It’s not theological. More biological. He
thinks all living things have souls, even plants.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Plants? That’s bizarre. The
soul’s human. We're made in the image and likeness of God.
Plants aren’t.”

“But this is a totally different kind of thing, Mom. I'm trying
to figure out human nature. What it means to be happy.”

“True happiness only comes through believing in Jesus.”

Nick was annoyed by her willingness to criticize something
she hadnt read. Their religious debates always hit a dead end. “Don’t
worry, Mom. I can think for myself. And besides, St. Thomas is a
doctor of the church. He’s not gonna say anything sacrilegious.”
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She understood Nick wanted to avoid a discussion, and they
both began reading again. Dad turned off the TV and stood up.

“All right, greenhorn. Get some sleep. We’re leaving at four
forty-five sharp. Good night, you two,” he said and disappeared
into the bedroom.

Once his dad was out of earshot, Nick turned to his mother
tor sympathy. “Four forty-five?”

“It’s good for you. Builds character. And it’s just for a couple
of weeks. Taylor will like you taking the initiative,” she said, tilting
her head and raising one eyebrow.

Nick sighed, “I guess.”

He went back to reading and came to a line that seemed like
the main reason Woolly had given him the book.

“Now it should be evident that rational judgment and
sensation are not the same. The latter is in all animals, the former
in but few,” Aristotle wrote.

He thought about Woolly asking what made him difterent
from Scoop. They were both intelligent animals—Scoop had
learned a bunch of tricks—but she couldn’t form abstract concepts.
She knew when it was time for dinner but didn't understand the
idea of time. She could recognize the difference between a dog
and a person but didn’t understand they were difterent £inds of
things. It seemed right that some things arent needed by dogs but
are good for people.

Nick closed the book and stood up. “Good night, Mom.
Love ya.”

“Good night, Nicholas. Be safe tomorrow.”
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CHAPTER 6

A WATERY GRAVE

he next two weeks were a series of early mornings and long

days. Nick found a routine where hed sleep in as long as
possible and then scarf down his mom’s breakfast. She'd pack a
cooler with food for lunch and they'd head out into the cold, dark
morning. The work was constant and demanding, so Nick and his
dad were usually too busy working to talk about much else.

On NicK’s last day, they were seated together in the pilothouse.
After exiting the harbor, Dad pushed the throttle forward, and the
engine’s roar filled the cabin and vibrated the floor. As they passed
the harbor buoy, the usual group of sea lions packed together on
the buoy’s narrow circular ledge. The pink dawn sky stretched out
to the horizon and the distant islands reflected the colorful glow.

“These two weeks have flown by,” Nick said.

“Yep. You've done a good job, Nicky, and youre gonna get a
nice paycheck.”

Nick smiled and shifted in his seat. “It’s gonna be a gorgeous
day. Where we heading?”
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“The canyon a couple miles west of Yellow Banks has been
good to us. Let’s go back there.”

“Sure,” Nick replied.

An hour later, they were over the submarine canyon with
the engine idling. Nick dumped the netting off the stern. He
picked up the otter trawler gear, threw it overboard, and watched
it disappear into the calm blue water.

“Give her some gas,” Nick yelled.

His dad put the boat in gear and edged forward to uncoil
the longline into the water. While he watched the line disappear
below the surface, Nick thought about Taylor and his future.
Shed be a great mom. But what would his kids be like if they
grew up in Chicago? They'd play hockey instead of surfing—
chasing pucks instead of waves. He pulled out his phone to
check the surf forecast.

Suddenly Nick was blindsided as a powerful blow knocked
him to the deck with a thud. He rolled over. His father was on top
of him. Their faces were inches apart.

“What the hell? Are you trying to kill me?” Nick yelled.

Dad got to his feet. “I'm trying to keep you from killing
yourself!” he yelled back. The veins in his neck bulged. “You were
standing in a loop of line and almost went overboard. You woulda
been dragged under.”

Nick got up, realizing how close he'd come to drowning and
looked down ashamed. “I'm sorry,” he said.

“You've got to stay on your toes out here. This is exactly why
I don’t want you fishing!”

They went back to work and hardly spoke the rest of the day.
On the ride back to port, Nick broke the icy silence.

“I can see why you got into fishing, Dad. It’s cool. And I see
why you want me to do something different.”
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His father’s tone softened. “There are better ways to make a
living, Nick. I just want you to have an easier life than me. That’s
why you need to get the MBA.”

“But what about living a good life?” Nick asked. “I want to
enjoy my work. I wanna have meaning and purpose.”

“You don't need to love your job,” his dad said. “It’s just
something you do to support yourself and your family. Use your
free time to do the other stuft.”

Nick didn’t want to argue. “Thanks for caring about me, Dad.”

'The next morning, Nick lay in bed trying to get psyched about
Philadelphia. He'd see colonial history, Independence Hall, and
the Liberty Bell. He could run up the “Rocky Steps” and take
weekend trips to New York City. But it didn’t matter. He was just
lying to himself.

After breakfast, he drove to Woolly’s shop. On the way down
the gravel drive, he made room for a flatbed delivery truck on its
way out. Woolly was standing in the lot beside a wooden pallet
piled with boxes and covered in plastic wrap. He studied the
packing slip while his little sidekick sat at his feet looking up.

“Just in time!” Woolly said when Nick exited his truck.

Nick nodded at the pallet. “What’s this?”

“Your first job. But leave it for now. Let’s talk about
your board.”

In the office, Nick smelled the usual pot of coffee.

“Have a seat,” Woolly said. “Want a cup?”

“Definitely,” Nick said.

Woolly grabbed a couple of mugs from next to the coffee
maker and filled them to the brim. He placed one in front of
Nick and sat down. Nick blew on the coffee to cool it and Woolly
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turned to a blank page in a notepad. He put on his glasses and
picked up a pen.

“How long you been surfing again?”

Nick paused to count. “About twelve years.”

“Just started, huh?” Woolly grinned. He dropped his chin
and looked at Nick over the top of his glasses. “Surfing takes years
to master.”

“I'm getting there.”

Woolly nodded his head in approval. “Height and weight?”

“Six-two, 175. Hey, what’s up with the interrogation?”
Nick asked.

“Trust the method, youngling. I've been doing this since
before you were born.”

Nick tipped the coffee mug to his lips and sipped carefully to
avoid burning himself.

“You got a length in mind?”

“Depends on conditions. I'll surf anything.”

Woolly nodded. “Never been into the whole shortboard
versus longboard thing. You ride the tool that suits the wave. It’s
all about having fun.”

Woolly began sketching silhouettes of surfboards with
dimensions next to his notes. He took oft his glasses and set them
on the desk. Folding his arms across his chest, he said, “The point
of a custom board is to make it exactly for your needs.”

“Like the way we did my repair. Begin with the end, figure
out what you need, then make a plan.”

“Right! That’s how to get the best results with anything.
Surfing, life. You name it.”

Nick set the mug down and leaned forward, resting his
elbows on the desk. “How do I decide what I need?”

Woolly looked delighted by the question. “Think of it like
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this—we've all got the same basic needs, but have different
circumstances. Like with the boards. Everybody wants one that
works. But the shape depends on who you are. Worrying about
what others think instead of focusing on your needs is a mistake.
That’s what Ivan did. He wanted to be popular, right? But what
he really needed was a better relationship with his family.”

Woolly’s cell phone rang and he looked at the number.
“Doctor’s office.”

“If you need to take it, I can start unloading the pallet.”

“Nah, I'll talk to ‘em later. Man, I hate dealing with doctors
but it’s just part of getting old.” Scoop jumped onto Woolly’s lap.
He rubbed her silky, black ears while she licked his forearm again
and again like a lollipop. “Have you heard of Cicero?”

“The Brazilian surfer?”

Woolly laughed. “No. The Roman philosopher. Do they teach
you anything in school these days?” He picked up a pen and twirled
it back and forth around his thumb. “Cicero coined the phrase
‘summum bonum. Said happiness was the highest good. But I like
the way philosopher Mortimer Adler put it. The ‘totum bonum—
the whole good. Doesn’t matter if you're making surfboards or a
happy life, the best ones have the whole good—all of em.”

Scoop crawled up Woolly’s chest and began licking his cheek.

“Stop it, Scoop,” he chuckled and set her back in his lap.
“This dog’s got a licking obsession.”

“Along with an eating one,” Nick added.

“Okay, so there’s a whole good,” Woolly continued. “But
Aristotle said goods could be external or internal. That’s how I
think about designing a board. The external part is where the
customer surfs. The Banzai Pipeline and Mondos are like night
and day. You really can't surf the same board at those spots. But
I gotta also understand the rider. That’s the internal part: skill,
experience, physical ability. If someone’s athletic and aggro, I'll
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make 'em a snappy board with lots of entry rocker. If they have a
fluid style, straight rails and a minimal rocker work best. Figuring
out the external and internal mix is my secret sauce. It’s why
customers keep coming back.”

Woolly’s old office chair squeaked as he leaned back. Scoop’s
sleepy eyes stared up at him and Nick took another sip of coffee.
“Now the interrogation makes sense,” he said.

“So, what external goods do you need?” Woolly asked.

“For surfing?”

Woolly wrinkled his forehead. “No, for life!”

Nick shifted in his chair, trying to come up with an answer.
“I'm guessing things like food, a house, medicine, laws. Stuff
like that?”

“Bingo!” Woolly said, making his signature gesture. “What
about the internal ones?”

“Not sure I get that.”

“Here’s a hint—it’s the stuff that makes you a good person.”

He set Scoop in her bed and covered her with the fleece
blanket, waiting for Nick to respond.

“Ya know, this reminds me of freshman sociology,” Nick said.
“We studied the hierarchy of needs. What’s that guy’s name?”

“Maslow.”

“Right! Maslow.” Nick thought for a moment. “For him, the
needs start real basic—air, water, food. After you got that stuff,
you want safety, security, a job. Then it’s relationships—friends,
tamily, girlfriend.” Nick shook his head. “The girlfriend part’s
tough sometimes.”

Woolly chuckled. “You've got time to figure that out,
youngling.”

“I forget the next one.”

“It’s about self-confidence,” Woolly said.
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“Oh, ya. Building self-respect. Becoming self-reliant and
focusing on character.”

“There’s Ivan’s mistake again,” Woolly added. “He cared
too much about what everybody else thought.” He gulped more
coffee. “So what’s next?”

“Maslow said we need to become what we can be. Develop our
whole person—Tlike the liberal education stuff you talked about.”

Woolly nodded. “Flourishing’s a lifelong project. You can't be
wise until you're at least fifty.”

Nick’s jaw dropped. “Fifty? You gotta be kidding!”

“You'll see it differently when youre my age. Getting there
takes humility. Like Plato taught, you've gotta know what you
don’t know.”

Woolly stood to pull up his surf trunks, then leaned back in
his chair, propping his legs on the desk and crossing his ankles.
One of his worn leather flip-flops dangled from his tan foot. He
stared at the ceiling and stroked his beard.

“Getting external goods is often out of your control, but you
decide to develop internal goods like intellect and character.”

“The external goods sound like Maslow’s first three steps,”
Nick said.

“Yep. Youve gotta move through steps,” Woolly
replied. “If you're starving, you need to focus on food before
self-improvement.”

Scoop was snoring and waking herself with noisy snorts over
and over.

Woolly looked down at her. “Brachycephalic breed. Keeps
me up at night.”

Nick smiled. What an oddball couple.

“Another external good is sensual pleasure,” Woolly said.

“Didn’t Aristotle say it was vulgar to seek pleasure?”

“Not quite, kid. He said it was vulgar to equate sensual
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pleasure with happiness. Sure, we enjoy using our senses. Smelling
a fragrant flower, eating a good meal, having sex. But Aristotle
said there are higher intellectual pleasures too.”

Nick finished his coffee and set the empty mug on the desk.
“What about money? External or internal?”

“It’s about ends and means,” Woolly said. “Money’s an
instrumental good. It helps you get good things.”

“A starving person can't eat money, but they can buy food
with it,” Nick said.

Woolly swung his feet off the desk and his sandals slapped
the floor. “That’s right! You know, you're getting dangerously close
to becoming a philosopher.”

Nick blushed. “So, being rich can make me happy?”

Woolly chuckled. “Only if you spend the money wisely,”
he said. “It’s more about how you spend it, not how much
you've got.”

“Okay, but how much do I need to be happy?”

“That’s where experience and judgment—practical
thinking—come in.”

Nick raised his eyebrows. “Oh, so I've gotta be fifty before
I know?”

“Yeah,wiseacre. But do you want me to answer your question?”

“Please, wise one.”

Woolly smirked and shook his head. “You only gotta have
enough to meet your needs. You can have too much of the
external goods.”

“Too much of a good thing? Like what?”

“Like money—or food. You can eat too much. Moderation’s
key with external goods.” Woolly squinted and tilted his head.
“There’s another external good Aristotle mentioned. Most people
don't think about it.”
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Nick thought through the list. FHealth, shelter, security, friends,
sensual pleasure—what’s left? “You've got me, man.”

“Luck,” Woolly said.

“Wait, what? Like Aristotle’s just saying it’s good to be lucky?
'That’s kind of obvious.”

“Well, there’s a little more to it. We need to be lucky because
we're affected by chance. You can plan till you're blue in the
face, but stuff happens. Bad luck can keep you from having the
whole good.”

“Chance is unpredictable. You've gotta play the hand you're
dealt. When things go well, be grateful. When things go bad,
accept it and get back in the saddle.”

Woolly stared out the window for a few seconds, like the
discussion had triggered a reflection. He shook himself from the
trance. “It’s getting warm. Let’s unload the pallet.”

They stood up and walked outside with Scoop close behind.
When Woolly cut away the cling wrap, Nick saw box labels like
Polyester Resin, Hardening Catalyst, Two-Part Epoxy, Fiberglass
Cloth, Pigments, and Sanding Pads. He handed Nick a box and
grabbed one for himself.

“Now, where were we?” he said, going back inside.

Nick set the box down on the office floor. “You were about to
show me the design for my board.”

“No, not that. We haven't talked about internal goods.”
Woolly nodded toward the storage room. “Pick up that box and
get going,” he ordered.

Nick followed Woolly and Scoop back to the dimly lit
storage room.

“Internal goods are the real interesting part,” Woolly said.
“It’s self-improvement—intellectual and moral virtue. And the
cool thing is it’s totally under your control—you get to choose the
kind of person you become.”
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“Sounds like Maslow’s last couple of steps,” Nick said.

Woolly placed his box on a shelf. “I'm pretty sure he read
Aristotle.”

Nick set his box next to Woolly’s, and they went back to the
parking lot.

Woolly’s face looked ashen. “Man, the heat’s getting to me,”
he said. “I need a break.”

Nick was surprised. What had happened to the vigorous old guy
from a couple of weeks ago?

“We can finish this up later,” Woolly said. He noticed Scoop
panting heavily. “Let’s cool down, girl.”

Back inside, Woolly sat behind his desk, and the color returned
to his face. He rummaged through the notepads, bills, packing
slips, and empty coffee mugs. “Where did I put my glasses?”

Nick lifted the notepad. “Here.”

“Oh, yeah,” Woolly said, looking annoyed as he put them on.

Nick sat down in the folding chair. The cool metal back felt
refreshing against his sweaty T-shirt. Scoop sprawled on the
cool concrete floor and let out a long sigh that sounded like a
bullfrog’s croak.

Woolly opened a binder with “Orders” on the cover and
turned to a blank form with spaces for customer information
and two generic surfboard outlines. One was the board’s front
view, and the other was the profile. He wrote Nick’s name and
phone number at the top, then added “Poly Hybrid, 4+1” and
dimensions. Seven feet, ten inches for the length, twenty-one
and three-quarter inches at the hips, and three inches for the
thickness. At the tail he wrote “Pin, 1%” and added lines showing
the fin placement.

Woolly looked up at Nick. “Color?”

“Bright red,” Nick said immediately.

He made a few more notes on the form, then turned the
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binder around and slid it in front of Nick. Using the pen as a
pointer, he explained the design. “We’re using polyester resin
to give the board spring. We'll do four-ounce glass, overlap the
rails, and another six-ounce laminate on the deck to prevent
pressure dings. The hybrid design is in between a longboard and
a shortboard.”

“Cool. A seven-foot, ten-inch board,” Nick said. “It’ll
be floaty.”

“Oh, yeah. You'll catch more waves with the extra volume
toward the nose, and the thick tail will get you planing quicker.
'The rails foil gradually to a hard edge at the tail, so it’ll cut into
the water and hold when it’s steep and big.”

Nick ducked slightly and swung his arm over his head to
represent a barreling wave. “Or when I'm pitted,” he said.

Woolly smirked. “We’ll see.” He then pointed at the form.
“Whatcha think?”

“You're the expert,” Nick said. He looked at the design notes.
“What’s medium rocker?”

“The upward flip that keeps the nose from going under
when your weight is forward. It’s more maneuverable in hollow
waves. The rocker’s gonna be subtle so it’ll paddle good and be
tast down the line. Too much rocker pushes water and slows
you down.”

Nick slid his finger over the paper to the board’s tail. “And
why five fins?”

“It’s five fin boxes. Gives you options. You can surf it as a
twinny, quad, or thruster. The center box fits a longer skeg if you
want to ride it single fin.”

Nick rubbed his hands together. “I'm amped, Woolly! When
can we start?”

“I’'m busy this Sunday, but how ‘bout the following one, when
the shop’s closed?”
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“Awesome. I'll be here,” Nick said, getting up from his chair.

“Where are you going? I haven't finished internal goods.”

Nick sat back down. He stretched out his legs and crossed
his ankles to get comfortable.

“There’re two types of internal goods,” Woolly said. “The
intellectual ones improve your mind and the moral ones,
your character.

“Hold on,” Nick said. “What’s improving your mind?
Getting smarter?”

“Sorta.It’s getting better at practical and conceptual thinking.”

“Geez, Woolly! You've got a lot of categories, subcategories,
sub-subcategories. I can’t keep it all straight.”

“Well, making distinctions is how you keep things straight.
It’s how your mind works. Like a file cabinet. You organize
thoughts using different mental folders.”

“But it takes some practice.”

“Stay with me, kid. It'll pay off. Where the hell was I?
Oh, yeah, practical thinking. It’s knowing the best way to solve
problems and get stuff done. Concrete, common-sense stuff. Like
looking both ways before crossing the street.”

“Or like finding glasses on a messy desk?” Nick teased.

“Or the best way to build a surfboard,” Woolly added.

“That’s what I thought we were gonna do today.”

“Looks like patience is a moral virtue you need to practice,”
Woolly said. “You agreed to help around the shop, remember?”

“Yes, boss.”

“Let’s use a real-world example. How could you get me to
work on your board?”

“Finish unloading the pallet?”

“There’s hope for you yet, youngling,” Woolly chuckled. “T’ll
let you do the lifting.”
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Back outside, Nick strained to pick up a box.

Woolly continued. “The other intellectual virtue is conceptual
thinking.”

“Like imagination?” Nick grunted, straining from the weight
of the load.

“Close. It’s forming concepts—general ideas.”

Nick set his foot on the pallet and rested the box on his knee.
“What’s a concept?”

“Stuft like similarity, difference, equality, numbers—"

“Numbers seem pretty concrete to me,” Nick said.

Woolly pointed at the pallet. “How many boxes are left?”

“Two. Not counting the one I'm holding.”

“Now think about the number two without the boxes. What's
plain old number two?”

“Two ... is just two,” Nick replied.

“See? That’s a concept. There aren’t number twos you can
carry around.”

“So numbers only exist in my mind?”

“Yep.”

Nick followed Woolly and Scoop to the storage room. “Seems
like practical and conceptual thinking go together,” he said. “You
gotta know how to make a surfboard, but you also need a concept
of the finished product before you start building it.”

“You catch on pretty quick, kid.”

‘They walked back to the lot, and Nick asked, “What about
the other type of internal goods—moral virtues?”

Woolly took a deep breath. “Ya know, I've had some heavy
wipeouts—in and out of the water. Taught me character is
everything—everything. If you want to be happy, you've got to
look in the mirror and like what you see. Takes integrity. Doing
the right thing is difficult and lonely sometimes, but it’s worth it.”
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«ho.

ve done some stuff I'm not too proud of,” Nick said.

“Everybody has, kid. But I'm damn sure that making a habit
of doing the right thing will save you a world of hurt.”

“Easier said than done.”

Woolly grinned. “It gets easier the more it’s done. You form
good habits one good decision at a time. And not just saying
you're going to do it but doing it.” He pointed to the last two
boxes. “Let’s finish up.”

Nick stacked the light boxes and picked them up. “But
Aristotle said ethics is incorrect a lot. How will I know if
I’'m right?”

“He didn't say incorrect. He said inexact. Big difference.
Look, every situation’s unique. You gotta consider all the particular
circumstances before you can make the right choice. Simple
as that.”

“Simple, but not easy.”

Woolly laughed, “You've gotta really want it. Pay the price of
admission. That’s the only way to become a better person.”

Nick set the final boxes on the shelf. His shirt was drenched
in sweat. Scoop had been following them back and forth and was
panting hard, her tongue hanging out.

“We’re done, girl,” Woolly told her, bending down to pat her
softball-sized head.

He turned off the light and closed the storage room door.
Nick sat back down in front of the desk and watched Scoop trot to
the water bowl, her nails making ticking sounds on the concrete.

“Want a cold soda?” Woolly asked.

“For sure.”

He opened a cooler under his desk and handed a can to Nick.
“Heard of the four cardinal virtues?”

“Nope,” Nick said while he cracked open the can and took a
big gulp. The cold soda felt soothing going down his throat.

86



PADDLING OUT

“Cardo means ‘hinge’ in Latin. All other virtues hinge upon
those four. Guess what they are.”

“Hmm,” Nick said thinking. “Truth, justice, and the
American way?”

“Nice try, Superman. That was only three, but you got
one right.”

“Yes!” Nick said raising his fist in the air. “Which one?”

“Justice. The others are prudence, courage, and temperance.
Prudence is the linchpin of moral virtue. It’s how you weigh
alternatives to make the best choice—the best ends and means in
a situation.”

Woolly picked up a pen and spun it back and forth around
his thumb, letting his words sink in. “The right decision has gotta
consider what’s good for everyone involved. Takes practice and
wisdom that only comes from experience.”

“Oh boy. Back to the fifty-year-old rule again?”

“Like a fine wine, you'll get better with age, youngling.”
Woolly took a drink of soda. “Now, take a stab at courage.
What’s that?”

Nick pursed his lips and thought for a second. “Being
tearless—brave.”

“That’s not a definition,” Woolly said.

Nick thought for a few seconds. “I guess I'm not really sure.”

“Iry this on for size. Courage is putting up with pain to
get something good. There are plenty of stories of courageous
exploits but it’s often something ordinary. Like telling
someone the truth when you know they wont like hearing
it. You need courage to leave a cozy bed for a cold winter
dawn patrol.”

“Especially when my suit’s wet from the day before,”

Nick added.

87



JAMES LEE REA, JR.

Woolly grinned. “That’s why I have two winter wetsuits.
Now, which cardinal virtue complements courage?”

“Um, I'm gonna guess temperance,” Nick said.

Woolly squinted his eyes and cocked his head. “Why?”

Nick hesitated. “Cause it’s passing up something good to get
something better?”

“Bingo!” Woolly belted out, brandishing his arms. “You really
have a knack for this, kid. Everybody thinks temperance is just
not eating or drinking too much. But keeping your cool when a
hodad drops in on you requires temperance too.”

“So you're saying courage is doing the right thing when you
don’t want to, and temperance is not doing something you wanna
do because it’s wrong?”

“Summed it up perfectly, kid. All we got left is justice.”

“Easy. That’s just fairness, right?”

“Yeah, but what does that mean?” Woolly answered.

“Treating everyone the same.”

Woolly looked down at the pen he was twirling back and
forth around his thumb. “What if people are different? Do you
still treat them the same?”

‘I mean, yeah. It’s not fair unless everybody’s treated
equally, right?”

Woolly set the pen down and looked up. “Do you surf the
same if you're lined up next to a barney or a pro?”

“No way. I'll go on the kook because he’ll probably blow the

)

takeoff. I don’t even turn on the pro—they always make the wave.’
“Is that fair?”
“For sure,” Nick said.
“So, being fair is treating people the same or differently to
match their similarities and differences?”
Nick thought for a second. “Okay. You got me. I guess

sometimes it’s fair not to treat people the same.”
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“If you see me in the water, will you treat me like a barney or
a pro?” Woolly asked.

“Depends on how temperate I feel that day, old man.”

Woolly laughed and finished his soda. He crushed the can
and tossed it in the trash. “Okay, here’s a final nugget for you.
Aristotle said a big difference between external and internal goods
is you can have too much of one but not the other.”

“Hold on,” Nick said. “So, you can’t have too much of some
good things?”

“Yep. Youre always better if you improve your mind and
character.” Woolly’s phone rang, and he glanced at it and winced.
“I blew it again!” he said, answering the call. “Sorry I'm late. Be
there in ten.”

He sprang from his chair and picked up Scoop. “Gotta run,
kid. Scoop had an appointment at the vet fifteen minutes ago.”
He rushed outside with the pug under his arm and stopped at the
empty pallet. “Can you throw this in the dumpster and lock the
place up?” He tossed a key to Nick.

“Where should I put the key?” Nick asked.

“Just keep it. You work here.”

Nick looked down at the key. Without waiting for a reply,
Woolly put Scoop into his pickup and clambered inside. The
engine sputtered to life, spewing a thick plume of black exhaust.
He rested his arm on the door with his elbow stuck out the
window, and Scoop’s head poked out on the passenger side.

“Come back next Sunday. Be here at eight,” Woolly yelled as
he sped oft in a cloud of gravel dust.

Nick stood alone in the parking lot, dumbfounded and
amused. He hadn’t expected making a board would be like this.
After trashing the pallet, he locked the door and studied the
keychain ornament—a miniature wooden surfboard. He smiled
and slipped it into his pocket.
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CHAPTER 7

SHAPING A BOARD AND A LIFE

O n the first Monday of September, Nick lugged his backpack
past the ninety-year-old Bell Tower building on the
California State University Channel Islands campus. Built when
the property housed the Camarillo State Mental Hospital, the
traditional Mission-style architecture included smooth white
stucco, an arched colonnade, red tile roofing, and a five-story
domed bell tower. The old buildings and mature trees, just
beginning to show fall colors, created a rustic atmosphere even
though the school was less than twenty years old.

After his first day of classes, Nick had stopped by his
academic advisor’s office but he wasn't in so he climbed into his
truck to head home. His main economics courses—Financial
Econometrics and Predictive Analytics—were more tedious
than ever. Driving home, he thought about his talks with Woolly.
Learning about happiness and liberal education was exciting.
How could he sit through another semester listening to lectures
on aggregate demand, opportunity costs, and statistical sampling
methods? He now knew classes could be liberating—like the
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freedom he felt trimming casually down the line on a glassy wave
with the wind blowing through his hair. He wanted school to feel
like that too.

He parked in front of his house and listened to the metal
teeth on the truck’s emergency brake chatter as he pushed the
pedal. He called his academic advisor from the truck and left a
voicemail. Nick said he wanted to swap six hours of econ courses
with philosophy and sought Dr. Kavanaugh’s opinion.

Inside, he found Mom in running shorts and sneakers,
preparing dinner in the kitchen.

“Smells good! Whatcha making?” Nick asked.

Before she could answer, his advisor called. Nick started to
walk back to his room to take the call. Mom looked up from the
onion she was mincing. “Who is it?”

“Just someone from school,” he said, closing the
bedroom door.

Nick was nervous about what his advisor might say. “Thanks
tor calling me back, Dr. Kavanaugh,” he said. “You've always given
me great advice.”

“Of course, Nick. What’s up?”

“Like I mentioned in my message, I'm thinking about
swapping out two econ classes for philosophy.”

“That’s a little surprising,” Dr. Kavanaugh answered. “The
full load of econ classes will look good on your grad school
application. Shows you're serious about the program. And I'll just
be candid. Grad schools aren’t necessarily going to like that you're
taking classes outside your major during senior year. It may raise
a red flag or two.”

“So what should I do?” Nick asked.

“That’s your call. I'm not saying it’ll sink your chances of
getting in. Just laying out how it might look to the admissions

committee.”
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“Right,” Nick said.

“And regardless of what you decide, you should take the
GRE right away and apply for early admission to Wharton. That
will show you're serious about going.”

Nick paused to consider the advice. “Okay, I will.”

Nick hung up the phone, frustrated. He hated making big
decisions and tried to psych himself up. Dropping in on a monster
wave at Ventura Overhead was a big decision too, and he was
good at that. When he turned for a double-overhead bomb, he
committed. But that’s because hesitation could get him caught in
the lip for a trip over the falls and a massive pounding.

'This decision was kind of the same. He needed courage to do
the difficult thing now for a better future. He had to be brave and
not worry about what Taylor or his parents would think. Before
he could chicken out, Nick grabbed his laptop and logged on to
the school’s website. He dropped the two least important econ
classes and added Readings in Classical Philosophy and History
of Philosophy. When his revised schedule landed in his email in-
box, he took a deep breath. His palms were sweaty as he consid-
ered how Taylor and his parents might react. What they don’t know
won't hurt them. It was okay to keep it secret. Besides, he would
still apply to grad school. But he knew he was paying lip service
to the truth and was really being a coward. Next time. I'll be brave
and tell the truth next time.

“Those seals sound like barking dogs!” Taylor said as she
picked up her BLT sandwich with avocado. She and Nick were
picnicking on the edge of the cliff overlooking the Carpinteria
Seal Sanctuary. The raucous harbor seal rookery next to the old
oil pier provided a bird’s-eye view of seventy-five adults and pups
jostling for sunning spots on the beach and on the smattering of
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rocks protruding from the shallow water. It felt good to unwind
after a busy week and enjoy the beautiful weather.

“Let’s take a walk on Tar Pits Beach after lunch,”
Nick suggested.

He enjoyed exploring the lines of black stratified asphalt
encasing countless pebbles and cobblestones in the clifts along
the shore. The tar sagged like thick dough onto the beach, and the
slow-motion seeping could take weeks to move an inch.

“I don’t want that nasty tar stuck to my feet,” Taylor said,
grimacing. “It’s such a pain to clean off.”

“All right, we’ll stay up here.”

“How was your first week of school?” Taylor asked.

“Pretty good. I talked to my academic advisor about
grad school.”

“And?”

“He wants me to take the GRE as soon as possible and apply
for early admission. Said getting the application in early will show
I'm serious.”

Nick picked a bright orange blossom from a California
poppy and handed it to Taylor.

She half smiled and stuck it behind her ear. “It'd be so great
if you got accepted this semester.”

“The test’s in two weeks,” Nick said, taking a deep breath.

“You'll do awesome! And with your grades, the internship
you did last summer, and your uncle’s connections, youre a
shoo-in.”

It felt good having Taylor’s approval, but as they walked
uphill to the parking lot, Nick felt uneasy keeping his philosophy
classes secret.

Back at the lot, he opened the truck’s passenger door to toss
the blanket behind the seats. Taylor climbed in with the picnic
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basket and closed the door behind her. As they pulled from the
lot and onto the 101 freeway, traffic was stopped.

“Maybe there’s an accident. Can you check the traffic on my
phone?” Nick asked.

Taylor picked up his phone from the dashboard. The screen
opened on the email with Nick’s new course schedule. “Wait, are
these your classes?” she asked.

Nick was speechless.

“Classical Philosophy? History of Philosophy? What
are those?”

“Oh, I forgot to tell you. I picked those up on Tuesday,”
Nick stammered.

She squinted her eyes. “You forgot to tell me? What the
heck, Nick?”

“Chill out. I've got all my prereqs for grad school. I just
wanted to broaden my education while I had the chance. You
know, get some liberal training to develop myself as a person.”

Taylor slammed the phone back on the dash. “This is more
Woolly nonsense. Do you care about this stuff more than me?”
She looked intently at Nick. “What did Dr. Kavanaugh say?”

“He understood I wanted to learn some new stuff.”

She turned to face him. “And? What did he say about
grad school?”

“Nothing, really. He just said the admissions department
might not love me taking the philosophy classes my senior
year, but—"

She smacked the armrest on the door. “I knew it! Woolly is
bad news.”

“C’mon. He’s teaching me important stuff,” Nick said.

“He’s literally sabotaging your future.”

“He’s showing me how to be happy. How to build good

character.”
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“Really? Keeping secrets from me is good character? Come
back to reality, Nick. You don’t know how good you've got it.
Surfing, goofing around with your buddy, taking classes for fun.
I'm paying my way through school.”

“But I'm not a slacker. I study and get good grades. I'll get
into Wharton.”

“It seems like you'd rather work at the surf shop.”

“Taylor—"

“All I'm saying is your choices matter. They matter a lot. And
the ones you're making now are going to make your life harder
down the road. You told me freshman year you would go to grad
school and then work for Uncle Jerry.”

“Maybe I didn't understand things well enough when I made
the deal with my parents. Look, babe, my career doesn’t make me
Prince Charming. Being a good partner is about commitment
and responsibility—character.”

Traffic started moving again, and Taylor looked over the
ocean in silence for the fifteen-minute drive. When she got out at
her house, she turned to Nick.

“I'm not going to keep putting up with this. You've got to
grow up!” she said, slamming the door.

Nick sat with the engine running. What happened to us? Things
used to be carefree and easy. He remembered all the lighthearted
fun theyd had hanging out at the beach, watching the sunset,
hiking in the mountains—they never used to fight. Was this just
part of growing up? Did everything just get more complicated?
He put the truck in gear, and slowly pulled away.

When he got home, Mom was raking leaves in a sweatshirt
and jeans while Dad pruned shrubs in his shorts and T-shirt.

“Hey, Nicky Boy. How ‘bout grabbing the brown can and
filling it?” Dad asked, nodding at a pile.
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“Okay,” Nick said while opening the squeaky white picket
gate on the side of the house. He rolled the can to the front and
bent down to pick up the trimmings while Dad moved to the
next bush.

“How’s school?” he asked.

“Fine,” Nick replied. He thought about the fight with
Taylor. Maybe I should just come clean and tell Dad about the
philosophy classes.

Before he could decide, his dad asked another question.
“Your mom said somebody from the college called the other day.”
Dad clipped a branch and looked up. “What for?”

“It was just my academic advisor. He’s helping me with my
Wharton application.”

Dad raised his eyebrows. “Whatd he say?”

Nick bent down to pick up a pile of leaves. “Apply early.
Shows I'm committed. I'm gonna take the GRE in two weeks.”

“That’s great,” Mom said while she raked. “Are you ready?”

“Think so. I've got some practice tests.” Nick pulled the can
closer to the next pile and decided to change the subject. “T've
got a cool new project down at the surf shop, too. Woolly’s gonna
help me make a board.”

His dad made another cut with the shears and wiped the
sweat off his brow. “How’s that? I thought the truck repair wiped
out your savings.”

“He’s actually just letting me have the materials.”

Mom stopped raking and leaned on the handle. “For free?”

Dad picked up a second rake and began making a pile.
“What’s with this guy?” he asked. “The only free fish is the one
baiting the hook.”

Nick pulled the can closer to his dad and considered
explaining the deal hed made with Woolly. Maybe it would be
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better to just tell the truth. Woollys generosity would make more sense.
But he decided it was best to keep it secret. “He’s just a cool dude.
Likes teaching people. Why are you so suspicious?”

“Because it’s strange. He hardly knows you. And you better
not be working on the board instead of doing those practice tests.”

“School’s my job.The surfboard’s just a hobby.” His conscience
gnawed at him. I'm just helping Woolly out. It’s not a real job. Doing
the right thing was tough, and it reminded him of what Woolly
said about courage.

