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CHAPTER ONE [image: ] Surfing Is for Lunatics

MATTHEW KAPPLER IS MY BROTHER-IN-LAW, and we’re very different, and one of the biggest differences between us is that if I lived like him I would die.

Matt owns two motorcycles. The first is a Kawasaki for racing, the second a Harley for roaring down the Garden State Parkway at speeds he once described as “only” a hundred miles per hour. He’s an electrician, and a good one, in part because of how seriously he takes his work, and in part because of how casually he takes the prospect of violent shocks. Matt once threw out his back training to be a mixed martial arts fighter. I once threw out my back lifting a bag of cat litter.

We met in the summer of 2012. I’d been dating his older sister, Jacqui, for about a year, and she and I had driven up from Washington, DC, to visit her parents in New Jersey. At the time I was a twenty-five-year-old speechwriter for Barack Obama, with sensibly parted hair, an ergonomic keyboard, and a strong preference for the half-Windsor tie knot over the more conventional four-in-hand. Matt was living at home. He was twenty-two years old, on the tail end of a rebel-without-a-cause phase that had begun, as far as I could tell, at birth.

Because I was busy trying to impress Jacqui’s parents during that initial visit, I didn’t pay much attention to her brother. Matt first appears in my memory not as a person but as a muscle shirt–wearing specter, floating silently to the kitchen to blend a protein shake before disappearing into the garage to jam on his electric guitar. But more trips followed; my future in-laws lived minutes from the Jersey Shore, so Jacqui and I started coming up for beach weekends each summer.

Matt and I thus got to know each other a little better, and the better we got to know each other, the clearer it became that we had absolutely nothing in common. My professional life revolved around politics; he had never registered to vote. Matt played in a locally famous ska band; I played in a co-ed recreational Ultimate Frisbee league. My idea of a perfect meal was a bowl of homemade knife-cut noodles, studded with bits of pork and drenched in chili oil, from a hole-in-the-wall restaurant near the university where I studied on a summer fellowship that sent Ivy League undergraduates to Beijing. His was chicken tenders.

I didn’t dislike Matt. I found him quite interesting, in the way all men who need two computer monitors for work find all men who need a pickup truck for work quite interesting. But we never became anything like friends.

The closest we got to bonding were the times when, in a spirit of anthropological curiosity, I asked him about small details of his life. The tattoo covering his left shoulder, for instance. It depicted a giant robotic claw reaching across his collarbone, slicing his flesh with metal talons, and ripping back his skin to reveal a bloody mess of muscle and machine parts.

“So, Matt,” I once asked, in my best NPR voice, “what made you decide to get that tattoo?”

He thought for a second, then shrugged contentedly.

“I dunno.”

I tried conjuring a follow-up and couldn’t. I’ve been told that one of my first words was ambivalent. To permanently brand oneself with any image, of any size, struck me as an inconceivably risky invitation to regret. And to pick an image that was huge, gruesome, and highly visible, for basically no reason? I was left gasping in confusion like a goldfish plucked from its bowl.

Which is all to say that when, five years after we met, Matt bought a beat-up used surfboard, I did not think, At last, a healthful pastime that might bring me closer to my future brother-in-law! I thought, Surfing is for lunatics.

Nothing in the years that followed changed my view. On one occasion, Matt arrived at a family gathering wild-eyed, his light-brown hair not so much tousled as beaten. He’d woken at dawn, he explained as though this were normal, and spent his morning being pummeled against rocks and slammed into the seabed. I would have found this alarming at any time of year, even summer, when the Jersey Shore is packed with beachgoers. But this was Christmas Day.

“Aren’t you worried about, you know, drowning?”

“Neh,” he replied, in his slightly pinched Jersey accent. I waited for him to elaborate. He didn’t.

“Okay. What about freezing to death?”

“The best waves are in winter,” he said, in what I could not help but notice was not an answer to my question. “You should try it.”

I declined his offer, not so much verbally as through my very existence. It was true that once, on a family trip to Mexico, I’d taken something described as a “surf lesson,” during which I knelt on a plank for an hour while a teenager rolled his eyes and pushed me toward a beach. But surfing—really surfing—was clearly different. Along with absurd levels of fitness and dexterity, it required a near-total lack of common sense.

It also seemed like a waste of time. My adult life had been defined by a line from Barack Obama’s first presidential campaign: “In the face of impossible odds, people who love this country can change it.” Even after leaving the White House, I’d remained a proudly earnest workaholic. I filled my days, along with most nights and weekends, with productivity. Writing books and TV pilots. Working on speeches for private clients. Volunteering for campaigns. While each project was different, when you zoomed out far enough the goal was always the same: to change the world.

