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				‘There’s quiet in the deep:
Above let tides and tempests rave’

				John G. C. Brainard, 1795–1828

			

		

	
		
			
				

				[image: Ride_chapters.pdf]

				The Florida wind in my face, I paddle into shark park, acutely aware of several long-lens cameras trained on me. I’ve made the decision to stop wearing bikinis when I compete, even in warm water. Instead, I’ll dress in either a one-piece swimsuit with men’s boardshorts and my contest jersey or, if I can surf without getting cooked by neoprene, a spring wetsuit. I’ve learnt – the embarrassing way – that coverage of girls’ surf contests is too often exploitative: lingering shots of boobs, bums and thighs; endless jokes over tight bottom turns. I’m no longer going to play that game.

				The blazing sun of the past week has disappeared and it’s a cool, grey day. Good. I can do without the glare on the water burning my retinas and the sun aggravating my heat rash.

				A decent swell has arrived, after days of nothing, and the waves have potential.

				I can win here.

				Beth is ahead of me and she’s a fighter: bicepped and six-packed, but that’s the least of her strength. Mentally, she’s Kevlar. No amount of pressure can break her.

				But I’ve become stronger too, and I’ve surfed this Florida contest with cold determination. I’ve beaten my way through round after round, leaving everything on the line because I couldn’t bear to face what was happening on shore, and I’ve made it all the way to the final.

				Behind me, the beach is buzzing with activity. Billabong sails are planted in the sand, and logo-covered tents have sprung up everywhere. Two towers have been erected for the judges and commentators, and a huge clock and scoreboard has been hung from them.

				The crowd on the beach is tense. They’ve seen me scrap it out in my heats, just as they’ve seen Beth demolish the competition in hers, and they’re expecting fireworks. Somewhere in that crowd of strangers, Zeke and my sister Lily are standing together, hearts racing, willing me to win.

				Beth and I reach the line-up and elect to surf different peaks, keeping our distance, not talking to each other. When our eyes meet, there is no friendship. I want to knock her out of the contest and not just that: I want to humiliate her. I want to get a huge score on the board. Leave her combo’d so she’ll have to get not just one, but two high-scoring waves to have even a chance of beating me.

				There’s an onshore crumble on the wave and I pull back on it. Wave selection is everything and I won’t take off unless I’m sure I have a good one. New Smyrna Beach, also known as the Shark Attack Capital of the World, is a tricky sandbar to read, unpredictable. I’ve seen how the end section of a wave can stamp out and send a surfer flying for a sand facial and a belly full of brine. I can’t let that happen. I won’t. I have to focus.

				Beth may be more experienced than me, her surfing more explosive, but she’s not as motivated. On this day, in this heat, I can beat her. I will beat her.
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				One of the names locals use for my home town, Newquay, is Never Never Land, because our most devoted surfers don’t grow up. Newquay is home to people who’ve been riding waves for fifty years; surfers who’ve never had families or nine-to-five jobs, because surfing is all they need. They stay in a watery playground their whole life and even when their long hair silvers, they still ache to paddle out.

				If I hadn’t met Zeke, I would have become one of the Never Never Land kids. I wouldn’t have gone to uni. I’d have stayed working in the surf shop for as long as they wanted me, and when I was too old to fit with their young-in-the-sun corporate image, I’d have served in the cafe next door. Eventually I’d have worked my way around to bin duty – driving the tractor that collected the beach rubbish – and I’d have been fine with it, because morning, noon and night I’d have been free to surf.

				When I’d found out who Zeke was, I’d assumed he was just like all the others. He was not the first pro-surfer to breeze through Newquay and everyone knows those guys live their lives untethered, bouncing from country to country, beach to beach, girl to girl.

				‘Zeke,’ I’d said a few weeks into our relationship. ‘Can I ask you a question?’

				‘Shoot,’ he said, hopping, one leg inside his wetsuit, one out.

				‘Why Newquay? You could be literally anywhere in the world.’

				‘How’d you figure?’ He got into his suit and pulled it up over his waist, nothing but bare skin underneath.

				‘You’ve got serious cash in the bank and a valid passport. Why aren’t you in Hawaii surfing Pipeline?’

				He turned to face me, all high cheekbones, sun-bleached hair and intense blue eyes.

				‘I’ve surfed Pipe my whole life. Now I’m here with you.’

				‘But you could be on the north shore of Oahu.’

				‘I’ll surf it again when you do.’

				I laughed and shook my head at the ludicrousness of that statement. ‘Zeke, get real. I’m never going to surf there.’

