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This book was written as a wake up call. The decimation of oceans, worldwide, is getting worse. Please join Surfrider or any other organization that fights coastline decimation. I would also like to extend my condolences to Bruce Irons. I learned of your loss while I was editing this book for re-release. I'm deeply sorry about Andy. I am a brother and cannot imagine your sorrow. I know his spirit will be with you every day. I wish you many good rides. I hope the ocean helps you heal as much as it can.
To my fellow board riding patrons of the salty bosom: Respect the Ocean. Without her and the stars, you would not be.
Prologue
Erosion comes in many forms.
It can mean the destruction of a shoreline or surf culture. Ocean Beach fell to both.
The storms that hit San Francisco in 2009 destroyed one of the roadways and two of the parking lots. People were killed when the road collapsed. The City piled boulders where the road caved in and at other decimated places along the shoreline.
A lady got trapped by them during high tide with her kid. They drowned. The city closed the beach to the public.
The aftermath sparked intense debate, mass exodus, and neighborhood war.
I have been living here for eight years without anything exciting happening.
That all changed this year.
I have seen this peaceful beach neighborhood turn to violence over the drownings and the rock piles.
I am originally from white-collar Alabama. I came here to please my surgeon father by going to graduate school and ended up staying. I fell in love with the ocean and surfing.
My first job as a teen was in a retirement home. I was enchanted by the elders of our society and their incredible journeys.
My life at home was a drag after my adopted brother, Andy, died of leukemia when he was sixteen. I was seventeen.
I fell in love with the stories from the older adults at my job. It became an escape from my gradual obsolescence to my busy parents who were more into impressing their friends and ignoring their grief than raising me.
I finished high school. My parents converted my bedroom into a game room and made me move into the basement until I could leave for the dorms. They invited all of their precious friends over. They could hardly wait for me to leave. I went to a private Presbyterian college in Charlotte called Queen's University. It was boring and conservative. I majored in psychology. I interned at a few god-awful nursing homes, got my degree, and left for graduate school. I knew I needed to find a more mellow place. I heard the Siren calling from Bagdad-by-the-Bay. I followed her saline song towards the invisible rocks.
I packed up my car and moved. Graduate school was tough and impersonal. I tried to focus on learning how to help my elders to get me through. I met a girl. That helped. I specialized in working with older adults suffering from dementia. I didn't know the first thing about coastal preservation. I would never have guessed the dividing issues around my local surf spot would reel me in to the salty arena of politics and scientific realities.
I met Chuck long before the road caved in.
I had just graduated. I decided to buy myself a dog to keep me company after my girlfriend left.
I started going to the dog park, the one off of Stern Grove Parkway.
My dog is a shelter rescue. He's a little pipsqueak named Ralphie.
Chuck has a fixed female pit bull. She looks deadly.
The first day Ralphie fearlessly charged over to play with her she surprised me by rolling over on her back. Chuck said he had never seen her do that.
Chuck works for the Army Corps of Engineers.
After losing the fight with the city over their dumping rocks to stave off the erosion he took on a different role.
He has become an environmentalist crusader for the Sunset District of San Francisco and Ocean Beach.
He heads up a grassroots group. They are vocal protesters pushing for the coastal preservation efforts to include using sand to fill in eroded areas instead of boulders. They want to use a plant from South Africa to secure the dunes.
The deep root system promises anchorage for the precious sand that gets blown away every spring.
He tried to ask City Council to drop their plans to pile the big rocks.
They dismissed him with their eyes and agendas. They blamed the economy and budget restraints.
He pleaded with them to consider placing sand with the South African plant to create new sand dunes to keep the coastline from receding and creating more hazardous conditions. He suggested using the road a mile inland around Lake Merced instead of replacing the one that caved in.
They ignored him.
Poor Chuck. The city rejected his sand plans.
They decided to do what they always do: put a Band-Aid over it by dumping more rocks.
The big stones will inevitably be drawn back out into the ocean leaving behind a deep-gutted rut.
Poor Chuck wanted a solution that would actually work and wouldn't be such an eyesore. Back in the thirties, the Army Corps of Engineers planted Ice Plant to help anchor and protect the sand dunes from erosion.
Wind in the spring and monster storms in the winter were getting worse. The coastline was receding faster than anyone predicted.
They thought they had stopped it.
They were unprepared for global warming.
Water levels were rising worldwide. Storms were getting more intense and frequent.
Chuck's Dad was instrumental in convincing San Franciscans the Ice Plant promised a long-term solution to Ocean Beach's inevitable clawing at the shore. He won but the ocean kept coming.
Chuck's recent adoption of this leadership role means I hardly see him.
Last time we talked he said he's being so vocal in the community he has caused quite a stir amongst the Board of Supervisors. They are chaired by that stupid twit, Carmen Chu. She is spearheading the “Rock the Beach” campaign.
She took on the pot clubs. Everyone hated her whiny mouth over that issue. She uses her looks and Asian-centric agenda to ethnically cleanse the Sunset of any remaining races. We are all sick of her.
She has some military buddies.
Chuck's going to be “reassigned” somewhere up north in an effort to silence him. Another City Councilman, Fred Evers, has friends in the Army Corps of Engineers and doesn't like Chuck. He is trying to have him court marshaled for causing the increasingly violent protests since the beach closure. Chuck tells me he's going to quit. Supervisor Evers went on the news and accused him of being the leader of the Sunsetters. The media calls them eco-terrorists. They are really just a bunch of posers.
The Sunsetters are mostly radical surfers of the feral variety who have ended up in the Sunset District of San Francisco. They band together and vandalize city property while moving from safe house to safe house. They are supposedly responsible for all of the mischief and violence over this recent dividing issue of how to deal with the erosion and its inevitable gnaw.