Matt seemed to surf for no higher purpose whatsoever. He did it simply because he enjoyed it. That made no sense to me.

In 2018, Jacqui and I got married in Asbury Park, a Jersey Shore town best known as the spot where Bruce Springsteen got his start. The following year we bought a small vacation house there. It was listed, optimistically, as a “Victorian cottage,” and located a half mile from the beach. Sometimes while strolling the boardwalk, I’d see a gaggle of wetsuit-clad figures bobbing like apples in the sea. Every so often, one would turn, stand, and cruise toward shore.

It was noteworthy: these individuals were not my brother-in-law, yet they surfed. Still, nothing could change what was, in my opinion, the most relevant fact about Matt’s favorite hobby. If it was for people like him, it wasn’t for people like me.

Besides, I was an adult now, with a wife and a mortgage and two cats and intermittent back pain and a determination to make the most of my limited time on earth. To the extent I looked toward the ocean and thought, I wish I’d tried it, surfing was just another scribble on the map of roads not taken that people in their early thirties can’t help but draw. I should have seen Tom Petty in concert. I should have made out with Leah Franklin at that party freshman year. I should have learned to surf. Who cares?

The answer, as it turned out, was me. Enormously.

And all it took to realize it was the worst year of my life.



When I was four years old, I was terrified—absolutely terrified—that Saddam Hussein would emerge from my toilet and strangle me.

This was during the first Gulf War, so my fear was rational, assuming you knew, as I did, the rules governing Saddam’s behavior. First, he lurked in the pipes. Second, he could travel instantly between rooms and even buildings, so long as he remained submerged. Third, while Saddam could overpower any child whose bathroom he invaded, he couldn’t escape the plumbing on his own. Only the emptying of a toilet bowl would release him.

I never told an adult about the danger. Even at age four, I understood grown-ups were unlikely to believe me. Nor did I stop flushing; I gathered adults would frown upon that, too. Instead, for the duration of the war, and (to be on the safe side) for several months after it ended, I did what any reasonable person would do. I flushed and ran.

This all took place decades ago, but I bring it up now for context: I have always taken current events a bit personally.

For most of my childhood, that was a good thing. Born halfway through the 1980s, I formed my first memories as the Berlin Wall fell and spent my youth as a fortunate son of the world’s sole superpower. Growing up, I knew—and everyone I knew knew—that America was good and getting better and everywhere else was getting more like America. Demographers call us the millennials. In truth, I belong to the greatest-expectations generation. We flew closest to the sun.

And then? September 11th; the Great Recession; the Trump era; a million smaller yet previously unimaginable crises in between. A towering lasagna of calamity. As people my age entered our thirties, the problems we were supposed to be on our way to solving—mass shootings, income inequality, racial prejudice, climate change—all seemed to be getting worse instead of better. Rather than staying vanquished, the villains of the twentieth century, Nazis and white supremacists and Russian tyrants, returned with a vengeance.

As if this weren’t brutal enough, for us, young adulthood did not recede gradually, like a hairline. It was snatched away by the worst pandemic in one hundred years.

By the standards of people living through a global catastrophe, Jacqui and I were lucky when Covid hit. Health intact. Family safe. Jobs that could be done remotely. No children to enroll in Zoom school. We even had a refuge from the heat and humidity of DC, where we were living at the time. The first summer after buying our Asbury Park cottage, we’d rented it to vacationers from New York City for a small profit, but by the second summer the world was on fire and we rented it to ourselves for free. Jacqui gardened. I grilled. At first, I kind of liked it.

Then I fell apart. Despite my good fortune—and despite being from a generation accustomed to pinballing between crises—Covid felt different. Maybe it was the scale. Maybe it was the isolation, or the fact that the pandemic arrived as I approached my thirty-fifth birthday. Maybe it was the variants that pulled the rug of normalcy out from under us, even after the release of a vaccine.

It is said that Shakespeare wrote King Lear during a pandemic. Good for him. I bought a PlayStation and drank lots of wine. Every so often, in increasingly urgent tones, Jacqui would suggest I pick up a hobby. But I already had a hobby: reading the news and worrying. By the fall of 2021, a perfect storm of growing certainties—that Covid was not an event but an era, that Trumpism was not a blip but a spreading stain, that a world on fire was not a challenge to be overcome but a permanent condition to be endured for the rest of our lives—began howling in my head.