“Looks like we’re all done,” Mom said, scanning the yard.
“Ive got to run to the store for dinner.”

Nick wheeled the trash can back to the side of the house
and Dad gathered up the tools. “Thanks for the help, Nicky,”
he hollered.

‘That night, Nick brushed his teeth before bed and checked
out his longer hair and new beard in the mirror. He figured it was
a good time to try a shaggy look before grad school. Staring at his
reflection, he recalled what Woolly had said about good character.
Did he actually like who he saw in the mirror? The guy staring
back at him was afraid to trust his judgment and be honest with
the people he loved.

A call from Ben interrupted Nicks reverie. “Waddup,
schoolboy? I've got a kayaking trip with your name on it—already
paid for.”

Nick spat toothpaste into the sink. “What are you
talking about?”

“Santa Cruz Island. Scorpion Cove, dude.”

“Say more,” Nick said.

“I met this hottie. Great style—even better when she surfs
in her bikini,” he chuckled. “Anyway, we had a date to kayak the

caves tomorrow and she just bailed.”
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“So you're inviting me?” Nick asked.

“Boat leaves the harbor at eight sharp.”

“How much will it cost?”

“I told ya, it’s covered. Just bring sunscreen, water, and lunch.”

“T'll be there.”

“See you manana,” Ben said and hung up.

Nick thought about Taylor while rinsing off the toothbrush.
Maybe we're just a bad fit. People grow apart. But that was another
tough decision he'd rather avoid. He set his alarm for seven a.m.
and went to bed.
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CHAPTER 8

KAYAKING FOR A CHANGE

he next morning, Nick put on his surf trunks, slaps, and a

white long-sleeved sun shirt. He grabbed a wide-brimmed
bucket hat and lightweight jacket from the hall closet, then
went to the kitchen. Mom was standing over a plate of poached
eggs next to a stack of buttered rye toast. Already on the table
was a full glass of freshly squeezed orange juice and a pot of
steaming coffee.

She looked up and frowned. “Those don't look like
church clothes.”

Nick sat down and poured a cup of coftee. “Ben invited me
to go kayaking at the islands.”

“What about Mass?” she asked.

Nick was annoyed by her question. “I'll hit five o’clock Mass
in Oxnard,” he said, knowing hed just grab the weekly bulletin to
prove he was there and skip the service.

“Okay,” she said setting a heaping plate in front of him.”

Nick pushed back from the table. “No time. The boat leaves
at eight.”
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“No, you don't,” his mom said pushing his chair back in.
“You've got time to eat.”

“It does smell good,” he smiled.

While Nick scarfed down the eggs and toast, Mom packed
his lunch. “Do you have sunscreen?” she called as Nick closed the
front door behind him. He knew she'd have to get an answer, and
a few seconds later, Mom stepped onto the porch.

“Yes, I've got sunscreen,” Nick yelled and waved goodbye.

At the harbor, he joined Ben, who wore a red ballcap with
sunglasses and a gray windbreaker over a white T-shirt. He was
in the passenger line at the Island Packers dock waiting to board
Island Explorer, a sixty-five-foot twin-hulled ferry. The group filed
onto the boat, and fifteen minutes later, they were underway. All
the inside seats were taken, so Nick put on his jacket. Ben found
an open bench at the stern to hunker down for the windy, hour-
long ride.

'The roar of the engines required them to shout at one another
so they sat mostly in silence watching the water spray behind the
boat. After twenty minutes, they passed platform Grace, which
pumped oil to shore via underwater pipes. Crews did two-week
shifts manning the industrial facility perched on underwater stilts
in 320 feet of water.

Twelve miles out, Ben tapped Nick on the shoulder and
pointed to the northwest. A super group of two hundred Pacific
white-sided dolphins spotted the boat and raced to catch the
terry like a herd of buffalo stampeding across the Great Plains.

Nick tracked them, quickly closing the half-mile gap. Their
rhythmic breaching above the water’s smooth, gray surface made
the swarm easy to follow. The sunlight created a moving halo of
light on the glassy water as they repeatedly jumped into the air
and dove back under. Nick marveled at their vitality. The dolphins
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spent their whole lives in a cold, wet environment that would kill
a person in a few hours.

A couple of minutes later, the dolphins were surfing the bow
wake and leaping from the water. Nick smiled, feeling connected
to their joy of riding the waves. He yelled over the boat’s engine
and the wind.

“Amazing how fast they swim.”

Ben nodded. “Suckers are strong.”

About five miles from the Scorpion anchorage, the captain
cut the engines and announced over the loudspeaker that a pod of
blue whales was off the starboard bow. The boat wasn't allowed to
approach the animals, but everyone hoped they'd swim closer. The
passengers crowded along the starboard rails, scanning the calm
ocean to catch a glimpse. Suddenly, one surfaced ten yards from
the boat, and cameras began to click.

Like giant nostrils, the two blowholes were plain as day.
When the whale’s head was on the surface, it contracted its valve
muscles and let out a long breath sounding like a fire extinguisher
spraying. The warm, moist air condensed to form a spout of mist
that hung briefly in a cloud over the gentle leviathan.

It slowly rolled its head back under water to begin its dive
and relaxed the blowhole muscles, sealing the airway shut. The
whale’s back appeared briefly as it arched, and for the grand finale,
it pointed the flukes of its twenty-foot-wide tail skyward and
gracefully slipped under the surface.

Ben was elated. “Dude, that thing’s like twice as long as
the boat!”

“That was unreal!” Nick replied.

Ben talked about the whale for the rest of the ride.

“Have you read Moby Dick?” Nick asked as they pulled up to
the small pier.
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Ben shook his head.

“You'd probably like it,” Nick chuckled.

By ten-thirty, they were on shore and done with kayaking
orientation. From the cobblestone beach, they dragged their boats
into thigh-deep water and climbed in.

“It’s perfect out here,” Ben said, finding a rhythm for his
paddle strokes.

“Sunny, calm, low tide, clear water. You couldn't pick a better
day,” Nick agreed.

On the way to Chapel Point, they slid across a wispy giant
kelp forest. At low tide, the blades and gas-filled bladders covered
the water’s surface.

“Check out the orange garibaldis down there,” Ben said.
“And the purple urchins on the rocks. Visibility’s gotta be a
hundred feet!”

They passed a large rock jutting above the surface thirty
yards from shore. A pair of black oystercatchers defended their
nesting area with loud whistling noises while foraging for
shellfish. Oystercatcher pairs are monogamous and stay together
for life—the avian couple made Nick wonder if he and Taylor
would do the same.

Ben led the way into Chapel Point Cave. They ducked
through the entrance, and Nick scraped his helmet on the sharp
rocky ceiling.

“I see why they make us wear these melon lids,”he said. “That
rock would have scalped me like a cheese grater.”

“Glad it’s flat today,” Ben added. “Wouldn’t wanna try timing
the entrance between swells.”

They traveled the thirty-foot tunnel, listening to the
sound of their paddles in the water echoing off the walls. Light
reflected off the water, sparkling all over the inside of the cavern.
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They ducked through the exit and continued westward toward
Potato Harbor.

“My mom was giving me trouble about going to Mass this
morning,” Nick said. “Truth is, I feel a lot closer to God out here.”

“Definitely,” Ben agreed. “I trip out on all the life. It makes
me think about what’s behind it all.”

“I don’t want to go to Mass anymore.”

“Then don’t go,” Ben said.

“It’s not that easy. It would disappoint my mom,” Nick replied.

“Religion’s personal, dude. And besides, you can’t put on a
show forever. Time to grow up, homie. Be a man.”

“It’s not a show, it’s just—" Nick didnt finish the thought.
He knew Ben saw through his facade. “She feeds me well, does
my laundry, and the rent’s free. And she does it out of love.”

They entered Emerald Cave. The ceiling was fifteen feet
high, and light from the exit illuminated the white sand bottom,
turning the water a bright emerald green. The reflection made the
entire cavern green too.

“Gorgeous,” Nick said.

“Nature’s cathedral, Nicky. This is your Sunday worship.”

“Taylor’s pissed at me because I didn't tell her that I dropped
econ classes and picked up philosophy. You know, she told me to
grow up too.”

“Doesn’t surprise me, dude. Women want a guy who's strong
and confident. They don’t like wussies. Church, school, career—
you gotta be up front about everything or you're just wimping out
to please people. Taylor’s not gonna respect you if you're like that.”

Nick felt ashamed. Even Ben was giving him crap about
lying. “Where do you get off criticizing me? It’s not like you're
perfect, man. You just want me to have a bachelor’s life like you.”

They sat in silence for a minute.
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“Enough heavy talk,” Ben said. “We’re leaving problems on
the mainland today, bro.”

Next, they paddled deep into Sidepocket Cave and around a
corner into complete darkness. Using their paddles, they probed
the walls and ceiling to find the way back out.

After fifteen minutes of hard paddling, they entered Potato
Harbor—named after its shape, and surrounded on three sides by
beautiful seventy-foot cliffs of white sedimentary rock. It formed
over millions of years as single-celled diatoms died and their
white silica skeletons settled on the seafloor.

Nick and Ben paddled to the beach opposite the entrance
and past a couple of sea lions napping in the sun. The hulky
pinnipeds floated on their backs, holding their flippers above the
water to catch the rays.

After lunch, Nick lay down on the sand and motioned toward
the sea lions. “I think they’ve got the right idea.”

Ben lay down beside him. “Me too.”

An hour later, a barking sea lion woke Ben, and he looked at
his watch. “Nick, wake up! We need to hustle. The ferry leaves in
an hour.”

They strapped on their helmets and life vests and shoved
off. The whole way to Scorpion Cove, they paddled hard and
spoke little. Arriving just as the passengers were boarding, they
ran to turn in their gear and made it to the boat just as it was
ready to leave.

“I'm exhausted,” Nick said.

“Me too,” Ben replied.

They found a bench at the stern and nodded on and off to
the engine’s droning sound until they arrived back in Ventura at
four-thirty.

“Thanks for the great day, Ben!”
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“Have a good week, schoolboy!” Ben called back as they
parted ways.

Nick drove to Oxnard, picked up a bulletin at church, and got
a hamburger to kill some time. When he got home, his parents
were on their walk, so he placed the bulletin in a conspicuous spot
on the living room coftee table and went to bed.
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CHAPTER 9

BLANK SLATE

he following Sunday, Nick opened the squeaky metal door

and walked inside. He found Woolly at his desk, bent over a
book under the solitary hanging lightbulb.

“You need better lighting in here, man,” Nick said as Scoop
trotted over to greet him. She growled and playfully nipped at
his feet.

Woolly looked up, removed his glasses, and set them on the
desk. “Leave him alone, Scoop,” he scolded half-heartedly. “She’s
frisky this morning. Needs a walk to burn off some energy.”

He picked up the rambunctious pug, put her outside and
closed the door. Scoop began scratching at the entrance. “She’ll do
that awhile and then lay down in the shade. I gotta keep painting
all the doors because of her.”

Nick noticed the inside of the door had scratch marks too.
“Thanks for coming in on Sunday, Woolly.”

“Prefer it. Nobody’s interrupting.”

Nick set a bag of premium Kona coffee on the desk. “Figured
I could contribute to the cause.”
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Woolly smiled. “Thanks! Make some up so we can get started
on the board.”

After Nick served the coffee, Woolly got up gingerly and
slowly walked into the shaping room. Nick followed him into the
brightly lit space, where a rectangular foam blank rested on the
shaping stands. The order sheet for Nick’s board hung on the wall
above shelves stacked with tools. Woolly looked at the blank.

“Okay, mark off the length from the tail to the nose along
the stringer.”

“Seven feet, ten inches?” Nick asked.

Woolly looked up at the page on the wall. “What does the
sheet say?” he asked.

“Which end’s the tail?”

“Your board, your choice.”

“Okay, boss,” Nick said.

He hooked the tape measure to the stringer, unwound the
tape, and marked seven feet, ten inches with a carpenter’s pencil.

“Now, mark the midpoint on the stringer,” Woolly ordered.

“Where’s that?”

“Is arithmetic still part of grade school curriculum?”
Woolly asked.

He did a quick calculation in his head. “Three foot, eleven?”

“If you say so,” Woolly replied.

Nick double-checked the math, then did it one more time
just to be sure before he marked the right spot. The metallic
rattle of the tape measure rolling up reverberated around the
small room. Woolly walked over to the plywood templates on
the wall. They hung from wooden pegs and were labeled with
things like Fish, Gun, and Nose Rider. Woolly handed Nick the
one labeled Hybrid.

“Here’s the nose template. Line up the straight edge with the
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stringer and the tip on your mark for the nose. Trace the curved
outline, then flip the template over and do the other side.”

Nick spoke while he traced the outline. “Picked up a couple
philosophy classes.”

Woolly raised his eyebrows. “You did? What ones?”

“Classical and History of.”

“Solid choices,” Woolly said. “Like ‘em?”

“For sure. A lot more than the econ. In Classical, we just read
‘On the Nature of Things.”

Woolly got excited. “Ah, Lucretius. Epicurean physics. And
written in dactylic hexameter to boot.”

Nick flipped the template over to trace the other side. “It’s
crazy how he knew everything was made of atoms way back then.”

“Smart dude, eh?” Woolly said.

After Nick traced both sides of the nose, Woolly hung the
template on the wall and snagged a smaller one labeled Pintail.
He handed it to Nick. “Now do the same thing at the tail.”

Nick began tracing again. “You know, Lucretius got me
thinking about choice,” he said. “I asked my professor how we can
freely choose anything if we’re just a bunch of atoms bouncing
around. Seems like we'd all be robots—controlled by whatever our
atoms are doing.” Nick stopped tracing and looked up at Woolly.

“Keep moving, youngling,” Woolly said, pointing at the foam
blank. “You've got to walk and chew gum at the same time.”

He flipped the tail template over and traced the other side.
“My professor mentioned Occam’s Razor. Said the simplest
answer was the truest, and free will was an illusion because nature
is predictable—predetermined. I asked about the soul, and he said
to show him one. Kinda humiliated me in class.”

“Sounds like your teacher needs to bone up on quantum
physics. There’s a ton of unpredictability in nature.”
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Nick finished outlining the tail and returned the template to
the wall.

Woolly set his hand on the middle of the board. “Now
measure out the hips. Start at the mark in the middle. Line up
the T-square and measure out the distance to where the edge is
gonna be.”

Nick looked up at the sheet with the dimensions. “Half of
twenty-one and three-fourths?”

“You're showing promise, kid. You can write on the blank to
check your math.”

He confirmed the number, then lined up the T-square,
placing a mark eleven and three-eighths inches from the stringer.
“Why use the middle for the widest part?” he asked.

“You gotta balance maneuverability and stability. I make
some boards with the hips north of the middle, others south. Just
like life—you gotta find the right balance for your specific needs.”

Nick walked to the blank’s other side, and Woolly stroked
his beard. “What happens if you ride a board without fins?”
Woolly asked.

He was surprised by the question. “No control.” he said.
“Gotta turn using the rails, and the board kinda goes where
it wants.”

Nick measured the width on the other side and made a mark
while Woolly continued. “That’s what instinct’s like. Animals
can't control their choices. Nature guides their decisions. Like a
robot running a program.”

“Seems like animals choose to do all kinds of stuff,” Nick
objected. “If I put two treats in front of Scoop, she chooses which
one to eat first—the biggest one.”

“That’s right,” Woolly said. “If I want her to choose the
smaller one, I've got to reprogram her natural urge to go for the
big one.”
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“I guess I'll go along with that,” Nick replied. “So even her
choices are kind of controlled by instinct.”

Woolly nodded approvingly. “So, kid, what’s it like surfing a
board with fins?”

“I can control where the board goes,” Nick said.

“Right, you can decide to change directions. Go any way you
want. Just like free will allows you to choose what you want,”
Woolly said.

“Not every way. I can't put the board in reverse.”

“All right, wiseacre. Free will allows every possible choice in
a situation.”

“Wish it were possible to go back in time for a do-over,”
Nick said. “T'd pick a different major.”

“Shoulda, coulda, woulda,” Woolly replied. He took a long
template from the wall and handed it to Nick. One side had a
gradual curve, and the other was straight. “Lay this on the blank.
Straight side parallel to the stringer. Use it to connect the nose
outline to the mark you made at the hips. Then—"

“Flip it over and do the same thing on the other side,”
Nick said.

Woolly nodded. “You've got the hang of it.”

While Nick traced the curve connecting the two points,
Woolly kept talking.

“I can train Scoop to act a certain way using rewards and
punishments, but she doesn’t understand right and wrong—she’s
just responding to how I train her. But if 'm a bad trainer, if I'm
inconsistent, is it her fault if she misbehaves?”

“Guess not. That’s just being a dog. Can’t blame her for that,”
Nick said.

“What about people? Say I teach you it’s wrong to kill
innocent children. Could you decide to do it anyway?”
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Nick thought a second while he flipped the template.
“Uh-huh.”

“If you did, would it be your fault?”

Nick stopped tracing the line and looked up. “Well, yeah.
No matter how much training I get, if I decide to do something
wrong, I'm responsible.”

“Bingo!” Woolly answered with his trademark flourish. “If
free will was an illusion, holding you responsible for a crime
would be bogus. Without freedom of choice, there'd be no point
in learning ethics because 7ozhing you did would be your decision.
Everything would already be fated to happen. That’s why your
professor’s answer is pathetic.”

“When you put it that way, it just seems like common sense,”
Nick replied.

“Well, common sense is surprisingly uncommon.”

Nick finished tracing and stood back to check his work.

“So can you change your mind?” Woolly asked.

“Of course,” Nick said.

“How do you know?”

“Never thought about it. It’s like, basic—I just do.”

Woolly smiled, “That’s right, kid. Common sense. It’s
why Aristotle always considered what most people thought
about things.”

“But common sense isn't always right. Everybody used to
think the sun went around the earth,” Nick said.

“Sure, common sense can be wrong, but it’s a good starting
point to get to the truth.” Woolly picked up the template and set
it down on the back half of the board. “Connect the tail to the
hips on both sides just like you did with the nose.”

Nick traced while Woolly spoke.

“Did your professor mention that Lucretius and Epicurus
thought we had free will?”
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“Nope.”

Woolly shook his head. “Figures. Free will is why Epicurus
came up with the swerve.”

“Oh yeah. I remember reading that. Totally confused me.”

“Epicurus said atoms randomly swerve. But that’s how he
explained making unpredictable choices.”

“Sounds a little lame to me. Like he fudged. Just made the
swerve up,” Nick said.

“Come up with a better explanation, smart aleck,” Woolly
smirked. “Just because you can’t explain something doesn’t make
it false. You gotta work with the information you have and make
your best guess.”

Woolly hung up the template and pointed at the handsaw.
“All right, time to cut the outline.”

Nick checked his watch. Hed promised Dad to take a
practice test that afternoon but wanted to stay with Woolly. He
picked up the saw, feeling uneasy about cutting the foam.

“Start at the tail and cut straight up and down, following
your line to the nose,” Woolly said. “Go slow and press lightly so
you don't rip out chunks of foam.”

“Can you show me?”

Woolly grimaced. “Don’t be a wussy. You learn by doing. We
can fix mistakes. Just stay on the outside of your line and go for it.”

Nick sawed carefully, concentrating on following the line
while Woolly spoke. “So just like with making this board, free
will is necessary to make a good life. And it’s not instinct—
you're not born knowing how to do it. It’s the old nature versus
nurture thing.”

Nick stopped sawing. “But we have some natural knowledge,”
he said. “Like, we were born knowing how to eat.”

“But you were also like this board blank. You entered the
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world as a fabula rasa, a blank slate,” Woolly said. “You were
shaped by experience and choices.”

“Then why do people do the wrong thing even when they’ve
been taught what’s right?”

“Ah, the question Socrates asks in Meno. Is moral virtue
taught, or is it a natural trait?” Woolly stared at Nick, waiting for
an answer.

“I know it takes practice. Youre gonna have to tell me if it’s
taught or natural,” Nick replied.

“It’s all three—education, practice, and a natural desire for
what’s good,” Woolly said.

Nick followed the cut line to the tip of the nose and sawed
to the blank’s edge. The long, curved strip fell away, revealing half
the board’s outline. He stood back to admire his work.

“Quality result,” Woolly said.

“Thanks, man.” Nick walked back to the tail to cut the
other side.

“Have you ever done what you wanted instead of what you
knew was best?” Woolly asked.

“Sure. Everyone has.”

“So knowing what’s best doesn’t mean you'll do it?”

“Well, that’s pretty obvious, wise one,” Nick replied.

Woolly shook his head and grinned. “Look at it the other
way. If you could only choose what’s best after it’s taught to you,
how free would you be?”

Nick nodded. “I see your point,” he said. “That’s why being
good is a habit. I gotta practice making the right choice.”

“Totally. It takes knowledge, practice, and you gotta want
to be good. That last part can’t be taught. You can lead a horse
to water—"

“But you can’t make it drink,” Nick said as he finished the
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cut on the other side of the board. “It’s starting to look like
a surfboard!”

“You done good. Right on schedule!” Woolly said. “Pick
up those scraps and throw em in the bin outside. I've gotta take
Scoop for a walk. If she doesn’t burn off some energy, she’s gonna
scratch a hole through the door. Wanna come?”

Nick checked his watch. He was staying way longer than
hed planned. “Sure.”
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CHAPTER 10

TRUTH AND OPINION

Nick tollowed Woolly to the parking lot and threw the foam
scraps away while Woolly attached Scoop’s leash. On the
way to the river path, Woolly asked, “Know why you sometimes
choose what you want instead of what’s best?”

“A little devil whispering in my ear?” Nick joked.

Woolly shook his head. “No. It’s confusion about needs and
wants. It’s impossible to choose something you're convinced is
bad. You only want what appears good.”

“Not sure I'm following.”

“Think of a drug addict. They know their habit’s harmful.
They convince themselves getting high one more time won't ruin
their lives because they can always quit later. Instead, they focus
on the pleasure in the present, which appears good.”

While Scoop stopped to snift the grass along the trail, Nick
thought about hiding the philosophy classes from his parents. He
knew deceiving them was wrong, but he'd convinced himself that,
under the circumstances, it was the right thing to do.
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“So you're saying when I do something I know is wrong;, it’s
because I'm thinking about what’s good about it?” Nick asked.

“Exactly. Otherwise you wouldn’t do it. Tastes play a big part
in this. They’re learned desire. That’s why a drug addict doesn’t
start out addicted. They get a desire for the drug after they try it
and eventually, they’re physically and psychologically dependent
on it. On the other hand, what they need—food, shelter, friends—
naturally seems good from the beginning.”

Nick was puzzled, “Tastes? That’s stuff like my favorite music
or food. What’s wrong with that?”

Woolly tugged Scoop’s leash gently to get her walking again.

“Nothing wrong with it. I like Thai food and classic rock.
'They’re harmless wants, morally neutral stuff that adds spice to
life. It’s only when what you want gets in the way of what you
need that it becomes a vice. Think about the drug addict again.
Taking drugs isn't wrong. A doctor will give you morphine for
pain or cocaine as an anesthetic. But when taking drugs makes
you live on the street and lose your friends and family, it’s bad.”

A bell rang out behind them, and they stepped aside to let a
cyclist speed past.

“What about really evil people, though?” Nick asked.
“Like psychopaths, serial killers> What’s good about doing
gruesome stuff?”

“They’re obsessed with getting what they merely want, and it
leads to some twisted behavior. That’s the part of virtue you can't
teach. Some people decide what they want is the greatest good.
They live by a moral philosophy that thinks might makes right.
It’s all part of free will.” Woolly smiled. “Maybe it’s the swerve.”

“Is the swerve gonna be your answer for everything you can't
explain?” Nick teased.

“Maybe, wiseacre, maybe. Let’s head back to the shop. C’'mon,
Scoop,” Woolly said, tugging the leash to turn her around.
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Back inside the shop, Nick sat down in the chair and
checked his watch. I better go soon. Dad’s gonna notice I'm not
studying for the test. Scoop trotted to her water bowl. Woolly
opened a bag of rawhide chews on his desk. When Scoop heard
the plastic pouch crinkling, she stood motionless, completely
concentrating on the treat.

“Down!” Woolly commanded.

Scoop instantly lay down, keeping her eyes fixed on the
rawhide. Woolly placed the chew on the floor under her chin.
“Leave it!” Scoop looked away from the treat, as if she was avoiding
the temptation to break the command. “Leave it,” Woolly said
again, and Scoop looked even further away. After a few more
seconds, he finally released her. “Okay,” he said.

She grabbed the treat in her teeth, went to her bed, and
gnawed aggressively on the reward. Nick grinned and shook his
head. Did she have a choice to do the trick? Nick wondered if she
could have decided not to obey once she had been trained. He
bet she'd follow commands for the treat unless a stronger natural
impulse, like pain or fear, got in the way.

“You had enough for today?” Woolly asked.

Nick brushed aside thought of studying and sprang from his
seat. “Heck no! I'm having too much fun!”

Back in the shaping room, Woolly closed the door to keep
Scoop out. She scratched a few times, then gave up.

“She’s got the rawhide to keep her busy,” Woolly said. He
pointed at a shelf across the room. “Put on a respirator and grab
the sanding block. Go along the rails to get rid of the rough edges
from the saw. Move back and forth at a right angle to the deck.”

Nick began to sand as Woolly kept talking.

“You know, becoming a good person is a lot like what you're

doing with the board. You work out the rough edges and shape
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your character bit by bit. And the only way is by doing the right
thing. Know where the word ‘ethics’ comes from?”

“Nope,” Nick answered, his voice muffled by the respirator.

“The Greek word ‘€thikés’ means ‘relating to one’s character.’
It’s the science of good character.”

“Still not sure ethics is a science,” Nick replied.

Woolly shook his head. “Of course it is. It’s knowledge,
isn't it?”

“But doesn’t science have to be more exact?” Nick asked.

“Science is as exact as the subject allows. Ethics has facts,
like our desire for what appears good, or the cardinal virtues.
Every situation is unique, so it can't tell you exactly how to act.
But knowing the ultimate goal of life and what makes a good
character is definitely scientific.”

Nick considered the point while sanding his way around
the board. Becoming a good person had one thing in common
with being a good surfer. You had to practice—a lot. It was pretty
simple really.

Woolly pointed to another shelf. “Now we’re down to brass
tacks,” he said. “Where the board really takes shape. Youre gonna
use the planer to shave the foam down to the right thickness. And
what will that be?”

Nick walked over to the wall to study the dimensions. “Three
inches at the thickest part, tapering to one and three-fourths at
the tail.”

“Yep,” Woolly said. “And stop shaving about eight inches
from the nose and the tail. You need thicker foam at the ends to
add rocker later on. I set the planer’s depth gauge shallow so you
won't take off too much at once.”

Nick picked up the planer. How do I use this thing?

Woolly saw his bewilderment and laughed. “Hold the handle
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with your right hand and the knob up front with your left.
Then, all you gotta do is pull the trigger to fire her up.” Woolly
stood next to the board, pretending to hold an invisible planer,
and demonstrated the technique as he spoke. “Hold the planer
sideways in front of you. Start at the stringer and mow toward
the rail with smooth, straight sweeps. Just short passes in the
same direction until you get the right thickness.” Woolly handed
him earmuffs.

“Where are yours?” Nick asked.

“On your head, youngling. I'm too old to worry about my
hearing. I'll be dead before I'm deaf anyway.”

Woolly put on a respirator and threw the switch on the
vacuum attached to the planer. Nick pulled the trigger, and the
planer came to life, making the whining noise he remembered
from his first visit to the shop. He was tentative at first, but after a
tew passes, grew more comfortable with the tool. It was too loud
to talk, so Nick was left with his thoughts.

He considered everything hed learned—Ivan Ilyich,
the definition of happiness, reading Aristotle. It all seemed
interconnected. Even physics was linked to choice and virtue.
Philosophy had given him a new perspective on how to live his
life well. He'd learned more valuable things from Woolly in the
last few weeks than in three years of college.

But why did Woolly pick me? Did it really matter? Woolly
opened up an alternative path through life, and Nick wanted
to follow it. It was just like when he turned and burned on a
menacing wave at Dredge. He had to find the courage to commit
to the right thing. But what about the people he loved? Taylor
had been pretty disappointed when she found out he was taking
philosophy classes. And he still hadn’t told his parents. Would
they understand? If he didn’t get accepted to Wharton, it would
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put an end to the whole mess. But he was getting good grades
and studying for the GRE. His pride kept him from deliberately
blowing the test, but deep down, he kind of hoped he would.

Woolly made a cutting gesture with his hand across his neck.
Nick released the trigger on the planer and shut off the vacuum.

“You’re running that planer like a pro,”Woolly said, retrieving
the calipers from a hook on the wall. He walked around the
board, clamping the top and bottom to measure the thickness at
different spots. Then he laid a three-foot level on the board and
squatted down to see if the straight edge showed depressions or
high points on the foam. “Flat as a pancake. Nice work! You're
at three and a quarter inches, so go easy to make sure you stop
at three.”

A few minutes later, Nick was done.

Woolly handed him the tape measure and pencil. “Time to
add the rocker.”

Nick reviewed the dimensions sheet while Woolly barked
out new orders.

“Flip it over and measure the nose thickness from the bottom.
Mark the depth from the tip at—?"

“Three and a quarter,” Nick said.

“Yep. And what about the tail rocker?” Woolly asked.

“One and a half.”

Nick marked the rail at the nose and the tail, and Woolly
handed him the surform tool. “Shave to your depth marks on the
rail, then gradually taper as you move to the board’s midpoint,”
Woolly barked.

Nick held up the surform tool. “How do I use this thing?”

“Ever used a cheese grater?”

“Seen my mom use one.”
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“Same idea. Scrape the tool back and forth to grate off the
foam. It’s just faster than sanding.”

Nick began with slow back and forth strokes, which
quickened as he got more comfortable with the tool. After a few
passes, he heard Scoop scratching at the door again.

“She must’ve finished the rawhide,” Woolly said. “We’ll be
done soon, girl,” he hollered.

Scoop scratched a few more times and gave up while Nick
finished adding the nose and tail rocker. Then Woolly flipped the
board over.

“Blend the nose rocker on the deck side to where you stopped
planing,” he said. “Start at the nose and use the surform tool to
remove the extra foam. That’ll add flip to the nose.”

Nick began scraping again. “You keep talking about
knowledge, but how do you even know what’s true? What makes
one person right and another wrong?”

Woolly stroked his beard and stared at the floor. “You're
asking about the difference between knowledge and opinion.
What'’s certain—beyond a shadow of a doubt—and what you
know beyond a reasonable doubt.”

“Yeah, that’s what I mean,” Nick replied.

“Think of it this way. When you’re certain, the fact isn’t
gonna change. It’s forever. A triangle has three sides—it’ll
always have three sides. But when you have doubts, the fact
could change or be adjusted. Think about saying the sun will
rise tomorrow. I'm almost certain it will, but there’s still room
for a smidgen of doubt.”

“Itbetter come up,” Nick replied. “I'm surfing in the morning.”

He finished carving out the nose flip, and Woolly handed
him a sanding block. “Okay, time to sand out all the cut marks.
Make it smooth as a glassy day at Rincon.”
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Nick started sanding. “So then almost everything is opinion?”
he asked.

“If you're talkin’ about absolute certitude, yeah, most stuft is.
But there’s plenty of opinions you have good reason to believe are
true. When you say the sun will rise tomorrow, it’s close enough
to certain to say you know it.”

Nick finished sanding the deck and the bottom, then set the
sanding block back on a shelf.

“I'm feeling draggy,” Woolly said. “It sucks getting old, kid.”

“How ‘bout another cup of coftee, old man?”

Woolly grinned, “Never hurts.”

Nick got a fresh cup for Woolly, knowing he should have left
over an hour ago, but he felt like staying was more important than
the GRE. He held Scoop back with his foot as he slipped into
the shaping room and closed the door. Woolly was bent over the
board, studying the bottom at eye level.

“Thanks,” Woolly said, taking a sip. “Still good and hot. Now,
let’s put some concave into this stick. Check the spec sheet and
tell me what you're doing.”

“Says the bottom’s flat at the nose, then transitions to concave
in the middle,” Nick said. “The tail’s got a bellied V.”

“That’s right. The V is a double concave on both sides of the
stringer. It makes a shallow M shape when you look straight on at
the tail. So sand by hand and do the contours by feel until you're
a half inch deep.”

“Just start sanding?”

Woolly nodded. “Get going. You're a natural.”

Nick began moving the sanding block back and forth in the
middle of the board. “I read Apology for my History of Philosophy
class last week.”

“Oh man, that’s my favorite Socratic dialogue! What do you
think of it?” Woolly asked.
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Nick walked to the other side of the board to resume sanding
and considered his answer. “Got a kick from the oracle saying
Socrates was the wisest guy in Athens,” he said. “It stumped him
‘cause he didn't think he knew much of anything. Guess he took
that knowledge and opinion stuff real literal.”

“But remember what he figured out?” Woolly asked.

“Yeah, he was the wisest in Athens because he knew what he
didn’t know.”

“That’s also how he got himself killed,” Woolly continued.
“He went around questioning all the important guys in public,
and when he showed they didn't know what they were talking
about, it pissed them off.”

Nick finished removing the foam in the middle for the single
concave. He grabbed the calipers to confirm it was one inch at the
deepest spot, then hung them back on the wall and studied the
tail. “Should I just blend this into the bellied V?” he asked.

“Yep, you're doing great, kid. Keep going.” Woolly gathered
his hair and tightened the band holding his ponytail. “Whad’ya
think of Socrates?” he asked.

“Well, to be honest, I thought he was kinda annoying. He
pestered everybody.”

Woolly belly-laughed. “He didn’t call himself the gadfly
for nothin’.”

“The guy was a trip, though,” Nick said. “When he had a
chance to choose a punishment, he told the jury he wanted free
meals for life!”

“He wouldn't admit guilt because he was doing everybody
a favor by pointing out their ignorance,” Woolly said. He paused
and scratched his forehead. “You think he was too stubborn?”

“Of course. Being right’s no good when youre dead!”
Nick answered.

“Not sure about that,” Woolly said. “He was committed to
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the truth. If he admitted he was guilty to save himself, it woulda
been a lie.”

Nick finished sanding the tail and looked up for the
next instruction.

‘'m worn out,” Woolly said. “We can finish this up
another day.”

“Sure. I've gotta take a practice test,” Nick said.

Back in the office, Scoop let out a faint whine and looked up
at Woolly, wagging her tail.

“This dog is so damn needy,” he said, smiling. He walked
over to the milk crates and pulled out a dusty book. “I know
youre busy with school and all, but this is a quick read.” He
handed the paperback to Nick. “Lives and Opinions of Eminent
Philosophers. Diogenes Laértius. It’s a bunch of biographies of
ancient philosophers. I dog-eared the letter Epicurus wrote to
his friend and student, Menoeceus. It’s short, and it’s definitely
worth finding time to read it.”

Nick took the book and walked outside.

“Let’s do next Sunday afternoon,” Woolly said.

“Cool. See ya then,” Nick replied.

“You're doing really well, kid. Right on schedule.”

Nick drove up the gravel drive wondering what schedule he
was on. He looked back at Woolly outside the office door. Scoop’s
head poked between his legs as he waved. Nick thought about
how much hed learned. The board. The philosophy. It kind of
blew him away. He had no idea what he'd been missing. Hanging
out with Woolly is so interesting—and fun. Wow, I'm already looking
forward to next Sunday.

'The following week of school was the busiest yet. When Nick
wasn't doing homework, he was taking GRE practice tests. When
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Saturday came, he felt confident as he got ready to head to the
testing center.

The morning light streamed through the cozy kitchen
window above the sink. His mom and dad were at the table. Each
was dressed for the day and had their phones out. Between bites,
Mom checked her emails while Dad checked the marine report.