				‘You wanna bet?’

				Within a few months, I was riding the waves of Hawaii.

				Now I’m back in England, Zeke thousands of miles behind me. Lily and I are making our way through Heathrow, and I’m waiting for her to say something reassuring, tell me I haven’t made the biggest mistake of my life.

				‘We timed that well,’ she says, looking at the BBC News feed on her phone. ‘Apparently there’s a hurricane building in the mid-Atlantic. Could have been bumpy if we’d gone later in the week.’

				‘Lily, maybe I should . . .’ I start to say, but she’s busy searching for her passport in the many zipped compartments of her bag. She puts up her hand and says, ‘Let’s just get through this hideous airport, shall we? We can talk when there aren’t a million tourists coughing all over us.’

				Almost everyone around us seems to be ill. This year I dodged the grim British winter for the first time in my life and escaped its ugly chesty coughs and throat infections.

				I see a tiny white-haired lady splutter into a handkerchief and I think of Zeke’s late grandmother, Nanna, who never got to see another winter. Without thinking, I search for Zeke in the mass of strangers, scanning unfamiliar faces for him, even though I know he’s on a plane travelling to the other side of the world.

				‘Come on, little sis, cheer up,’ Lily says. ‘It’ll all come good in the end.’

				‘If you say so.’

				We have some time to kill before our bus transfer so we sit in the airport Costa, fortifying the table with our baggage. Lily gets up to stretch her long legs while we’re waiting for our lattes to arrive. She walks past a girl who is wearing the exact same boho dress I’d worn on a night out in West Hollywood a month ago, a few days before our contest in Santa Cruz. In the blistering heat of a full-capacity nightclub, I’d danced opposite Zeke. His T-shirt was damp, clinging to his chest, which was toughened from years of daily surfing. His hair was falling in his face. I could feel beads of sweat running off the end of my nose and dripping onto the floor, but I couldn’t remember when I’d been happier. Skrillex was mixing beats in the DJ booth and apparently somewhere in the VIP lounge were Kim and Kanye. We were there to talk to a man about a sponsorship contract for Zeke. We’d had the meeting earlier in the evening, which lasted fifteen minutes before the Cristal started flowing. I felt like the coolest possible version of myself. I was no longer just an unremarkable surfer girl from a small town in the arse-end of Cornwall. I was competing in a specialist surf competition, travelling the world and surfing its best breaks with my boyfriend, who was without question the best person I’d ever met.

				I check my phone, but there’s nothing except a bunch of favourites on Twitter and a few new likes on Instagram. He hasn’t tried to contact me. Maybe he never will.

				Finally, when we’ve drunk our coffee and made it out into the icy London air, Lily turns to me. ‘You did the right thing, Iris. Don’t overthink it. He’ll be fine. People like Zeke are always fine. And more importantly, you’ll be fine. That’s what this was about, right? Choosing the right thing for you? It is allowed, you know. It doesn’t always have to be about them.’

				Her tone is cold and her words feel like a drink thrown in my face.

				‘Did I say different?’

				‘You seem like you’re already having second thoughts.’

				‘Well, I’m not. Thanks for the sympathy, though.’

				‘Tough love is still love,’ she says.

				We catch a shuttle that smells of BO, urine and diesel to Victoria, and wait on a metal bench for our coach to arrive. The urge to phone Zeke moves past pressing, through strong, to desperate, and my thumb twitches against my iPhone in my pocket.

				I make my excuses and go to the loo. Standing with my bum against a cold sink, I scroll down my recent contacts list, and see him.

				Zeke from Hawaii.

				That was how I’d first put him in my phone, only last year.

				I press call and it goes straight to voicemail. He must still be in the air. We’d gone our separate ways at Miami International Airport, our two planes taking off in different directions, mine to Newquay, his to Oahu.

				‘Zeke, it’s Iris,’ I say, even though this will be clear from the moment he claps eyes on the display screen of his phone. ‘I’m in London. Call me when you land. If you want to. OK . . . bye then.’

				I go back out to Lily, and I can feel my body filling with stress hormones, because even though it’s only been two minutes since I called him, I’m already waiting for him to call me back.

				Lily puts in headphones and loads up her I Am Stressed playlist of chill-out tunes. She closes her eyes, despite the fact that she’s slept during most of the plane journey from Miami.

				After a few minutes, I crack and nudge her. She takes out her headphones and looks at me with resignation.

				‘You saw his face, Lil. It was like I’d picked up a screwdriver and stabbed him in the heart.’