Psychologists call this “situational depression,” meaning that it was brought on by events, rather than purely by brain chemistry. But that was hardly comforting when the world had become one big situation. Night after night I lay awake, mind whirring like a washing machine on the fritz. Am I wasting my life? Is humanity hurtling toward extinction? Are Jacqui and I waiting too long to have kids? Am I doomed, if we do have kids, to be a sad dad who mopes around worrying he’s wasted his life and humanity is hurtling toward extinction?

I would say it was like running on a treadmill, but that would imply health and fitness. It was more like being a treadmill, spinning in circles while getting repeatedly stomped on. Regardless of the subject of my panic—the planet, the country, my life—I arrived at the same conclusion: The best was over. There was nowhere to go but down.

My spiral was privileged and high-functioning. Few of my friends knew what was happening below the surface, and I never stopped working weekends. But the faith that had lifted me out of previous low moments—that what I did mattered—now seemed totally naïve.

As far as I could tell, only three categories of people made it through Covid without succumbing to despair: happy warriors, pathological narcissists, and Taylor Swift. Many of my friends in DC fell into the first group. So did my wife. Jacqui was working as a legislative director for a congressman, and I admired her ability to fight the good fight. But the attitude displayed by her and my DC friends no longer made sense to me. The courage of the happy warriors struck me as a form of denial.

So did the narcissism of the narcissists. They seemed to experience the same crushing realization I did, that the world was full of chaos and time was running out. But instead of responding rationally, with depression, they tried to overturn elections or committed cryptocurrency fraud or purchased entire social networks just to maintain the illusion of control. They were hardly role models. Yet I was impressed by their relentlessness.

Why is it, I wondered, that so many of the world’s worst people have no trouble getting off the couch?

This was the kind of question I pondered while lying on my couch. It would be easy to say I was stuck in a rut. But that doesn’t capture the gravitational pull of hopelessness, the twisted comfort that comes from wrapping oneself in a blanket of bleakness. I felt stuck in a tar pit, at once static and frantic, sinking deeper into gloom.

I remained lucky in one crucial respect: I never seriously considered harming myself. But I came frighteningly close. One morning in early 2022, I left our Victorian cottage, stepped onto the tracks running through town, and saw, in the distance, an oncoming NJ Transit locomotive. For a moment, I paused and faced the train.

It’s not for me, I thought. But I get the appeal.



My brother-in-law, meanwhile, was thriving. I couldn’t understand it. He was neither a warrior, a narcissist, nor Taylor Swift. Yet the second year of the pandemic—the same year I slid deeper into depression—was the most successful of Matt’s life. As New Yorkers fled the city for the Shore, he made a killing fixing lights in their guest bedrooms and installing charging stations for their Teslas. Before long, he’d started his own company and bought a house in Brick, a blue-collar exurb in New Jersey’s small but passionate Trump Country.

Matt referred to his new hometown, affectionately, as “Bricktucky.” This was one of many things I might not have even noticed before the pandemic, and that now felt like an example of everything wrong with him and also the entire world. As recently as 2019, our differences in taste hadn’t meant much. He drove a Dodge Ram; I drove a Subaru. He lifted weights to death metal; I jogged to Lizzo. He was a Joe Rogan superfan; I was a Stephen Sondheim aficionado. So what? Now, though, our preferences were more than preferences. They were identifiers, declaring not just what we liked but who we were. Matt still wasn’t registered to vote, so the divide between us wasn’t technically partisan. But we’d been drafted into opposite sides of a cultural civil war.

The deepest fault line was, of course, vaccination. Had Matt been a friend rather than my wife’s younger brother, I probably would have cut off contact after learning he’d refused the Covid shot. As it was, Jacqui and I came up with excuses (“He’s an introvert”; “He works in empty houses”; “He doesn’t eat in restaurants anyway”) to justify not taking a stand. Afraid of the blow-up that would result, I never confronted him about his decision, and because failing to confront him felt like a betrayal of principles, I stopped speaking much to him at all. On the increasingly rare and always outdoor occasions when I saw him, we exchanged clipped, awkward snippets.

“Work’s been good?”

“Meh.”

“Mrmm.”

Yet the fact remained: at the moment I judged Matt more harshly than ever, he was doing better than ever. I wasn’t sure where his inner strength came from. But I couldn’t help wondering if what I’d dismissed as recklessness—the loose screw that compelled him to zoom down the Parkway on his Harley or handle live wires for a living or float on a fiberglass plank in a freezing wintry ocean—was in fact fearlessness, driving him forward when I was stuck.

