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Every day I had a lesson, and I got a little bit better. Then I 
spent the rest of the day reading and swimming. I’d started to 
eat again, too, and I found that whatever I ate after I surfed 
tasted incredibly good. 

By day four, I could stand up on the board, but I still 
couldn’t ride the wave. I’d get up on the board and immedi- 
ately get hammered by a wave, or three. Then I’d paddle back 
to Ben and he’d push me back out again. And that’s how we 
spent two hours, every day. 

Ben was unlike anyone I’d ever met before. If I’d counted, 
everything he said might have added up to twenty words. But 
his effect on me was like a serenity injection. I just didn’t worry 
about anything when I was around him. It must have been 
something to do with the state of mind that resulted from a 
whole lifetime spent surfing. His only concern in life was find- 
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ing the next wave. He had not a thing else to worry about, so 
he became a human-shaped ocean of calm. 

“Change of plans today,” he said as I arrived for my fifth 
lesson. 

“Are we not surfing?” My face fell. 
“Oh no, we’re surfing,” he said. “Just not here. You’re 

gonna ride a wave today, no doubt. I’m taking you somewhere 
special—you’re gonna like it.” 

I followed Ben and Fernando up the trail past the resort 
and into the employee parking lot. I spotted his car before 
he even pointed it out to me. It was exactly what I’d pictured 
he’d drive—a beat-up old Jeep, the paint peeling and patched 
with rust, a pile of surfboards sticking out the back. He jerked 
the passenger door open, using some force, and I climbed 
up into the seat. Fernando clambered into the backseat and 

found a spot amid the damp towels, fishing rods, and gas can. 
Even though it was open air, there was a whiff of mildew and 
the floor was covered in sand. Ben went around to the driver’s 
side and jumped in, then reached across me to yank my door 
closed. His arm, the hair bleached from the sun, brushed 

across me. I felt a quiver of excitement, and I realized that I 
was actually holding my breath. I thought I’d gotten past this 
over the last few days, but obviously not. Breathe, Emma. And 
get a grip while you’re at it. He’s your surfing instructor. End of story. 
After shaking some sense into myself, I began to enjoy the 

ride—my first time outside the gates of the resort. The wind 
felt good whipping my hair around my face, and occasionally 

I stole a glance over at Ben. His crow’s-feet were thin white 
lines where he squinted in the sun, and I wondered how old 
he could be. He might be my age, or much older. It was impos- 
sible to tell. 
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We rode along in silence, but it wasn’t awkward, because 
he was clearly so content with the quiet, and I didn’t feel the 
need to fill the air with chatter. We drove through the hip- 
pie surf town of Sayulita—tiny, and lined with surf shops and 
bare-bones outdoor eateries. Locals and their children milled 
around alongside surfers of every age and nationality. Then 
we turned onto a dirt road at a small cemetery, the graves dec- 
orated with brightly colored flowers and streamers, and up a 
hill that led us into the jungle. 

“We’re almost there,” Ben said. 
As we neared the top of the hill, it felt like the Jeep could 

topple over at any moment. The old Emma in me would have 
gripped the dashboard and told him to be careful, but my 
inner nag was silent—Ben had that effect on me. He took a 
turn around a bend at the top and paradise was below. He put 
the Jeep in park and leaned over me again to open my door. 

Fernando raced out ahead of us, and we walked down a 
winding path to the beach, listening to the sound of birds call- 
ing out over the rolling waves. If I ever needed inspiration for 
writing, this should be it. I’d never seen any place so beautiful 
in all my life. 

The beach was completely empty—not a soul or a creature 
in sight, only a deserted-looking house on a cliff jutting out 
above. We left Fernando on the beach with our towels and 
paddled into the waves, side by side. I was now past the point 
where I needed him to paddle me out—unfortunately. Still, 
our time together was always very physical, but there never 
seemed to be anything even slightly self-conscious or sexual 
in the way that Ben touched me. He strapped the leash to 
my ankle, readjusted my position on the board, and often 
grabbed my hand to help me through a wave. At the begin- 
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ning I’d been shocked by his physicality, but now it just felt 
natural. That flutter I felt in the Jeep when his arm brushed 
across me had passed, and we were back in the water—back 
to normal. 