“Good morning,” Mom said when she saw Nick. “I fixed you
a plate of scrambled eggs, hash browns, and sausage. You’'ll need
energy.” She set the plate on the table while Nick poured a cup of
coffee, and then sat down in front of the food.

“How ya feeling?” Dad asked.

“Pretty good. I think I'm ready.”

Mom sat back down. “I'll be praying for you.”

“Thanks. I'll take all the help I can get,” Nick mumbled while
chewing a mouthful of potatoes.

Nick finished breakfast and hurried out the door. He
wanted to be early so he'd have a chance to get situated and relax
a little before the test started. At the testing center, he showed
his driver’s license to the proctor and chose a seat in the front.
Closing his eyes, he recalled the discussions with Woolly. The
difterence between knowledge and opinion. How ethics could be
scientific. Choosing the right path through life. As the start time
approached, Nick breathed deeply. He felt an adrenalin rush from
the anticipation, like when he was pulling on his wetsuit in the
parking lot on a big day. You've got this.

Right after the test began, Nick caught himself thinking
about Woolly again. Focus, Nick! His anxiety disappeared, and
he became a machine, cranking out correct answers and pushing
torward. Two and a half hours later, he was driving back to
Ventura, feeling good about how he did. Buz you never know

for sure.
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He met Taylor for lunch at Duke’s Bitchin’ Burgers. She was
delighted the test went well and they made plans to surf Mondos
the following afternoon. When Nick got home, his parents were
eager for an update. He gave them the upbeat assessment, and,
teeling exhausted from the intense morning, went to his room to
nap. About an hour later, the phone rang, waking him.

“What’s up, Nicky?” Ben asked.

“I'm recovering from a morning of G-R-E hell.”

“Dude, that was today?”

Nick sat up in bed. “C’mon, bro, yes!” he laughed. “I've been
talking about it for the last two weeks!”

“Sorry, man. Must have slipped my mind. How'd you do?”

“Pretty good, I think.”

“So, you kicked butt?” Ben asked.

“Hope so, brah,” Nick replied.

“Right on, boy wonder. It’s time to celebrate. You know that
hottie I was supposed to kayak with? She’s having a party tonight
at her pad. I'll pick you up at nine.”

Nick hesitated. “I don’t know, man,” he said. “I'm pretty beat.”

“Gimme a break. It’s time to reward yourself and have some
tun,” Ben replied.

“All right, see you at nine.”

He hung up the phone. I guess it’ll be a good time. Anyway, I'll
have to buckle down once I go to grad school.
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CHAPTER 11

TEMPERANCE IS DA KINE

fter dinner, Nick buttoned up his blue Pataloha” shirt with

the white plumeria print. He pulled on a favorite pair of
jeans and stepped into his nice leather slaps. Combing his hair,
he looked in the mirror above his dresser. The length was that
in-between stage where it looked like he needed a trim. He
brushed his short beard, following the whiskers’ grains; his facial
hair was coming in nicely. The hedge fund world was pretty
clean-cut, and this final year of college may be the last chance
to try the new look.

Ben texted him from the driveway, and when Nick walked
outside, he found his buddy driving a new, chili-red BMW. Nick
slid into the passenger seat.

“What’s up with the wheels?”

“Got a three-year lease. Chicks are checking me out
at stoplights.”

Nick chuckled at Ben’s flamboyant persona.

“Sales are good, dude,” Ben continued. “The docs love me.
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Been killing it with the lumbar implants. A ton of people have
bad backs.”

“That’s crazy, man. You don't even have a degree.”

“I've been telling you, college isn't everything, schoolboy. In
the real world, it’s about results. Making bank makes me feel good
about myself, makes me happy.”

Ben pulled out of the driveway and punched the gas. The
engine roared, the tires squealed, and the acceleration pressed
them back into the seats. Speeding through town, Nick thought
back to what Woolly said about money. It was an instrumental
good. Its value came from how it helped you get things you really
needed. But he had to admit, Ben’s car was pretty sweet. Maybe
sitting in a high-rise to make the big bucks was worth it. After all,
Ben always seemed to be having fun.

At the party, they found about twenty people hanging out
at the small midtown house. Some were out on the back deck.
Others were dancing to electronic music in the living room. Nick
could feel the booming bass shake the floor when he entered the
room. The blender’s whirling sound blared from the kitchen as it
churned out margaritas.

'The buoyant atmosphere was infectious, and Nick was glad
he'd come. He shared surf stories with some guys from C Street
and told them about the board he was making. Ben disappeared
for a few minutes and returned with a margarita in each hand.

“Here ya go, compadre. I put an extra shot of tequila in there
for ya.” Ben lifted his glass for a toast. “Here’s to friendship and
acing tests, whatever the test might have been!”

The blender continued to hum. The voices and music got
louder, and the mood became increasingly effervescent. Ben had
been talking with his new girlfriend but broke away to connect
with Nick, who was chatting with an old friend.
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“Remember Grace, from St. Bonnie’s?” Nick asked.

“Of course. We suffered through senior math together.
Howsit, Grace?”

“Good, Ben—now that I'm done with math,” she laughed.

Ben nodded at NicK’s drink. “Ready for a refill?”

“Not yet, bro.”

“Dude, youre nursing that thing. I've already had two.”

“Just pacing myself,” Nick replied. He'd been thinking about
the difference between needs and wants. He might desire another
drink, but was it really good for him? Drug addicts tell themselves
getting high is good in the moment even if they know it’s bad in
the long run. Was his circumstance all that different? Nick wanted
to practice discipline, self-control. Besides, he'd feel better in the
morning if he was temperate.

“Suit yourself, bro,” Ben said, heading out to the deck with a
full drink in hand.

A few minutes later, Ben poked his head inside through the
sliding glass door and motioned for Nick to come outside.

He followed Ben to a dark corner in the yard where he
presented a lit joint to Nick.

“Pakalolo,” Ben said.

Nick put up his hand. “Thanks, man, but I'll pass.”

“What? It’s da kine kine, brah. You never pass up premium
weed.”

“That’s cool but I'm working on temperance.”

“Temperance? What are you, some kind of teetotaler? This is
more Woolly crap, isn't it? Come on, we’re supposed to be having
fun here, man. Enjoy yourself! Youre wound a little too tight
lately, hoss.”

“Just working on forming some new habits.”

Ben crossed his arms. “Well, if it’s gonna make you uptight,
it’s a bad idea. Go with what feels good. And don’t overthink it.”
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Nick didnt think smoking pot was wrong. He was just
trading the short-term good for a longer-term one; looking
beyond immediate pleasure to the future. Nick wasn't quite sure
what the payoff would look like, or even if there would be one,
but he at least wanted to test himself, to be in control. Woolly
said doing the right thing could be tough and unpopular, but the
upside was huge.

Ben called some other guys over to share the joint, and Nick
went back inside to find Grace.

A few minutes later, Ben returned to the living room with
glassy eyes. Nick approached him. “Hey, man, I gotta go to Mass
early tomorrow. I'm just gonna catch a ride home with Grace.”

“I thought you weren't going to Mass anymore.” He gave
Nick a slight shove on the front of his shoulder. “You gonna turn
into a pumpkin? No, wait, I've got it. Youre just turning into an
old man like Woolly,” he laughed.

“I said I'm just trying to practice—"

“Whatever, bro. I'm just trying to show you a good time.”
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CHAPTER 12

EPICUREAN PLEASURE

ctober was usually a hot month, and the air temperature

was nearly eighty degrees. Nick loaded the truck with his
nine-six log. He'd made up with Taylor after their fight and had
plans to pick her up. They drove the PCH north to Mondos, a
mellow beginner’s spot with weak but fun waves.

Light Santa Ana winds blew warm, dry air offshore out of
the canyons and groomed the waist-high waves. Taylor looked
striking in her sleek wetsuit, catching Nick’s eye as they carefully
descended the rugged sea wall together.

'The water was warm, so Nick trunked it and knee-paddled
out to the lineup next to Taylor. The jagged rocks exposed by the
low tide were covered with limpets, starfish, and sea anemones. He
studied them, thinking how the anemones were more intelligent
than the rocks, but they were on a kind of instinctive autopilot.
They didn't choose to live on one rock over another—they just
were where they were.

Nick sat on his board, waiting for a wave and pondering the
tide’s ebb and flow. The moon and sun’s gravity moved the oceans

131



JAMES LEE REA, JR.

and it was wild to think of surfing’s connection to the cosmos.
A couple of bottlenose dolphins swam by while seagulls circled
above. The birds were more intelligent than the sea anemones,
and the dolphins were more intelligent still. Like Scoop, they
made choices, but always within the guardrails of instinct.

“Hey, what do you think of free will?” Nick asked Taylor.

She laughed and crinkled her nose. “Whoa, where did that
come from? Did you bring me here so when you start talking
philosophy, I can’t escape?”

Nick smiled. “I don’t know, I've just been thinking about stuft
lately. Seriously, have you ever thought about it?”

“I mean, I guess I have. I don't really know for sure, but when
it comes down to it, God gives us the freedom to choose good or
evil. We're responsible for our actions.”

“That’s what religion says, but what do you think?” Nick asked.

“This is starting to sound like a Woolly thing,” Taylor said.
“I've been wondering why you’re growing your hair and a beard.
Are you trying to look like him too?”

“It’s not a Woolly thing. The question came up in a
philosophy class.”

“Same difference. Philosophy’s making you confused. You're
starting to question obvious things.”

“I'm just going deeper into things, examining beliefs. Socrates
thought wisdom was knowing what you don’t know.”

“That and a few bucks will buy you a bar of surf wax,” Taylor
quipped and playfully splashed water at him.

Nick spotted a promising set on the horizon. “This is your
wave, babe. Turn around!”

Taylor spun and lay down on her board. As the swell lifted
her, she paddled and popped to her feet, riding the wave to the
sand. Nick was stoked she got to share the rush of gliding on a
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wave. But he was disappointed that everyone close to him avoided
philosophy and debating life’s big questions. They just didn’t seem
to care like he did—except for Woolly. Nick barely knew the
guy, but felt they were kindred spirits. But he couldn’t shake the
feeling that maybe his parents were right. After all, they'd known
him way longer. What was Woolly up to? Why did he spend so
much time teaching Nick?

Taylor paddled back out, sporting a huge grin. She was
having fun and that’s what surfing was all about. Nick decided to
drop heavy subjects so he wouldn’t kill the buzz. He was content
just sharing the pure joy of surfing with the girl he loved.

Taylor gave him a long hug when he let her off at home, and
Nick drove to the shop. Along the way, he saw the trees beginning
to sway eastward. The onshore flow had started and the Santa
Anas were done for now. Nick felt anxious about Taylor’s attitude
toward philosophy. Will she stick with me if I change career plans?

When he pulled into the gravel lot, Woolly and Scoop were
coming back from a walk.

“Surf this morning?” Woolly asked.

“Yeah. Caught a few with my girlfriend at Mondos. How
‘bout you?” Nick asked.

“I haven’t been out much lately. Too much work. Been dealing
with some health stuff too.”

Nick was caught off guard. “Oh. I'm sorry.”

“Nothin’ more serious than just gettin’ older.”

“Well, thanks for taking time to help me,” Nick said.

“Happy to do it, kid. And don’t forget, you agreed to help
me too.”

Nick nodded. “For sure, Woolly.”

‘They walked to the shaping room. After Woolly closed the

door, Scoop did the usual scratching for a couple minutes, then
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gave up. Woolly had Nick sand a roundish sixty-forty rail for most
of the board and then blend to a sharper-edged eighty-twenty for
the last two feet. That would make the board turn harder when he
was back on the tail.

Woolly told him how to mark the fin box locations and use
a router to make their slots in the foam. Next, Nick used a drill
to cut a hole in the deck for the leash plug. When the work was
done, they returned to the office.

“Are you going to add graphics to your board?” Woolly asked.

“I got some ideas but nothing definite,” Nick said.

Woolly picked up a water bottle from the desk and bent over
to fill Scoop’s water bowl. “I use a print shop that does full-size
rice paper laminates. The colors are super bright and don’t bleed
when the resin hits em. They’ve got a massive portfolio of ready-
made art.”

“Where is it?”

“Oft Market Street. Wanna go?”

“Heck, yeah!” Nick replied.

“T'll drive. But we gotta hustle. They close early on Sunday.”
Woolly picked up Scoop, locked the shop door, and walked to the
old truck.

Nick went to the passenger side and pulled on the vintage
chrome handle marred with specks of rust. As he swung the
faded blue door open, the hinges squeaked. He climbed onto the
bench seat and slammed the door shut. Woolly clambered into
the driver’s side, and Scoop jumped on Nick’s lap. She threw her
paws on the door’s armrest and put her nose to the glass.

“You gonna roll down the window or what?” Woolly asked.

Nick cranked the handle as Scoop thrust her head outside,
then he looked around. “Where’s the seat belt?”

“Doesn’t have 'em. She’s all original. Just like me,” Woolly
said, patting the metal dashboard.

134



PADDLING OUT

He fired up the engine and leaned into the black, three-
spoke steering wheel. When they pulled onto the avenue, the
noise from the engine grew and the truck’s suspension bounced
and squeaked on the bigger bumps. The speedometer’s large red
needle bobbed around the white face and black lettering. Scoop’s
ears were pinned back by the breeze as she snifted the air.

Woolly raised his voice over the engine noise. “56 F-100.”

“Makes my truck seem new. I like it, though.”

Woolly chuckled. “Looks like we share an appreciation of old
wheels,” he said. “How’s school?”

“Pretty good. I like the philosophy classes. They’re a lot more
interesting than the econ. I'm still stressing about school. You're
the only one that thought taking the philosophy classes was a
good idea.”

Nick wanted to avoid a discussion about hiding the classes
from his parents and changed the subject. “Been working on my
character too.”

“Really? So you're doing the right thing and not just paying
lip service? Notice anything?”

“I guess I'm less anxious. Sleeping better. Liking what I see
in the mirror more.”

“That’s the plan,” Woolly said. “Keep it up, kid. I'm tellin’ya,
the payoft’s massive.”

“Do the right thing, and you’ll stress less.”

Nick scratched Scoop’s chest and felt the breeze flowing
through his hair.

“Whatcha thinking about for board art?” Woolly asked.

“Not sure. I want a design on the bottom. It’s gotta match
the red.”

Woolly adjusted the rearview mirror while he spoke. “It
could just be red. You don’t have to add any graphics.”
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“I know, but I want something showy. This board’s a big
deal,” Nick said.

They pulled into the parking lot at the print shop.

“Leave the window cracked for Scoop,” Woolly said while
exiting. He then turned to the pug, “Stay here, girl. We’ll be
right back.”

'The entrance opened into a large showroom. In the corner, a
rack held several boards with artistic laminates.

“Let’s walk around to see what speaks to you,” Woolly said.
He pointed at one. “That’s based on the Japanese woodblock
print, The Great Wawve off Kanagawa.”

Nick studied the dark blue ocean spread across the board’s
bottom from nose to tail. The horizon followed the stringer down
the middle, and at the center was a massive, feathering wave
shadowed by a snowcapped Mount Fuji in the distance. Looking
more closely, he saw a tiny rowboat dwarfed by the tsunami
hovering menacingly above.

“Amazing,” he said. “These boards are true works of art.”

Woolly pointed to another one. “I'm not a fan of skulls with
melting skin,” he said. “Looks like a poster for a horror movie. To
each his own, I guess.”

“Which ones do you like?” Nick asked.

“Not my place, kid. The board’s facade is all you. Remember
the difference between needs and wants? The board design is what
you need, but the artwork is what you want. So choose whatever
floats your boat.”

“I remember—tastes add spice to life. It'd be dull if everybody
was into the same things.”

“Gotta be some people out there into melted skulls, huh?”
Woolly added.

Nick chuckled. “Exactly.”
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‘They sat at a table, and Woolly slid a thick three-ring binder
in front of Nick. “Flip through this. It’s got all sorts of designs
they’ve done.”

‘There were waves, beach scenes, more creepy skulls, geometric
patterns, even one with a hula girl hugging a shark. After about
ten minutes, Nick looked up at Woolly. “Too many choices. It’s
overwhelming.”

“Keep looking. You'll know it when you see it,” Woolly said.
“The art’s gonna find you.”

A few minutes later, Nick turned to a page of tropical
flower designs and pointed to a board with a yellow hibiscus lei
tollowing the outline of the board. Each flower was about the
size of a fist with five rounded yellow petals. The button center
of each was a cluster of red stigmas and yellow anthers. Poking
out from underneath the flowers around the outside were short
green palm leaves.

“That’s it!” he said putting his figure on the picture. “My
girlfriend’s favorite flower.”

“It’s the state flower of Hawaii, too,” Woolly added.

Nick stared at the image. “The red board will match the red
in the middle of the flowers. It'll look cool when I do bottom
turns at C Street. Bitchin’, huh?”

“Whatever tickles your fancy, kid. It’s a matter of taste, right?”

Nick took the binder up to the counter and showed the clerk.
After providing his board’s dimensions, he rejoined Woolly at the
table, waiting for the quote. “My buddy Ben is all about making
money and having fun,” Nick said.

Woolly grunted, “Him and most everyone else.”

“Yeah, well, Ben thinks pleasure is the be-all and end-
all. Gave me trouble the other night at a party for being
temperate. Said I was no fun. It got me wondering a little more
about pleasure.”
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“Like what?” Woolly asked.

“Well, like what kind of pleasure’s good? How much is good
tor me? Stuft like that.”

Woolly pushed the artwork binder to the edge of the table.
“Did you read Letter to Menoeceus?” he asked.

“Not yet.”

“Read it, but for now, I'll give you the gist. Epicurus said
pleasure’s a natural sign of what’s good, and pain’s a sign of
what’s bad.”

“Wait a second,” Nick interrupted. “You told me courage was
doing something painful to get something good. It’s a virtue.”

“We're talking super basic here,” Woolly said. “Like a baby
or Scoop. Both feel pleasure from stuft like eating and pain if
something is bad—like getting burned.”

“You mean if they get near your coffee?”

“Okay, wiseacre. The baby and Scoop don’t understand what
food or fire is, but pleasure and pain tell them which is good
and bad.”

“I get that. But I'm asking about the more complicated stuft,”
Nick said.

Woolly cocked his head and thought for a few seconds.
“Pleasure’s a tricky one to understand. Ascetics think it’s a
distraction because a lot of good things—Ilike self-control or a
good education—are painful to get. On the flip side, hardcore
hedonists think happiness is pleasure.”

“Yeah, Aristotle said that was brutish. So who’s right?”
Nick asked.

“Well, the truth’s somewhere in the middle. Epicurus wanted
the most pleasure in the end but did unpleasant things to get it.
He used a hedonic calculus to make decisions.”

Nick rolled his eyes. “Biology, physics, and now calculus?
Geez, Woolly. What’s next? Chemistry?”
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“Not that kind of calculus. It’s more like arithmetic—adding
and subtracting. I got an example. Epicurus had a feast with
friends once a month. He ate simple meals all other days because
it was better for his health, and feasting all the time made the
teasts less pleasant because he'd get used to it.”

“Not sure that’s such a bad thing,” Nick said. He looked over
his shoulder toward the parking lot and saw Scoop’s round head
poking above the dash.

“Try eating filet mignon every night, youngling. Think youd
enjoy it as much after thirty days?”

“Guess not.”

“On top of that, though, Epicurus didn’t want to get used
to the high life. Once you get accustomed to extravagance, it’s
hard to go back to living simply. You feel pressure to keep up
the indulgence.”

Twonder if Ben feels pressure having to pay the lease on his BMW.

“We've got your quote,” the clerk called, motioning them
back to the counter.

Woolly looked over Nick’s shoulder to get a glimpse. “Two
hundred bucks is a pretty penny. You want the flowers that bad?”
he asked.

Nick frowned and shook his head. “I just don’t have
that much.”

Woolly looked at the quote and stroked his beard a few
times. “I'll get it for you.”

“No, Woolly. I can't let you pay for it.”

“Consider it a loan, kid. You can pay me back by working at
the shop.”

After Woolly paid for the order, they walked out to the
parking lot. Scoop was napping but sprang to life when Woolly
unlocked the door. Nick got in, and she attacked his face with a
barrage of licks and snorts. “Whoa, calm down, girl,” he chuckled.

139



JAMES LEE REA, JR.

“She likes you,” Woolly said. “She knows you’re special.”

Flattered by the compliment, Nick felt closer to Woolly and
Scoop all the time. Like they were forming an unconventional
tamily of oddballs. Bur why was Woolly being so generous?

Riding back to the shop, he felt another wave of anxiety
about the future. Would the pain of working in finance bring him
more pleasure in the end? He remembered racing down the street
in Ben’s car. The BMW was terrific, but downgrading from that
would feel boring. Besides, Ben had to keep making lots of money
to boost his self-esteem, and that kept him tethered to his job.
Nick’s old truck suited his needs. Longboards fit in the bed, and
he liked the freedom of owning something a little beat up. If his
door got dinged, it was no big deal.

“So, finding the right balance of pleasure and pain is what
makes you happy?” Nick asked.

“That’s a big part of it,” Woolly said. “Pleasure and happiness
go hand in hand. Remember the zorum bonum?”

“Yeah, the whole good. But Aristotle said living for pleasure
was a brutish life. Like Scoop’s.”

“Oh, yeah. She’s a hedonist,” Woolly chuckled. “But that’s
her instinct. It’s different for people. You can consider the long-
term consequences of your actions. That’s why Epicurus thought
prudence was the mother of all virtues. If you choose the best ends
and means, you're gonna have the happiest and most pleasant life.”

“Why wouldn't I just go full on after pleasure like Scoop and
avoid all pain? Seems like that'd make me happy.”

“Think so?” Woolly asked. “Would you rather be Scoop
satisfied or yourself dissatisfied?”

Nick cocked his head and squinted as he thought. “I guess I'd
rather be me than a dog.” He glanced up through the windshield
at Chief Peak in the distance. Its ridge looked like the profile of a
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native Chumash facing the sky. “Sometimes I wonder, though. I
envy her carefree life.”

“That gets to the root of the mistake ascetics and extreme
hedonists make,”Woolly said. “They don't recognize the difterence
between higher and lower pleasures. But your answer assumes
there is a difference. Scoop only enjoys lower pleasures. She can’t
enjoy a sunset or the joy of learning to build a surfboard.

“That’s why I'd rather be a person than a pug,” Nick said.

“Aristotle called it brutish to live a life filled with lower
pleasures because it keeps you from getting even better things.
It becomes a vice. Epicurus thought the pain it took to grow in
virtue—to grow in character—was a worthy tradeoff. You end up
with the pleasure of being a good person, which you enjoy over
and over.”

“Sounds like internal goods,” Nick said. “You can’t have too
much of them.”

“That’s right,” Woolly agreed.

Nick patted Scoop on the head. “So the pleasure of having
a good character is constant and lasting; the enjoyment of a feast
is temporary.”

“Bingo!” Woolly said, letting go of the steering wheel to
gesture with his arms.

“Hold on to the wheel, old man! You're making me nervous.”

“Calm down. I've been driving this truck longer than you've
been alive. You know, kid, you’re good at connecting things you've
learned. That’s super important. Wisdom happens when you
acquire knowledge and reflect on experience to pull it all together.”

“So I'm still on track to be wise at fifty?”

“Don't get too cocky, smart aleck. You've got a ways to go.”

Scoop looked up at Nick from his lap, and he rolled down

the window so she could catch the breeze.
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“In Letter to Menoeceus,” Woolly continued, “Epicurus says
happiness is the greatest good and the most pleasant life. It’s ‘the
treedom of the body from pain and the freedom of the soul from
confusion.’ I like the way he puts that. He told Menoeceus that
‘sober contemplation’ made a pleasant life and that he should
examine the reasons he did things so he could make the best
decisions about what to choose or avoid.”

“You've got me wanting to read the letter,” Nick said.

“It’s probably my favorite piece of moral philosophy. Just cuts
right to the core of what it takes to live a good life.”

“So it seems like the lower pleasures and pains are sensual,
and the higher ones are psychological or intellectual?”

Woolly raised his eyebrows. “Youre getting dangerously
good at this stuff. Exceeding my expectations.” He turned the
truck onto the avenue and continued. “Being virtuous creates a
pleasant state of mind. Liking what you see in the mirror gives
you confidence and tranquility. Doing the wrong thing causes
regret and anxiety. Negative vibes are a real downer. Trust me,
I know.”

“Me too. Guilt and shame suck.”

Nick thought about his attempt to be temperate at the party.
He was trying to find the right balance between pleasure in the
moment and pleasure in the future. Was hiding the philosophy
classes from his parents causing him more pain than if he just
came out and told them? Maybe he should have just come clean
from the beginning. They were bound to find out anyway.

“Like I told you, becoming a good person is a lot like getting
good at surfing,” Woolly said. “It takes a ton of painful practice,
but then you can experience the joy of riding waves over and over.
'The payoft is enormous.”

“Yeah. I'm really glad I stuck with it. I had some pretty

frustrating sessions when I was learning,” Nick said.
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Woolly pulled the truck into the shop’s driveway. Nick
opened the door, and Scoop sprang out. She bounded to the
entrance and stared expectantly back at Woolly. “Dinner time.
She never lets me forget,” Woolly chortled. “When do you wanna
paint your board?”

“Let me check with Taylor about next weekend. I'll let
you know.”

Nick climbed into his truck.

“You're doing good, kid. Learning faster than I'd expected.”

Nick smiled watching Woolly turn and make his way inside
to feed the little hedonist.
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CHAPTER 13

SEARCHING FOR GOD

week and a half after taking the GRE, Nick lay in bed after

dinner, watching the C Street surf cam on his phone. As he
followed a decent set rolling through the cove, he got an email
with a link to his GRE test results. He waited for the page to load
and felt the heebie-jeebies. It seemed like the spinning circle on
the screen spun forever.

Finally, the page appeared. Nick scrolled down to the table
with his results. He scored in the ninety-eighth percentile on all
three sections—more than good enough to get into Wharton. He
went to the living room to tell his parents the good news, though
he didn't feel all that great about it.

Dad was watching the local news and Mom was in the
kitchen making dinner. Nick stood in the doorway between the
two rooms. “I got my G-R-E scores.”

His dad sat up and muted the TV while Mom walked into
the living room.

“Well, how'd you do?” she asked.

“Ninety-eighth percentile,” Nick replied.
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Dad beamed with pride. “Wow!”

“God keeps answering my prayers,” Mom added. “Now I'll
do a thirty-day novena that you get accepted to Wharton.”

Even though Nick didn’t think praying made a difference, he
wished his mom would skip the novena just in case. His anxiety
grew as he nailed each step of the application process. It was like
the panic of seeing a monster set on the horizon and knowing
he was caught inside. He had plenty of time to contemplate the
punishment as it approached.

“Time to get that application in,” Dad said. “When’s
the deadline?”

“Three weeks,” Nick answered. “I gotta ask professors for
letters of recommendation and have my transcript sent to Philly.”

“No more work on the surfboard till the application’s
in, okay?”

“Yep. This weekend T'll write the admissions essays and
update my resume,” he said, feeling overwhelmed. “I'm going to
bed. Goodnight.”

On the way to his bedroom, he wondered, What’s wrong with
me? I kicked butt on that test. I should be stoked. It was all about the
end: he didn't want the goal he was inching toward.

On Saturday morning, Nick and Taylor met at Simone’s
coffee shop oft Main Street. She worked on a jewelry design
project while he booted up his computer and stared at the first
admission essay question: “How do you plan to use the Wharton
MBA program to help you achieve your future professional
goals?” He knew he could write a terrific essay with all the sham
answers the admissions people wanted to see. He could talk about
his plans to work for his uncle and how the MBA would help him
make good investment decisions for clients. But those weren't his
goals; they were his parents—and Taylor’s.
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Deep down, he wanted to get rejected. That would take a
move to the East Coast off the table entirely. But he couldn’t
just punt on the essay because he wanted to please the people
he loved—to live up to their expectations. And Taylor was
proofreading his essay. She'd see right through it if he did a bad
job. He glanced at Taylor sitting across from him, enchanted by
her simple, natural beauty. He exhaled, and began typing the
answers everyone wanted him to give.

By Saturday evening, the application was complete and
submitted. Taylor thought his essays were excellent.

“You knocked it out of the park!” she said, wrapping her arms
around his neck and giving him a long, passionate kiss.

When Nick got home, he called Woolly to set up a time in
the morning to work on the board again.

Early the next morning, Nick tiptoed in his flipflops through
the living room and slipped quietly out the front door.

Mom heard the door close and came out onto the front
porch. “Where are you off to?” she asked.

“I'm working on my board.”

“What about Mass?”

Nick raised his voice. “I'm tired of you riding me, Mom! I'm
an adult and going to church is my decision.

“I'd be abad mother if T didn't steer you in the right direction.”

“At some point, you've got to give it up.”

“I pray for you all the time. That’s my job and I won't give up.”

“Choosing my religion isn’t your job. It’s mine! You're not
giving up on me if you respect my decisions. You don't get to
decide who I become!” Nick climbed into his truck and slammed
the door.

Driving to the shop, Nick felt a mix of shame and anger. Why
did Mom reject the person he'd become? Couldn’t she accept and
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love him as he was? If his parents were Hindu or Jewish, she'd be
on him to practice that faith. The family you were born into was
an accident of fate, not a determination of what religion was true.
He hated disappointing her but at the same time, it felt good to
speak up for a change. To get a spine.

'The weather was cold and windy. November was when winter
storms began. At the shop, thick fog made everything dripping
wet. Nick found Woolly in the chilly office reading at his desk.
'The crusty sage wore a gray fleece pullover. His curly hair sprang
from under the tight-fitting tan beanie. It reminded Nick of the
tonsure hairstyle he'd seen in paintings of St. Thomas with the
top of his head shaved. The coffeemaker gurgled as the last drops
dripped into the pot.

“Grab a couple of cups,” Woolly said.

Nick filled their mugs. “Dude, scalding drinks are linked to
throat cancer, ya know.”

“Pretty sure the coffee ain't what’s gonna kill me, youngling.”

“Whyd you have me bring a wetsuit? There’s a small craft
advisory. It’s gnarly out there.”

“Don't worry about that. C’'mon, let’s get to work,” Woolly
said. He covered Scoop with the fleece blanket, took a coffee mug
from Nick, and walked back to the glassing room. When they
stepped inside, Nick felt a jump in the temperature. He saw two
propane heaters hissing and glowing and his board on a stand
near the wall. “What’s up with the heaters?” he asked.

“Speeds up the resins cure time. Check out this acrylic
paint,” Woolly said. He held up a sample red swatch he'd painted
on a scrap of foam. Woolly nodded at a counter across the room.
“Matches the red in the flowers.”

Nick walked over to the counter to check out the board-sized
printout of the hibiscus lei. “It looks even better than I thought!
When do we put it on?”
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“Hold your horses, pardner. We gotta paint.” Woolly tossed
Nick a balled-up disposable pair of coveralls. “Put this on and get
some rubber gloves. Then grab that bottle of red paint, pour it in
the tray with the roller, and get to work.”

Twenty minutes later, the board was bright red.

“That dried quick,” Nick said.

“It’s the heaters,” Woolly replied.

Nick unzipped the overalls. “Yeah, but I'm getting hot in this
bunny suit.”

“Toughen up. I wear that thing when it’s a hundred degrees
in here.”

He handed Nick a roll of one-and-a-half-inch high-temp
masking tape. “Run the tape around the deck about two inches
from the edge. Match the tape up where it meets at the nose and
the tail.”

Nick held the roll with his left hand and used his right index
finger to carefully lay the tape around the board’s outline. He
made sure it was even all the way around.

“You know, my mom gave me crap for skipping Mass.”

“Sounds a bit controlling,” Woolly said.

“I told her God would understand. But I don’t think God
cares either way. Do you?”

“It’s impossible to know for sure. It’s a personal decision.”

“So, God’s just a matter of taste?” Nick asked.

“Not quite. There is a right answer, but we just can’t know it
with absolute certainty. It’s always gonna be a matter of opinion.”
Woolly paused. “Ever heard of the leap of faith?”

“Yeah. I remember a priest talking about it in a sermon once.
You believe something by willing it to be true. You've gotta take a
leap because faith’s beyond reason.”

“Exactly,” Woolly said. “Kierkegaard wrote about it.”
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“I think we're reading him for class in a couple weeks.”

“Good! He said taking the leap is how you get off the fence.
It’s a trade-off. Kinda like deciding the weight of glass to use on
a board.”

Nick squinted. “Weight of glass?” he asked.

“Some customers want a light glass job to keep the weight
down. Their board may surf better, but it’s more fragile. It'll get
pressure dings on the deck and is more likely to snap. But in the
end, it’s the customer’s choice. A calculated risk.”

Nick applied the last few inches of tape. “Seems like you're
stretching the analogy, man. How’s ordering a light board like
believing in God?”

Woolly ran his finger over the strip of tape to confirm it was
uniform. “Do another pass inside the first one and overlap them
a little,” he said. “That’s how you’re gonna keep the resin from
dripping onto the deck when you glass the bottom.”

“So?” Nick said as he began taping again.

“So what?” Woolly asked.

“Light boards and God.”

“Oh, yeah.” Woolly leaned on an empty surtboard stand
and thought for a second. “Well, being an agnostic is kinda like
choosing a heavy glass job. You don’t wanna chance being wrong,
so you play it safe.”

“But then you maybe miss out on stuft too,” Nick said.
“Like if you take a chance with the light board, you get better
performance, and if you take the leap of faith, you'll get a lot more
questions answered.”

Woolly made a big sweep of his arms. “Bingo! You wanna
play it safe, or do you want answers about stuff like why you exist,
or what happens when you die?”

“Just cause I want the answers doesn’t mean I'll get them,”

Nick said.
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“True. That’s why it’s a personal decision. No one’s in a
position to judge if you're right or wrong.”

Nick finished up the second tape line. “What about atheists?”

“They take a leap of faith too,” Woolly answered.

Nick set down the tape. “Hold on. The nonbelievers take a
leap of faith too?”

“They might not put it that way, but yeah. No one’s certain
God does or doesn't exist, so atheists are taking a calculated risk
too.” Woolly studied Nick’s second round of tape. “Flip it over.
Time to laminate the bottom.”

Nick repositioned the board, and Woolly pointed to a roll
of fiberglass cloth hanging on the wall. “That’s four-ounce cloth.
Pull it from the roll about six inches past the nose.”

With the glass draped over the length of the board, Woolly
used heavy metal scissors to cut the cloth oft the roll. He handed
the scissors to Nick. “Cut all the way around. You want enough
extra to wrap underneath to the tape you put on the deck.”

As Nick snipped the glass, Woolly barked out more orders.
“Now, cut a V notch at the nose and the tail so the glass doesn’t
wrinkle when it meets at the ends. Roll up the cloth from the tail
to about a foot from the nose. Don't let it shift. Youre gonna roll
it back to the same spot after we laminate the rice paper.”

Nick smiled. “You mean the hibiscus lei?”

“You got it.”

He rolled up the cloth and Woolly said, “Put on a respirator
and another pair of gloves, then mix a quart of resin with two-
thirds ounce of catalyst. Stir it up good.”

Nick looked at Woolly, hoping for more help.

“Don’t just stand there. You've done this before, kid.
Get goin’.”

Nick stirred the resin and catalyst briskly, and Woolly started

the timer on his watch.
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“You've got fifteen minutes.” He handed Nick a paintbrush.
“Paint a thin layer along the stringer to stick the rice paper to
the board.”

Nick brushed on a coat, then he and Woolly picked up the
rice paper and stretched it over the board. Woolly laid the edge
down at the tail. He smoothed the paper with a rubber squeegee
as he moved toward the nose, careful to avoid creases. “Now, fill
the fin-box slots about a third of the way up with resin and push
in the boxes so they’re flush with the foam,” he ordered.