The days got longer, which helped. I began seeing a therapist over Zoom. That helped, too. Still, as spring drew to a close and summer beckoned, Matt remained on track while I stayed stuck in my tar pit.

And then, on June 14, 2022, I opened the door to Glide, a surf shop in Asbury Park.

Looking back, it seems impossible that this was a coincidence. At a moment when Matt was blooming and I was wilting, was it really random chance that I decided to try his favorite hobby? Did it not occur to me, even subconsciously, that surfing was the one thing he enjoyed that I could, in the far reaches of my imagination, picture myself enjoying, too?

I dunno.

All I know is that it felt pretty random to me. I didn’t walk into Glide planning to one day surf with Matt. How could I have? We were barely speaking. I just wanted to do something new at a time when it took enormous effort to do anything at all. So I bought a wetsuit. I asked the young woman behind the counter, a curly-haired brunette named Katie, if she knew someone who could teach me to surf. And when she said, “I could?” I ignored the uncertainty in her voice and scheduled a lesson for later that week.

At the time, I imagined learning to surf would be a fun but manageable challenge, like learning a language. It was only later—after being stung by jellyfish and run over by ill-tempered youth; after being flung through the air by waves the size of shipping crates and paddling out in near-freezing winter swells; after, with my brother-in-law watching from the beach, executing what can only be described as a bellyflop but for testicles—that I revised my view.

Learning to surf is like learning a language that wants to kill you. With the sole exception of being a person in the world in the late-early twenty-first century, it’s the hardest thing I’ve ever tried to do.





CHAPTER TWO [image: ] Woochee

AT A DIFFERENT TIME—one in which asking my brother-in-law for help wouldn’t have meant fraternizing with the unvaccinated enemy—I would have told him I’d signed up for surf lessons. Then I would have asked him a series of questions, ending with “Is this likely to kill me?”

Instead, I sat in my home office and googled “surfing deaths.”

I was no stranger to doomscrolling. For at least half a decade, bingeing the world’s most dispiriting information had felt like a combination of civic responsibility, religious practice, and drug habit. It was only natural that after finishing one article about a surfing tragedy, I moved immediately to the next. And the news wasn’t all bad. The number of people who die while surfing was encouragingly small.

The number of ways to die while surfing, however, was discouragingly enormous. Here were just a few of the possibilities I imagined with increasing vividness as my lesson with Katie neared:

• I could get sucked out to sea by a rip current and find myself unable to paddle back to shore.

• My leash—the cord connecting my board to my ankle—could wrap around rocks on the ocean floor, trapping me underwater. Or it could wrap around my neck, cutting off the flow of oxygen to my brain. Or it could snap, sending my board flying out of reach and leaving me adrift.

• I could be pinned below the surface by a monster wave, or by a whole series, or “set,” of monster waves. According to the articles I read on the subject, the key to surviving one of these brutal “hold-downs” was to relax. This was a roundabout way of saying I would not survive.

• I could swan dive off a wave and plow my brittle cranium against a jetty or reef. Once unconscious, my lungs, ordinarily as buoyant as beach balls, would fill with water and send me on a one-way plummet to the seabed.

• If I surfed in winter—which I never would, but if I did—I could find myself swept out to sea in ice-cold water. Actually, colder than ice-cold, since salt water freezes at about twenty-eight degrees. At such temperatures, humans generally lose consciousness in under thirty minutes, and their lives soon after. (A proper wetsuit, it should be noted, can double or even triple these survival times—good news for those who wish to add a bonus hour of misery to their inevitable demise.)

• If I was enticed by climates warmer than that of New Jersey, I could be violently chomped by a saltwater crocodile. Or bull-rushed by a sex-crazed elephant seal. Or nipped by a sea snake, whose dainty fangs, as tiny as the prongs on a strip of Velcro, dispatch enough venom to kill six human adults.

• Sharks.

• I could be ensnared by a box jellyfish, a creature almost certainly underrepresented in your nightmares. Its body is unimposing, just an upside-down Ziploc bag with googly eyes. But it is armed, so to speak, with up to sixty tentacles, each ten feet long and primed with half a million microscopic harpoon guns that launch cell-sized poison darts into anything they touch. Box jellyfish toxin is among the most agonizing substances to which a human body can be exposed. According to WebMD, symptoms of a sting include severe burning, nausea, changes in breathing, skin tissue death, cardiac arrest, and—this last one hardly seems necessary—“unusual behavior due to pain.” Also, while box jellies have historically confined themselves to the tropics, thanks to warming oceans, they’re moving north. Not too long ago, one washed up on a beach in New Jersey.