I have gotten sucked in deeper by dating my new girlfriend from Santa Cruz. She moved up here to participate in the protests. She caught my eye at the bar one night after the drownings.
The National Guard is stationed here to protect all the families with kids from the radicals.
They have been posted at all corners of the neighborhood. They know the Sunsetters have several safe houses. Police can't get it together enough to make some arrests. Things are getting worse. The cancer has spread.
The police are busy with all the new protests downtown. They can't respond fast enough to all the crime and looting.
After Kathy Wilson and her kid got taken out by that sneaker wave and the city closed off Ocean Beach there's been pure anarchy.
The Sunsetters started taking the buses downtown and wreaking havoc.
There have been several attempts to catch City Hall on fire.
There've been bricks thrown through windows.
Police have been beaten up. Police cars have been flipped or smashed with rocks.
The president ordered federal intervention.
That's when the military guys started showing up.
I wasn't worried about them bothering me. I am a state registered psychologist. I always have my badge around my neck. I have to dress nice for work. My favorite part of wearing nice clothes is the way you are treated. When I'm not at work I look like a surfer punk. That was my ex-girlfriend's scene after we started dating. She just copied me because she had no identity after her college sorority life ended.
She was so trendy. She didn't even know who the Misfits were.
She just bought the T-shirt.
She had never heard of Minor Threat.
She thought they were a new band.
She said they were her favorite and wanted to know where could we go see them.
She was so hot, I didn't care.
I just stayed with her until that wore off. After she left me, I got Ralphie. He could cure anyone's depression.
He's my reason to get up everyday. He was my only friend after the girlfriend breakup. His enthusiasm for playing outside and silly antics made me laugh so hard it cured my woes. I tried to get licensed in California as a psychologist. I failed the exam. I scored a twenty-five. That's how bad off I had gotten. I couldn't even remember my work stuff. My heart was so broken.
My Brother & the Dying Ocean
I got lucky when I picked Ralphie. He was badly abused but he somehow retained an indomitable spirit which translated into his chasing of tennis balls and sticks. He charges after them barking as if there is nothing else in the world. I let his silliness and unbeatable soul osmose into my bleak life. I'm a little better now but there was a time where I was lower than low. I started having my nightmares again. The cruel scepter of the dreamworld gone sour punished my attempts to slumber. I had the one about Andy. We are young in it. We are both standing on the beach in Alabama somewhere. Darkness rolls over us as we shiver from having no shirts just shorts. We run over the dunes to find our path blocked by rising water. It crawls towards us as we turn back towards the ocean. There is an eclipse. The sun lies behind the moon in exact blackness outlined only by shadow. We are out of breath. We near the shore and see a sailboat in the distance. We wave and jump in hopes they will rescue us from the flood. They head out to sea and disappear as the rain falls harder. Andy is panicking. I tell him to relax. We just need a way out. The waves grow bigger as the eye of the storm spins over our heads. Andy screams at me for directions. Where do we go? What do we do? I look down at my feet. They are bleeding. We are standing on oyster beds. We are in blood drenched knee deep water. The sharks circle.The wind howls. Waves are hitting my chest now. I struggle to move but fall to my knees. My back is to the ocean. I turn and see Andy. A giant wave consumes us. It rises quickly to great heights before crashing with back breaking force. I feel myself go under. I cannot find up. I swim for what feels like hours before reaching the surface. I blackout like the sun. I wake up on the beach. The good news is Andy is laid out facing away from me a few feet away. I rush over calling his name and hear nothing. I yank him over. He's dead. His face is colored the death shade blue. A gentle foam seeps from his mouth. I call out for help. I try to breath life back into him. I run for the dunes screaming for anyone. I round the top of the first dune after slipping up its face. I gasp for air. The land is gone. I am on an island of despair. Everything around me is underwater. I rush back to find Andy. He is gone. I see more waves coming. I bury my face in my hands in desperate prayer. They crash into me anyway. I usually wake up flailing and moaning. My neighbors must think I'm crazy. I haven't had the nightmare in a while. I have my job and new girl now but I was so depressed after the ex I slept all day, every day. I kept my blinds closed and ordered-in until I maxed out my credit cards. I would only leave to take Ralphie out and go surf. Otherwise, I was shackled to misery. It wore a filthy ring around my neck. I scrubbed around the chains instead of shrugging them off. I let that yoke of pain cripple me. I bore that burden once before. It was put on me the day God took Andy away. I was in the room. Alabama had just won the SEC Championship against Florida. Andy cheered and started coughing. He didn't stop until his last breath left his body. There was nothing I could do to give it back. He was taken from me. My parents adopted him in an effort to upstage me, their star disappointment. They tried to drive wedges between us but we were inseparable. Every time we went to Panama City we rented surf boards. Andy was a natural. I struggled to keep up. We would stay out all day surfing despite chafing our legs. I never thought those golden days would end. My memories of the waves and sunsets we shared power me through the tough times. They take something out of me when I picture his face. He was just a kid. Cancer didn't care. The surfing I found at Ocean Beach saved my life. I knew I owed this place everything for giving me those magical rides. I look for Andy out there when the tide is high. I feel him pass me by when I'm on a long ride and the sun is shining. I try to remind myself we will surf again one day. I try to imagine the shores up there where he rides. I hope they are gentle and steep. Andy liked the fast drops. I pray they cradle him. I know he's waiting for me up there. Sometimes I see him with his back to me, facing the water. I call his name. He waves and gets on his board. He paddles away and the sun takes him back. I chase after him but he laughs and tells me “Someday, bro…Someday…”
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