				‘Stop thinking about it, Iris. You’ll just make yourself miserable. You’re going home like you wanted. Be at peace with that. He’s not the first guy who got dumped and he certainly won’t be the last.’

				‘I didn’t dump him. I just said I couldn’t carry on like we were, because we were messing each other up, and I wanted to go home.’

				‘And he got on one plane and you got on another, and you’ve no plans to see each other again . . .’

				‘Yes, but—’

				‘There you are, then. Dumped.’

				‘Jesus, Lil. It sounds so horrible when you say it like that.’

				‘Well, do you want to be with him, or not? Because if you do, then maybe you shouldn’t have given him the flick.’

				At this moment our coach rolls up and the other passengers scramble to form a neat queue.

				With people in front and behind us, I shut up. I don’t want them to hear my feelings. I don’t even want Lily to hear them. I can tell she’s deeply bored of the situation and it’s only been half a day.

				Eventually, Lily steps forwards in the queue, waiting for the coach driver to grab our luggage and sling it in the hold. As he takes hold of my board bag – which contains four surfboards, bound tightly in bubble-wrap, with half my clothes tied around the tail and nose – I slip a leftover ten dollars into his hand and say, ‘There’s three grand of surfboards in there, so can you do me a solid and find a spot where they won’t get wrecked?’ Then I turn back to Lily and say, ‘Good talk. Thanks.’

				‘Look, it sucks to break up. It just does, and it hurts like hell at first. But you get over it with time. You already know that from your break-up with Daniel.’

				I follow her up the steps and right to the back of the coach.

				My relationship with Daniel wasn’t anything like my relationship with Zeke. It was kids’ stuff. We hadn’t explored the world together. We hadn’t even spent one night together. The highlight of our week had been playing pool in the youth club and sharing the occasional 500ml can of Excelsior from Lidl.

				I stow my bag and make Lily move over so I can sit in the window seat, look at the grey view and stew in my misery.

				As mortifying as it is to admit, I’d mostly got over Daniel by falling in love with Zeke. I’d been in self-absorbed emo mode for months, hate-watching America’s Next Top Model and living on dry cereal, when Zeke arrived in Newquay on a tropical breeze and pushed away the clouds.

				‘Oh, Iris, don’t get upset,’ Lily says, touching my cheek. ‘Ignore me. What do I know, eh? My longest romantic relationship lasted three and a half weeks. And that’s only because for two weeks of it she was working at a summer camp in Massachusetts. I’m hopeless at this stuff. I give in to the urge to run as soon as I start finding them irritating, which is generally by the end of Week One.’

				‘I didn’t give in to the urge to run.’

				‘Well, no, but you were clever enough to know it’d come to a natural end. So yay for you.’

				I look through the window at loved-up couples embracing like they’ll never see each other again. I watch a mother say goodbye to her teenage daughter, kissing her on both cheeks and her forehead, taking ages to let go of her hands.

				My mum would have probably driven up to meet us at the airport if she knew we were coming, but I’d made Lily swear not to call her.

				Suddenly, there’s a pain in my chest and I get to my feet, bowing down so I don’t crack my head on the overhead luggage lockers.

				‘I’m getting off,’ I say, climbing over her and hyperventilating. I reach up for my bag.

				‘Whoa, slow down, Iris, you’ve just paid a fortune for your ticket!’

				‘I’ll get a refund.’

				I don’t know where I’m going. Back to the airport and on a plane somewhere. I’ve made a couple of friends during my time away. One of them will let me sleep on their couch until I’ve sorted my head out. I can’t go home now. I can’t face it: all the wondering, the assumptions, the cheerful advice about how to get over this and move on.

				I rush down the aisle, jump down the steps and accost the driver, who’s taking the final drags of a cigarette before the long journey to Cornwall.

				‘Sorry. I need my bags. You can keep the ten bucks,’ I say as he exhales a plume of smoke in my face and murmurs something uncomplimentary about hippies and timewasters.

				‘Mine, too,’ I hear a voice say behind me.

				‘Lil, you don’t have to come with me.’ I’d assumed she’d go on to Newquay, irrespective of my plans.

				‘If you’re not returning to the motherland, then neither am I,’ she says. ‘Ooh, let’s have a city break! Oslo is lovely at this time of year. No, scrap that, let’s go to Reykjavik and buy a nine quid pint of lager! What do you say?’

				I can see her excitement, and immediately stamp it out.

				‘Are you deliberately choosing whaling nations?’

				Zeke is mad into animal rights and I’ve spent a lot of time with him and his friends, discussing the plight of cetaceans. It’s apparently had an effect.