Even if I didn’t fall prey to toothy or poisonous marine life, and even if I managed to keep my head above water long enough to maintain my precious stores of oxygen, I could clonk myself in the head with my surfboard, or be clonked in the head by someone else’s surfboard, or have an artery sliced by a razor-sharp fin, or be run over by an intoxicated boater, or all of the above.

Then there was the list of not-quite-fatal hazards—sea urchins, stingrays, violent macho locals, blown-out knees—which was even longer than the list of deadly ones. Matt had encountered plenty of these dangers firsthand. Once, in pre-pandemic days, he’d told me about the February morning when the lip of a monster wave, powered by a nor’easter roaring toward Canada, snapped his surfboard in half and sent shards of fiberglass slicing like chef’s knives through his torso.

“I made it back to the beach, but I was pouring blood,” he said.

“And that’s when you… decided to give up surfing?”

“Nah, it wasn’t too bad. Anyone can handle stuff like that. You just have to be a strong swimmer.”

“Oh,” I said. “I see.”

I was not a strong swimmer.



Every night for a year, I’d been jolted awake by existential terror, so I was accustomed to sleeping poorly. The night before my first surf lesson, however, a hit parade of new anxieties joined the classics. Sure, the death rate from surfing was low—but the death rate from not surfing was lower by a factor of infinity. No one, to my knowledge, had ever been stung by a box jellyfish while rewatching Schitt’s Creek.

Then there was the deeper fear keeping me awake, less googleable but no less real. What if I wasn’t tough enough? I wasn’t sure what it meant to succeed at a beginner surf lesson. But if I failed—if I tried something difficult and quit in the face of adversity—it would confirm my gnawing suspicion that I lacked resilience, that my past year was not a one-off but the defining episode of my life.

Better to quit without trying at all. At 6 a.m., when I should have been driving to my lesson, I texted Katie and told her I had an early-morning work emergency. I paid her for her time, so I’m not a total jerk, I reassured myself. I’m merely a pathetic coward. This didn’t make it easier to fall back asleep.

What drove me to reschedule for the next morning, and to actually show up for my lesson, was not an inner reserve of courage but the fear of my brother-in-law’s judgment. I knew what would happen if I chickened out again. Sooner or later, Jacqui would let the news slip to her mother. My mother-in-law, whose ability to share embarrassing information about her relations borders on the telepathic, would alert her son. Matt would know how weak I’d been. Ever after, for a lifetime of family cookouts and holiday parties, he would greet me with a smirk.

I couldn’t let him judge me like that—especially not now, when the vaccine debate still raged and I was supposed to be judging him.

For our lesson, Katie chose the beach at Avon-by-the-Sea. Despite being as tightly packed as Legos, Jersey Shore towns each have their own distinct character, and Avon, just ten minutes south of bustling Asbury Park, is a cozy, expensive Pleasantville. By 9 a.m., its half-mile stretch of sand would be teeming with families out of Norman Rockwell paintings laying patterned towels beside colorful umbrellas. But when I arrived an hour after sunrise, the beachfront parking spaces were deserted.

I was grateful for that. It meant no one would see me change into my wetsuit.

For most of my life, I’d been a slightly above-average athlete who prided himself on staying in shape. In high school I wrestled. At the White House I batted leadoff on STOTUS, the Softball Team of the United States. Jacqui was on her college cross-country team, so when we started dating, I started running. Then Covid hit. Slim-cut jeans were replaced by polyester khakis from Walmart, which were replaced by whatever was on top of the laundry pile and had an elastic waist. I began showing up for Zoom meetings with uncombed hair. I shaved at random.

It wasn’t just my appearance that deteriorated. Shortly before the pandemic, I decided to purchase life insurance and was offered a surprisingly good deal. But I procrastinated, and by the time a nurse showed up in our kitchen for the mandatory at-home physical, eighteen months of Covid-era sloth had passed. When I received the final paperwork a few weeks later, I was startled to discover my monthly rate had tripled.

“Oh,” said the woman on the customer service line. “You’re a Category Four.”

“A what?”

“Your original quote was for someone in Category One. Because of your increased weight and elevated cholesterol, you’re no longer in that category. You’re a Category Four.”