Nick noticed Woolly had taped off the fin boxes so the resin
wouldn’t get in. After finishing the placement of the rice paper, he
unrolled the glass cloth back down to the tail. Woolly checked the
time and handed Nick the rubber squeegee. “You got ten minutes
to laminate it.”

“No pressure or anything,” Nick replied, sounding like Darth
Vader behind the respirator.

“Pour the resin down the stringer’s length. But save enough
for two more passes down each rail. Just spread your line evenly
with the squeegee from nose to tail and soak the glass through to
the foam. Move it!” Woolly ordered.

As Nick soaked the cloth with the thick liquid, the woven
glass strands disappeared and the yellow flowers seemed to
magically appear. The paper vanished, and the artwork popped like
it was printed right on the board. When he finished spreading the
resin from the center, Nick went to each rail and poured another
line on the dry cloth. He pushed the thickening goo to the rail
and saturated the glass hanging over the edge.

“Catch the resin pouring off,” Woolly said. “You'll reuse it.”

Nick worked his way around the board, holding the container
below the edge of the cloth to catch the resin waterfall. He used
what he caught to pour over dry spots and make sure the entire
cloth was saturated.
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“Good. Now use the squeegee to wrap the overhanging glass.
You want it to stick to the deck up to the tape. Smooth out the
bubbles and creases as you go.”

Just as the timer on Woolly’s watch beeped, Nick wrapped
the last section of cloth to the deck. He took a deep breath through
the respirator and stepped back, glad the pressure was off.

“You're not done,” Woolly barked. “Walk around the board
and squeegee the drips. Keep it up till the resin sets.”

For ten more stressful minutes, Nick chased down drips
and wiped them off carefully to avoid shifting the glass. When
the drops finally stopped, Nick looked up at Woolly. “That was
intense, dude.”

“You done good, kid. Now we've gotta wait a few minutes.
Once the resin’s not tacky, youre gonna turn the board over and
use a razor blade to cut the glass on the deck along your tape line.
Then you can peel the tape and extra glass to make an even line
where the cloth wraps to the deck. Keep an eye on it, though. If
the resin gets hard, the job gets harder too.”

“Got it, boss.”

“While you're waiting, rinse the brush, squeegee, and bucket.
'Then take off the coveralls and hang them from that hook on the
door so you can use em later.”

After cleaning up, Nick monitored the board, waiting for the
resin to cure. “Are you a believer?” he asked.

Woolly cocked his head. “You mean in God?”

“Yeah.”

Woolly tilted his head and stroked his beard. “I believe in a
supreme being. But not the God you learned about at church.”

“So you took the leap?” Nick asked.

“Yeah, in my own way.”

Nick crinkled his face, looking puzzled. “But you aren’t
a Christian?”
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“Nope,” Woolly said. “My conscience won't let me jump
that far.”

Nick walked over to the counter and hopped up for a seat.
“What religion are you then?”

“I'm a deist,” Woolly replied while adjusting the gas valve on
a heater.

“Never heard of it,” Nick said.

“It’s the faith of reason.”

Nick scooted further back on the counter. “But wait a
second,” he said. “I thought faith was for what you couldn’t know
through reason.”

“True. But you still gotta decide what to believe. You know
the difference between revealed theology and natural theology?”
Woolly asked.

“No. But is that like the difference between believing in
miracles and thinking God’s just nature?”

“It’s more like the difference between believing what
youre told about God and using personal experience to decide
for yourself. If you rely on divine revelation—if you believe the
Bible is a hundred percent true—you gotta suspend judgment
about everyday experience and believe supernatural stuff happens
in nature.”

“What’s the problem with that?” Nick asked.

“Well, to me, if you set aside everyday experience, you've got
no way to judge what’s true and false. I doubt God wants me
doing that.”

Nick hopped oft the counter to his feet. “But that’s the whole
point of miracles. It’s not an everyday experience. You know the
Bible story about doubting Thomas? ‘Blessed are they that have
not seen, and yet have believed.”

“Never made sense to me,” Woolly said. “Accepting that
leaves you vulnerable to believing anything.”
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“Well, it seems like you're speaking out of both sides of your
mouth now, old man. How can you believe, if everything’s gotta
be logical?”

Woolly smiled. “Faith is rational if you have good reasons for
believing. Remember, we believe the sun will rise tomorrow.” He
scratched his head while thinking. “William James gave a lecture
about this. “The Will to Believe.” He said proving something is
true usually means you first believe it.”

“Not following you, man,” Nick said.

“Think about confidence. You need to believe you can do
something before you do it. Otherwise, youd never try.”

“I get you. If you didn’t make me believe I could build this
board, I wouldn’t have started.”

“Even science relies on belief,” Woolly said. “Scientists believe
a hypothesis could be true before doing experiments to test it.”

“What about agnostics?” Nick asked. “They don’t want to
decide if God exists.”

“That’s a cop-out. The question’s too important to sit on the
tence. That’s why Kierkegaard encouraged the leap. He thought
the question was too important to stay on the sidelines.”

“My mom would call this deist stuff pagan or something.”

“I keep my religious opinions to myself,” Woolly said. He
bent down and used a popsicle stick to poke the resin on the
floor. “Firm. Not tacky. Time to do the lap cut,” he said. “Get goin’
before the resin hardens.”

Nick turned the board over, and Woolly handed him a
razor blade.

“Cut the glass along the tape line. Hold the blade vertically
so you don’t gouge the foam, and make sure you remove all the
tape so it doesn’t show under the deck lamination.”

Nick held the blade in his right hand, gingerly cutting the
glass cloth along the edge. As he lifted the tape and glass with his
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other hand, it left a clean line of laminated cloth behind. When
the peeled strip got too long to hold away from the board, he
cut it off, threw it in the trash, and began again. The process was
completed in a few minutes.

Woolly slapped Nick on the back. “Nice work, youngling.
We're gonna make a board builder outta you. Once the resin
hardens, we’ll sand down the edges, then laminate the deck.”

Nick looked at Woolly. “What do you think God is?”

“Let’s talk about it in a little while.”

“Want me to come back later?” Nick asked.

“No. We'll talk about it on the road. I had you bring a wetsuit
for the Sunday service we're attending.”

“Where?”

“The Church of the Open Sky. Up at Hollister Ranch,”
Woolly said with a wily twinkle in his eye.

Nick was stunned. An invite to the Ranch was the Holy
Grail of California surfing. Only a privileged few got the chance
to surf the famous breaks along the private Gaviota Coast.

“But what about conditions? It’s a mess,” Nick said.

“Not up there. The waves clean up when they wrap around
Point Conception, and it’s sheltered from the wind. My buddy
up there says the wind’s offshore, and the surf’s head high.
Time’s a-wastin’. Grab a board from the storage room and get
your wetsuit.”

Nick’s eyes grew wide. “Any board?”

“Sure! You're part of the business now. Just don’t ding it.”

Nick bolted to grab a stick. He picked one like the board
he was making. When he returned to the office, Woolly had a
longboard under his arm. “It’s your initiation, kid. I grabbed you
a kook cord. Don’t want that board washing into the rocks.” He
opened the front door. “C’mon, Scoop.”

155



JAMES LEE REA, JR.

His little sidekick took the lead and trotted out to the truck,
then waited at the driver’s side door. After Nick and Woolly

placed their boards in the old Ford’s bed, they climbed in and
began the drive north.
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CHAPTER 14

CHURCH OF THE OPEN SKY

On the freeway, Nick had to raise his voice over the engine.
“What’s your connection at the Ranch?”

“Old buddy. We went to Berkeley together.”

“Is he rich?”

Woolly chuckled. “No, a one-twelfth owner.”

Nick had heard that twelve people could own equal shares of
a hundred acres.

“He’s owned his stake since the late seventies,” Woolly went
on. “It was a lot cheaper back then. He can’t build on the property,
but he can camp. There are also strict guest rules.”

“Like what?”

“Well, we have to be on a list the guards check at the gate.
Even then, if the other eleven co-owners already have the limit of
twelve guests, we can't get in.”

“Dang, that is strict.”

Woolly smiled. “It’s what makes the place special.”

“Where does your friend live?”

“Santa Barbara. Runs a ding repair business for the local
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shops. He picks up the boards and drops them oft when he’s done.
Doesn’t deal with the public at all. Pretty sweet gig.”

They drove north on the 101 for a few miles in silence. Scoop
slept on the seat between them, and Nick craned his neck to check
Solimar Reef. It was breaking, and though the kelp bed cut down
on the surface chop, it was still blown out. He hoped Woolly was
right about conditions at the Ranch.

After a few minutes, Woolly said, “You know, you've got a
natural talent for making boards.”

“Im surprised,” Nick said. “I've never done much work with
my hands.”

“You never know until you try.” Woolly glanced at Nick and
then looked back down the road.

“You said we're going to the Church of the Open Sky, but
did you ever go to a traditional church?” Nick asked.

“I was raised Catholic. Did Sunday school. Read the Bible
with my parents. But when I was eight, I started questioning
things. I was afraid to tell anybody. By the time I was in high
school, I was a full-blown atheist. Bought into the whole
materialism thing from science class. Thought everything was
explainable without God.”

“I can relate,” Nick said. “I've got some pretty big religious
questions I keep to myself.”

“So when I got to Berkeley in ‘sixty-five, I was around people
like me. I got comfortable being open about my beliefs, and I
rebelled against how I was raised. Grew my hair long, told my
parents I was never going back to church—the whole shebang.
But the godless science I was studying left me feeling empty too.
Life seemed pointless if I was just a bunch of atoms bouncing

around. The year I got to Berkeley was when Owsley Stanley
made his first batch of LSD. It was legal back then. Friends whod
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been to his parties told me stories about how acid expanded
their consciousness. Maybe it was something left over from my
religious upbringing, but I was looking for purpose, for meaning.
I went to Owsley’s Muir Beach Acid Test in November of ‘sixty-
five and was blown away. Had a spiritual awakening.”

“Wait, are you serious?”

“Dead serious, kid.”

“C’'mon, Woolly, you were tripping on acid. How much can
you trust your experience when you're high?”

Woolly stared down the road as they passed Rincon Point. The
long period swell bent around the corner where it was sheltered
from the wind. The refraction cleaned up the waves some, and a
decent-sized crowd rode the big bumpy surf.

“Hard to explain why I trusted the experience,” Woolly said.
“I just knew it was real at the time. Everybody was reading Aldous
Huxley’s book about the psychedelic experience, Zhe Doors of
Perception. The title comes from William Blake. He said, ‘If the
doors of perception were cleansed, everything would appear to
man as it is, infinite. For man has closed himself up, till he sees all
things through narrow chinks of his cavern.”

“So, you're saying you saw the infinite? Not sure I buy that,”
Nick replied.

“Don’t know about the infinite, but I sure did feel connected
to everything. Felt the spiritual presence of the living things
around me too. Even felt like the plants sensed I was there.”

“The plants? That’s a little far-fetched.”

“Call it whatever you want, but plants respond to their
surroundings. They even communicate through their root system,
protecting their offspring with nutrients, and sprouting them
farther away when disease or predators are around.

“Hold on,” Nick said excitedly. “Reminds me of Aristotle

saying plants have souls.”
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“Yeah,” Woolly replied. “When I started reading Aristotle,
I flipped my lid about what the guy had figured out. I switched
majors from physics to philosophy. Physics broke everything
down to the smallest parts. But philosophy showed me the whole
being was just as real. You and I are more than the sum of our
parts. When all that stuff comes together, the soul comes into
being, and something entirely new is created—a whole person.
Listen, youngling. We're part of something much greater than
what we perceive through the narrow chinks of our cavern. Reality
is partly immaterial—spiritual.”

They cruised through Santa Barbara, avoiding the traffic,
and motored west along coastal ranch country. Beside the
freeway, cattle grazed near bluffs above the beach, and to the
north, the Santa Ynez Mountains were hidden behind wispy
windblown clouds.

“Your experience reminds me of Socrates,” Nick said. “You
gotta realize what you don’t know if you wanna get smarter.”

“Yeah. A true philosopher is humble. And he’ll take a fresh
look at questions if new information arises. At Berkeley, I got into
surfing as an artistic expression and a communion with nature.
Used to go to Ocean Beach, Kelly’s Cove.”

“Surfing was part of your spiritual awakening?” Nick asked.

“Absolutely. Timothy Leary said, ‘It’s perfectly logical to me
that surfing is the spiritual, aesthetic style of the liberated self.”

“Timothy who?” Nick asked.

Woolly smirked. “Look him up.”

“So are you saying I should take LSD?”

Woolly frowned and shook his head. “Hell, no! Philosophy
gives you everything you need. Those LSD trips were temporary.
The insights I gained wore oft when the drug did. Kinda like the
pleasure from a feast. But Plato, Aristotle—those guys opened
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the doors of perception permanently. They got me out of the cave
and into the sunlight where I could more clearly see reality.”

As they passed El Capitin State Beach, beautiful waves
marched down the point. Like a whimsical painting, every drop
of water was perfectly placed. The point rarely broke, but the
locals were on it, always ready to pounce. Looking up through
the windshield, Nick saw patches of blue sky between the flufty
clouds floating like tufts of gray wool.

“Hey, it’s clearing up!” he said.

Woolly nodded. “Told you.”

“What'd you do after graduating?” Nick asked.

“In ‘sixty-nine, the war was going off, and the government
started this shitty lottery for the draft. If they pulled your
birthday from the hopper, you had to go. Some present, right?
I was freaked out. So much of the world didn’t make sense, but
surfing did. So me and my buddy, Henry, spent our savings on
tickets to Hawaii. It was a world away from all the protests and
stuft going on at Berkeley.”

“You dodged the draft?”

“Didn’t have to. My birthday never got pulled. Not sure
what I woulda done if it had, though. Henry and I filled our
backpacks and stufted our board bags with clothes. No plan. He
had a cousin over there we stayed with for a few days. Ended
up camping in the Papiukea-Paumala Forest and hung out with
the local kama’aina on the North Shore. They taught us how the
ancient Hawaiians connected surfing with the supernatural. In
the old days, Hawaiians would ask a kahuna, the priest and healer,
to pray for surf.”

“You guys must've had some gnarly adventures. Nomads at
the center of the surfing world.”

Woolly chuckled. “Oh, it was crazy. I got obsessed with the

waves on the North Shore.”
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Nick was surprised when they reached the exit for Gaviota
Beach Road. The conversation made the time fly. Woolly
slowed the truck, and Scoop perked up. When they turned onto
Hollister Ranch Road, Nick rolled down the window so she
could enjoy the breeze. They drove a mile and reached the kiosk
at the ranch gate.

Woolly pointed to a guy standing next to a dusty silver Toyota
Tacoma with a board hanging over the tailgate. “There’s Henry.”

“Wait, Henry from Berkeley? From Hawaii?”

“Like I said, we go way back.”

'The guard checked their IDs against the names on the guest
list and waved them through. Woolly parked beside Henry. Of
average height, he wore an old T-shirt, surf trunks, and slaps.
Wisps of gray hair protruded from under his wide-brimmed
straw sun hat, and his eyes were hidden behind wraparound
sunglasses. When Nick opened the door, Scoop leapt out and
bolted to Henry.

“Easy, girl!” he said picking her up. He turned his head side
to side as the licking machine attacked his tan, leathery face.

Woolly disembarked from the truck. “Henry, meet Nick.”

Henry gave Nick a firm handshake. “Pleased to meet you.”
Like Woolly, he was in good shape for his age.

“Likewise,” Nick said. “Thanks for having me.”

“My pleasure, man. Michael’s told me a lot about you.”

“Who told you?”

“I did, wiseacre. Did you think my parents named me Woolly?
I was bald when I was born.”

“So your name’s Michael? Can I call you Mike?”

“Stick with Woolly, kid. Henry’s the only one who uses my
real name.”

Henry continued, “He says youre turning into a quality

shaper and philosopher. A top-notch protégé.”
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Nick felt his face blush.

“I think Scoop wants to ride with me to Cojo,” Henry said
while opening his door and placing the pug on the passenger seat.
“Follow me.”

Henry drove down the ranch road and Scoop hung her head
out the passenger window. During the short drive, Nick tried
to take in every detail of the private coastline. The weather was
sunny and calm. Clean lines of swell stacked up into the distance,
and only a handful of surfers dotted the lineups.

“Man, this place would be packed if it was public,” he said.

Woolly smiled and nodded as they passed golden grass fields
that turned green as they ascended the Santa Ynez Mountains. At
Cojo Road, Henry took a left over the railroad tracks and another
left into a sandy parking lot just above the beach. When they got
out, Nick walked over to a thicket of chest-high bushes to pee.
He watched a surfer catch a perfect head-high wave that peeled
tor almost two hundred yards.

“Check that out!” he said, anxious to get in the water.

“Watch out for wild boars over there,” Henry yelled. “They
bed down in bushes during the day. And those suckers are mean.”

Nick freaked, and hurried back. He found Woolly and
Henry with their wetsuits half on and rushed to catch up. Henry
led them down a short footpath onto the beach, where they began
the quarter-mile walk to the top of the point.

Along the way, Nick spotted a trail of massive paw prints and
pointed at the sand. “What’s that?”

“Black bear,” Henry said. “They come out at night.”

Boars? Bears? Man, this place is a coastal wilderness.

Scoop sprinted ahead and stopped at a tide pool. She caught
a trapped northern anchovy in her teeth and gulped it down.

“Dude, she’s turned full-on hunter!” Nick said.
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“Yeah, Scoop goes primal out here,” Woolly chuckled. “Hope
she doesn't find a snowy plover nest. They’re protected.”

Scoop stood at the water’s edge, whining softly as the trio
stepped out onto the submerged cobblestones.

The fifty-degree water stung Nicks feet. “Damn, it’s cold!”
he said.

“We're just south of Point Conception,” Henry explained.
“The subarctic California current drops the temp.”

“Any sharks out here?”

“Oh yeah, but nobody’s got bit for a few years,” Henry said
with a smirk and a wink.

Nick leaned on his board with the fins up, using both hands
to keep weight off his feet. Once it was deep enough, he flipped
the board over and began to paddle. He scanned the clear water
to avoid catching the fins on a submerged rock. When he arrived
at the lineup, he picked up some negative vibes from the locals.
But he knew the drill. If he was respectful and surfed well, they’d
let him have waves.

Woolly and Henry paddled further out and up the point
beyond the other surfers. Woolly was the farthest out and in
perfect position for an approaching set. He spun around, did one
casual stroke, and nimbly leapt to his feet. After dropping down
into the flats, he casually bottom turned, dangerously close to the
rocks, and did a flamboyant soul arch with his hands hanging
nonchalantly at his sides. After two quick cross steps to the nose,
he pulled up under the pitching lip and stylishly dropped his
head. Then he straightened up and flung his head back, tossing
his wet hair from his face.

As Woolly passed Nick, he stepped again to the nose, his
arms still dangling loosely at his sides, and casually wrapped all
ten toes over the front edge. He held the pose while Nick belted
out a loud hoot. When the wave slowed in front of him, Woolly
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quickly backpedaled, cross-stepping to the tail. He performed a
smooth drop-knee cutback and soul-arched again, this time with
his arms extended over his head. As he disappeared behind the
mound of water, the wave left a trail of rainbow-colored mist that
gently settled over Nick.

Henry caught the second wave of the set and sped by,
sporting a gigantic grin. Nick sat with both hands on his knees,
taking in the scene. He scanned the clay bluffs to the north,
which grew higher all the way to Government Point. The rocky
outcropping protruded defiantly into the Pacific. Behind it was
Point Conception, where the Santa Barbara Channel met the
wild Pacific Ocean. This Cape Horn of California was the natural
division between SoCal and the Central Coast.

Nick looked back to shore at a solitary barn along Cojo
Road. Behind it, he saw a sprawling field dotted with a herd of
Texas longhorns grazing lazily in the sun. In the distance, little
black specks dotted the high hills—more cattle roaming free in
a fenceless prairie. Nick spotted a couple of single-story ranch
houses, isolated outposts dwarfed by the expanse of open space.
From one, he followed the earthen cut of Wood Canyon down
the hillside. Willows lined the banks of its creek, dividing the
open ranchland before spilling into Cojo Bay.

Glancing out to sea, Nick saw a guy catch the set’s third wave
and noticed a pair of dark shadows racing along in the wave in
front of him. He felt a subtle tingle of fear, imagining they were
sharks, but a pair of bottlenose dolphins launched four feet into
the air in an arching trajectory that sent them diving back into
the water.

Nick remembered Woolly’s story of his spiritual journey and
the connection with nature he found in surfing. It was a privilege
to share the joy of riding waves with these beautiful creatures.
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God’s presence was more palpable in this wild place than in any
church. God didn't care if Nick went to Mass; people invented
that obligation. God might be some eternal being who created
the universe, but what was Nick’s purpose in it? Was knowing
God the job of his reason with the help of faith, or the other way
around? Maybe I'm a deist too.

“All yours,” Woolly yelled from the channel as he paddled
back out.

Nick realized the last set wave had shifted down the point
past the local crew and straight at him. He could barely contain
his excitement paddling into the steep glassy face and sprang to
his feet. He intuitively landed on the board’s sweet spot. It felt
stable and familiar. At the bottom, he waited until the curl caught
up, then leaned hard into a drawn-out bottom turn. The wave was
steep and extended to the inside reef. It sucked up the long strands
of floating kelp, adorning the wave’s face like vines decorating a
wall. Nick began to roller-coaster, repeatedly moving from top to
bottom as he raced down the line. 7his board wants to go!

Just before the wave closed out, Nick angled up the face,
launching six feet into the air. As he dove behind the wave, it
detonated on the inside reef. Nick surfaced as another wave
approached. He imagined being slammed into the jagged rocks a
tew feet below. He tugged on his leash, pulling the board toward
him. Nick had only enough time to make a couple of hard paddles
to punch through the wave’s face. It pitched over his head. He felt
it clip his heels as it came crashing down. The water sucked him
backwards over the reef and he paddled furiously to escape the
wave’s draw. Pausing to catch his breath, Nick noticed the sound
from the foam dissipating into the stillness. It made a sizzling
sound like bacon in a frying pan. 7hat was close. He felt the rush
of adrenaline and the pounding of his heart.

Back in the lineup, Woolly and Henry were sitting on their
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boards, chatting. Henry flashed the Hawaiian shaka, extending
his thumb and pinky finger and quickly rotating his wrist back
and forth.

“Still got it, brother,” he said to Woolly.

Woolly raised an eyebrow. “Not bad for an old guy, huh?”

Nick looked back to the beach and spotted Scoop sitting
intently, her eyes fixed on Woolly. Love how loyal she is.

The consistent swell served up plenty of waves that afternoon.
Nick was careful to give the choice waves to the locals, and they
left him alone. Scoop was delighted when Woolly paddled in after
an hour and a half. Nick surfed another hour, and when he was
too tired to lift his arms, he took a wave in. Woolly and Henry
were sitting on the tailgate of the old Ford, eating sandwiches.
Scoop was up there too, staring at Woolly’s food.

“I brought ya a footlong,” Woolly said to Nick. He glanced at
a brown paper bag in the truck bed.

“Thanks, man. I'm starving.” Nick peeled off his wetsuit. His
hands and feet were numb, but the sunshine slowly warmed them.
He moved Scoop out of the way, squeezed onto the tailgate, and
quickly devoured his sandwich.

Woolly turned to Henry. “Being up here brings back so many
memories of Barb and Mickey.”

“Who?” Nick asked.

“My wife and son.”

Nick was startled. He figured Woolly was a lifelong bachelor.
Why hadn’t he mentioned his family before? “You have a son?
Are you divorced?”

“No. They died thirty years ago. Car wreck on PCH. Just
south of Mugu Rock.”

The revelation stunned Nick. Woolly had suffered massive
tragedy in his life. When he talked about maturing through

suffering, he was speaking from experience. “I'm sorry, Woolly.”
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“I felt pretty sorry for myself after it happened. Started
drinking way too much. Lost my job selling insurance. I was a
mess. Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy helped me escape the
funk. That’s when I started the shop too. Surfing and philosophy
saved me from drowning at the bottom of a whiskey bottle.”

“Glad you made it out the other side,” Nick said.

Woolly checked his watch and stood up. “We better go.
Sunday night traffic in Santa Barbara gets bad. Everyone’s driving
back to LA.”

Henry gave Nick a pat on the back. “Good meeting you.
Come up again.”

“You don't have to ask me twice,” Nick beamed. “I really
appreciate you having me.”

Woolly tossed Nick the keys and climbed into the passenger
seat with Scoop. “You drive, I'm sleeping,” he said while extending
his arm through the open window to give Henry a hug. “Thanks,
compadre. You're a dear friend.”

Henry nodded. “Same here, brother.”

Nick detected a sadness between them, but before he gave it
much thought, Woolly barked an order.

“Let’s get this show on the road, kid.”

Nick started the engine, and followed Henry across the
railroad tracks, retracing the way they had come down Hollister
Ranch Road. Woolly and Scoop quickly fell asleep. “Which one
of you guys snores louder?” Nick chuckled to himself. The day
had been one of the best of his life—and he'd been invited back!
'Then, like a long, violent hold-down under a punishing wave, he
felt panicked. He was drowning under the weight of his future. If
he got accepted to Wharton, days like this would be history. Nick
badly wanted Taylor and his parents to understand that being
wealthy wasn’t the most important thing to him. Sure, financial
security was important, but if he was miserable at work, it wasnt
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worth it. Things seemed upside down. Woolly seemed to know
what he needed better than the people who loved him most.

Nick glanced over at Woolly, sleeping. Figuring him out
was like peeling an onion. Layers of wisdom and experience were
uncovered each time he let Nick further into his world. But what
was he up to? Nick was uneasy about the drug stuft. It made him
wonder what kind of person Woolly really was. Could he trust
him? Maybe Woolly was just opening up. Being genuine and
trusting Nick enough to reveal his most personal experiences.

When Nick cut oft the engine back at the shop, Scoop woke
up and jumped to her feet. She walked over Woolly’s lap, waking
him too.

“Here already?” Woolly asked groggily.

Nick got out of the truck and unlocked the shop door. Inside,
he asked Woolly, “Want me to brew some coffee?”

“No, I'm beat. Surfing took it out of me.”

“What about laminating the deck?” Nick asked.

“Do it on your own.”

“Whoa, Woolly, I'm not sure—"

“Listen, youngling. Just sand the glass edge from the lap you
cut this morning. Then repeat the same steps for the bottom. I'm
hittin’ the hay,” he said, nodding toward the rear of the building.

“Hold on, you live here?”

“Got a unit round back. Short commute,” Woolly said. “Lock
up when you're done.”

“Wait,” Nick said. “I'm worried I'll mess up the glassing
without you.”

“You're ready. Remember “The Will to Believe’? James said,
‘Objective evidence and certitude are doubtless very fine ideals to
play with, but where on this moonlit and dream-visited planet are
they found?’ You gotta have faith you can do it.”
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When they got inside, Woolly walked slowly to his desk to
retrieve a jacket draped over the chair. He faltered and reached for
the desk to catch himself. Nick ran to him, grabbed Woolly by the
arm, and helped him to his chair.

“Man, that was weird,” Woolly said. “Felt like I was gonna
pass out.”

Still holding Woolly’s arm, Nick looked at his pale face. “You
okay? You're as white as a ghost.”

“I'm fine. Just low blood sugar, I guess. Need some rest. I'm
closing the shop this Thursday for Thanksgiving. Don’t do the
whole Black Friday thing so I'll have four days to rest up.”

“Are you going somewhere?” Nick asked.

“Santa Barbara. Hanging with Henry.”

Nick raised his eyebrows. “Surfing the Ranch again?”

“If T've got the energy,” he said with a lively twinkle in
his eye.

Woolly slowly walked outside with Scoop following close
behind. He turned and winked at Nick. “We had a good day, kid.”

'The door closed and Nicklooked around the office. Everything
was familiar—the pictures, books, coftee maker, even the messy
desk. It felt like a home away from home. He glanced at Woolly’s
chair and Scoop’s dog bed. Even though he was comfortable in
the shop, it felt empty without them. Nick wondered about how
Woolly had drawn him in. Was it just a selfish move to get free labor?
1t seemed like there was more between us. Like maybe I was the son
Woolly never got to see grow up.

He went back to the glassing room. The flower art looked
great, and the board was ready to sand. When that was done, he
repeated the steps from earlier that day. The only difference was
adding a leash plug to the deck. When he'd finished chasing down

the final drips from the rails, he stood back to examine his work.
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Nick felt pride and amazement. I did it all myself. Woolly’s
encouragement helped him to believe in himself and discover how
much he enjoyed making boards and learning philosophy. Maybe
Woolly would give me a full-time job. But before he could fantasize
any more, the career dilemma intruded on his optimism. He felt
the familiar knot in his stomach. Why did he always sabotage
attempts to imagine an alternate future? He needed the courage
to follow Ais dreams, not everyone else’s. That’s what somebody
with character would do.

Nick’s growling stomach interrupted the thought. He cleaned
up, turned oft the lights, and locked the door.
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OuTLAW SURFER

s he walked across the lot, a black Silverado came down the
driveway. It was Dad. Nick waited for him to park and step
into the parking lot.

“Hey, Dad, what are you doing here?”

“I'm here to make sure you're okay.”

“Of course I'm okay. I was just doing some work on my board.”

“I was worried when you didn’t come home. You're hanging
out with a felon.”

Nick crinkled his face and cocked his head. “What are you
talking about?” he said, raising his voice.

Dad handed him a printout from a website. “Michael
Patrick O’Neill,” he said. “I asked around at the harbor and got
his real name.”

Nick strained to read the paper under the moonlight—it was
an article from 1974 in the Honolulu Star-Bulletin. Staring back
at him was the mugshot of a young Woolly. The headline read,
“Drug Smuggler Sentenced to Seven Years.”

Nick looked up at his dad, stunned. “Is this real?”
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Dad nodded. “As real as me standing here. I want you to stop
seeing this guy, Nick. He’s bad news.”

Nick gazed at the article in disbelief. Was Woolly a scammer?
Had everyone’s suspicions about him been right?

“But Dad, he’s been good to me. What’s in it for him?”

“Cheap labor? Maybe having you as a disciple boosts his ego.
I don’t know, but he’s up to something.”

Nick hadn’t considered the possibility Woolly was lying.
Could he just be manipulating him? He felt confused. Used.
“Maybe you were right, Dad.”

Scoop ran up and then Woolly appeared. “What’s going on
out here?” he asked.

“This is my dad, Charlie,” Nick answered.

“Pleased to meet you,” Woolly said extending his hand.

“Not for me,” Dad answered briskly folding his arms.

Woolly looked at Nick searching for an explanation and
Nick handed him the newspaper article. A pained look came over
Woolly’s face as he stared at the paper.

He shook his head slowly. “Oh, man. Biggest mistake of my
life, kid.”

“Were you a drug dealer?”

“No. A runner. A mule. Didn't use the stuff myself. Just got
paid to fly it from LA to the islands.”

“But why?”

Woolly let out a long sigh. “Nothing but youthful ignorance.
I'was trying to live on the North Shore. There weren’t enough jobs
out there. Making the runs was an easy way to keep me surfing
all winter. Or so I thought. A few flights a year and I could make
enough to live on.”

“So you went to prison?”

“Did seven years at the Federal Correctional Institution,
Lompoc.”
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Nick’s eyes narrowed. “That’s right by the Hollister Ranch.”

Woolly half-smiled. “Being close to the surf was added
punishment.”

“Why didn't you tell me?”

“Never came up. Look, it’s something from my past I'd rather
forget. I wasn’t trying—"

“It’s ironic I've been taking advice on how to live a good life
from a felon,” he said.

Dad tugged on Nick’s arm. “Come on, let’s get outta here.”

“Just a minute, Dad,” Nick answered, sounding annoyed. He
squinted at Woolly. “I trusted you.”

Woolly looked wounded. “Man, everybody’s got something
they’re ashamed of. I paid my debt to society and all that’s behind
me. Listen, I know better than most the consequences of making
bad choices. Remember, suffering makes you mature.”

“We all make mistakes, Nick. My mistakes helped me teach
you. I learned the hard way about having a plan for life and
avoiding big mistakes when you’re young. I've forgiven myself.
As you get older, you'll realize things aren’t black and white. Life’s
complicated.”

“Knowing you shouldn’t smuggle drugs isn’t complicated,”
Dad said, raising his voice. “You're taking advantage of my son!”

Nick looked at Woolly, feeling contempt. “I'd never
smuggle drugs.”

“Things were going so well, kid. We made a good team. I
didn’t see a need to dredge up all that shit. It’s not like I lied. It
just never came up.”

“Yeah, but I got blindsided by it.”

Woolly dropped his head. “I coulda been more open about
things. Sorry I let you down.”

“Me too!” Nick replied. “I'm done working with you, man.

Dad scowled. “Let’s go, Nick.”
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CHAPTER 16

ENGAGED IN CALAMITY

he following week, Nick tried to put Woolly and the

philosophy hed learned out of his mind. He focused on
looking ahead and seeing the bright side of the future everyone
expected. He made the final payment on the ring and thought
about proposing. When would he do it? What would he say?

On Thanksgiving Day, Taylor and her mom came to the
house. Carlos was there too. He rarely saw his family in the
Philippines and enjoyed celebrating holidays with Nick’s. It was
the perfect time to propose.

The autumn sun cast a warm, amber glow through the
windows. Around the house, Mom placed colored leaves, small
gourds, and miniature pumpkins for a festive atmosphere. The
table was set with polished silverware, fine china, and crystal
glassware. Holiday-themed cloth napkins with turkeys and
autumn colors added a cheerful touch.

When Taylor arrived she went straight to Nick, reached
around his neck with both arms, and gave him a lingering hug.

She looked beautiful and the sight of her made him forget all of
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his angst about the future. He was more enraptured with her than
ever. Her long, silky, chestnut brown hair flowed over Nick’s neck
and shoulders, making his spine tingle. She stepped back and the
blue floral pattern of her dress cascaded in three fluttery tiers. One
ended at her midriff, the second at the thighs, and the third to her
ankles. It was graceful, feminine, and seductive. Her pink lipstick
and matching fingers and toenails added to her charm. Nick felt
a rush of excitement and a nearly uncontrollable attraction to her.

Once they were all seated, Dad said grace. “Bless us, O Lord,
and these thy gifts which we are about to receive from thy bounty,
through Christ, our Lord.”

“Amen!” everyone answered in unison while making the sign
of the cross.

Nick speared dark turkey meat from the serving tray and
mixed it with the gravy and dressing, his favorite part of the meal.

Mom asked Taylor about her jewelry projects and Carlos
described holidays in the Philippines to Taylor’s mom.

Nick cleaned his plate. He was too excited to say much.

Everyone had seconds and then leaned back in their chairs,
continuing the conversation while digesting. Perspiration
collected on Nick’s upper lip. At a lull in the conversation, he
sprang from his seat and kneeled in front of Taylor.

“Taylor, we're better together. I want to go through life side
by side, enjoying the good times and comforting each other
during the bad.” Nick smiled. “I wanna go for it, babe. Will you
marry me?”

Taylor’s eyes tenderly welled with tears. She made a cute
pouty face and convulsed slightly to hold back a sob, then smiled
and nodded, saying, “Yes. Yes!” Nick stood up, slipped the ring
onto her finger, and gave her a passionate embrace.

Everyone clapped. Dad beamed as Mom hugged Taylor and
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then he proposed a toast. “To the lucky couple. May they live a
long and blessed life together.”