				‘You’ve just been in America, Iris. They kill whales there too.’

				‘Not commercially,’ I say moodily. ‘It’s subsistence whaling carried out by indigenous people.’

				‘Which is arguably crueller, as it takes longer for the animals to die. Anyway, OK, fine. Somewhere you won’t need to think about whaling. Or surfing. You deserve a proper break after New Smyrna. How about Munich?’

				‘There’s river surfing in Munich . . .’ I begin to say, but then stop. In the distance I hear shouting.
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				‘WHAT UP, FOXES!’

				I spin round and spot my best friend Kelly. Our bodies collide and we hold each other tight.

				She pushes me back to arm’s length and grins. ‘Well, look at you. All grown up and at least half an inch taller.’ She says this seriously, as if she’s my Great Auntie Phyllis.

				‘At last,’ Lily says. ‘I thought you’d changed your mind.’

				‘Sorry.’ Kelly embraces me again and talks into my hair. ‘Phone died and my cab got stuck in traffic.’

				‘I didn’t even know you were in London,’ I say to her, completely amazed and delighted that she’s here.

				‘Looked at a uni. Saw the sights. Caught up with a friend.’

				She looks so uncomfortable as she says this, that I ask, ‘Not a bloke?’

				‘No, not a bloke,’ she says, which is a relief since she already has one on the go – my ex’s brother, Garrett.

				‘Where’s Zeke?’ Kelly says, looking around.

				I open my mouth to answer, but Lily gets in there first.

				‘Busy elsewhere,’ she says.

				‘Ditched you and gone on a surfari? Lemme guess: Mentawais. Nope, Gold Coast. Final answer: J Bay.’

				I shake my head. ‘He’s gone back to Hawaii for a bit,’ I say, in my rehearsed speech. ‘His mum’s selling the house – you know, the geodesic dome place I told you about – and he wants to say goodbye to it properly before the new owners move in.’

				‘Lighting candles and wafting incense, is he? I bet he has a chant lined up already, and he’ll be omming.’

				‘Something like that.’

				I hate lying to her, but it’s not the right time or place to explain what’s happening. She’s going to be so upset when she finds out.

				‘I reckon Garrett’ll end up flying over to do the same thing. What is it about that place? They all go on about it, Wes too. Those boys are so bloody sentimental. Ah well, it just means more us-time – hurray! Right, I suppose we’d better get on this coach. As if I haven’t spent enough time today sniffing diesel.’

				I look at her and try to take in her newness. Her hair is longer, ombred so harsh it’s almost white on the ends, and her clothes are different. She generally rocks cleavage and bare legs, but she’s dressed in surf-wear: a Roxy checked shirt, loose jeans and Havianas. The sort of stuff I wear. In the selfies she posted over the past six months she was glammed up for big nights out, and I’m unprepared for the make-under.

				‘You look great,’ I say. ‘Chilled.’

				It’s true. She’s even standing in a more relaxed way. Her shoulders look stronger and instead of standing with a hand in front of her stomach, which she did sometimes without even realizing it, she’s standing with her elbows out and her hands in her back pockets. My mum used to tell me off for this exact thing. Tomboy posturing, she called it.

				‘Consider me a card carrying member of the Surfiety. Paddle out most days now,’ she says, proud of herself, and rightly so. ‘You never know, in another year or two I might be after your crown.’

				‘I don’t have a crown.’

				‘You will!’ She hugs me again.

				‘I can’t believe you’re here,’ I say, my eyes welling up despite my best efforts to stay cool.

				‘Neither can I, really. I received a mysterious text message last night informing me that you were coming home early and imploring me to meet you here if I possibly could. Oh, and to keep it secret, on pain of social media death.’

				‘Seemed like a good idea at the time,’ Lily says, picking at her nail cuticles.

				I’m stunned that Lily has been so thoughtful. I’m not even irritated that she ignored my instructions to keep my return quiet. Of course I wanted my best friend to be there, I just didn’t want to put her to any trouble.

				Lily gets out her phone and shows the driver an e-ticket she purchased on the sly for Kelly and he looks at us like we’ve completely lost the plot as we file back onto the coach again and he stows our luggage for the second time.

				‘I want to hear everything,’ Kelly says to me, as we take our seats. ‘The filthier the better.’

				Lily puts her headphones back in.

				The coach pulls out and Kelly grins at me. ‘So, now you’ve been going out with him for ages, you can tell me.’

				‘Tell you what?’

				‘What he’s like in bed.’