There was a long silence.

“There are fourteen categories,” she offered encouragingly.

It was nice to know that ten groups of people were unlikely to outlive me. Still, I had always considered myself a healthy person, and now, according to an organization that makes money by guessing who dies first, that was no longer true.

In the year since my three-category downgrade, I’d taken a few steps to reverse my physical decline. Slightly less takeout. Slightly more exercise. Even so, the moment I slipped an ankle into my wetsuit, all glimmers of body positivity vanished into rubbery shame. Perhaps you’ve seen one of those viral videos where a snake, through sheer perseverance, swallows something far too big for it, like a goat. I was that goat. Panting from exertion, I yanked each leg through a constricting tube of neoprene until it reached my hip. Then I repeated the process with hands and sleeves, an act that somehow required lots of jumping. By the time I snapped a fastener across the chest zip, I was red-faced and covered in a second skin of sweat.

It was only as I slumped against my car to recover that I realized: a silver Honda Fit had pulled into a spot a few yards away. Beside it, with wide eyes and a forced smile, stood Katie. In her own wetsuit she resembled a stick figure, with lanky limbs that seemed borrowed from someone else’s torso. Slowly, as though trying not to startle a caged animal, she gave me a thumbs-up.

“You okay?”

“All good,” I panted. Then I opened the trunk, removed a surfboard, and dropped it on my foot.

Just as someone who’s never ridden a horse can recognize the power coursing through each muscle of a Kentucky thoroughbred, the sight of a well-crafted board can send waves of excitement down the spines of surfers and non-surfers alike. This wasn’t that. Chunky in profile, toothpaste green, with a white stripe running down the center and a patch of rash-like bumps on the tail, my board was manufactured by a large global company called Wavestorm.

In the surf world, that’s like saying my tuxedo was designed by Kmart. Unlike traditional surf craft, whose foam cores are wrapped in rock-hard shells of fiberglass or resin, Wavestorms resemble large packing peanuts. A notable benefit of these foamboards, or “foamies,” is that on impact, they’re unlikely to hurt you or anyone foolish enough to come near you. A downside is their complete lack of aerodynamism. Katie watched with growing concern as I stooped over the asphalt, struggling to lift the sofa-sized, Tylenol-shaped lump.

“Try carrying it like this,” she said, miming an agile, fit person cradling a board beneath an arm. I gave it a shot, but the effort was doomed. Hoisting the Wavestorm above my head, I puffed my way across the boardwalk toward the sand, each gust of wind turning my foamie into a giant sail. Right before I stumbled into the water, Katie stopped me.

“Not yet. Let’s practice on land.”

In the rare moments when I hadn’t been googling sea snake fang lengths or symptoms of box jellyfish stings, I’d watched a few instructional videos. From these I knew that “popping up” is essential to all surfers and second nature for experts. Katie lay belly-down to demonstrate. After confirming I was paying close attention, she planted her hands as though preparing to do a push-up. Then she teleported into an athletic stance. To make sure I hadn’t missed anything, she did it again.

“Don’t worry,” she said, resuming her position on the sand. “I’ll break it down step by step. First you put your hands on the deck of the board. Then you straighten your arms and lift your chest up. Then you step up with your back foot. Then you swing your front foot so it lands between your hands. Then you stand up. Watch.” She rose to her feet in a single motion.

“Now you try.”

Joints creaking, left eyebrow arched in skepticism, I lay atop my board. Yet when I focused on Katie’s advice—raise my chest, back foot forward, front foot next—everything snapped into place. In an instant, I was standing, my arms to my sides in imitation of surfers I’d seen in movies and on TV.

“Nice!” Katie said. “Want to give it another try?” I popped up again, even more fluidly than I had the first time. Then I did a few more pop-ups, just to lock the movement into my muscle memory. Holding my wave-riding pose, I looked over at Katie. She seemed genuinely impressed. I couldn’t remember the last time an unreservedly optimistic thought had popped into my head, but now, like a seed bursting into bloom after years of drought, one did:

Maybe I’m a natural!



I was not a natural.

The problem, I realized, was twofold. The first was every aspect of my physical and mental life. The second was water. Forget springing to my feet—in the sloshing surf, even lying prone was impossible. My Wavestorm, which on land had been as hefty as a picnic table, upon contact with the ocean became a tightrope. The waves were no taller than daffodils, yet they turned me into a wobbling slice of Jell-O. Gripping the board’s rails for balance only tensed my body and made balancing even harder. I soon lost purchase and plonked into the sea.