Actually, the most romantic moments out there in the 
ocean had nothing to do with Ben. All of the things that used 
to scare me the most about the sea—its depth and unknown 
quality—were now the things that attracted me most. It gave 
me a feeling of being a small piece of nature—not separate 
from the expanse at all, but an integral part of it. And when 
a wave rolled past, and the white water sprayed back, tickling 
my face with its drops and creating a momentary rainbow in 
the mist, it was almost as if I could see God, just for a split 
second. 

“Wouldn’t that be an amazing house to live in?” I said, 
pointing up toward the cliff. “Just give it all up and live on the 
beach.” 

“That is a cool little spot, isn’t it? I’ve never seen anybody 
up there. Don’t think anyone’s lived there in years.” 

“So what is your story?” I asked. “What brought you here?” 
“My dear, that is another story for another time,” he said, 

and pushed me into a wave before I could protest his response. 
After I tried my luck at a couple of waves, and each time 

stood up only to tumble down again, Ben told me to sit up on 
the board for a minute. Then he climbed up on the other end 

of my board and sat facing me. 
“Emma,” he said to me with a lighthearted tone, “you’ve 

got control issues.” 
He must have been able to read the stunned expression on 

my face pretty clearly. I was never good at hiding my emotions. 
“You could surf, if you would just let go,” he said. “You 
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keep jumping off the board. You get to your feet, and then 
you jump off.” 

“But—” 
“You have to give up control,” he said, looking at me 

intensely with his blue eyes. Oh, those blue eyes. “You aren’t 
in charge out here, and that’s a good thing. Turn yourself over 
to the wave and just ride it.” 

How had this guy figured me out already? Just by watching 
me fall off a few waves? I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. 
I’d told myself that I was ready to give in and feel unsafe for a 
while, but I’d still been holding out—still trying to hang on to 
the side of the pool where nothing bad could happen to me. 

“Yeah, man, like totally,” I said, feigning a California surfer 
dude voice. “Like, just let go, like.” 

“Oh, you’re in for it now,” he said, and flipped me off the 
board into the water. 

I broke the surface and heard him laughing uproariously. 
“You’re so pleased with yourself, aren’t you, Surfer?” I said, 

laughing, too. “So you think you’ve got me all psychoanalyzed? 
Well, we’ll see about this whole control thing.” 

After a few more failed attempts to “turn myself over to the 
wave,” followed by Ben yelling at me to “stop jumping off the 
board,” the tide was starting to change and it was about time 
for our lesson to end. 

All I wanted was to stand up on that board and ride it to 
shore. I could just feel that I was on the brink of doing it. 
And it wasn’t just because I wanted to please Ben—I wanted 
to prove to myself that I could do it, that I could live without 
a safety net. 

“Okay, Emma,” Ben said to me in all seriousness. “This is 
your last shot for today. You gonna stand up for me?” 
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I nodded with certainty, and he pushed the board into the 
wave. I could do this. Mustering every ounce of confidence I 
had left inside, I pulled my feet under me and stood up. Oh 
shit—I was moving . . . fast. My first instinct was to jump off, but 
in those few seconds, Ben’s voice was a mantra in my head—Let 
go, let go, let go —and I stayed with it. With my knees bent, my 
arms out to steady my balance, I rode that wave. The sensation 
was unlike anything I’d felt before, but I imagined the closest 
thing I could compare it to was flying—if I had wings and could 
just take off and soar around the sky, that’s what it would feel 
like. I stayed with that wave all the way, until the water ripped 
my board out from under me and I fell right onto my butt in 
the shallow water. Normally I would have whined about the 
discomfort, but I was elated—no, I was euphoric. I felt high. I 
turned and looked at Ben, and with his hands up over his head 
he was throwing his fists into the air and cheering. The next 
wave he surfed in to meet me. He threw his arms around me 
and then leaned back for a high five. 

“Gidget!” he exclaimed. “That was awesome!” 
For all I know, we sailed back to the resort—I was so high I 

didn’t feel like my butt was even touching the seat. When we 
pulled up to the gates, I was still grinning ear to ear. 

“So what do you do with your days here when you’re not 
surfing?” Ben asked as he eased the Jeep into park. 

“Not a lot,” I said. “I read, I do some writing. Sleep mostly. 
I like to be alone.” 

“Alone is cool.” Ben nodded. “But you need to get out, 
experience the culture here. And you need to celebrate your 
first wave. I’ll pick you up at eight.” 
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