That Saturday, Nick and Taylor went camping at Faria. The
developed campground with bathrooms, showers, and a snack bar
was in front of a surf spot that had the potential to get good.
'They hoped to get some waves that day but the swell was messy
due to the side-shore wind. Instead of surfing, they spent the
time sitting around the campfire, playing cards, cooking hotdogs,
drinking Chief Peak IPAs, and laughing. When the fire had
turned into a small pile of pulsing embers, they crawled into the
tent and playfully zipped their sleeping bags together into one.
They snuggled in their shared cocoon. The conversation trailed
oftf ... every time they shifted, their embrace grew tighter, and
nothing more was said.

'The following afternoon, the swell was manageable so they
caught a few waves at Pitas Point. Afterward, Nick went to his
truck and checked his phone charging in the center console.
When he unlocked the screen, rows of missed calls from his
mom appeared. Something was up and he called her without
listening to the voicemails.

“Where have you been?” she asked.

“I told you I was camping at Faria. What’s going on?”

“Your father’s had an accident. He broke his femur.”

“What? How?”

“The boat got rolled by a rogue wave, Nicholas.”

Nick felt like he'd been punched in the gut. “How did he get
back to port?”

“The Coast Guard rescued him.”

“What about Carlos?” he asked.

“Your dad was out there alone,” she said.
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“There was a small craft advisory. What was he thinking?”

“Not now, Nicholas. Just be thankful he’s alive.”

“Where are you?”

“Community Memorial.”

“I'm on my way,” he said and hung up.

Nick poked his head in the tent, “Pack up, Taylor. My dad’s
in the hospital.”

Fifteen minutes later, they were driving south on PCH
and soon were walking through the sliding glass door into the
spacious hospital lobby. The well-lit room had high ceilings
and walls painted a soothing soft blue. Potted plants dotted
the room, with an enormous monstera as the focal point. Its
large leaves fanned out in all directions. Nick walked toward the
reception desk.

“Im here to see Charles Reiter. I'm his son.”

“He’s in surgery. Fourth floor. There is a waiting room there.”

Nick found his mother sitting in a chair in the waiting room
with her head down, praying the rosary. Nick placed his hand on
her shoulder, and she looked up.

“Thank God you're here,” she said, just as the doctor appeared
and told them the surgery was successful.

“Is he gonna be okay?” Nick asked.

“He should make a full recovery, but it’ll take some time,” the
doctor said. “Rehab will be about six months, and it won't be easy.”

Nick nodded his head and stared at the floor.

“He’ll be in his room in about thirty minutes,” the doctor
continued. “Someone will let you know when he’s ready to
see you.”

After the doctor left, Nick looked at his mom. “I'll spend the
night. Go home and get some sleep, Mom.”

“I'm staying. You kids go home. You've got school tomorrow.”
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“You've got work,” Nick replied.

“T've already told them I won't be in,” she said.

“All right,but I'm coming here straight from school tomorrow
so you can take a break,” he said.

Taylor and Nick took the elevator to the parking garage and
walked to her car.

She turned to him and put her arms around his neck, giving
him a heartfelt kiss. “Your parents are gonna need you.”

“T’ll take care of them,” he answered.

“I know you will,” she said with a compassionate half-smile
before getting in her car and driving away.

At home, Nick rinsed his wetsuit and hung it up to dry. He
made two thick peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and poured a
tall glass of milk. At the table, he thought about the situation. His
dad wouldn't be able to work for months, but still had to make
payments on the boat and pay all the bills. Would insurance cover
the damage? Carlos needed to know he'd be out of a job for a
while. He went to bed feeling anxious and exhausted. He tossed
and turned thinking about the situation. Eventually, fatigue from
the long day lulled him into a deep sleep.

179



CHAPTER 17

PAYING THE FREIGHT

ate in the afternoon the following day, Nick arrived at the

hospital to relieve his mom from her bedside vigil. He was
in the lobby waiting for the elevator when the door opened and
Woolly walked out.

“What are you doing here?” Woolly asked.

“My dad broke his leg fishing. What about you?”

Woolly’s face became expressionless, and his head dropped.
He paused, then said, “Well, there’s something I've been meaning
to tell you.” He looked at Nick. “About a year ago, I noticed an
itchy mole on my back. Ignored it awhile, but it got bigger, so I
went to the doctor. It was a melanoma.”

“Oh, man.”

“Yeah, wear sunscreen, youngling.”

Nick’s mind raced, realizing how much Woolly meant to
him. “Is it serious?” he asked.

“Been to five docs and they all tell me something different.”

“Whatd they say?”

Woolly waved his hand dismissively. “Doesn’t matter. All
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I can do is fight it. 'm a stubborn old man, and they say the
treatments are working. But they tire me out. To be honest with
you, Nick, that’s why I've been teaching you. Figured I'd need help
at some point.”

Nick paused, taking in both the somber news and the feeling
he'd been manipulated. “Have you told anyone else?” he asked.

“About what?”

“About the cancer!”

“Tust Henry,” Woolly said.

Nick looked Woolly straight in the eye. “I'm sorry.”

“Thanks, kid,” he said tenderly.

Woolly walked to the exit, and Nick took the elevator. He
entered his dad’s room, where he lay on a bed with bright white
sheets. His head was propped so he could watch the TV on the
opposite wall. Mom sat in a chair beside the bed with her back to
a privacy curtain dividing the space from the patient on the far
side of the room.

Dad was groggy but in good spirits. “Hey, Nicky Boy!”

“How ya feeling?” Nick asked.

“Pretty good, as long as I've got the pain meds.”

Nick chuckled and looked at his mom.

“I'm going home for a hot bath and a nap,” she said. “Will
you stay here tonight?”

“He doesn't need to spend the night, Helen,” his dad said.
“I'm coming home tomorrow. I can make it alone for one night.”

“It’s not a big deal, Dad. I can do it.”

“Gimme a break, I'm a Marine, for chrissake.”

“Suit yourself, Charlie, but call if you need anything.”

Nick approached the bed. “Can I see your leg?”

His dad pulled the sheets to the side, revealing a blue
fiberglass cast extending from his hip to his foot. His toes were
swollen and purple.
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“Dang, that’s a big cast.”

Dad pulled the sheets back over his leg. “Yeah, they put a rod
in. 'm gonna be a cripple for a while.”

“You can count on me to pick up the slack, Dad.”

His dad smiled weakly, then picked up the remote to watch a
tootball game. Nick settled into a comfortable chair to read Lezzer
to Menoeceus. After a few pages he understood why Woolly was
fond of the epistle. One early line stuck out in particular: “It is
impossible to live the pleasant life without also living sensibly,
nobly and justly, and conversely it is impossible to live sensibly,
nobly and justly without living pleasantly,” Epicurus said.

Nick paused, considering what that meant. Epicurus
seemed to be referring to higher pleasures, not what Aristotle
called the “pleasure of brutes.” He thought back to the discussion
with Woolly—how he'd rather be Nick dissatisfied than Scoop
satisfied. It made sense that the highest pleasures came from
being good. The sort of hedonism Epicurus taught emphasized
virtue and character rather than sensual gratification.

He finished the short reading and pulled the chair next to
the bed to watch the rest of the game with his dad. When Dad
tell asleep in the fourth quarter, Nick turned off the TV, pulled
the blanket over his father’s shoulders, and quietly left the room.

The next day, Nick got home from school and found Dad
lying on the couch with a pair of crutches on the floor beside him.
A helium balloon floated above the couch. It was shaped like a
sunflower with “Welcome Home” emblazoned across it.

Nick gave him a hug. “I'm stoked you’re home, Dad!”

“Me too, Nicky,” Dad said, squeezing Nick’s hand.

Nick glanced at the balloon. “I see Mom was in charge of
the reception.”

“Yeah,” his dad said, smiling. “Hey. Can you meet the

insurance adjuster at three?” he asked Nick.
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“At the harbor?”

“Yeah. The boat was towed back to the slip. Take some
pictures of the damage so I can see what needs fixing.”

After a quick lunch, Nick drove to the harbor. The Semper
Fi was beat up. The engines were swamped with water, and the
seine skiff was mangled. The railings were bent, cabin windows
were broken, and the netting and radar tower were gone. As he
went through the damage with the adjuster, he took pictures of
everything. It was bad, but it could have been a lot worse. He was
thankful Dad’s injury wasn’t more severe.

A couple of weeks later, Nick’s last class was canceled. He arrived
home early, climbed the concrete steps to the front porch, and
reached for the doorknob. He stopped when he heard his parents
in a heated debate inside.

“Look at this hospital bill,” Dad said. “Insurance doesn't
cover any of this. We've got to cut back, Helen. It’s gonna be
tough just making the minimum payments.”

“I can work more hours at the gift shop and get a second
job,” she suggested.

“No,” he said, sounding frustrated. “It’s my responsibility to
provide for the family. I'll figure something out.”

“Can we borrow money?” she asked.

“Nobody’s gonna loan money to a bedridden captain with a
wrecked boat.”

“Maybe your brother would help?”

“I'm not asking my little brother to take care of me. I'll
handle this myself.”

Nick put his ear to the door to hear better.

“What about Nick’s tuition, Charles? We have to pay for

next semester.”
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“I don’t know,”he said. “Maybe bankruptcy is the best option.”

“He’s so close to graduating,” she said.

“Listen, let’s drop it for now. I'll figure something out. My
leg is throbbing. I need to get it elevated.”

When they began discussing Dad’s next physical therapy
appointment, Nick opened the door and walked in.

“Hello, Nicky Boy!” his dad said.

“Hey. Last class was canceled.”

“Your dad had a good PT appointment today,” Mom said,
doing her best to look cheerful. “He’s getting his cast oft in four
weeks and will be able to use a walker. The doctor wants him to
start putting some weight on the leg.”

“That’s great,” Nick said. “I'll take out the trash before I cut
the grass.”

His mom smiled tenderly. “Thanks, Nicholas.”

Nick walked back and forth in the yard, making passes with
the lawn mower, zoning out under the motor’s hypnotic drone.
He relished the aroma of the freshly cut grass and remembered
how much he enjoyed mowing the foam of his surfboard with the
planer. His college tuition put a financial burden on the family
and he thought about Ivan Ilyich neglecting his family to focus
on his career. Wouldn’t Nick be doing the same thing if he ignored
his parents’ problems to get his degree?

Maslow’s hierarchy put basic needs and relationships ahead
of self-actualization. A degree was less important than his family
having a roof over their heads. Yes, he needed to help, but how?
He could take the next semester off and work to save up for
tuition. Maybe he could finish his degree with summer classes.
But Dad would never go along with it. He was too proud to ask
for help. Taylor wouldn't like the idea either.
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'That evening he called Ben—the only person he had left to
confide in.

“Waddup, homie?” Ben said in his usual jovial tone. “Did
you get some of those choice waves today? Solid sixteen-
second swell.”

“No, man. I've been helping my parents with stuft.”

“How’s your dad doing?”

“He’s in bad shape. It’s gonna be a while before he can work
again. Money’s tight. 'm thinking about taking the semester oft
and getting a job.”

“Whoa! Join the real world?”

“Yeah, I don't know what I'll do. Maybe work at that financial
planner. My uncle went to school with the dude that owns it and
can get me a job.”

“Have you thought about sales? You can make a lot of money
if you sell something expensive.”

“I don't know.”

“Well, a good surf sesh will cheer you up and clear your head.
When’s your board gonna be done?”

“Doubt I'll finish it now.”

“What happened?”

“Long story, man,” Nick replied.

“I've got time. Stuck on the 405 but stoked. Got a new
account at Centinela Hospital.”

Nick told Ben about Woolly’s criminal history and his
decision to quit going to the shop. But he wanted to start working
on his board again.

“Just go back and patch things up with him, man,” Ben said.

“I don't know. I wasn’t very cool to him,” Nick said.

“Look, dude, we all make mistakes. Do you expect him to be

a saint?”
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“No.”

“Just tell him you're sorry. He'll forgive you.”

Nick thought about his options. “All right. I'll talk to him.
Thanks for being there for me, brother.”

“Hey, that’s what friends are for, right?”
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CHAPTER 18

SURFING IS LIFE

he next morning, Nick drove to Woolly’s shop. He thought

about virtue—making a habit of doing the right thing—
making the right choices. Nick couldn’t count the times he'd
made mistakes, but forgiving himself was the way to start over
and keep striving to be better.

Woolly forgave himself for the same reason, and Nick knew
it wasn't cool to act all high and mighty. He felt indebted to the
old guy, and his gut said he could trust him. Besides, Nick would
want to be forgiven if the shoe was on the other foot. Character
was about improving yourself, not like a batting average. If
Woolly was hitting home runs now, it didn’t matter how many
times he'd struck out in the past. That’s the beauty of virtue. It
doesn’t keep score.

As Nick got out of his truck, Woolly opened the shop door.
“WEell! Look who's here,” he said.

Scoop sprinted across the lot, and Nick picked her up and
walked to Woolly. “I owe you an apology, Woolly. I was kinda

sanctimonious a few weeks back.”
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Woolly shrugged. “We’re good.”

“How ya been?” Nick asked.

“The same. Too busy. I'm falling behind again. And my new
computer hates me!

Nick grinned, thinking about Woolly battling a computer.

“Irying to get tech-savvy after all the shit you gave me, but
it’s so tedious!”

Nick chuckled. “You want some help?”

“With the computer?”

“With the computer, the boards, and anything else. Look,
my dad’s pretty dinged up.”

Woolly cocked his head. “I heard he was picked up by the
Coast Guard.”

“Yeah. It was gnarly. A rescue swimmer plucked him,”
Nick said.

“How’s he doing?”

Nick shook his head, “It’s a mess. It’s gonna be a good six
months before he can get back on the boat.”

“It’ll work out,” Woolly said.

“Look. I miss hanging out with you and Scoop. Can I come
back and finish my board?”

Woolly twisted his mouth and squinted. “How do I know
you'll stick around this time?”

“I'm working on my character, Woolly. I screw up sometimes.”

“We all do, kid. To tell you the truth, working alone again
is lonely. Scoop missed you too. She’s been moping around. The
cancer’s slowed me down and I could use the help.”

“Oh ya. Got some other news.”

Woolly raised his eyebrows.

“I'm engaged.”

“You mean she actually said yes?”
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“She did, old man. I guess she sees something good in me.”

“I do too,” Woolly said with a wink.

On Sunday morning, while dressing, Nick thought about putting
a second layer of glass on the deck and sanding to prep for the hot
coat. He stepped into the kitchen where Mom stood in her long
nightclothes cutting cantaloupe.

“See you later, Mom.”

She stopped slicing and looked up. “Breakfast is almost ready.”

“Sorry, but I gotta split. Meeting Taylor for Mass and
then breakfast.”

He felt bad about lying to his mom but he didn’t want to deal
with another conflict. He searched for a justification. Sometimes,
Jibbing is the charitable thing to do.

'The shop entrance was locked, so Nick wandered around
back to see if Woolly was in his apartment. When he turned the
corner, the sun was just peeking over the foothills and casting
a warm glow on a thriving cool-season vegetable garden. Nick
estimated it was about twenty-five feet square.

He caught the earthy smell of the heads of dark green broccoli
that took up about a third of the back half of the garden. Next
to them, the same amount of bumpy, white heads of cauliflower
sprouted from their leafy bases. The last third of the back rows
was packed with pale green stalks of celery. Up front, butterhead
lettuce, the size of softballs, grew next to delicate sprigs of carrots.
'The rest of the space was filled with radishes. Their plump tops
protruded from the soil, providing a peek at their ruby red roots.

A rustic cherrywood door was to his right, adjacent to a
glass wall extending twenty feet toward the other corner of the
building. Nick stepped onto a multicolored doormat made from

recycled flip-flops and knocked twice. A few seconds later, Woolly
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appeared, holding Scoop back with his foot. Nick saw her curled
tail wagging wildly from behind Woolly’s leg.

“Is it nine already?” Woolly asked. “Come in while I finish
breakfast.”

Nick walked into an open, airy floor plan, seamlessly
connecting the living room, dining area, and kitchen. White
travertine tiles covered the floor and wool Persian rugs provided
islands of soft warmth. Woolly sat down on a stool at the island
with a shiny gray concrete countertop, the same as the counter on
both sides of the sink.

Nick squatted to pet Scoop while scanning the apartment.
Various exotic plants dotted the rooms. On the coffee table,
several sprigs of jasmine vines spouted like a fountain spilling
over a shiny, glazed clay vase from a wood-fired kiln. The tiny
white flowers filled the room with a sweet fragrance. Behind the
table was a handsome leather couch with rolled arms and solid
wood feet. It faced the glass wall with a view of the garden and
majestic Topatopa Mountains, their peaks dusted with a thin
blanket of snow.

“This glass wall is amazing,” Nick said.

“I get some nice views of the Pink Moment on Nordhoff
Peak. The glass panels fold back and open the place to the outside
too. Turns the living room into a glorified porch.”

“Did you do this yourself?”

“Pretty much. It took a few years.”

Nick pointed at a photo on the wall of a young Woolly with
his wife and son. “So this is Barb and Mickey?”

“Yep,” Woolly said, nodding his head and slightly smiling.
“In the background is the three-bedroom house we lived in with
a killer ocean view. The damn clothes dryer caught fire, and the
house had some major smoke damage, though. Once the place
was fixed up, I just decided to downsize. Without my wife and
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son, the house was too big. That’s how I got the money to build
this place.”

“Can I look around?”

“Sure. Make yourself at home.”

Nick began the tour with Scoop at his heels. He walked
down a short hallway at the living room’s far end. On the right
was a closet door and to the left, a full bath. Its floor was made of
marble-sized cobblestones reminiscent of the beach. Across the
hall, Nick found a spacious bedroom with a king-size bed in the
middle. A heavy patchwork quilt decorated with rainbows covered
the bed, while a skylight bathed the room in balmy sunshine. He
returned to the kitchen and sat down on the stool next to Woolly.

“NoTV?”

Woolly stood up and set his empty bowl and spoon in the
dishwasher. “Don’t need one. Got my books. Ready to work?”

“Yeah, boss.”

'The trio walked around the building to the shop.

“You coulda let yourself in with the key I gave you,” Woolly
said. “Shop’s open to you anytime.”

“Thanks, man,” Nick replied. “I appreciate your trust.”

“You may have to deal with a customer or two coming by, but
I think you can handle it.”

I wonder about that, but appreciate the vote of confidence. Inside
the office, Scoop lay down in her bed as Woolly brewed coftee.

“I've got shaping to do. Add the second layer of four-ounce
glass to your deck and let me know when you’re done.”

Nick knew it was pointless to ask Woolly for help. He went
to the glassing room and spent an hour on the job. He needed
to concentrate but couldn't stop thinking about Woolly. He felt
closer to him than ever. But the old surfer was still an enigma.
How much more was there to learn before Nick really knew him?
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After cleaning up, he found Woolly bent over a board,
mowing foam with the planer. Nick tapped him on the shoulder,
and Woolly cut the power. “All done?” he asked.

“Yep. Went great,” Nick said, giving the thumbs up.

“Right on,”Woolly said, glancing at his watch. He picked up
the air hose and blew the foam dust off his T-shirt and trunks.
“It’s eleven fifteen. 'm ready for a break. How ‘bout you?”

“Wanna check the surf? I'll drive,” Nick said.

“Sure,” Woolly replied.

Back in the office, Nick looked down at Scoop resting in her
bed. “Wanna go to the beach, girl?” he asked.

The little pug jumped up and darted around the room,
whining. Woolly locked up while Nick put Scoop into his truck.
She walked around the seats, sniffing intensely.

“She probably smells stale French fries stuck in the seats,”
Nick said.

“If they're there, she’ll find 'em,” Woolly chuckled. “How’s
your dad?”

“Better. He’s going to physical therapy three days a week, and
he’ll be using a walker soon. Money’s tight, though. Overheard
him and my mom talking about bills. I don't think they can afford
my tuition.”

Nick turned onto Thompson Boulevard and past the historic
Ventura Surf Shop.

“Thought about student loans?” Woolly asked.

“Yeah, but don’t want the debt. Woolly, I'm thinking about
taking the next semester off to help my parents with expenses. If
I do it, can I work for you?”

Woolly perked up. “Listen, if you decide to take the semester
off, you've got a job. And I'll pay you well.”

Nick turned onto Figueroa Street and saw a breaking wave
beyond the parking lot. “Somethin’ out there,” he said.
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“Nice little groundswell.”Woolly added, “So you're wondering
about the best use of your time next semester, huh?”

“Yeah, you could put it that way.”

Woolly raised an eyebrow. “Have I told you about the five
activities of life?”

Nick smiled. “Not yet,” he said pulling into the usual spot
just inside the lot.

“Understanding the five activities can help you decide what
to do.” Woolly looked out the windshield. “The tide’s drained out.
Let’s walk up the point so Scoop can run around.”

They kicked off their slaps and left them in the truck.
Woolly put on Scoop’s leash to cross the bike path. After they
climbed down the cobblestones and reached the sand, he let her
go. Scoop sprinted ahead, zigzagging and leaving a plume of
sand in her wake.

Woolly watched like a doting father. “She loves it here.”

“So what’s the deal with the five activities?” Nick asked.

“I picked it up from Mortimer Adler’s 7he Time of Our Lives:
The Ethics of Common Sense. Basically, Adler says everything you
do can be grouped into five categories.”

“More categories?” Nick said, shaking his head.

“Still waiting for you to offer a better way, know-it-all.”

Nick picked up a gnarled piece of driftwood. “Go ahead.
What are they?”

Woolly held out his hand and used his fingers to count as
he named the five activities. “Health-care, toil, self-improvement,
recreation, and idling.”

Nick waved the driftwood stick in front of Scoop as she ran
back toward him. “Go get it,” he yelled and threw it over her head.

She pounced on the stick, burying her front paws and
sending sand flying. Then she stood frozen, staring back at Nick
with her tail wagging.
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“Not much of a retriever,” Woolly chuckled. “Take a stab at
health-care. Whatcha think it is?”

“Pretty obvious. Stuff like seeing the doctor, eating healthy,
exercising.”

“That’s part of it. But what else?” Woolly asked.

Nick nibbled his lower lip and crinkled the corners of
his eyes as he thought. “Okay. It’s also getting food, shelter,
clothing, medicine—"

“Sleep too,” Woolly added. “Like Maslow and Aristotle,
Adler said tending to your physical health is life’s most basic
activity. You have to have a modicum of health before you can do
anything else.”

“So what’s toil?” Nick asked. “Just manual labor?”

“Can be, but not always. It’s work you do to get something
else you need. A means to an end.”

“Like money?” Nick wondered.

“Yeah, toil’s an instrumental activity. It’s not good in itself.
'The value comes from what it can do for you.”

“Like trading labor for a new board,” Nick said with a
half-smile.

“Yeah, kid. You wouldn’t unload pallets just for the heck of
it, right?”

Nick squatted down and pointed at an octopus camouflaged
by the rock it clung to. “Check that out.”

“Good eye,” Woolly said. “Don’t show Scoop, though. She
might go feral and attack it.”

“But it seems like toil can be good,” Nick said. “Hard work
makes you tougher. Builds character.”

“True, but now you're talking about the other type of work,
self-improvement. Almost everything you do is a mixture of
activities. Like fishing with your dad. You learned navigation,
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where fish hang out, discipline. Learning that stuff improved you.
But other chores were just drudgery—toil.”

“Repairing nets sucks,” Nick said. “Gives me blisters, too.”

“I feel the same way about bookkeeping. It’s pure toil trying
to balance the shop’s books.”

“I'm telling you, that computer you bought can do all that,”
Nick replied.

“If it saves me from toiling over the books,'m game. Anyway,
Adler said toil’s the only activity you don't need to be happy. If
you've got all you need, there’s no use for it.”

“I like the sound of that!”

‘They reached the top of the point, and Nick nodded toward
a surfer getting barreled at Pipes. “Check that out, man.”

“The place loves a west swell,” Woolly replied.

“So self-improvement’s the way you get internal goods?”
Nick asked.

“Bingo!”Woolly said with his characteristic wave of the arms.
“Self-improvement’s the key to flourishing—being happy. Makes
society better, too.”

“How does improving myself make society better?”

“Remember Aristotle? We’re social animals. It’s natural to
cooperate and it benefits everyone. A doctor cures a farmer, and
a farmer feeds the doctor. You pay taxes for police protection so
your stuff doesn’t get stolen. Everybody lives better by depending
on each other.”

“But what’s that got to do with virtue?” Nick asked.

“It’s a matter of justice, fairness. Youve benefited from
society, so you should give back. If everyone just selfishly took,
civilization would fail.”

Nick tossed a rock into a tidepool. Maybe working next
semester and saving for school is how I can give back—even if Mom
and Dad don’t agree.
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“So youre saying self-improvement’s the best use of my
time?” Nick asked.

Woolly nodded. “Yep. It’s the priority after basic needs
are met.”

Scoop was waiting when they arrived at the Ventura
River mouth.

“Little princess doesn't like getting wet,” Woolly said, picking
up his posh pug and wading across the shin-deep water.

On the other side, Scoop sprinted ahead along the open
stretch of beach. To the right was the railroad trestle spanning the
river. Nick used it as a marker to line up when he surfed Hobo
Jungles, named for the homeless encampments hidden in the
river bottom’s tall, dense reeds.

“Pretty sure I know what recreation is,” Nick said.

Woolly cocked his head and squinted. “Do you?”

Nick pointed at a surfer racing down the line. “Sure. It’s
playing. You know, having fun.”

“Sorta. But have you considered where the word comes
trom?” Woolly asked.

Nick picked up a flat stone and skipped it across the water.
“Where’s it come from?” he asked.

“It’s the reason you play,” Woolly said.

“I already told you, the reason is to have fun.”

“It’s more than that,” Woolly replied. “Recreation is a break
to re-create yourself. Toil and self-improvement are work. They
wear you down. But you gotta take time to rejuvenate. Playing
recharges your batteries. Having fun is pleasant, but the real point
of recreation is revitalization.”

Nick took a long, deep breath of ocean air. “All work and no
play makes Nick a dull boy.”

Woolly chuckled. “That’s right, wiseacre.”
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They passed a concrete gun turret half buried in the sand, a
relic from World War IT when the coast of California was fortified
for a presumed Japanese invasion.

“Let’s head back,” Woolly said. “The resin on your board’s
cured, and Scoop’s had enough romping.”

They walked in silence for a couple of minutes while Nick
watched the surfers catching good waves.

“I guess the five activities are why I love surfing,” Nick said.
“It’s a break from all the problems on land. Keeps me in the
present, where I don’t have to think about anything else. It’s great
exercise too, and I've learned a ton about weather, sea life, physics,
you name it. After every surf I feel refreshed and rejuvenated.”

“Amen, brother,” Woolly said. He picked Scoop up to cross
back over the river while he spoke. “Surfing’s special. All the
essential activities rolled into one beautiful pursuit. And notice
you didn’t mention toil?”

Nick followed Woolly and Scoop through the water. “Hold
on. I didn’t mention idling either.”

“Yes, you did,” Woolly said. “It’s the part about being in the
moment. Being present for the experience.”

Nick climbed the small sandbank along the river and jogged
to catch up with Woolly. “But I thought idling was doing nothing.”

“Not exactly,” Woolly said. “Think about an engine idling.
It’s running but not doing any work. Same with your mind. How
often is it idling—just being present without regret about the past
or worry about the future? It took me years to see I was thinking
too much.”

“Now there’s a contradiction. A philosopher thinking too
much!” Nick laughed.

“Not so fast, youngling.” Woolly paused and stared out over
the ocean. “After I lost my family, I had major anxiety. I couldn’t
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sleep or eat. My mind was running all the time. It was torture. I
tried taking antidepressants, but they just masked the problem. I
was a mess until I started reflecting on Epicurus saying azaraxia
was key to a pleasant life.”

“Isn’t that an eating disorder?”

Woolly chuckled. “That’s anorexia. Afaraxia is completely
different. The Greek word means tranquility, peace, serenity.”

“Wiait a sec. You told me before happiness wasn't a state of
mind. It was all about having the things you need.”

“Contentment and tranquility are things you need. Not the
whole kit and caboodle but part of the fotum bonum.”

“I guess maybe you did say that,” Nick replied.

“Before my life got turned upside down, I never gave azaraxia
much thought. But being anxious and depressed motivated me to
look into it. Turns out, some Greek philosophers hung out with
gymnosophists—the naked philosophers from India.”

Nick lifted a corner of his mouth. “Naked philosophers?
That’s a trip.”

“Yep, and those naked dudes focused on interior life—the
experience of just being. They meditated to get there. I started
paying attention to my thoughts. Tried to observe them instead
of getting caught up in 'em. Man, I had some majorly unhealthy
thinking going on. I obsessed over stuff, and my thoughts were all
over the place. Buddhist monks call it ‘monkey mind.”

Woolly glanced down the beach. “Crap!” he blurted and
sprinted ahead. “Scoop, come!”

He chased her in circles around a couple sitting on beach
towels and eating a pizza. As Scoop rounded the turn, Nick saw a
piece of pizza dangling from her mouth. After three laps, Woolly
snagged Scoop’s collar and picked her up. She gulped down the
pizza without chewing and looked at him, wagging her tail.
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“Gosh, I'm sorry. Looks like I owe you a piece of pizza,”
Woolly said.

“It’s fine, man,” the guy answered, but the woman looked
annoyed.

Woolly put Scoop on her leash as Nick caught up to them.
“Damn dog’s got no discipline around food,” Woolly said.

Nick chuckled at the ridiculous scene as they walked the
final stretch of beach. After a minute of silence, Nick asked, “So
how'd you tame your monkey mind?”

“Just like how I learned to surf. Practice, practice, and more
practice. Started thirty-five years ago and still meditate ten
minutes every morning,” Woolly said.

“But how'd you learn to block the bad thoughts?”

“I didn't. Fighting them just adds to the conflict in your mind.
I became an observer of my thoughts and let the unhealthy ones
go. No matter how many times a destructive thought came back,
I'learned to calmly note it, examine it with curiosity, and let it go.”

“I could use some help with that,” Nick said.

“It doesn't take a guru. I learned mostly through books. A
couple weekend retreats. It’s pretty simple. You learn by doing it.”

“Well, like I always say, doing is the way to form a habit,”
Nick said winking at Woolly.

He smiled and slapped Nick on the back. “You got it, kid.”

Nick scanned for the easiest path up the cobblestones as
they neared the car. “So why would Adler call it idling if it’s
just meditating?”

They reached the rocks and Woolly picked up Scoop. “Because
it’s more than meditation. It’s about making space for creativity
and letting your mind wander wherever it wants to go. When you
settle your mind, other thoughts can bubble up to the surface. If
you're constantly problem-solving or worried about other things,
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all your spontaneous inspirations get buried. Daydreaming is the
midwife of creativity. Some of my best surfboard designs came to
me in the shower or when I was just sitting on my board, waiting
for a wave.”

They scampered up the cobblestone embankment, got in the
truck, and started the drive back to the shop.

“But how’s all this supposed to help me decide if I should
take time off from school?” Nick asked.

“Priorities, man. It’s all about priorities.”

Nick shook his head. “I still don’t get it.”

“It begins with the end, remember? And everything you
choose is to get something good. So with the end in mind,
prioritize what you need and that’ll determine what you do.”

“Is that how you decided to build boards?” Nick asked.

Woolly leaned back in the seat and stared straight ahead
through the windshield. “I used to sell life insurance. The money
was good—hell, I had a house with an ocean view—but I hated
it. Now I've got a job where I'm surrounded by my passion and
I get to use creativity to help others experience the joy of riding
waves. My bills are paid, and I have time to surf. I keep learning
stuft that makes me better at my craft,and in my free time, I study
philosophy.”

Nick parked the truck at the shop and considered the
situation. Woolly had a dream gig. Why couldn’t 12 Its time to start
dreaming instead of pleasing everybody else.

Nick brought his board into the shaping room and Woolly
flipped on the wall lights, illuminating the middle of the room at
the level of the board. The light exposed countless specks of foam
dust floating in the air, reminding Nick of how Lucretius thought
the motion of dust particles was evidence for the existence
of atoms.

Woolly moved his hand over the surface. “Feel the rough
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edge where the glass overlaps? You wanna sand that flush. Then
go lightly over the whole board to smooth it out. Just don't sand
into the glass.”

“What about the checkerboard weave, though? I can still see
the cloth.”

“That’ll go away when you do the hot coat.” Woolly stepped
back and scanned the board. “Ya know, this board’s in about the
same stage of development as you.”

Nick was puzzled. “Are you saying my character still has
some rough edges to smooth out?”

Woolly smiled. “Bingo!” He thought for a moment. “You
know, you're just paddling out to catch life’s wave. You've got the
whole ride ahead of you, youngling.”

“I just wish the drop-in was less gnarly. Smoothing my
character is a lot harder than sanding the board,” Nick said.

“It’s a lifetime of work. Heck, I'm still working at it.”

“What stage are you at?”

Woolly stroked his beard and tilted his head. “I'm at the end
of my ride. I guess I'm polishing now. Buffing out my character.
Making it shine.”

“If you shine it any more, master, 'm gonna need to wear
sunglasses,” Nick teased.

Woolly put on a fake smile. “Get to work,” he said heading
into the office and closing the door behind him. Nick was alone
with the sander’s buzzing sound. As he worked, he thought about
the difference between his needs and wants and how to prioritize
his activities. He didn’t need much money—he lived for free at
home. His health was good—his basic needs were met. That gave
him time to focus on self-improvement.

School was an opportunity for that, but was he studying the
sorts of things that addressed his greatest needs? Working for
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Woolly would be a chance to learn about business, bookkeeping,
and dealing with customers. That was self-improvement too. He
thought about why Woolly had started the business. The reasons
were all the things Nick valued too.

After sanding both sides of the board, he went back to the
office, where Woolly was reading at his desk.

“I wanna do it,” Nick said. “I can start work right after finals.”

Woolly’s face lit up. “Fantastic!”

“I'm super thankful, Woolly. It’s an awesome opportunity.”

“Hey, it’s gonna be good for both of us, kid.”
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CHAPTER 19

(GOING LEASHLESS

Ten days later, Nick finished his last exam and strolled in
the fresh air under the Bell Tower’s arcade. The afternoon
sunshine warmed him as he looked back at the Santa Monica
Mountains rising from behind the school. The shrubland of
chamise, manzanita, and foothill yucca covered the rocky, volcanic
hills. Some of the yuccas had flower stalks fifteen feet tall and
looked like small trees dotting the hillside. Nick walked through
the campus’s Central Mall and to the parking lot. He'd powered
through several long days of studying and was ready to cut loose.
On the drive home, he called Ben.

“Just took my last test, man. I'm done with school. Wanna
celebrate?”

“For sure. Leashless Brewery. They got some triple IPAs, and
the hot wings are da bomb.”

“Pick you up at five, amigo,” Nick said.

When he got home, Nick went to his room to log into his
account at CSUCI on his laptop. He found the class registration
page. After selecting each class for the following semester, he
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took a deep breath and clicked “Withdraw.” He stared at the
confirmation page. Im finally doing what I want. Going after my
dreams. I sure hope it’s not a huge mistake.

At the crowded brewery, he and Ben found a table in the
corner of the patio. “My treat, schoolboy,” Ben said, heading
toward the bar.

He came back with a pitcher of beer and a plate of hot
wings, poured two full glasses, and handed one to Nick. He held
up his drink and belted out a toast. “To Nick, my favorite nerd,
and an aggro surfer. May he retain his manliness even though
he’s getting married!”

As their glasses clinked, Nick looked up at a screen playing
surf videos. Kelly Slater was casually standing upright in a
cavernous Teahupoo barrel, the same spot where Kimo died. He
thought about Woolly’s cancer. Was he about to die too? Nick
still had so much to learn. He reminded himself that everyone
dies. Life was precious and fleeting. All he could do was make the
most of each day.