“Everything good?” yelled Katie, who had waded about a dozen yards away.

“Yep!” I lied.

“Want to try to paddle?”

“Sure!” I lied again.

Imagine deciding to take up golf, only to discover that walking from the clubhouse to the first tee—not swinging a club, not chipping or putting or blasting free from a sand trap, just walking—requires more physical strength than you’ve mustered in your entire adult life.

That’s surfing. I would later learn that what makes paddling a board so torturous is not just the amount of muscle required, but the fact that the required muscles are pressed into service by surfers and essentially no one else. Take the levator scapulae. They connect the neck to the shoulders; if yours disappeared, you’d notice. But they’re supposed to be the stage managers of the biomechanical world, not the stars. Dragging a hand and forearm through water while lying on a surfboard is one of the few activities that thrust them into the spotlight.

My scapulae were not ready for prime time. Neither were my scalene muscles (which connect my upper ribs and vertebrae) or erector spinae (running vertically down my back). I took ten strokes toward Katie, then tumbled into the sea. After remounting my board, I repeated the process with eight strokes, then six, then four. I wasn’t sure I’d ever reach her. Judging from Katie’s expression, neither was she. Finally, moments before my entire torso became a single quivering spasm, I arrived.

“Okay,” she said cautiously. “Let’s… try to catch a wave?”

Before I could ask what that might entail, Katie gripped the hull of my Wavestorm and pointed me toward the beach. For a minute, she kept hold of the board and made small talk—about surfing; about Jersey; about the kitten she’d adopted. Then, suddenly, she snapped to attention. I looked over my shoulder, following her gaze. A small, rolling hill of water had appeared behind us.

“Face the beach!” Katie said. Every muscle stiffened. I gritted my teeth. Just when I was certain the wave would crash directly on top of me, she gave my board a shove.

“Paddle paddle paddle!” she yelled. I paddled.

“Pop up pop up pop up!” she yelled. I leapt to my feet, pinwheeled my arms as though slipping on black ice, and toppled into the sea.

At first I kept track of my attempts. “It was really tough,” I imagined telling Matt at the next family party. “It took me three tries.” But three tries became five, and five became seven, and seven became no longer counting.

The reason getting to my feet on the beach had seemed easy, I now understood, is that it was easy. A toddler can stand up on land. On water the most fractional mistake—a hand placed an inch too far forward; arms extended a half second late; a foot planted slightly off center—sent me flying. If I was lucky, I kerplunked into the ocean. If I was unlucky, I bounced off my board onto my tailbone (or sometimes, just for variety’s sake, my knee and then my tailbone), and kerplunked into the ocean.

“Quick question,” I said. “Am I especially bad at this?”

Katie thought for a very long time.

“Well,” she finally said. “Everybody’s different.”

I nodded weakly. It was exactly as I’d feared: I wasn’t tough enough for this. I no longer hoped to discover I was a secret surfing prodigy, or even to catch a wave. All I wanted was to stop trying and go home. With fifteen minutes left in the lesson, I began stalling for time.

“So,” I said, “you mentioned you had a kitten. What’s her name?”

“Woochee,” Katie replied. A wave sailed harmlessly past.

“What color is she?”

“Black.”

“And what kind of name is ‘Woochee’?”

“It comes from a Chinese word, actually. It means ‘void.’ ” Another wave rolled underneath.

“How old is she? Did you adopt from a foster home or a shelter? Is this your first cat?”

Joggers had appeared along the boardwalk. Families were filling the beach. Our lesson would soon be over, and with the end in sight, I kept the questions flowing. “How long did it take you to learn to pop up?” (A few tries. This was inconceivable.) “My brother-in-law surfs in winter. He’s crazy, right?” (She didn’t think so. This was equally inconceivable.) “Do you need the name of a good local cat sitter?” (No, her sister would look after the kitten if she was out of town. This I understood.)

Then many things happened at once.

Katie’s eyes got big. Not is-David-going-to-have-a-heart-attack-dragging-his-board-to-the-beach? big. Excited big. In a single movement she scooted to the back of my Wavestorm and gave its chunky tail a shove.

“Go go go go!”

I didn’t hear her yell “Pop up!” All I knew was that I was lying on my board, then something happened, then I was on my feet. Head high. Eyes toward the beach.

To the joggers and sunbathers, it probably didn’t look like much. Just a man in an unflattering garment teetering atop a bulky foam slab before collapsing into the sea.