				My head begins to thud. Of all the chats to have, she chooses this one, the day after I’ve split up with him.

				‘Pretty deep sleeper.’

				‘You know what I’m saying, Iris.’

				‘You serious?’

				‘Um, hello? Quite frankly I think it’s a major lapse of your best friend duties that you haven’t told me already.’

				‘No way am I telling you that. Why are you even asking? You’re dating his brother. It’s just . . . weird.’

				‘You’ll crack eventually, so you might as well spill now. I know some of it anyway.’

				‘Er, you’d better not know any of it.’

				‘Yeah, not like that, but Garrett told me about some random chick who dated Zeke. Apparently, they were hanging out at some desert ice rink in Palm Springs and she told him stuff.’

				I know I’ll regret this, but I ask her anyway, ‘What stuff?’

				Kelly grins and says, ‘That Zeke goes down like a champ.’

				‘I can’t believe you actually went there. Jesus, Kel, objectification hurts men too.’ I’d got that line off my sister, who only ever used it ironically, when she’d said something deeply pervy about a bloke.

				‘So,’ she’s looking at me expectantly, ‘care to elaborate . . . ?’

				‘Mind your own business.’

				‘Hahahaha! That’s a yes!’

				‘Shut up.’

				‘OK, tell me the most annoying thing about Zeke. I bet he snores. His nasal passages are probably wrecked from the half-ton of cocaine he blitzed.’

				‘Hey, that’s in the past,’ I say, my voice tense. ‘Zeke doesn’t do drugs any more.’ Except when he fancies making an exception to that rule, I think, like for the street antidepressants I’ve just discovered he’s been using to self-medicate post-traumatic stress disorder. A condition he developed and kept secret from me after his near drowning at the Cribbar reef – the UK’s gnarliest big-wave spot, which just so happens to break in my home town.

				‘I’m only teasing.’

				‘He snores when he’s drunk.’

				‘Gassy? He eats a lot of lentils.’

				‘Only when they’re combined with kidney beans or jalapenos. Otherwise, no, not really.’

				‘Jealousy issues?’

				‘Sometimes, but I’m not exactly in a position to criticize.’

				‘Hmm. Stinky feet?’

				‘Mate, he’s in the ocean most of the day. He smells of saltwater.’

				‘Bites his toenails?’

				‘He does, but I actually think that’s quite cool.’

				‘Well, I know he’s hotter than a thousand suns but there’s gotta be something about him that you find gross, because if there isn’t, you’re not paying attention.’

				‘OK, there is one thing . . .’ I say, starting to get into this game. It’s mortifying on one level because it’s part of a horrible pretence, but it’s also a relief to talk about Zeke as if everything’s fine and he’s still my boyfriend.

				‘Spill.’

				‘He has sort of weird flavoured nipples.’

				Kelly lights up at this, as if I’ve said something truly delightful. Then she gets serious. ‘Like weird how? Salty from being in the sea so much, or something else?’

				‘Salty, definitely, but in a normal sweat way. Maybe it’s not a flavour exactly, but when I go there, I get a weird sort of metallic aftertaste in my mouth and the end of my tongue tingles.’

				Kelly’s gazing at me in approval.

				‘We’re still talking about his nipples, right?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘That is weird.’

				I nod in agreement, feeling more embarrassed by the second.

				‘And you didn’t get that sensation when you went . . . anywhere else?’

				‘No, Kelly. Also, this conversation must cease.’

				‘OK, OK, it’s not like I was going to ask you details about . . . anywhere else.’

				‘Yes, you were.’

				‘Damn you, Iris, why do you never talk about the filthy stuff?’

				‘Because you’re always talking about it?’

				‘True, true. So, do you want to hear about Garrett’s stuff?’

				‘I really, really don’t, thanks.’

				‘Here if you change your mind.’

				She’s quiet for a few moments, rolling around in the filth of her dirty mind, and I take the opportunity to say, ‘I’m knackered. Haven’t slept properly in days and I have the worst jet lag.’

				‘Get some kip. We have all the time in the world to catch up. You rest.’

				I feel wired and can’t drift off, so I lean back in the uncomfortable seat with my eyes closed, and breathe deeply so she’ll think I’m asleep, which is pathetic, but the thought of having to lie to Kelly any more in my first face-to-face conversation with her is unbearable.

				I fake sleep for half an hour, trying to get my mind on other things, but I can’t stop thinking of Zeke, the two of us alone together in what felt like paradise. When the soporific motion of the coach sends me to sleep for real, my brain transports me across two oceans.
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