Ben took a swig of beer. “So, one more semester and you'll be
a Pennsylvania landlubber?”

“Nope.” He paused. “Withdrew from next semester.”

Ben’s jaw dropped. “No way. I didn’t think you'd do it.”

Nick gnawed a wing bone clean and looked up. “Gonna work
tor Woolly.”

“What? Why now?”

He tossed the bone onto the plate. “Just mustered up the
courage and did it,” Nick said.

“But why now, bro? You got only one semester left.”

“T’ll go back. Money’s tight, anyway. I'll save some cash and
then finish up.”
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“So your parents want you to take a semester oft or
something?” Ben asked.

“Not exactly.” Nick stared at his beer for a moment, then
looked at Ben. “They don’t know.”

Ben rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Come on, bro. I
know you are looking for an excuse to get outta the Wharton
thing. Well, at least you told Taylor, right?”

Nick looked down again at his beer.

“She’s gonna find out eventually, dude. You're better off just
telling her and your parents. Rip the Band-Aid oft.”

“I'm gonna give it some time. Save some cash, then tell them.”

Ben squinted at Nick and took another gulp of beer. “You're
wimping out, hombre. Life’s not a popularity contest. Get
comfortable in your skin and pay the freight.”

Nick understood the chiding. It’s what he'd expect a friend
to do. Ben saw through his excuses and justifications, and it made
Nick feel ashamed. “Well, the important thing is I did it,” he said.
“T'll figure out the details later.”

“Attaboy! Procrastinate till the bitter end,” Ben teased.
“Well, when your parents kick you out, you can live with me.”
He laughed and topped off their glasses, then stood up with the
empty pitcher. “Work on that while I get a refill.”

They had a good time catching up and sampling different
beers. Nick remembered Epicurus said friendship was one of life’s
greatest pleasures. And come hell or high water, Bens got my back.

When Nick got up to leave, he realized he was tipsy. He and
Ben slowly made their way to the exit. “Whoa,” Nick said. “The
beer really hit me. I'm half in the bag.”

“Those triple IPAs are no joke, dude.”

As they walked through the dark parking lot, Nick put his
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arm around Ben and squeezed him. “You're a good friend,” he
said, swaying slightly.

“You too, buddy,” Ben said, punching Nick in the shoulder.

Seated behind the wheel, Nick was worried about driving
home. “Dude, I'm blotto. Go around back and check my brake
lights and blinkers.”

Ben hopped out and walked with an unsteady gait to the
rear. Nick hit the brakes and flashed the blinkers.

“All good, dude,” he yelled, giving the thumbs up and
climbing back into the passenger seat.

Nick drove carefully on the way home.

“Did your granny teach you to drive?” Ben teased.

“Shut up, dude. I'm trying to stay out of trouble.”

When Nick got home, his parents were in bed. He scarfed
down a bowl of cereal and went to his room. As he lay in bed
with his eyes closed, he felt like the room was spinning. I drank
too much ... way too much.

He woke up the next morning still wearing his clothes. His
head was pounding, his tongue felt like sandpaper against the roof
of his mouth, and he only had a fuzzy memory of driving home.
Nick went to the bathroom and drank several gulps of water from
the sink, then looked in the mirror at his bloodshot eyes.

T've gotta grow up. Drinking too much isn't going to help me be
happy. Like Epicurus and Aristotle said, it was more pleasant to
be virtuous than to indulge in the pleasure of brutes. And besides,
I could have killed somebody. Nick brushed his teeth, combed his
everlonger hair, and had to admit to himself that he still had work
to do before he'd like what he saw in the mirror.

In the kitchen, Nick's mom was in her robe, reading her
daily prayer devotional at the table and sipping a mocha. The
whipped cream had stuck to her upper lip and a beam of sunlight
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shined through the window, illuminating a stack of waffles on the
counter. The scene made Nick smile.

“I made you plenty of waflles,” Mom said, glancing up from
her book. Nick served himself a stack of three buttered waflles
with maple syrup, then sat at the table.

Mom looked up, took off her glasses, and handed Nick a
letter. “This came yesterday.”

It was from Wharton. Nick didn’t want to deal with the
drama when he was hungover. Even the tearing sound opening
the envelope grated his pounding head.

“You look tired,” Mom said.

“I was out late with Ben.” He scanned the letter, feeling a
prickly sensation in his hands and forearms as his anxiety grew. “I
got in,” he said flatly.

She got up and hugged him. “Praise God! I knew youd
do it.”

Nick went back to read the letter carefully. The only
requirement left was to send his final transcripts. He smiled at
Mom, trying to look pleased, but inside, his stomach was in a
knot. Could he get all the summer classes he needed to graduate?
And even if he could, did he want to? Months of cold and snow.
A big city packed with buildings and covered in concrete. He
dreaded the thought of studying more finance. It wasn't for him, so
why was he living this conflicted life, excelling in his schoolwork
while hoping he'd fail? He was trying to please everyone instead
of being honest with himself.

Nicked glanced over his shoulder at the empty couch. “Wait?
Where is Dad?”

“Taking a lap around the block with his walker.”

“Should he be doing that?”
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“The physical therapist gave the okay if he wasn't in pain. But
I hope he’s not pushing too hard.”

“Good luck with that,” Nick muttered with a mouthful
of waffles.

“Let’s call Taylor!” Mom said.

Just then, Dad came through the front door.

“Charlie, Nick’s been accepted to Wharton!”

His dad nearly sprinted with his walker to give Nick a bear
hug. “I knew you could do it, son,” he said. “I'm so proud of you!”

Nick relished the praise, but he had the same uneasy feeling
as when he got the results of the GRE. It felt like he was on a
runaway train he couldn’t stop.

Nick wanted to change the subject. “Ready to go work on
the boat?” he asked Dad. He wiped the syrup from his chin with
a napkin and thought about the situation with Taylor. They had
plans to hike the following afternoon. Should he tell her about
his acceptance? He decided to wait and use the holiday break
to figure things out. Maybe after he got his first paycheck from
Woolly, she'd be more accepting of his decision. Nick chugged
two glasses of water and took a couple of aspirins before dressing
for work on the boat. He remembered how Taylor found his class
schedule on his phone and felt paranoid so he hid the acceptance
letter in his dresser under a pile of T-shirts.

Mom squeezed Nick's hand on his way out with Dad.
“Thanks, Nicholas. You've been such a blessing while your dad’s
been hurt.”

At the harbor, he walked behind his dad, who used his walker
to slowly scoot along the dock. Nick helped him onto the deck,
and Dad began to belt out orders. “Use the mallet to pound out
the dents in the skiff. Throw away the broken glass. Take that

crowbar and straighten the railing.”
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It reminded Nick of Woolly barking out instructions when
they were working on his board. Fishing and making surfboards
required his hands and his brains. Fishing was surfer-friendly too.
His earliest surfing memory was riding small waves at Marmetta
on the backside of Santa Cruz Island. His dad had pushed him
into waves he rode all the way to the pebble beach. Back then,
Dad had a bitchin’ work routine. He'd check the traps and watch
the waves. If it got good, he'd drop anchor and surf for an hour or
two, then go back to crabbing.

Maybe fishing wouldn’t be such a bad life. But he enjoyed
making surfboards more than working on the boat.

He could probably find a well-paying finance gig near
Ventura and surf on the weekends. The thought made him cringe.
He'd be a weekend warrior, surfing when he could instead of when
it was good. Nick didn’t want surfing to be a hobby. He wanted to
live the lifestyle. To catch a good swell any day, any time.

Dad hollered from the stern. “Stop spacing out and give me
a hand rigging the trawl floats.”

“Coming,” Nick yelled.

He liked seeing Dad back in his element. For the first time
since the accident, it seemed like everything would be all right.

Nick slept in the next morning, and when he got up, his parents
were at Mass. He was surprised Mom didn’t wake him. He ate a
bowl of oatmeal, downed a glass of orange juice, then dressed for
the hike. Once his boots were laced, he put on a ball cap, slipped
his keys and wallet into his pocket, and made the short drive to
Arroyo Verde Park. He found a parking spot at the back of the
canyon, near the trailhead to the park’s highest point. Ten minutes
later, Taylor pulled in next to him. He walked up, opened her
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door, and bent down to kiss her on the cheek. “Good morning,
beautiful.”

“Good morning yourself, handsome,” she replied. The
diamond on her engagement ring sparkled in the bright sunlight.

Taylor’s compliment felt good. “Wanna do the usual?”
he asked.

“Sure. It’s been a while. Love that view.”

Hiking up the trail, they heard chirps from the tiny bushtits
perched in the chaparral. The hills were covered with short,
emerald grass sprouting after the recent rain. The first blossoms
of lupine decorated the path’s edge with cones of tightly packed
purple flowers. Further along, the route was lined with head-high
reeds leading to the steep trail.

“Ready?” Nick asked.

Taylor flashed her adorable half smile. “The question is,
are you?”

She took the lead, quickly climbing the steps carved into the
clay soil. Nick looked to the top. The hike was like ascending the
stairs of a thirty-story building. Their breathing was labored, and
they hiked in silence. Halfway up, Nick stopped and pointed at
the ground.

“Hold on, Taylor. Check this out. Mountain lion tracks.”

Taylor turned around. “How do you know?”

“They look like cat paws, but they’re a lot bigger and no
claw marks.”

Taylor looked slightly concerned. “Is it nearby?”

“Nabh, it was probably here last night and long gone.”

Nick took the lead for the last stretch. At the top, they caught
their breath and looked down. The velvety green lawn on the
canyon floor was speckled with people, some walking alone and
others in pairs. Small groups congregated while their dogs played.
'The blue Pacific stretched to the horizon. It sparkled under the

210



PADDLING OUT

midday sun like a vast field of sapphires, encasing Anacapa and
Santa Cruz Islands.

“So, is there anything you want to tell me?” Taylor asked.

“Like what?”

“I talked to your mom after Mass today.”

“Uh, oh,” Nick stammered.

“You got in,” she said, looking at him suspiciously.

“Yeah, pretty cool, huh?”

“Why didn't you tell me?”

“It all just happened yesterday, and I was working with my
dad all day.”

“Don't insult my intelligence.”

Nick looked out over the ocean, then turned to Taylor. “To
be honest, I was afraid to tell you because I don’t want to go.”

Taylor stared at him with her arms crossed.

“I'm taking next semester oft and working at the surf shop.”

Her face flushed. “Woolly’s shop?”

“My parents can'’t afford tuition. My dad’s accident—"

Taylor scowled and her voice rose. “Unbelievable! There are
other options, Nick. You could take out a loan—"

A couple of hikers crested the trail. Nick motioned to Taylor
to cool it while they passed. He was embarrassed knowing they
probably heard her yelling at him.

“Beautiful day, huh?” Nick said to the two teenage girls.

“Definitely,” one smiled. They took in the view for a minute
and began to traverse the ridgeline trail.

“Enjoy your hike,” Nick called.

“You too,” the other girl answered.

He turned to Taylor. “I don’t wanna be in debt. And I can
take summer classes to finish my degree. I'll have the money to
pay for it by then.”
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“I'm planning our wedding. This changes everything!” she
yelled. “Your parents are okay with this?”

Nick pressed his lips together, wondering what to say.

“They don’t know, do they?”

Nick looked down, embarrassed, and Taylor’s expression
turned from angry to sad.

“Nick, I love you. I want to marry you. But I'm not putting
up with this crap. You've got to figure out who you are. All this
philosophy talk. The long hair. The beard. You've changed. Like
it’s to the point where I'm not sure I know you anymore.” She
stared out over the hills to the north and folded her arms across
her chest. Then she dropped her arms to her sides and turned to
Nick. “I need a break.”

Nick’s face turned pale. “What?”

Her voice was firm. “Yeah. I need some space while you
decide what you want to do with your life. I'm tired of the drama.”

A pair of older hikers, a man and a woman, appeared. The
man tipped his wide-brimmed hat. “Howdy.”

Nick did his best to look relaxed and friendly. “How’s
it going?”

“Hard to complain. Another day in paradise,” the man
answered, gesturing toward the stunning view.

“You got that right,” Nick said, smiling while nervously
clenching his teeth.

'The couple quietly enjoyed the vista, catching their breath.
Nick felt awkward holding back his emotions like everything was
okay. After a couple of minutes, the guy said, “Have a good one,”
as he and his companion hiked on.”

Nick strained to sound cheerful. “You too!”

When they were out of earshot, he turned to Taylor. “I love
you,” he pleaded.
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“Those are just words. Maybe we’re just not compatible
anymore.”

Nick’s heart sank. “I'm completely committed to you.”

“How can you be committed if you don’t know who you are?
You're changing our plans. Let’s not fight about it. I just need
space right now.”

'They hiked back down in silence. In the parking lot, Nick
said, “Taylor, work with me. I've got a lot of stuff going on. My
parents need me.”

“I've looked after my mom for years and had to take care of
myself too. It’s time to figure out who you are. I don’t want to be
a burden. I'll wait for you, but not forever.”

Taylor got into her car and drove away, leaving Nick standing
next to his truck. He felt lonely. Catching a glimpse of his reflection
in the truck’s window, he saw his long hair and beard. He did
look different. In some ways, he didn’t recognize himself. What
was going on inside him? Could he have changed more than
he'd realized? Sure, he was more circumspect. The world seemed
more nuanced, less black and white. Kimo’s death, Ivan Ilyich, the
meaning of happiness—all of it had caused him to change. That
was a good thing, right? But it seemed like his intellectual growth
spurt had isolated him from the people he loved. How could he
help them understand?

A short beep from a horn made him realize he was standing
in a parking spot. He hopped into the truck and drove home.

On Monday morning, Nick ate breakfast with his mom. She'd
made soft-boiled eggs and served them in white ceramic egg cups
along with a plate of buttered toast strips to dip in the egg yolk.
“Working today?” Nick asked her.
She nodded while dabbing her mouth with a napkin.
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“Iraining a new hire at the register. What do you have going on?”
she asked.

“I'm going to Woolly’s to finish my board.”

Mom frowned and her head dropped. “I thought you were
done with that guy.”

“Everyone makes mistakes. Forgiveness is Christian. Right?”

“I think Woolly is pulling you away from your spiritual life
and your father won't like you seeing him.”

“I'm not gonna like what?” Dad said shuffling in with his
walker and sitting down at the table.

“I'm finishing my board at Woolly’s.”

Dad clenched his teeth and his jaw muscles flexed. “I thought
we were past that.”

“Look, Dad, he’s a good guy and I've followed through on
my commitments. I got accepted to Wharton so what do you care
it I work on a board over there?”

Nick was surprised that Dad didnt put up a fight. Maybe his
injury had softened him or getting accepted to Wharton had put
him at ease. “All right, Nicky. Just don’t start smuggling drugs,”
he smirked.

But the truth was he'd be working on other people’s boards.
Woolly had him doing ding repairs and calling customers when
their boards were ready. He headed to the shop and spent
that day, and the rest of the week, sanding, sweeping, running
errands, taking out the trash, whatever Woolly needed done. The
busy week flew by, and on Friday afternoon, Woolly gave him a
high five.

“We're starting to get caught up, kid.”

“Right on, boss!”

“The shop’s closed next week for Christmas. I usually open
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back up the day after, but I'm gonna give myself a break this year
and stay closed till after New Year’s.”

“How ‘bout I run things while you’re gone? I could get us
even more caught up.”

Woolly nibbled on his fingernail as he thought.

“Come on, Woolly, I could use the money,” Nick added.

“Okay, kid. You're ready. Keep working on the small repairs,
take new orders if it’s something you can handle. Otherwise, tell
customers to wait till I get back.”

“Bitchin’! And don’t worry, I'll do a good job.”

Woolly smiled. “I know you will, wiseacre, or I wouldn’t let
you do it.”

“Whatcha doing for the break?”

“Scoop and I are spending the week in Santa Barbara with
Henry. Which reminds me, I've gotta give him a call.”

“Tell him hi for me,” Nick said.

Woolly gave Nick a firm handshake. “Merry Christmas, kid.”

“You too, old man.”

When Nick got home, Mom was at the kitchen table, taking
notes from a cookbook. “Have you seen Taylor?” she asked. “I
sent her a text but haven’t heard back. We usually plan Christmas
dinner together.”

“Oh, she has friends coming from out of town.”

“Well, they’re welcome too,” Mom said.

“I think they’re just doing their own thing this year.”

His mom looked surprised. “Oh. I bought a present for
Taylor and her mom.”

“I can give it to them,” Nick said.

“And Carlos is in the Philippines, so I guess it'll just be the
three of us this year.”

Nick struggled to sound upbeat. “Good! Quality family time.”
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Christmas Day was beautiful—seventy degrees with a clear
blue sky.

“Let’s have our Christmas luncheon alfresco,” Nick suggested.
“I’ll wipe off the picnic table out back.”

Mom shrugged her shoulders. “What do you think, Charlie?”

“Good idea,” Dad replied.

He shuffled to the backyard with his walker and a heavy
limp but was steadily improving. From the table, he watched
the ruby-throated hummingbirds feed on the Mexican purple
sage and flash their iridescent colors. Nick and his mom made
several trips from the kitchen with the baked ham, butter rolls, au
gratin potatoes, and garlic-buttered green beans. When they were
seated, Dad said the prayer.

“Heavenly Father, we're grateful for the blessing of family.
May we appreciate these gifts every day of the year, especially
in hard times. Like when a rogue wave trashes the boat and
breaks my leg.” He paused while Mom and Nick slightly smiled.
“Comfort and protect us in our times of need, and bless this
meal, the bounty of your providence. Thank you for helping me
to heal and for blessing Nick with his dream of graduate school.”
He looked tenderly at his wife. “And most importantly, God
bless the chef!”

“Amen!” they said together.

Mom’s eyes welled with tears.

A heaviness hung in the air. What if Dad didn’t fully recover?
His parents needed the fishing income to survive. Besides his
time in the Marines, it was the only job Dad ever had.

Nick thought about the prayer. Grad school is their dream, not
mine. But when would he be able to tell them that? They were
going to find out sometime. Theyd notice he didnt have any
textbooks or that he never talked about his classes. The sooner
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he ‘fessed up, the better. But he didn’t want to ruin the mood on
Christmas Day. Its a holiday. I'll do it later. At a better time.

After the meal, they moved to the living room. Mom handed
Nick a box wrapped in blue paper with sparkling snowflakes and
a red bow.

“Pretty wrapping job,” he said.

Nick opened the card he found tucked under the ribbon.
“Dear Nicholas,” he read, “We’re so proud of you and look
torward to our first trip to Philadelphia! Merry Christmas! Love,
Mom and Dad.”

He tore off the wrapping paper and opened the box. Inside
was a navy blue sweatshirt. Nick picked it up by the sleeves
and held it in front of him. “Wharton School of Business” was
emblazoned in bold white letters across the chest. “Thanks,” he
said attempting to look pleased, but inside he questioned if he
should re-enroll for the spring semester. He still had time.

Dad motioned to the box. “There’s more.”

Nick found a guidebook for Philadelphia and a $100 gift
card to a deli.

“It’s a place right oft campus. Supposed to have a great
cheesesteak,” Mom said.

“What’s that?” Nick asked.

His dad chuckled. “You've got some East Coast culture to
learn, Nicky.”

Nick thumbed through the book as if he was interested.

What am 1 going to do with this stuff?

Then Dad reached into a bag and pulled out another
sweatshirt. “Got this when I ordered yours.” It said “Wharton
Dad” across the chest.

Oh, man. Could this get any worse?

Nick gave his parents a gift certificate to Brophy Brothers
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restaurant at the harbor, and after presents, they sat on the couch
to watch Its a Wonderful Life, a family Christmas tradition. Nick
had seen the movie countless times, but this time, he was struck by
how much he related to George Bailey. Like George, he wanted
to break free of his family’s career expectations. The Baileys were
in finance too—a savings and loan.

George spent years feeling trapped in a life with one
disappointment after the next. He'd abandoned his dreams and
became suicidal. But his guardian angel showed him what life
would have been like in the town if he'd left to follow his dreams.
George realized he'd done a lot of good for people. His life hadn't
been a failure. It was a wonderful life.

Mom got up to unload the dishwasher and Dad shifted
his leg to a new elevated position. “It’s a good lesson about
what’s important,” he said. “When you do your duty, it pays off.
I supported Uncle Jerry when he was in school and he has an
amazing career. I did the right thing even if it meant giving up
my dreams.”

“It’s not so simple, Dad. We each have a purpose in life. Why
can't we follow our dreams and still support who we love? That
guardian angel showed George what would have happened if
he hadn't existed. But he did exist, and he had options. What if
hed traveled, found a career he loved, and then moved back to
Bedford Falls? Or what if he'd just sent money and hired people
to run the family’s savings and loan? There are so many scenarios.
It’s a copout to say it’s all or nothing.”

Dad looked hurt by Nick’s comment. “Live a little longer,
Nicky, and you'll see that dreams are just that. The real world is
what matters.”

After the movie, Nick lay on the couch, thinking as he
drifted in and out of sleep. Was he failing to appreciate the gifts
in his life? His loving parents. His devoted girlfriend. Was he
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mistakenly thinking the important thing was what he did rather
than who he did it with? Was it a matter of wanss crowding
out needs?

His phone rang, snapping him out of the trance. He was
greeted with a familiar upbeat voice. “Hey, braddah! Evening
glass-oft time. Points going off. Just checked the cam. Only a few
guys out. It'll be dark by five-thirty. Get your gear together and
pick me up pronto.”

Nick felt a surge of energy and anticipation. “I'll be there
in fifteen.” He hung up and quickly gathered his wetsuit, towel,
board, and wax. Good swells seemed to arrive every year on
Christmas Day. It was always his favorite present.
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CHAPTER 20

RELATIONSHIP WIPEOUT

ick told his parents he was running the shop while on break

from school and Dad was proud that Woolly trusted Nick
enough to leave him in charge. The work was hectic, but Nick’s
confidence in managing the business grew by the day. He took
new orders, completed ding repairs, and even started shaping
some boards. He made headway on the backlog of work and was
able to take care of every customer—and he was having fun doing
it. But now and then, he'd notice a negative vibe killed his buzz,
like a ball and chain he was dragging around. His conscience
needled him about school, making him question his decision. He
still had time to re-enroll, but he didn’t want to.

Woolly returned from vacation while Nick was working
in the shaping bay. When the boss walked in, Nick shut off
the planer.

“Welcome back,” he said, giving Woolly a big, foam-dusted
hug.

Nick felt Scoop brush against his shins. She stared up at him,
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tail wagging, so he bent down to scratch her wrinkled forehead.
“Missed you, girl.”

“Looks like she missed you too,” Woolly said.

‘They went into the office and Woolly picked up the binder
of work orders. “This is a lot thinner. You got that much done?”

“Yeah. I've been making a major dent in the backlog.” Nick
pointed to the computer. “The other reason the binder’s thin is
because all the new orders are in there.”

Woolly looked skeptical. “In there, huh?”

“Well, in the cloud. I signed up for a free thirty-day trial of
this shop management software. Learned about it in my Business
and Technology class last year. It saves a bunch of time. Eliminates
paperwork. Makes it easier to bill customers and communicate
with em too.”

“How’s that?” Woolly asked.

“When someone comes in, we fill out an online form with
their contact info. The software emails or texts them schedules,
receipts, and when to pick up. I brought in an old printer for
invoices and receipts. I even got the software hooked up with your
credit card account.”

Woolly’s eyes narrowed. “How’d you get the internet in here?”

“I'm using my phone as a hotspot right now, but you can get
your own account for cheap. It’s totally worth it.”

Woolly grabbed his beard and looked down at the computer.
“It’s time we get serious about technology around here,” he said.
“Bring the business up with the times. Maybe I'll go back on
vacation, and let the computer do my job.”

Nick gave Woolly a cocky look. “I worked like a dog while
you were gone, so get out of vacation mode and get to work.”

“Hold your horses there, cowboy,” Woolly said. “Remember,
I'm still the boss.”
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Nick continued to work with Woolly through the first three
weeks of January. He started most mornings by making a priorities
list and checking emails. He spent the day going back and forth be-
tween working on boards and meeting with customers. The hours
raced by, and he was having a blast. But when he left the shop on
Saturday, an uneasiness hung over him. The second semester start-
ed on Monday, and his web of lies would only continue to grow.

Nick entered the kitchen on Monday morning and smelled
savory bacon, avocado toast, and coffee. Dad was seated at the
table checking football scores on his phone. Mom stood at the
stove cooking under the humming overhead vent.

“Good morning,” she said to Nick while flipping bacon.
“Your clothes are folded in the laundry room.”

Nick poured a cup of coffee. “Thanks, Mom. You're the best.”

She turned around. “I made a hearty breakfast. Ready for
your first day?” she asked.

Nick had practiced his answer. “Totally. I'm following a new
routine this semester. Treating school like a job. I'm staying on
campus all day and studying between classes.”

“Like the plan, Nicky,” his dad said. “Good prep for a
job schedule.”

Nick felt guilty lying and repeated his justification. Paying
my own way in school is the responsible thing, and Woolly needs my
help too. He could keep stalling a little longer. Maybe he'd wait till
he had good news or something. But he could see himself slipping
deeper into his old avoidance pattern. He'd have to confess at
some point—ijust not yet. Being virtuous was hard work, and he
didn’t have the energy for it right now.

When he got home on Friday, Dad stood beside Mom,

leaning on a cane while she rinsed lettuce at the sink.
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“Got yourself a new walking stick?” Nick asked.

“Doc says I don’t need the walker anymore.” Dad leaned his
cane against the counter and took a few steps. “Soon I won’t need
the cane either. How was your first week?”

“Pretty good.”

“Tough classes this semester?” Mom asked.

“Nah, I'm kinda cruising now.”

His dad chuckled. “Sounds like senioritis. Hey, I haven't seen
a bill for your tuition. Can you look into that?”

“I actually decided to take care of it myself,” Nick said. “Took
out a small loan.”

Mom looked up from the sink. “What? You didn’t need to
do that.”

“I didn’t want you paying for school when the boat’s still out
of commission.”

Dad slapped Nick on the back. “He’s being an adult, Helen.
Taking responsibility for himself.”

Nick felt guiltier than ever. The situation was getting way too
heavy, but the deeper he got into the lies, the harder it was to tell
the truth.

His mom placed the cut lettuce into a salad spinner. “What’s
Taylor been up to? I haven't seen her in a while.”

Nick looked down at a basket of lemons from the backyard
tree on the counter. “We're taking a break.”

Mom stopped loading the lettuce. “Why’s that?”

“Let’s not talk about it.”

“Up to you,” she said over the spinner’s whirling sound. But
Nick could tell she was annoyed he wouldn’t say more.

When Nick got to the shop that morning, Woolly was in the

glassing room buffing out a light blue, nine-foot nose rider. The
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glass took on a mirror finish as the whirling buffer pad passed
over the surface. He watched for a while. Woolly was fully
concentrated on his work—like the first time Nick visited the
shop. “Sweet board,” Nick finally said over the electric motor.

Woolly was startled and looked up. “You shouldnt sneak
around surprising people like that,” he smirked. He stepped back
to look at the board. “Guy ordered it for his son. Birthday present.”

“He’s gonna dig it,” Nick said. “I love that about working
here. Stoking people out.”

“Helping others makes life better,” Woolly replied. “That’s
why generosity is a virtue. We're all in this together.”

Nick slid his fingers along the smooth 50/50 rails. “How can
I give back?”

“It starts with your family—the fundamental unit of society.
Respect your parents and appreciate what they’ve done for you.
Have a family and pass on the love to your kids. We need the next
generations to keep society going.”

“What else? What do you do?”

Woolly set the buffer down. “I donate a lot of boards to
charity raffles. Sponsor a girl in Nicaragua who wants to go to
nursing school. The most rewarding thing is taking Scoop down
to the children’s hospital in LA to cheer up the kids.”

“Wiait, Scoop’s a therapy dog?”

“Sorta. She just acts like herself, and the children love her,”
Woolly said.

“The hospital lets her in?”

“Yeah, she has this American Kennel Club Good Citizen
Certificate—and all her shots.”

Nick shook his head, grinning. “You two never cease to

amaze me.”

“Coftee break,” Woolly announced.
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Nick followed him back into the office, and Woolly filled a
mug while Nick sat behind the desk and turned on the computer.
He decided to tell Woolly about the mess he'd made lying to
Taylor and his parents. “About respecting my parents, I need
some advice.”

Woolly took a sip of coffee. “Hit me, kid.”

“Well, I got into Wharton—"

“Hey, congratulations!” Woolly smiled and cocked his head.
“I guess.”

“Ya, thanks. It’s a big deal,” Nick said, shifting his weight.
“Anyway, I didn't tell Taylor and she found out from my mom like
a month ago. She was pissed and still won't talk to me.”

“Sounds like you deserve to take some flak for being
dishonest.”

“I know, and T still haven’t told my parents about quitting
school.”

Woolly looked surprised. “Wait a minute. Do your parents
know you’re working here?”

Nick gazed at the computer screen, feeling ashamed.

“Do they?” Woolly repeated.

“They think I'm at school every day.”

Woolly shook his head. “That’s not gonna work for me,
youngling. Your parents raised you, kept a roof over your head,
paid for school. They deserve to know you've changed plans.”

“I'm doing this for them, Woolly. They can't afford tuition
right now.”

“Be honest. This isn't just about money. You don’t want to go
to grad school or work for your uncle.”

Nick logged into the shop management website and stared at
his motionless fingers resting on the keys. “I'm blowing it, man,”
he said. “Wrecking relationships with the people I love. But it’s so
tough to figure this stuff out. Life’s too damn complicated.”
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“Feeling sorry for yourself won't help, kid. The only thing
that’s gonna make you happy is acting like an adult. Remember
what Epicurus told Menoeceus? ‘It is impossible to live the
pleasant life without also living sensibly, nobly and justly.”

“I know. I know. It’s about character. Acquiring moral goods.
Doing the right thing. Look man, sometimes I just wanna feel
sorry for myself.”

“There’re no shortcuts, Nick. Virtue’s a habit of doing and
there’s a price to pay. Some people are not going to like your
decisions, but life’s not a popularity contest. It’s more important
to be respected than liked. I'm not comfortable with you lying to
your parents about working here.”

Nick looked at the ceiling and sighed. “I dont know, man.”

“Is this the same guy who surfs double overhead Silver
Strand?” Woolly asked. “Get some backbone and quit worrying
about what everybody thinks. Do that and you'll be fearless.”

“Come on. Fearless?” Nick said.

“Absolutely. I've had to make my share of tough decisions.
And when you do the right thing, you've got nothing to fear.
Remember what courage is?”

“Enduring pain to get something good?”

“Right. So where is it? I expect more from you. Lying is for
cowards. If you believe you're doing the right thing, be up front
about it. That’s how you’re gonna like what you see in the mirror.”

Nick looked down and slowly shook his head. “I'm such
a loser.”

“Youre human, man,” Woolly said. “Everybody makes
mistakes. God knows I've made a bunch. The trick is to learn and
grow. Don’t waste your mistakes. Suffering is the way you mature
and become an adult.” Woolly sat down across from Nick. “Have
you ever read St. Augustine’s Confessions®”

“Pve heard of Augustine but that’s it,” Nick replied.
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“And you went to Catholic school? They used to make kids
learn this stuff!”

“What’s it about?”

“It’s a religious conversion biography. Augustine was a ladies’
man, but he realized he was leading an immoral life and struggled
to give it up. ‘Give me chastity and continence, but not just yet!
he prayed. His mom, St. Monica, pestered him relentlessly to
become a Christian.”

“Sounds familiar,” Nick chuckled.

“Eventually, he decided to choose what was truly good instead
of what he merely wanted. I see some Augustinian waffling with
you, youngling. You pay lip service to virtue, but when are you
gonna commit? Remember, character is everything, and you only
become good by doing good. It’s that simple.”

Nick shrugged his shoulders.

Woolly nodded toward the glassing room. “Give it some
thought while you fix those dings.”

Nick spent the morning thinking about Woolly’s advice.
You only become good by doing good. When they went back to the
apartment for lunch, he sat at the island counter while Woolly
made a fresh salad at the sink.

“You're right about telling my parents, Woolly. 'm gonna
bite the bullet and come clean.”

“When?” Woolly asked.

Nick hesitated. “Tonight!”

“Don’t chicken out, kid.”

“I won't, dude,” he said, emphatically shaking his head.
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PACIFIC LEVIATHANS

ick cleaned up the kitchen after dinner while his mom and

dad went to the living room to watch Jeopardy! Once or
twice a week, theyd sit on the couch and compete to call out the
correct answer first. Nick did the dishes a little slower than usual,
dreading the difficult discussion ahead. After the leftovers were in
the fridge, he took a long breath and walked into the living room.
Dad kept score on a notepad and Mom squirmed waiting for the
question. “Mom, Dad, I've got something to tell you.”

“Can you wait till this is over, Nick?” Mom asked. “It’s the
final round, and I'm about to beat your father!”

Nick sat patiently in the leather chair in the corner as his
parents raced to shout out the answers. Waiting to get things oft
his chest was agonizing. Maybe I should pick a better time. But then
he thought of Woolly. No, that'd be chickening out.

When the final round was over, Dad looked at Nick.
“What’s up?”

Nick walked onto the Afghan rug and faced his parents. “I've
got to own up to something.” He paused and felt himself tremble
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slightly. “I've been lying about school this semester. I haven’t been
going. I've been working for Woolly.”

In the background, a commercial for a new diet supplement
was blaring. Mom picked up the remote and turned oft the T'V.

His dad’s head dropped, and he closed his eyes, processing
the information. “What the hell?”

“Please hear me out—"

“We had a deal, Nick,” Dad yelled.

“I know, but you’re having trouble paying the bills. I want to
pay my way. I can still graduate over the summer.”

His mom’s face turned long and expressionless. “Why did
you do this?” she said.

A vein bulged from Dad’s neck, his face flushed, and his
nostrils flared. “It’s Woolly. He’s screwing up your life!”

“It was my decision—"

“No. That draft-dodging hippie is corrupting your sense of
duty and honor,” Dad said. “You look the part too, with that long
hair. The messy beard. Time to quit the Woolly cult.”

“He didn’t dodge the draft. Woolly has cancer and needs my
help. He’s a good guy.”

“He’s using you, son,” his father replied. “He’s probably lying
about the cancer to manipulate you.”

“We’re helping each other and he’s the most generous person
I know.”

“C’mon, Nick. Don't be a fool. I know the type. I grew up
here, and there’s a Woolly at every beach—always with some
hustle, some scam. Do you trust this guy more than me?”

Nick raised his voice. “A fool? I'm sick of doing everything
you want! Business school is your dream, not mine. I can’t fix your

regrets about being a fisherman!”

Dad stared at Nick and clenched his jaw.
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Nick had never spoken to him that way. Now his emotions
were a mix of rage and guilt. “I'm out of here,” he said.

Nick slammed the front door behind him and drove to Ben’s.
His buddy looked surprised when he opened the door.

“Hey, man. What’s up?” Ben asked.

Nick dropped his keys into his pocket. “You said I could stay
here if my parents kicked me out.”

“I was joking. But dude, did they really give you the boot?”

“No. I left.”

“You look pretty upset. Come in,” Ben said opening the
door and stepping to the side. “You need to chill, dude. I'll get us
some beers.”

Nick went into the living room and sank into the plush
couch. A large, flat-screen TV on the opposite wall played the
UCLA basketball game and the surround sound felt like courtside
at Pauley Pavilion.

After a couple of beers, Ben stood up. “Let’s go to Bombay.”

Ben drove to the old nightspot near the pier. As he crept
down California Street looking for a parking spot, Nick saw
Taylor walking on the sidewalk holding hands with a guy.

“Pull over!” Nick yelled.