But for me?

There were a few discrete sensations: wind against my face; Katie hooting in encouragement; my toes pressing against the day-old-baguette texture of the deck. Yet what I felt most clearly was the absence of sensation. For a few timeless seconds, the chaos around me—the crash of waves and the world in perpetual crisis and the sense that time was not just passing me by but dragging me by the ankles as it passed—ceased to matter. I was part of the universe and propelled by the universe, floating high above a sea of troubles as I rocketed toward shore.

Later that morning, I lay in bed, replaying the moment again and again as I drifted toward deep, sound slumber.

I am Woochee the kitten, I thought, half dreaming. I have become the void.





CHAPTER THREE [image: ] Pain and Sorrow Before They Quit

THE MOTTO OF OCEARCH, a leading shark research organization, is “Facts Over Fear.” It’s a bad motto. If there’s anything we’ve learned from recent history, it’s that facts and fear are not mutually exclusive.

I demonstrated this myself when, a week before my second surf lesson, I logged on to the OCEARCH website and learned there was an 880-pound great white shark lurking off the New Jersey coast. Her name was Freya. Fifteen months earlier, a researcher had clipped a homing beacon to her fin the way you might slip a Bluetooth tracker into your luggage, adding her to a roster of several hundred tagged sharks cruising the world’s oceans. Occasionally, a shark’s beacon emits a ping, and scientists study these pings to learn more about shark movement. This is an indirect way of saying there’s still an awful lot scientists don’t know about sharks, including, in most cases, where they are.

When I first checked the site, Freya had most recently been located near Toms River, about twenty miles south of Asbury Park. But pings aren’t frequent and sharks swim fast. She could be off the coast of Long Beach Island, traversing the invisible border that divides Yankees fans from Phillies fans. She could be patrolling Seaside Park, where Hurricane Sandy swept an entire roller coaster off the boardwalk. Freya could even be stalking the shallow surf near Matt’s house in Brick.

Not that he would care. While we hadn’t really spoken in months, the culture wars made our reactions, even regarding something as apolitical as sharks, easy to predict. People like my brother-in-law—who knew the names of all the top MMA fighters and had never worn masks indoors—wouldn’t allow themselves to be afraid of great whites. To the extent they acknowledged them, it would be to talk about punching them in the face.

My reaction to Freya was similarly preordained. Sharks are noble creatures. Reams of data show they rarely pose a threat to humans, and as apex predators, they’re essential to healthy ocean ecosystems. Demonizing sharks is barbaric. Worrying about them is anti-science. As someone who cares about the planet, I believed these things wholeheartedly.

As someone who prefers his internal organs to remain on the inside, however, I found it harder to toe the party line. The odds of being bitten by a shark are almost zero. But for a few unlucky people, the crucial part of that sentence is “almost.” In much the way my grandfather once ate several salmon-flavored dog biscuits thinking they were gourmet crackers, sharks occasionally—but very memorably—confuse people for seals. Surfers, with seal-shaped boards and dark wetsuits, are particularly susceptible to such mix-ups. The risk is especially great if a surfer thrashes against the water in the manner of a wounded seal.

I was new to paddling. All I did was thrash.

For a little while, Freya stayed put. Then, as though she, too, had booked a lesson with Katie, she began cruising up the coast. By the time I removed my Wavestorm from the car in Bradley Beach, two towns south of Asbury, Freya’s most recent ping had come from an undersea canyon directly offshore.

“Everything okay?” asked Katie as we waded in. The waves were tiny, but I took careful steps, pushing my foamie ahead of me as a shield.

“All good,” I replied. Then, trying to sound casual, I added, “Oh, by the way, did you know there’s a great white shark in the area?”

“Yeah, Barry!”

The idea that Freya had a colleague—and that this second shark was not a fair-minded Nordic lady but a ruggedly individualistic American male—was a fact for which I was unprepared.

“If I see a shark,” I asked, “or sharks, plural, what should I, you know, do?”

Katie cocked her head, as if the question had never before occurred to her.

“I wouldn’t worry about it.”

That’s nice, I thought, but why wouldn’t you worry about it? Isn’t worrying about sharks while standing in shark-infested waters exactly what a person should do? I’d hoped to recapture my Woochee moment, but the ocean was alive with phantom fins and toothy shadows, and I was far too busy keeping watch to catch a wave. Even when exhaustion dulled my vigilance, my worries didn’t disappear. They just moved on to something else.

“I’ve noticed a problem,” I
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