Ben saw Taylor too but kept driving. “Don’t go there, bro.”

Inside Bombay, they cozied up to the bar, and Ben
ordered drinks.

“These are on me,” he said, slapping Nick on the back and
raising a glass. “To bachelorhood!”

They sipped bourbon as Ben scanned the crowd and then
Ben ordered a round of tequila shots.

“Hey, I know her,” he said, nodding toward an attractive
woman in her thirties. “Amber. She’s fun,” he winked. “Come on.
I'll introduce you.”
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Nicks hurt feelings toward Taylor turned to anger. I'//
show her!

He gulped the rest of his bourbon and entered the dance
floor with Ben to move toward Amber. Nick felt hot under the
lights. Everything was spinning.

“Hey, Amber,” Ben yelled over the music. “This is my
buddy, Nick.”

“Hi,” she mouthed back, smiling.

Nick moved closer to her as they danced. The alcohol had
lowered his inhibitions, and he pressed up against her.

'The DJ played the disco classic “Le Freak,” and Nick began
to bust flamboyant dance moves. Amber looked amused by his
antics until he arched backward to do a soul backdrop and fell on
the floor with his legs splayed. The crowd made space around him,
and Amber retreated to a table. Ben grabbed Nick under his arms
and pulled him up.

“Come on, lightweight. We gotta get you out of here,” he
said, pushing Nick toward the door.”

Back at his place, Ben tossed a blanket and pillow on the
couch. “Mi casa, su casa, brother. I gotta leave early in the morning.
Just lock the door when you go.”

That night, Nick had trouble sleeping. Ben’s couch was
uncomfortable, and his thoughts ran wild. It was the monkey
mind. He missed Taylor. He regretted the fight with his dad.
What would happen now? Could he still patch things up with
his parents and Taylor?

After tossing and turning for what seemed like the whole
night, Nick felt sunlight on his face and opened his eyes. It took
a moment to remember where he was and then he felt a pang in
the pit of his stomach.

After frying up a couple of eggs and buttering some toast,
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he called Woolly to take the day off. He checked C Street and
lingered at the beach for a couple of hours before going home.
Mom was at work and Dad was kneeling, weeding the backyard
garden. When he saw Nick, he used the cane to push himself up
and limp into the house.

He found Nick in the kitchen. “Son, this is a wake-up call. I
want you to promise to go back to school. I called Wharton and
told them your situation.”

“What? Why? You shouldn’t have—"

“They agreed to defer your slot until next year due to
financial hardship.”

Nick felt the blood rush to his head and his body grew tense.

“I talked to Uncle Jerry too. He’s got a paid internship lined
up for you at the financial planner in town. Either commit to the
plan, or you're on your own,” Dad said.

Nick was outraged. “And Mom?” he asked.

“Your mother and I are on the same page.”

Nick bolted, afraid his anger could turn ugly. He threw his
wetsuit and board in the truck and drove to C Street. From the
parking lot, he called Taylor.

“Hey,” Taylor answered.

“Some heavy stuff went down today,” he said, his voice
breaking.

“You okay?” she asked.

“I told my parents I dropped out of school.”

“I'm guessing they didn't take it too well.”

“And now my dad’s demanding I work for this financial
planner and pay rent until I go back to school. He even called
Wharton and finagled a deferment of my spot till next year. I feel
totally powerless, like I'm an inch tall.”

“Im sorry,” Taylor said mechanically.
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“Can I see you?” he asked.

She paused. “I'm not ready. I gotta go. My mom’s waiting in
the car.”

After she hung up, Nick stared through the windshield at
the gray, stormy ocean. The wind was blowing onshore, it was
mid-tide, and the swell was big and disorganized. Nobody was
out. He knew what he needed. To battle something greater than
himself. To be in the moment, fighting to survive against a force
infinitely more powerful.

Nick strode into the cold, gray water, savoring his
metamorphosis, the transformation from terrestrial creature
to marine. He was drawn to the ocean’s sanctuary like iron to
a magnet. Each step took him further from his difficulties on
land and closer to the liberation he felt in the water. Things were
simpler out here. It was just him fighting against nature’s raw,
unyielding power. The big, short period wind swell battered him
incessantly. But Nick just paddled harder, experiencing a cathartic
pleasure from the punishment. The struggle for survival captured
his complete attention and linked him to a primal sensation of
teeling alive.

Once on the outside, he looked back ashore, feeling a world
away. He dropped in on a sucking, head-high wave and leapt to
his feet, pointing straight for the bottom. Nick barely escaped
the menacing lip as it crashed behind him. The exploding white
water blasted him from his feet and sent him bouncing across the
surface like a skipping stone. The wall of turbulent water plunged
him into the cold, dark void. Nick spun blindly in the rinse cycle,
unable to tell up from down and knowing it was futile to fight the
wave. Back on the surface, he tugged his leash, pulled the board
near, and began paddling hard for the outside to do it all over
again. This is what I needed.
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Nick spent another night at Ben’s. When he got to the shop the
next morning, he listened for the creaking pumpjack and searched
for the familiar garlic scent from the bakery next door. He filled
his lungs and savored the good memories from his time there.
Woolly was at his desk making a list for the day. Low morning
light streamed through the window’s security bars, casting long
shadows over Woolly like a prison cell. Scoop ran up to Nick with
her usual morning greeting and he gave her a couple of pats on
the head. Woolly looked tired but still belted out, “Good morning,
sunshine! How'd things go with your parents?”

“I told them the truth.”

Woolly pursed his lips and nodded.

“They were disappointed,” Nick said.

“Well, that’s the price of admission. If you wanna operate
with integrity, you gotta be honest and get comfortable with
people disagreeing.”

“It sucks making unpopular decisions.”

“Stick to your guns,” Woolly said. “Anyway, we've got a lot of
work today. Ready to rock and roll?”

“Somebody’s already had their dose of caffeine,” Nick
smirked. “My dad wants me to work for a financial planner. If I
keep working here, he’s kicking me out of the house.”

“Puttin’ the screws to ya, eh?

Nick slowly nodded his head and squatted down to pet Scoop.

“Look, kid, you gotta decide for yourself what to do with
your life. I just wonder if youre being true to yourself. You've got
a problem with pleasing people instead of doing what your gut
tells you.”

Nick rubbed Scoop behind her ears, letting the advice sink
in. “Look, I've got a lot of pressure on me.”

“Do what you gotta do,” Woolly answered.
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“I want to keep working here. I can stay with Ben until I find
a place.”

“Well, you can stay here with me and Scoop if you want. No
charge for couch surfing.”

Nick was surprised by the offer. “You really don’t mind?»”

“Not at all. I'd like the company.”

“I'll take you up on that,” Nick said. He set Scoop down.
“Maybe I can use the downtime to finish my board.”

“Thought you'd forgotten about it,” Woolly said sarcastically.

“How could I forget the Hibiscus Board? I'm dying to surfit!”

Scoop whined and paced.

“She wants me to feed her.”

“All right. T've gotta tell my parents my decision. No
procrastinating this time.”

“You know, youngling, youre getting dangerously close to
becoming an adult.”

“I like the sound of that,” Nick said.

At the end of the day, Nick opened the door to the parking
lot and looked back at Woolly. “Wish me luck.”

“Like Aristotle said, we all need some good luck, but you also
need courage. Stick to your guns,” Woolly replied.
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SHIFTING TIDES

en he got home, Nick’s parents were having dinner.
Mom got up and fixed Nick a heaping plate of meat loaf.

“Your mom’s dinner is delicious,” Dad said.

Nick sat down and Mom set the plate in front of him.

“Have you decided what you're gonna do?” Dad asked.

Nick chewed his meat loaf slowly, trying to decide what
to say. His palms were sweaty, and he shifted in his chair as
he swallowed.

Don't beat around the bush. Just get it over with.

He stared at his plate to avoid eye contact and pushed the
food around with his fork. “I'm moving out.”

Dad’s face turned red and he glared at Nick. Mom set down
her fork and nervously wiped her mouth with a napkin. “Stay
calm, Charlie,” she said.

“I have another place to stay,” Nick replied.

Mom’s face was stern. “Stop, guys. We need to talk this out.”

“There’s nothing to discuss, Helen. If Nick’s made up his

mind, then he’s moving out. Simple as that.”
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“You two and your battle of egos. Don't you know the devil
divides? We need to stay united as a family. Especially now, when—"

“It’s okay, Mom. I'll be fine. Woolly’s letting me stay with him.”

“Fabulous! So you're gonna live with a drug dealer and make
surfboards,” Dad said, slamming his palms on the table.

“Woolly really does have cancer. He needs my help.”

“People don’t change, Nicky. Trust me, they just don't. Suit
yourself, but don’t come whining to me when things go south.”

Mom got up from the table and left the room.

“Helen,” Dad called out, but she put on a jacket and went out
the front door without answering.

“Proud of yourself?” he asked Nick. “Look how you've upset
your mother.”

“T upset her?”

“That’s enough. As long as you're under this roof, you'll treat
me with respect.”

They finished their meal in an uncomfortable silence.

“You've got twenty-four hours to pack up and leave,” Dad
said without looking up from his plate. He took the last bite and
stood up to snatch his cane hanging from a doorknob. “Clean the
table and do the dishes. I'm gonna find your mom.”

When Nick got to the shop the next morning, Woolly was at his
desk. His face and beard were illuminated with a bluish hue as he
squinted into the computer screen. “This looks like Cro-Magnon
man enters the digital age.”

Woolly flashed a cocky grin. “I started a monthly subscription
to that shop software.”

“Cool! Are you stealing Wi-Fi from the bakery?”

Woolly looked annoyed. “No, I'm paying for it. Signed up for
DDT, DNA, whatever the hell it’s called.”
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Nick laughed. “DSL. Good for you, old man. Welcome
to modernity.”

“Yeah, and welcome to work. Did you see the pallet outside?”

“Yep.”

“Unload it.”

Woolly clicked through pages on the screen, and Nick bent
down to pet Scoop, sleeping under the fleece blanket in her bed.

“My dad’s being a hard-nose. Said I gotta move out tonight
after work.”

“That’s cool with me. Just get that pallet unloaded, wiseacre.”

“Yes sir, boss.”

Nick’s mom and dad were grocery shopping when he got
home from work. He quickly loaded the truck with his clothes,
toiletries, and surf gear and left before they got home.

Nick showed up at Woolly’s apartment with an armful
of clothes. The large glass doors were open to the outside, and
Woolly was sitting on the couch reading with Scoop on his lap.
He pointed to a door down the hallway.

“Emptied out that closet for you. Need help?”

“No, thanks. Don’t have much stuft. Should I put my boards
in the storage room?” he asked.

“More boards? Yeah, that’s just what I need around here,”
Woolly chuckled. “There are open racks.”

“We’ll make more room, boss. We just gotta keep turning
inventory.”

“Amen to that, brother,” Woolly said.

He continued reading until Nick finished unloading. Then
Woolly went to the kitchen and pulled a large ziplock bag from
the fridge.

“Your welcome dinner. This tri-tip roast has been marinating
for two days in a top-secret teriyaki sauce. It’s what you kids call

‘da bomb.”
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Nick licked his lips. “I'm starving, man.”

“Good. Let’s fire up the grill and pick our salad.”

Woolly retrieved a wicker basket from the porch, and Nick
followed him into the rows of vegetables. As usual, the boss
started barking out orders. “Pull the outer leaves off those heads
of red leaf lettuce and put em in the basket. Leave the center so
they keep producing.”

When Nick finished, Woolly pointed to the adjacent row of
lettuce. “Do the same thing with the green leaf.”

He continued to direct Nick until the basket was filled with
carrots, radishes, broccoli, and cauliflower. They went inside and
rinsed everything in the sink. Woolly grilled the roast slowly.
When it was done, the stars were twinkling and cool winter air
poured down from the mountains. Nick closed the glass doors
to warm up the living room while Woolly cut the meat into
thin slices.

“Pull the loaf of bread from the oven and slice it up,” he told
Nick. “T'll toss the salad.”

Nick sat down at the island countertop, and Woolly opened
a bottle of pinot noir from the Santa Ynez Valley. He poured two
tull glasses.

“Henry turned me on to this wine,” he said. “A friend of his
makes it.”

Nick took a sip. “It’s delicious, I guess.”

“It’s an acquired taste,” Woolly said taking a sip. “You know,
eating well’s one of life’s great pleasures, but like Epicurus, I only
teast on special occasions. Like when I welcome a new housemate.”

Nick took another sip of wine. I not so bad. He noticed
several bottles of medication on the counter. “Woolly, are you
afraid of dying?”

“No,” the old surfer said quickly. He gazed out the window
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at the flickering lights from the homes scattered about Sulfur
Mountain.

Nick swallowed a mouthful of salad. “Are you being straight
with me, or is that just some sort of macho thing? Everybody’s
afraid of dying. At least a little.”

“Nobody surfs forever, youngling. We’re all gonna die.”
Woolly took a bite of steak and kept talking. “I believe in the
nonthought of death. It’s what’s freed me from fear.”

“The nonthought of death? So you just don’t think about it?
Come on, that’s a cop-out.”

Woolly sopped up meat juices with a slice of bread. “Maybe
you need to reread Letter to Menoeceus.”

“It’s in there?” Nick asked.

“Oh yeah. Epicurus said, ‘Death is nothing for us.” Thought
it was annihilation.”

Woolly popped the soggy slice into his mouth. “The mind’s
a product of the soul, and it develops when matter takes the form
of a brain. When you die, the matter disintegrates, the brain
disappears, and without a mind, you can’t be afraid. Epicurus said,
“There can be nothing terrible in living for a man who rightly
comprehends that there is nothing terrible in ceasing to live.”

“But how do you know there’s nothing after this?” Nick
asked. “Life seems kinda pointless if we just disappear when we
die. Aristotle didn't think the soul was material.”

“Im not saying it’s material. Just that it’s dependent on
matter taking a certain form. What'’s water?” Woolly asked.

NicK’s forehead furrowed. “Huh?”

“Did you take any chemistry? Familiar with H,O?”

“Sure,” Nick said.

“Well, there’s hydrogen and there’s oxygen, but what’s two
hydrogen atoms and one oxygen?” Woolly asked.
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“It’s water.”

“And where did the water come from?”

“The combination, the mixture,” Nick answered.

“Yes! And it works in reverse too,” Woolly said. “When the
hydrogen and oxygen atoms separate, water disappears. Aristotle
thought about souls the same way. They come and go depending
on the organization of the matter.”

Nick twirled his glass and watched the clear wine legs streak
down the sides. “But maybe there’s more to it. The soul could exist
without the body. Our spirit with memories and consciousness
could exist after we die. There could be a heaven and hell.”

“No one knows for sure, kid. It’s the whole faith versus reason
thing. I'm sticking to what seems most reasonable to me.”

“Death’s a total unknown, Woolly. It seems pretty natural to
fear it.”

“Sure. That’s why Ivan Ilyich was afraid. Like most people,
he put off thinking about death. But I've thought a lot about it. I
have the soothing salve of philosophy and see dying as the natural
consequence of living.”

Scoop got up on her hind legs and excitedly scratched NicK’s
thighs with her front paws.

“She wants some tri-tip,” Woolly chuckled. “Go ahead and
give her a bite.”

Nick cut a small piece and held it between his thumb and
torefinger while lowering his hand to Scoop. But before he could
give her the morsel, she snagged it from his fingers and began
grunting and chewing frantically.

“Where are your manners, Scoop?” Nick scolded.

“She’ll always be a pig, I mean pug,” Woolly laughed.

Nick took another bite of meat, savoring the flavor. “Dude,
you're gonna have to give me the recipe for this marinade.”
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“It’s a closely guarded secret,” Woolly grinned as he refilled
Nick’s glass.

“So, how’re your treatments going?” Nick asked.

“To be real honest, I don’t know.” Woolly shifted on his stool.
“I think the docs are tiptoeing around things. Maybe they’re being
cagey because I told them I won't do chemo. Stuft’s poison.” He
pointed at the medicine bottles on the counter. “I've got a bunch
of pain meds too. Maybe that’s their way of giving me a peaceful
path to the grave.”

“And youre not worried at all? I mean, I get that you believe
death doesn’t do you any harm, but still, isnt it scary to not know
tor sure?”

“I just keep reminding myself of Epicurus’s Tetrapharmakos.”

“The four drugs?”

“Nice!”Woolly said. “You're learning some Greek. Think of it
as the four remedies for life. Epicurus said, ‘Don’t fear God, don't
worry about death, what is good is easy to get, and what is terrible
is easy to endure.”

“Not sure I got those last two,” Nick replied.

“He’s saying what we need for a good life is pretty basic. It’s
easy to get. It’s mostly about self-discipline and good decisions.”

“What about terrible stuff being easy to handle?”

“Just means that with the right attitude, you can endure
anything. When something bad happens, natural reactions take
over. Like when you have a major injury, you pass out—go into
shock. And if something’s really terrible, it kills you.”

Nick cut a juicy slice of roast. It was pink in the middle, just
as he liked it. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

Woolly had a sparkle in his eyes. “Just keep doing what you're
doing, youngling. Everything’s working out fine.”

They cleaned up the kitchen, and Woolly put a pillow and
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blankets on the couch. “It’s not the Ritz, but it’s comfortable
enough.”

“Thanks for having me, Woolly.”

“My pleasure, kid.” Woolly turned oft the light and
disappeared into the bedroom with Scoop.
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CHARGING

hat month, Nick established his dream routine. Work was

demanding but when the waves were good, Woolly gave him
a hall pass to surf. He took up the slack if Woolly had a doctor’s
appointment or needed to rest. His shaping skills improved daily.
It would take years to be as good as Woolly—and there were
still a couple of finishing techniques he needed to learn—but he
was off to a good start. Business was booming. After a popular
Aussie website did a feature on Woolly, international orders went
through the roof. The workload went from hectic to full-on nuts.

“When will I have time to work on my board?” Nick
complained.

Woolly chuckled. “The cobbler’s children have no shoes.
Welcome to the life of a small business owner, kid. You're lucky I
give you time to surf.”

Falling asleep on the couch in the evenings, Nick often
thought of Taylor and felt his heart ache. Maybe he could patch
things up with her.

He decided to visit Sunken Treasures on his lunch break
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and parked out front on Fir Street’s steep hill. Inside the shop,
he waited patiently while Taylor worked with a customer. Nick
observed her sales skills as she sold a ring she’d made, hammered
silver with a tiny opal. While helping the customer at the register,
she cast an aggravated glance at Nick. After the customer left, she
approached him, Nick noticed she wasn't wearing her engagement
ring. It made sense but it still hurt.

“What are you doing here?” she demanded.

“I wanted to let you know Woolly said I could set up a jewelry
counter at his shop to sell your designs—you get a hundred
percent of the sale. We get a decent amount of foot traffic. It’s a
great way to get your brand out there.”

Taylor winced. “I'm not sure about that.”

Nick smiled. “Ya know, Valentine’s Day’s coming up. Maybe
we could go to dinner.”

“I have plans.” She looked at the door. “You better go.”

Nick’s emotions took over. “Who’s this guy you're seeing!” he
said loudly.

Everyone in the small shop stared at him.

“Please go,” she said quietly trying to minimize the scene
Nick made.

Embarrassed, he stormed out and accidentally squealed the
rear tires on the truck pulling up the steep grade. Nick banged his
hands on the steering wheel. Whyd I do that? He drove back down
the avenue thinking about losing his cool and making things
worse with Taylor. The prudent thing would have been to just text
her about the jewelry.

'The next morning, Nick woke to the coffee maker gurgling
in the kitchen. He sat up on the couch and took in the aroma.

“Good morning, Sunshine!” Woolly said. “There’s a cup with

your name on it.”
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“That’s what gets me off the couch,” Nick mumbled.

Woolly fed Scoop her breakfast and joined Nick at the
kitchen counter. “Whatcha got planned for the day?” he asked.

“T'ide’s super high now. Should be good around noon if the
wind stays down. What should I do this morning?” Nick asked.

“I've got this gaudy red board with yellow hibiscus flowers
that needs a hot coat.”

Nick grinned and took a swig of coffee. “I can help with that!”

As they walked to the shop entrance, Nick asked, “Why’s it
called a hot coat again?”

Woolly unlocked the shop door. “You add extra catalyst
to the resin. Makes it go off faster so it doesn’t thin out. Gets
hotter too.”

Woolly went ahead to the glassing room while Nick retrieved
the board and set it on a pair of stands in front of Woolly.

“So this coat fills in the cloth weave?” Nick asked.

“Uh-huh. Smooths out and seals the board. But the whole
key to a good hot coat is do it quickly, then leave it alone.”

Woolly headed toward the office with Scoop behind him.

“Hey! Where are you going?” Nick asked.

“For a walk. I'll be back in thirty. You should be done
by then.”

“But—"

“You've seen me do this a bunch of times, kid. You don’t need
my help.”

'The door swung shut, and Nick thought through the steps.

Yeah. I can do this.

Woolly got weaker. His gaunt face was visible under his beard and
his t-shirts and trunks hung baggily from his thin frame. He took
naps every afternoon and gave Nick all the physically demanding
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work. He had a persistent cough too. Nick was glad he could be
there. Woolly needed him more than ever.

Nick savored their quiet evenings when they talked
philosophy, and Woolly told endless stories from his fifty years of
surfing. Just after sunrise on the last Sunday of February, Woolly
called Nick into his bedroom. His breathing was labored. “Should
I call the doctor?” Nick asked.

“No. Just bring me some chamomile tea and a bowl of Irish
oatmeal with butter,” Woolly said.

Nick returned with Woolly’s breakfast on a tray. After a
couple sips of tea, Woolly’s breathing improved.

“Negative low tide this morning,” Nick said. “I'll take Scoop
down to the Pierpont for a walk.”

“Thanks, man. She’ll love that,” Woolly wheezed. “That’s a
great place to find sea glass too.”

“If T find anything cool, I'll bring it back,” Nick smiled. “Need
anything else?”

“Nah, I'm fine. Just need to snooze a little longer.”

Nick parked in the lot at the end of Seaward Avenue. When
he opened his door, Scoop leapt from the truck and sprinted onto
the sand. She spun around and stared at Nick, wagging her tail.
She always got frisky at the beach. They walked south along the
water’s edge, and every quarter mile walked around the massive
stone jetties set up to prevent beach erosion.

At the Pierpont schoolhouse jetty, Nick saw a woman running
barefoot toward him. As she got closer, he recognized Taylor, who
stopped to chat. She looked down at the pug standing between
NicK’s feet. “Who’s this?”

“Scoop, the infamous shop security guard and receptionist.”

“She looks terrifyingly—cute,” Taylor giggled.

“Don't let her looks fool you. She’s ferocious!”
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“Thanks for the warning,” Taylor teased.

There was an awkward silence. Nick picked up a piece of
driftwood and tossed it down the beach, sending Scoop chasing
after it.

Taylor’s eyes filled with tears. “You really hurt me, Nick.”

He looked down and used his big toe to draw a circle in the
sand. “Well, you hurt me too.”

“That’s just the kind of selfish comment that makes me feel I
can't trust you. I feel betrayed.”

Nick looked up at Taylor. “I feel awful about lying to you. I've
been working on my character.”

“Probably not as much as you've been working on your
board,” she said with a half-smile. “Have you finished it?”

“Basically, just needs a gloss coat. You gotta see it. Red with
a yellow hibiscus lei outlining the bottom.”

“My favorite flower.”

“I know.” Nick beamed like a child presenting his crush with
a love note.

Taylor bent down and picked up a marble-sized pebble.

“Yellow sea glass!” Nick said. “That’s a rare one. Woolly told
me to keep an eye out for glass down here during low tide.”

“How is Woolly?” Taylor asked.

“Not so great. He’s getting worse.”

Taylor opened her hand, offering the smooth glass ball to
Nick. The morning sunlight caught the yellow sphere, radiating a
warm glow on her palm.

“Tell him it’s from me,” she said.

Nick nodded and slipped the glass into his pocket.

“You know, Nick, I never really cared about what you did
tor work. I don’t need to live the high life. I just want stability
and honesty.”
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“T've been pretty confused, Taylor. The whole thing with my
parents was complicated, but I know what I'm doing now. I'm
gonna finish my degree. I mean, it’s only one more semester. I'd be
stupid not to get a diploma after all that work, right?”

Nick heard a child screaming and looked up. Scoop had
found a toddler and snatched a sandwich from his hand. Now,
she was beside the crying child with her head down, frantically
devouring the food.

“Scoop, no!” Nick yelled and sprinted to the scene.

Scoop bolted across the beach with the half-eaten sandwich
dangling from her jowl.

She jibed and jived like a running back while Nick floundered
in the sand, trying to catch her. Once she was a safe distance,
Scoop threw her head back and devoured the remainder of the
sandwich in one gulp. Nick ran over and picked Scoop up.

“I'm really sorry,” he told the kid’s father.

“No sweat, man,” the dad laughed. “We packed an extra
sandwich. He usually throws one in the sand.”

Nick put Scoop on her leash and turned to walk back to
Taylor but she was gone. He stood there for a moment thinking
about their conversation and made his way to the truck.

Back at the shop, Nick found an ambulance parked in the
middle of the lot next to Henry’s truck. He jumped out and ran
around back. Woolly was there, lying on a gurney with an oxygen
mask over his face.

“What’s going on?” Nick asked Henry.

“I came over to check on him. He was unconscious, so I
called 911.7

Nick walked alongside the stretcher as the paramedics
wheeled Woolly to the ambulance. Woolly’s glassy eyes stared up
at him, and he grabbed Nick’s hand, giving it a strong squeeze.
Nick watched his tears fall onto the stretcher’s sheets.
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“I'm here for you, Woolly,” he said.

Woolly kept his gaze on Nick. “I'm sorry,” he whispered
and gave Nick’s hand another squeeze before being pushed into
the ambulance.

Henry climbed into his truck. “I'm following them over to
Community Memorial,” he said.

“Wait, I'll come with you.”

Henry shook his head. “They only let one person in the ER.”

‘T'll stay in the waiting room then. I've gotta be there
for him.”

“He'd want you here with Scoop and getting the shop ready
for tomorrow, Nick. This business is his life.”

Nick put his hands on his hips and stared at Henry, wondering
what to do.

“Listen, kid. I'll call you as soon as I know something.”

“All right,” Nick said.

Nick watched as Henry followed the ambulance up the
gravel drive. He looked down at his feet. Faithful Scoop looked
up at him, swinging her back end to and fro in sync with her tail.
Nick took her in his arms and hugged her tightly as she licked the
tears streaming down his cheeks.

“Everything’s gonna be okay, Scoop,” he told her, but he was
really reassuring himself.

He went back to the apartment feeling sad and anxious. He
tried to sit on the couch with Scoop and read, but he couldnt
tocus. He kept thinking about Woolly. He went to the garden to
pull weeds and pick vegetables, but he still felt antsy so he took
Scoop on a long walk. When he got back late in the afternoon, he
went to the kitchen to make dinner and Henry called.

“Michael’s resting comfortably,” Henry said. “His oncologist
is gonna check him out in the morning and decide what’s next.
But he’s doing good for now.”
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“What room is he in?” Nick asked.

“Three eleven. Ocean View Tower. He’s sleeping. I think he’s
down for the count tonight. 'm staying here, but I've gotta get
back to Santa Barbara in the morning.”

“Okay. I'll stop by tomorrow after I close the shop.”

“Good,” Henry said.

Nick hung up the phone and thought about Ivan Ilyich. He
wondered if Woolly was on his deathbed too. Epicurus said death
was no big deal, but it didn't feel like it now.

What am I supposed to do without Woolly?

He wanted to run away from it all, to escape the fear and pain.

What would a virtuous person do?

He had to be brave, accepting life’s mix of fortune and
misfortune. The right thing was to play the hand he'd been dealt
with integrity. To choose what’s good. And that meant being
strong for Woolly—taking care of Scoop and the shop. Doing the
right thing was so hard, so painful. Scoop was restless too. She
paced in front of Nick, then stood over her empty food dish.

“I'm sorry, girl. I forgot your dinner,” Nick said. He fed Scoop
and himself, then lay down on the couch to go to sleep. The little
pug curled up and snuggled behind his bent knees.

'The next morning, Nick worked on ding repairs between visits
from customers. Scoop stayed outside watching the driveway and
waiting for Woolly until Nick took her for a walk at lunch. When
they got back, she finally came inside and lay down in her bed.

After completing more repairs, Nick was about to close the
shop early when Scoop hopped out of her bed and ran to the door.
A moment later, it swung open, and a tall, thin teenager with long,
sun-bleached hair and a tanned face walked in. Nick recognized
him from the cove. He surfed old-style, single-fin longboards,

was an excellent nose rider, and had a fluid, flamboyant style.
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“What can I do for you?” Nick asked.

“I'm here to see Woolly about ordering a board,” he said
while looking down anxiously at Scoop sniffing his sandals.

“Don’t worry,” Nick laughed. “She doesn't bite unless you're
hiding food under your foot.” He stood up and extended his hand
across the desk. “I'm Nick. Woolly’s out today. But I can help.”

“Trevor,” he replied, reaching with his lanky arm.

Nick motioned to the chair in front of the desk. “Have a
seat.” Trevor glanced around the room at the photos on the wall
and the crates of books in the corner.

Nick asked the same questions Woolly had asked for his board
and after entering the specs into the computer, he completed the
estimate and pointed to the total on the screen. “That’s the price.”

Trevor raised his eyebrows. “Geez, that’s pricey.”

“You're getting a top-of-the-line board. It'll more than pay
off in fun. And you only gotta put down a deposit for half to get
started,” Nick said.

“So Woolly will shape the board?”

Nick wasn’t sure how to answer. “I'll let him know you
were in.”

“When do you think it’ll be done?”

Nick twisted his mouth and looked to the side as he thought.
“We're super busy right now, but since you're local, we’ll shoot for
three weeks.”

“Cool.” Trevor nodded at the milk crates. “What’s up with
all the books?”

“They’re Woolly’s. He’s a philosopher.”

Trevor squinted at the books, puzzled by Nick’s answer.
“Anyway, my buddies are gonna be jealous when they see this
board!” Trevor walked to the door and flashed a cocky grin. “Since

it’s yellow, I'm gonna call it the Banana.”
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“That works,” Nick grinned. “Hey, see you in the water.”

“Right on,” Trevor said, closing the door behind him.

Nick sat back in Woolly’s squeaky old office chair. He felt
more confident every time he worked with a customer, and
Trevor was influential. If he liked the new stick, others in his
crew would follow.

A few minutes later, Taylor walked through the door holding
a small box. Scoop ran up to meet her, but she was stone-faced
and ignored the dog.

Nick got up to greet her. “This is a surprise.”

She set the box on the desk and opened it. “I decided to let
you sell some jewelry, just sea glass rings and earrings, for now.
I've put price tags on everything.”

“Great!” Nick said. “Woolly’s got a glass case in back I'll
bring up. Want to set it up with me?”

“Naw, I've got to run. But let me know how they sell. I'm
considering this a test. Thanks,” she said and slipped out the door.

Nick felt a thrilling sensation as a soft current of warmth
pulsed through his body. I'm gonna sell the hell out of this jewelry.

Nick left the shop anxious to visit Woolly at the hospital, but
before leaving, he needed to feed Scoop. Rummaging through
the kitchen cabinet looking for dog food, he came across a small
blue vest with “Scoop” and “Therapy Dog” embroidered in white
along the side. On the other side, a clear plastic sleeve displayed
an AKC Good Citizen Certificate. Perfect! I'll bring Scoop to cheer
him up.

He scarfed down a ham and cheese sandwich while Scoop
ate her kibble, then drove to the hospital. Nick put on Scoop’s
vest and leash and walked her confidently through the entrance
past the reception desk. No one questioned him. They exited the
elevator on the third floor and made a beeline to the room.
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It was déja vu for Nick. Woolly’s room looked exactly like his
dad’s from a few months before. Woolly was propped up in bed
wearing an oxygen mask and reading the Surfer’s Journal.

When Woolly saw them, his face lit up. Nick plopped Scoop
onto the bed, and she began to lick Woolly’s cheeks, pushing
the oxygen mask to the side. Woolly dropped the magazine and
chuckled while scratching her belly.

“Hey, girl. Miss me?” Scoop rolled up in a ball under his arm
and made her long exhaling bullfrog noise; a sigh of contentment.
Woolly gave her a tender smile and looked up. “Thanks for
coming, kid!”

“Of course. How ya feeling?”

“Pretty good. The oxygen makes it easier to breathe but the
mask is annoying.”

“You gave me a scare yesterday,” Nick said.

“It’s a good thing Henry stopped by. I was in pretty lousy
shape.” Scoop tried to crawl up Woolly’s chest. “Easy, girl. You
gotta stay next to me,” he said putting her back.

“Henry said the doctor checked you out this morning,” Nick
said. “What'd she say?”

“The usual,” Woolly said. “Half I can understand and half
sounds like she’s speaking a foreign language.”

Nick frowned. “What does that mean?”

“The cancer’s spreading. But what’s new?”

“How serious is it?” Nick asked.

“You got me. I always get vague answers.”

“Come on, Woolly! Enough BS. What’s really going on?”

Woolly lay his head back on the pillow and stared at the
ceiling. “It ain’t good, youngling.”

Nick was gutted. But he fought back his emotions to stay
positive for Woolly. “You're a fighter, man. You've stared down the
gnarliest waves in the world. You can beat this.”
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“Hope so. But it’s pretty clear I won't be working in the shop
anytime soon.”

Nick reached into his pocket. He held out the yellow sea glass
and dropped it into Woolly’s palm. It caught the light from the
window and radiated a warm glow over his frail hand. “It’s from
Taylor. She found it on our walk yesterday morning at Pierpont.”

“Taylor?” Woolly asked.

Nick raised an eyebrow and tilted his head. “I dont know
what to think. She brought over some of her jewelry for me to
sell.”

“That’s good!” Woolly said. “Look, kid. I wasn't totally honest
with you about my intentions.”

Nick put his hand over Woolly’s and looked tenderly into his
eyes. “It’s okay, old man. I got the better end of the deal.”

Woolly sat up a little straighter and leaned forward,
continuing to look Nick in the eye. “Listen, I need you right now.
I need you to take care of Scoop and run the shop. Okay?”

Nick nodded. “You can count on—"

“You can't have a dog in here!” a voice scolded from the
doorway.

Nick turned to see a young woman leering at him.

“C’mon, Lucy, she’s a therapy dog. AKC registered and
everything,” Woolly said.

“Is she registered with the hospital?”

“She’s registered at UCLA Children’s.”

“She can’t be here, Woolly.”

She brushed past Nick to check Woolly’s blood pressure
while Nick shrugged and picked Scoop up. “I'll stop by tomorrow,
man. Call me if you need anything.”

Woolly gave him the thumbs up. “Thanks for being here for

me, wiseacre.”
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Nick placed some digital ads for the shop and business
continued to pick up. He sold all of Taylor’s jewelry in a
week. He sent her a payment and asked for more, hoping she'd see
he was successful running the business.

Meanwhile, Nick and Henry took turns visiting Woolly
every night. He was frail but still in good spirits, and he always
talked about going home. He needed more pain medicine to stay
comfortable, and eventually, he slept most of the time, unaware
he had visitors. On Sunday evening, Nick sat on the couch at
Woolly’s place reading Machiavelli’s 7he Prince, with Scoop
in his lap. The glass wall was open and the coyotes yelping in
the hills caused Scoop to occasionally lift her head and growl
softly. The phone rang and when Nick saw it was Henry, he felt
a dreadful foreboding.

“Nick, he’s gone,” Henry said.

Nick choked up as he spoke. “Did he sufter?”

“No, man. He was at peace. He asked about you and Scoop
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and the shop. I told him you were holding down the fort—
everything’s in good hands.”

“It just doesn’t seem real.,” Nick said.

Henry was quiet for a moment. “I know how you feel. Get
some sleep. For now, just keep running the shop, kid. I'm figuring
everything out.”

Nick hung up and immediately called Taylor.

“Hi!” she said, sounding pleased to hear from him.

Nick wiped the tears from his eyes. “I've got horrible news.”

“Oh, no! What’s wrong?”

“Woolly died, Taylor. The cancer. It just spread all over.”

She was silent for a few seconds. “I'm sorry, Nick. I know you
were close.”

“He was like a father to me. I'm not sure what to do.”

“T’ll pray for you both. You're strong. You'll get through this.”

“Could you come over?” Nick asked.

“You mean to the surf shop?” Taylor hesitated. “Okay. I'll
come over.”

Nick waited in front of the shop. In the unlit parking lot,
crickets and frogs traded chirps and croaks. The familiar creaking
of the pumpjack and smell of garlic gave Nick a sense of normalcy
and stability that eased his anxiousness. Scoop sniffed around the
property’s dark perimeter and Nick traced her movements by
following her snorts. When Taylor pulled down the drive, Scoop
began to bark and ran between Nick’s legs.

She got out of the car and Nick saw the sparkle from her
engagement ring. He gave her a long embrace. Tears streamed
down his cheeks. “He was like a father to me.”

“I understand,” Taylor said shivering. “Let’s go in.” She
looked at the building. “Where do you live?”

“Around back.” Nick led her to the apartment with Scoop
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trotting behind. The living room lights shone through the glass
wall, illuminating the garden.

“Vegetables?”

“Woolly grows—grew a bunch of stuff. He made killer salads.”

Once inside, Taylor looked around. “This is really nice. I'd
put some curtains over those windows, though. The whole world
can see in here.”

“There’s nobody around,” Nick replied. “Just you and me.”

“Thanks for selling the jewelry. I was kinda surprised how
well it did.”

“You make great stuft and I can sell more,” Nick replied. He
made two cups of peppermint tea, and they sat next to one another
on the couch with Scoop in her usual place at the opposite end.

Taylor looked into Nick’s eyes. “If you had been open with
your doubts, I would have worked with you.”

“I needed to grow up. I wasn't confident enough to tell you
what I thought.”

Taylor took his hand. “I love you, Nick. I want to spend my
life with you.”

“Me too, babe.

“We'll figure it out together,” she said.

Nick smiled and gave her a long, passionate kiss.

“What will happen to the shop?”

“Don’t know. I'm too bummed to care.”

They sat close together on the couch for a couple of hours
munching on a bowl of popcorn. They shared tender dreams for
their life together before Taylor looked at her watch.

“I should go.”

Nick grasped her hand in both of his looking her in the eye.
“Stay here.”

Taylor looked away. “I don’t know.”

258



PADDLING OUT

After a few minutes, Taylor lay down close to Nick to avoid
falling oft the narrow couch. He pulled a blanket over them. They
embraced, fulfilling their romantic yearnings. After they drifted
to sleep, Scoop curled up in the nook behind Nick’s bent knees
and began to snore.

Early in the morning, Nick walked Taylor to her car. He felt
Scoop pushing herself between his legs and Taylor looked down.

“She’s jealous,” Nick laughed.

“Well, she'd better get used to it,” Taylor smirked, getting
into her car. She leaned out the window and blew him a kiss. “I
love you.”

“Love you too,” Nick said, warmed by Taylor’s support.

Just after Nick opened the shop Saturday morning, Billy entered
with a small box under his arm. Nick had recently surfed with
the energetic old-timer and he was still the chattiest guy in the
lineup, catching as many waves as ever.

“Bro. I heard about Woolly,” he said in his rapid diction.

Nick nodded solemnly.

“I'm gonna miss that old son of a bitch,” Billy continued.
“He never even told me he was sick.”

“Howd you find out?” Nick asked.

“Saw Henry this morning checking the surf.” Billy set the
box on the desk and sat down. “He asked me to drop off this box
of Woolly’s stuff from the hospital. Always figured he'd outlive
me. Cancer sucks, dude,” Billy said shaking his head and staring
at the floor.

Nick looked into the box and saw the surf magazines,
Woolly’s phone and wallet. Rolling around the bottom was the
yellow sea glass from Taylor.

“What’s gonna happen to the shop?” Billy asked.
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“Don’t know, but I'm hoping to keep working here. Henry’s
handling everything.”

“You want to shape boards? Are you up for that, man?
Woolly’s boards are like magic.”

“He taught me a lot. Henry can teach me too.”

“Those are some big shoes to fill.”Wanting to be encouraging,
Billy said, “Hey, I've seen your work. You can do it. You've got
the touch.”

“All T want is a chance to prove myself,” Nick said.

“Everyone wants to respect Woolly’s legacy. If you can make
good boards, customers will stay with you.”

“I've gotta bolt,” Billy said. He bent down to scratch Scoop’s
stomach. She groaned with pleasure. Billy stood back up. “Me
and Henry are organizing a memorial paddle-out for tomorrow
morning. Nine oclock at the cove. He’s gonna say a few words
about Woolly and spread his ashes.”

“Ashes! He’s already cremated?”

“Henry gets stuft done,” Billy replied.

“Service at the Church of the Open Sky,” Nick said. “That’s
how Woolly would want it.”

Billy walked to the door. “Hang in there, kid. You've got the

'”

community behind you. Later, dude

On Sunday morning, Nick woke up to Scoop licking his face.

“Stop it, you rascal.”

After breakfast, they went to the shop. Walking with Scoop,
he felt sad. The solitude made the crunching of his steps on the
gravel seem louder than usual. Nick chose Woolly’s favorite
longboard for the memorial; the one Woolly surfed at the Ranch.
He placed the board in the old Ford’s bed, then set Scoop in the

passenger seat. He made his way down the avenue and leaned
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over to roll down the window for Scoop. Nick savored the fresh
springtime air and the bluebird sky.

Taylor was waiting in her front yard holding her board and
wearing a one-piece bathing suit, tight shorts, sunglasses, and
flip-flops. Nick walked over to her. “I'll get that,” he said taking
her board and setting it in the truck. He opened the passenger
door for her.

“Whose truck?” she asked.

“It was Woolly’s.”

“Hello, Scoop,” Taylor said, sliding into the seat.

Nick adjusted the rearview mirror. “Push her to the middle if
she’s bothering you,” he said.

Scoop climbed onto Taylor’s lap and stuck her head out the
window. “She’s fine,” Taylor said, raising her voice over the engine.

Nick took in the sweet fragrance of blooming orange trees
along the avenue.

Taylor looked affectionately at him. “So what’s Scoop gonna
do while we are in the water?”

Nick gave the pug a scratch under her chin. “She’s going
with us.”

When they got to the point, Nick pulled the truck into his
usual spot. Scoop waited while they grabbed their boards and
followed Nick and Taylor on the quarter-mile walk along the
promenade. At the cove, they found a large crowd on the beach.

Nick was surprised. “There must be a hundred and fifty
people down there.”

“At least,” Taylor said.

They climbed down the stairs and stepped onto the sand.
A woman placed leis over their heads. The honeysuckle-like
fragrance of the yellow, pink, and white plumeria flowers tickled
their nostrils.
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“Aloha, braddah.” Nick turned to see Ben walking up to
hug him.

“Hey, man! What are you doing here?”

“Paying my respects. Sorry about Woolly, man.”

Nick stufted the pain he felt every time Woolly was
mentioned. “Thanks.”

Ben smiled at Taylor. “Glad to see you two together.”

“Me too,” she answered with her lovely half-smile.

He turned back to Nick. “So, youre the new kahuna at
the shop?”

“It’s just me for now. Henry’s figuring that out.”

Ben grabbed Nick around the shoulder and whispered in his
ear. “Howsit with Taylor? Dude, she looks hot!”

Nick gave Ben a self-confident glance, pried himself free,
and noticed Henry chatting at the water’s edge.

Taylor pointed at the logo on Bens T-shirt. “What’s ‘A
Beautiful Day’?”

“A nonprofit I've been working with. It’s super cool. We take
kids with disabilities out for a beach day and let them ride waves.”
Ben beamed with a tenderness Nick hadn’t noticed in him before.

“How'd you get into that?” Taylor asked.

“At first, my company made me. Yknow. Give back to the
community stuff. But I ended up loving it! The kids get totally
stoked and it makes me feel good—almost better than a big
sale,” he said with a smirk. “I'm on the nonprofit’s board too. The
tundraising chair. My girlfriend’s the treasurer.”

“Girlfriend?” Nick asked.

“Ya.It’s getting kinda serious. Might need some advice about
rings,” he winked.

Taylor put her arm around Nick’s waist. “Let’s do that.”

Ben pointed at Scoop lying in the sand. “She’d make a great
beach buddy. The kids would dig her.”
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Nick remembered how Woolly had stressed the importance
of giving back. As Aristotle said, we’re social animals and should
contribute to society because it makes our lives better. A generous
spirit was virtuous, part of a good character.

“When’s the next Beautiful Day?” Nick asked.

“Next weekend,” Ben said. “Right here in the cove. I'm
gonna—"

“Thank you for coming and sharing some aloha for our
triend, Woolly.”

'They turned to see Billy shouting from the promenade above
and pointing at Henry.

“That geezer in the red trunks is Woolly’s buddy, Henry. He’s
leading the ceremony. Time to paddle out!”

Everyone waded into the water. Nick put Scoop on his board,
and she sat stoically on the nose, looking straight ahead. He and
Taylor paddled to the circle that was beginning to form and sat
up on their boards. Taylor reached for his right hand and when
he turned to his left, Billy was beaming at him. He grasped Nick’s
hand firmly.

Nick glanced up at the pier and spotted his mom and dad
smiling and waved to them. He looked around at the familiar
taces and the many he didn’t recognize. Woolly had touched more
lives than he'd realized. Nick thought back to when they first met
and he'd startled Woolly. Woolly believed in me more than I believed
in myself.

Nick was glad he'd been out of money when Woolly offered
the free ding repair if he'd read 7he Death of Ivan Ilyich. Without
the bribe, he'd never have done the reading. All the discussions
about happiness, virtue, character—it had shaped his perspective
on life profoundly. And now that Woolly was gone, Nick

wondered how he was going to navigate tough decisions. Was his
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character strong enough to be true to himself and others without
Woolly’s guidance?

And the trip to the Ranch. He'd never forget spending the
day with Woolly on that special stretch of coast. Nick recalled the
definition of happiness: the norm of a complete life filled with all
the goods he needed. Now he understood what that meant.

Henry paddled to the middle of the circle and sat up on
his board, closed his eyes, and sat in silence. A hush fell over the
crowd. The only sound came from the waves crashing. After about
twenty seconds, Henry opened his eyes and began to speak.

“We're here to celebrate the life of Michael Patrick O’Neill.
Most of you knew him as Woolly, the guy who made boards and
was always out here for the early morning sessions. He and I were
friends pretty much our whole lives.”

Henry scanned the ring of people with a contented, peaceful
expression. “Raise your hand if you're on one of his boards.”

Nick and about half the group raised their hands. “Keep ‘em
up there. Now, how many of you wish you were on one of his
boards but just couldn’t afford it?”

The rest of the hands went up. Laughter filled the circle, and
everyone rejoined hands.

“But he was more than a great surfer and shaper,” Henry
said. “He was an exceptionally good person. And man, he loved
the ocean. So this is where we’ll leave him.” Henry paused and
looked down at the urn in his hands. “Repeat after me,” he said.
“Moe i ka maluhia. Rest in peace.”

In unison, everyone repeated the words while Henry removed
the lid and slowly scattered Woolly’s ashes into the Pacific. Nick
watched them disappear under the water and spoke quietly
to himself.

“Rest in peace, old man. You were a friend and like a father
to me. Thank you for sharing what you held dear. It’s one of the
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greatest gifts I've ever received. I promise to follow your example
and pass it on.”

A couple of hoots rang out, and soon, everyone was hollering
and splashing each other. Billy got Scoop in the face and she
paced anxiously around the board’s nose, wondering what was
going on. After a minute, Henry raised both hands and motioned
for everyone to quiet down.

“Thank you for coming. In honor of Woolly, I'm gonna catch
a few waves.” He paddled to the lineup and immediately snagged
the first wave of a nice set.

The circle dissolved. Some followed Henry. Others
congregated in groups to catch up. Nick, Taylor, and Scoop
paddled to the beach, where they found Nick’s parents waiting
on the sand.

“Taylor!” Mom exclaimed, extending her arms for a hug.

Taylor took a step back. “I'm all wet, Helen.”

“That’s okay. Come here. I've missed you!”

‘They embraced as Taylor said, “I've missed you too.”

Mom spread her arms toward Nick. “Come here,” she said
hugging him.

“Good to see you, Dad,” Nick said feeling confident.

“How are you, son?” he smiled while giving Nick a firm
handshake.

“That was a lovely ceremony,” his mom said. “When’s the
funeral?”

“That was it. Woolly wanted it short and sweet,” Nick replied.

Ben walked up the stairs to the promenade and yelled at
Nick. “Remember, Beautiful Day next Saturday. Bring Scoop. I'll
text you!”

Nick and Taylor waved to Ben while his dad looked down
at the pug.
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“Who’s this?”

“Scoop. The shop dog.” Nick replied.

“So cute,” Mom said.

Nick put his arm around Taylor. “Wanna tour the shop?”

“Absolutely,” Taylor said.

“Can we come too?” his mom asked.

“Now’s perfect. Where'd you park?”

“The upper lot,” Dad said.

“Me too. Let’s go.”

Nick and his dad walked side by side, with Taylor and Mom
close behind. He could hear them excitedly catching up and
looked down to make sure Scoop was trotting in her usual spot
close to his feet. Dad gazed out at Santa Cruz Island.

“I can be bossy, Nick, but I only want what’s best for you.”

“I know you love me, Dad. We're just different people and got
to do things our own ways—Ilike the Sinatra song,” Nick grinned.

Dad looked down at the concrete path. “The accident got
me thinking about priorities. Ya know, Nicky, I've been hard on
you but the most important thing in life is relationships. Work,
money, all that’s secondary. I'm proud of what I've accomplished
and I'm proud of you, whatever career you choose. Ya know, when
I was your age, I was pretty into surfing too.”

“Maybe I can get you back out there with me sometime.”

‘They walked in silence for a minute before Nick spoke again.
“Anyway, got some good news. Signed up for summer school and
I'll have my degree in August.”

“That’s great!” Dad said giving him a smack on the back.

When they got to the truck, Nick and Taylor slipped their
boards into the bed. Dad looked over the truck and whistled.

“This is a classic,” he said.
“Yep. Woolly loved this old truck.”
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“Pretty cool. A ‘fifty-eight?” Dad asked.

“Fifty-six. Ride over with me and Scoop. Mom and Taylor
can take the Silverado.”

“All right,” he said, opening the squeaky passenger door.

Nick set Scoop in the front seat, and she jumped on Dad’s
lap as he spun the old window handle, and the little pug stuck her
head in the breeze. They rode in silence until Nick turned onto
the avenue.

“How’s fishing been?” Nick asked.

“Pretty decent. Carlos has stepped up since I'm not pulling
my weight yet.”

“You'll get there, Dad. You're a tough dude.”

His father grunted. “Don’t have a choice. We'll starve if I
don’t get out there.”
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CHAPTER 25

CHANGE OF THE (GUARD

Nick and Dad parked in the shop lot. Mom and Taylor
parked next to them. Scoop ran to the shop door just as
another truck drove down the drive. It was Henry. He parked
on the other side of Woolly’s truck, got out, and hugged Nick
with a couple of firm slaps on the back. Scoop ran to him and
he picked her up, scratched her head, and looked around at
the visitors.

“Henry, this is my dad, Charlie, my mom, Helen, and my
girlfriend, Taylor.”

Henry shook everyone’s hand. “Pleased to meet you.” Then
he dropped his tailgate and set Scoop loose in the bed. He sat
down, put his palms down next to each hip and straightened his
arms to sit upright. He glanced over everyone and then settled on
Nick. “Michael said you were upset about his smuggling.”

Nick looked Henry in the eye. “I was too judgmental. I feel
bad about it.”

“Did he tell you I was supposed to do that delivery?”

Nick shook his head.
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“Yeah, a south swell was pumping, and Woolly offered to go
so I could surf. He was generous like that. Surfed epic Ala Moana
Bowls all afternoon, and when I got back to our place, I freaked
out because he wasn’t there. An hour later, he called from jail to
tell me he'd been arrested.”

“Whatd you do?” Nick asked.

“Found him the best lawyer I could. Stayed in Hawaii until
my money ran out and then came back here. The feds questioned
him about me. Offered to reduce his sentence if he snitched,
but Woolly stayed tight-lipped. It was the most generous thing
anybody’s ever done for me.”

“He was a good dude,” Nick said. “So generous with me too.
Can't believe I thought he was up to something. Using me.”

Henrysquinted his eyes and tilted his head. “Is that necessarily
a bad thing? Maybe Woolly was up to something,” he said.

“Like what?”

“He knew he was dying and wanted someone to carry on
his legacy,” Henry said. “But he needed a good fit: someone who
could share philosophy and make kick-ass surfboards.”

“So?”

“He found you, kid.” He paused. “He left everything to you.”

Nick stood speechless, staring at Henry and trying to process
what he had just heard. “I—what do you mean?” he stuttered.

“The business, the building, the truck—everything’s yours.
He never made a ton of money, but it’s all paid for, and there’s a
nice little stash of cash in the bank for emergencies.”

Nick shook his head. He couldn’t believe it. “Youre pulling
my leg.”

“Woolly wrote it up with a lawyer a couple of weeks before
he went to the hospital. 'm the executor of his estate.”

“I just don’t understand,” Nick said.
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“Dude, he trusted you. Thought youd keep the shop going
and take care of Scoop. He didn’t want the business to shut down
when it was doing so well. He figured it might help you too.”

“I mean, it does. But how am I supposed to do this? Seriously.
I've never run a business before. Why'd he choose me?”

“He said you chose him. He believed in you, man—thought
of you like a son. He knew you were smart and would figure it all
out. I promised Woolly to help you until you were ready to run
things on your own. I'll do more shaping with you—make sure
you know everything.”

NicK’s parents and Taylor beamed.

Nick kept shaking his head. “This blows my mind.”

“There is a catch. Woolly had a couple conditions.”

“Conditions?”

Henry looked at the dog. “First, he wanted you to look
after Scoop.”

“Of course,” Nick said. “What else?”

“Read Epicurus’s Letter to Menoeceus.”

Nick laughed. “That’s easy. Already have.”

“Every year on January 1,” Henry added.

The corner of Nick’s mouth lifted. “Did he really make that
a condition?”

“Said he wanted you to remember what’s important in life.
To think about what it meant to be happy.”

“That’s so Woolly,” he said, nodding. “Of course, I'll do it. It’s
good for me.”

Henry stood up and put his hand on Nick’s shoulder. “Look
kid, I know this is a big deal, and I'm here to help you.”

“Thanks, man,” Nick said letting out a long sigh. “I'm still
trying to take this in.”

“Think about it and get back to me in a day or two.”
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Nick leaned forward, resting his hands on his knees and
staring at his feet. He searched his soul. 74is is what I really want.
He looked up at Henry. “I'm gonna do it.”

“Right on, brother! Wherever Michael is, he’s stoked
right now.”

‘They went into the office and Henry walked over to the file
cabinet, opened the squeaky top metal drawer, and pulled out a
folder. “It’s gonna take me a few weeks to settle everything, but
you can get started by signing some stuff to transfer the company
and its assets to you.”

Henry turned the pages and pointed at the signature line.
“Sign and date there,” he said.

Dad looked around the office and then at Henry. “Nick owns
this whole thing?”

“Free and clear,” Henry replied.

“I can’t believe it, Nick. I was wrong about Woolly. It all
makes sense now. He was testing your commitment and teaching
you so you could accept this incredible gift.”

Mom gave Nick a hug. “Wow!” was all she could say. “Wow!”

Henry took oft, and Nick said, “I'll show you around. This is
where I do the business stuft. Customer drop-ofts and pickups.
Take orders.”

“And get paid,” Dad said, tapping the credit card machine.

“But that’s not the main reason I'm doing it,” Nick said. “The
coolest thing is stoking out other surfers—sharing the stoke.”

Nick took the group back to the shaping bay and gestured
toward a board ready to be glassed. “And this is the soul of the
business. Nick ran his hand over the foam. Shaping is why people
came to Woolly, and hopefully, now me.”

Mom looked around at the tools and templates. “You know
how to use all this?”
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“Woolly taught me everything. Here, check out the storage
room.” Nick opened the door and flipped on the lights.

“Whoa, there are a lot of boards in here,” Taylor said.

“Woolly called this the money pit. It’s where all the finished
goods and manufacturing materials are stored. My job is to turn
this into a paycheck.”

Scoop led the way to the glassing room. Dad noticed the fan
filter units in the ceiling, the propane heaters, and the mounds of
resin on the floor. “This looks pretty industrial,” he said. “Are you
following the OSHA rules?”

“Oh, yeah. Woolly followed all the regs. I wear protective
gear, and the filters and fans suck the fumes out.”

Taylor pointed at Trevor’s Banana. “Did you make that?”

“Yep,” Nick said, pressing his lips together and nodding.

“I'm impressed,” she said. “You're pretty good at this.”

Nick felt a rush of pride and led the group back to the office.
“That’s the tour,” he said, sitting down on the corner of the desk.

Mom scanned the room. “Where do you live?”

“Mainly in here. I shower at the beach.”

Her eyes widened.

“Just kidding, Mom. C’'mon, I'll take you around back.”

Nick opened the door to the apartment, and Scoop ran
in first.

“I wasn't expecting this,” Dad said.

Nick beamed. “Pretty nice, eh? Bedroom and bathroom are
just down the hall. Woolly built it himself. Blows me away how
talented he was. He could do just about anything.”

Mom winked at Taylor. “I could see you two living here.”

“It could use a feminine touch,” Taylor said, tilting her head
and glancing at Nick out of the corner of her eye. “But yeah, I
could live here,” she said, beaming.

272



PADDLING OUT

‘They walked back to the parking lot and Dad stopped at
his truck. He turned to Nick and hugged him. “I'm proud of
you, son.”

“And Dad told me youre finishing school this summer!”
Mom added. “An answer to my prayers.” Mom grasped NicKk’s
hands. “I know I've been pushy about your faith. Monsignor
O’Brien told me to love you for who you are. What you believe is
your decision. But I'll keep praying for you.”

Nick hugged her. “Thank you, Mom. That means more than
you know.”

Dad rubbed his buzz-cut head and thought for a moment.
“But wait, how will you run the shop and go to school?”

“I'll help out,” Taylor chimed in.

“You're great with customers,” Nick said.

“I can sell my jewelry out of here too,” Taylor added. “Nick’s
already proved that.”

He looked at his parents. “Thanks for your love and support.
You've been very good to me.”

His mom’s lower lip quivered, and her eyes welled up with
tears. Dad nodded and closed his eyes.

Nick glanced at his watch. “I've got to get Taylor home.”

“Great to see you,” Taylor told Helen and Charlie.

“You too,” Dad said with a smile.

Mom gave Taylor another hug. “Don’t be a stranger.”

“Can we come for dinner on Wednesday?” Nick suggested.

“Spaghetti and meatballs with bruschetta?” Mom asked.

“I'm hungry already. Love ya,” Nick said as they drove off.

They got into Woolly’s old truck and Taylor scooted to the
middle of the bench seat and squeezed Nick’s thigh. She glanced
affectionately at him with her alluring half-smile as they rolled up
the gravel drive.
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“Hey, hon, what do you think about the name ‘“Taylored Sea
Jewels»” Nick suggested.

She laughed and looked out the window, thinking about the
future. “Hmm, it has possibilities.”

Nick gave Taylor a long hug when they reached her home.
Driving away, he reflected on the day, marveling at life’s twists
and turns. One decision could change the entire course of a life.
If he hadn’t been a kook and gotten in the way of that guy at C
Street, he might have never known Woolly.

That’s why Aristotle said good luck is necessary to be happy.

It was a trip how much he'd changed. He had a totally difter-
ent idea of happiness and how to spend his time. Virtue was his
tocus, the key to flourishing and liking himself. Nick was getting
comfortable in his skin. He was confident and trusted his judg-
ment. And it was all because of Woolly.

'The following morning, Nick walked out of the apartment with
Scoop. The sun was peeking over the hills, warming the garden
dripping with morning dew. The angle of the light illuminated
steamy streams of evaporation from the leaves and the orange
glow of the sunrise added to the illusion that the plants were
on fire.

He went to the shop early to start work before customers
arrived. Trevor was scheduled to pick up his board that afternoon
and Nick needed to gloss coat and polish the Banana. He decided
to do his Hibiscus Board at the same time. It was easier doing
both at once. On the desk, he noticed the yellow sea glass Taylor
had given Woolly and decided to add it to the nose of his board.
Nick felt his absence. He missed his old teacher barking out orders
and it hurt knowing they wouldn’t be finishing his board together.

Nick began shaping a blank for Danny, a local in his sixties
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whod been surfing short boards at Pipes for forty years. He
looked at the spec sheet and thought back to Woolly’s lessons. A
good board and a good life start with a plan. Begin with the end.
A couple of customers interrupted his work, and a courier from a
shop in Malibu picked up an order of ten boards.

When he got back to Danny’s board, he picked up the
handsaw to make the rough cut and recalled Woolly’s zabula rasa
analogy. Nick had started life as a blank slate, and his choices
determined the kind of person he'd become. As he finished the
last cut, Scoop scratched on the door.

“All right, girl, ’'m coming.”

She wanted to lie in the sun and watch the driveway, still
hoping Woolly would appear.

Then he returned to the shaping bay to mow the foam on
Danny’s blank. He fired up the planer, flooding the room with its
loud, whining sound and recalling his first visit, when he silently
stood by and watched Woolly planing a blank. That first discussion
about Kimo’s death had started it all. He'd learned how ethics
was the science of right choices, the guide to good character and
living well. Now these ideas were a part of him. He'd never see the
world the same again.

When he finished planing, Nick went back to the office and
checked emails. After a lunchtime walk with Scoop, she returned
to her watch over the driveway, and Nick got the Banana for the
final sand and polish.

He turned on the power sander, working from nose to tail
and avoiding sanding in circles, which would show in the finish.
After moving through several finer grit sandpapers, he put on a
wool polishing bonnet and spread polishing compound. He went
over the board, buffing off the compound to a clear finish. While
he worked, he remembered Woolly saying he was polishing
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his character at the end of his life while Nick was still sanding
his rough edges. Woolly had completed his ride, and Nick was
just getting to the lineup. He chuckled, remembering Woolly
saying it’s impossible to be wise before fifty. Az least I'm almost
halfway there.

Hed just sat down behind the desk when Trevor appeared in
the doorway. Scoop followed him in to lick his feet.

“Boy, she sure likes to lick,” he said.

“The only thing she likes more is eating,” Nick answered.

“Dude, I'm sorry about Woolly. That guy was a legend.”

Nick nodded.

“So did he finish my board?”

“I made your board,” Nick said.

“Hey, you said Woolly would shape it.”

“The plan changed, man. But it’s a good board. If you want,
I'll give your deposit back and keep it.” Nick opened the door to
the shaping room, and Trevor’s face lit up.

“The Banana! It’s gorgeous!” He ran his hand along the glossy
rail and the deck. “That logo looks bitchir’, too,” Trevor added. He
flipped the board over to check out the bottom. “Minimal rocker,
glassed-in blue fin—it matches the logo perfectly.”

“It’s a ten-inch skeg. George Greenough design,” Nick
explained. “Upright shape and lots of surface area. Gives you
stability when you're on the nose.”

“T'll be camped out up there, bro. Ten toes,” Trevor said. His
cockiness was lighthearted and charming.

He handed his credit card to Nick and sat down, looking
around at the pictures of Woolly. “Hard to believe he’s gone.
Death creeps me out. I don't even wanna think about it.”

“Well, it’s a fact of life,” Nick said. “Death’s the flip side

of living.”
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“Maybe,” Trevor said, “But it’s not something I wanna
dwell on.”

“Consider thinking about it a little,” Nick said. “It might
affect your choices. Remember Kimo?”

“I'm not surfing Chopes, dude. What are the odds I'm gonna
croak anytime soon?”

Nick handed back the credit card. “Do you read?” he asked.

“For school and stuft.”

Nick walked over to the stack of milk crates, pulled out Zhe
Death of Ivan Ilyich, and handed it to Trevor.

“It’s a quick read,” he said. “When you’re done, bring it back
and tell me what you think. You can also give me the report on
how the Banana surfs.”

“Look, bro, 'm not gonna read it.”

“What it I gave you credit for a free ding repair?”

“Just to read this?” Trevor asked.

Nick nodded.

Trevor cocked his head and squinted at him. “What’s
the catch?”

“No catch. Just trying to pass on a favor that was done to me.
'That little book got me thinking about important stuft.”

Trevor double-checked its length. “Okay. I'll read it.” Then
he retrieved the board and carefully walked through the doorway
with it under one arm and the book under the other.

“Remember, I wanna hear what you think of the board—and
the book.”

“Definitely, bro,” Trevor replied.

Early that evening, a notification hit Nick’s phone. An early season
south was showing on the outer buoys. Four feet at eighteen
seconds and 180 degrees—the perfect angle to slip past Anacapa
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Island. Dawn patrol would be the perfect time for the Hibiscus
Board’s inaugural session. He'd be back in time for Easter brunch
with Taylor and his parents. Tomorrow the day.

“Time for bed, Scoop,” Nick said. He turned off the lights
and locked up the shop. Back at the apartment, he set the timer
on the coffee maker. Nick still didn’t feel right about sleeping in
Woolly’s bed so he and Scoop climbed onto the couch, and Nick
set the alarm on his phone for five. He'd be first in the water.

'The next thing he knew, the alarm was blaring. Nick turned
it off and noticed the smell of coffee.

Just gotta get that first swig down my gullet.

Scoop was confused by the early start, but the prospect of
breakfast got her up too.

While she concentrated on devouring her kibble, Nick snuck
out to the shop. He attached a leash and waxed the Hibiscus
Board, then checked his watch. Forty-five minutes till first light.
Gotta get moving.

Under the starlight, Nick walked across the shop’s parking
lot. The creaking pumpjack seemed louder in the morning silence
and the still air concentrated the garlic odor. With each crunching
step in the gavel, his anticipation grew. He set his board in the old
truck’s bed and drove to the point. The parking lot at the beach
didn’t open for another hour, so he parked on the street, pulled
on his suit, and walked to the water’s edge. The predawn air was
brisk, and the board felt light under his arm.

Nick stopped abruptly to watch the bioluminescence from
the algae bloom that made the breaking waves flash and glow
in an electric-blue spectacle. He paddled out, marveling at how
the water lit up around his hands as they penetrated the surface.
The experience was otherworldly and a humbling reminder of

the cosmos’s complexity. He duck-dived through the glowing
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breakers, and when he reached the outside, he sat on his board,
gazing at the sight. Glowing waves peeled down the point under
the stars. He contemplated an infinite universe, the mystery of
God. It was the perfect place to worship on Easter Sunday, a
predawn service at the Church of the Open Sky.

Although the waves’ faces were invisible in the darkness,
the glowing white water from the curl allowed Nick to position
himself. He turned to paddle into a wave and realized he was
taking a leap of faith. Like Kierkegaard described, he was
committing because he wanted to believe the wave was there even
though he couldn’t see it. A black shadow approached, and the
swell lifted him. Nick made a couple of hard paddles and sprang
to his feet. The lights from the pier reflected faintly on the wave
face and gave him a vague idea of what was ahead. He looked
down at his wake’s blue glow.

Nick almost didn't feel the board. It responded like an
extension of his body. The fins stuck firmly along the steep section
at the top of the wave. When he pointed downward into the flats
and cranked a bottom turn, the tail’s hard edge held like a vice,
transferring all the speed back up into the wave. Nick noticed the
flashing lights from the waves crashing on the beach ahead of
him and kicked out. He paddled back up the point and caught a
couple more but waited to surf all-out until the sun illuminated
the waves.

Soon, the sky turned a magnificent bright orange and purple.
Nick began to make out the head-high sets lining up in the cove.
He dropped in, did a drawn-out bottom turn, and sped down the
line to set up a roundhouse cutback. 7his board is amazing. And I
made it!

'The first rays of light streamed over Boney Peak and reflected
oft the yellow sea glass he'd affixed to the nose—like Woolly
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was there with him. As the crowd trickled out, Nick waited for
the next set. This special morning on the Hibiscus Board was a
tribute to his mentor’s skill and goodness. The torch had been
passed. Nick was committed to making boards and sharing the

philosophy of happiness.
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AFTERWORD

MORAL PHILOSOPHY AND
ANCIENT WISDOM

Dear Reader,

The last five hundred years have brought revolutionary change
in our understanding of nature and our ability to manipulate it.
Natural science has advanced so profoundly that dismissiveness
and contempt for earlier ideas is the norm. But the imprudent
view that modern ideas have intellectual superiority blocks us
from gaining important insights from the past.

Like a ship broken free from its moorings and adrift in a
storm, we suffer estrangement from the hard-won wisdom of our
predecessors. We run aground on land previously charted because
we discard the old maps.

Contemporary science uses sophisticated equipment,
like radio telescopes or electron microscopes, to explore the
macrocosm and microcosm. But philosophers are scientists
conducting a different sort of investigation. They work with ideas
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and probe our common experience. They look for similarities and
differences, make distinctions, and construct definitions.

That’s because philosophy is a transcendent science. It
answers questions about the criteria for truth and the values that
make certain types of knowledge more worthwhile than others.
'This lays the groundwork for more specialized scientific inquiry.
If we ignore philosophical insights because they can’t be proven
empirically, we abandon the foundation of reason itself and the
ideas that made the modern world.

The most beneficial philosophical ideas come from ethics
because they define a good life—the goal we all seek. Ancient
innovations in ethics were possible because studying the human
condition was available to anyone willing to closely examine life.
Through centuries of analysis and refinement, moral philosophers
left us an accurate description of the good life and the things we
naturally need.

All authors and thinkers get things wrong, but we can still
benefit greatly from struggling to understand and refute their
arguments. Ptolemy thought the universe rotated around the
earth, yet his account of heavenly motion remains practical for
navigation. Hume said we know nothing beyond sensation, and
his forceful arguments required a defense of common-sense
experience. Consideration of errors helps us avoid repeating
mistakes and gives us abetter understanding of the truth. Engaging
with dissenting ideas challenges our beliefs and counteracts the
tendency to fall into the indolent conviction of dogma.

Many ancient philosophers didn’t write down their ideas.
Others’works have been lost. Fortunately, some complete treatises
and secondhand accounts have survived. They are available to the
intrepid thinker who is willing to honestly explore the wisdom
from the past.
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Mortimer Adler and Robert Hutchins collaborated to pro-
duce the series Great Books of the Western World. This compendium
of 151 authors lists seminal works in the West’s intellectual
conversation spanning nearly three thousand years. Familiarity
with these great books is the best way to learn from the past and
better understand the modern world. The following is a list of
thirty authors and suggested works arranged in chronological
order. I've found these books personally transformational, and
you too will enjoy and profit from the fruits these authors have
generously provided through their labor. Read what interests you
in any order you like.

Challenging your beliefs is an act of courage. Socrates taught
that the recognition of our ignorance was key to becoming wise.
Question your convictions and consider alternatives. Think for
yourself and become all you can be.

Yours truly,
J. Lee Rea Jr.

283



Excellence is an art won by training and habituation: we do not
act rightly because we have virtue or excellence, but we rather have
these because we have acted rightly.

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, Bk. 2
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