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      Out the Cessna’s window, Iris Reid glimpsed a turquoise strip on the far horizon of the jungle. She nudged her boyfriend, Luc, who dozed in the seat next to her. “Look—the Pacific Ocean.” The sea looked far more inviting than the frigid, gray waters off Massachusetts.

      Luc rubbed a hand through his hair, making it stand up on end. He leaned over her to see out. A grin appeared. “We’re really doing this.”

      “Thanks for talking me into it,” Iris said. “Although I may feel differently once the surfing lessons begin, and I’m sunburned and covered in bruises.”

      “You’ll do fine. We’re here for fun, not competition.”

      Iris had her doubts. Luc was the owner and star chef of a popular Cambridge restaurant. He’d won a James Beard award and had graced the cover of Boston Magazine as “New England’s sexiest chef.” Iris’s own architecture career was scaling new heights with her design of a museum in Harvard Square for a famous billionaire client. Neither one of them could exactly be described as laid-back.

      “Kenneth, I think I see the resort. Are those thatched roofs by the beach? This place better not be rustic.” The woman in the seat in front of Iris said the last word in a withering Southern drawl. The fortyish, heavily made-up blonde and her older partner had joined their plane in Dallas and transferred with them to the Guaria Morada Resort’s private plane in Liberia, Costa Rica. Iris couldn’t imagine the woman on a surfboard, but the resort billed itself as “luxury,” so maybe she came for the pampering spa treatments, yoga, and gourmet dining.

      “Don’t worry, Margo. The owner assured me they have high-thread-count sheets and top-shelf hootch.” Kenneth’s tone was long-suffering. His long black hair was threaded with silver, and Iris bet he was the one who’d arranged the trip to tick off a sexy new sport on his list of accomplishments.

      The hum of the single-engine plane changed register as it lowered in altitude. The dozen shades of green of the rainforest below came into focus. December was technically the dry season in Costa Rica, but the coast remained humid and lush year-round. The jungle extended all the way up to a ribbon of white sand edging the ocean.

      “Tia, quick, give me the binocs,” commanded an irritated male voice. Iris peeked through a gap to the seats behind them to see the speaker—a shaved-headed man in the process of lifting binocular straps from around a woman’s neck.

      Luc glanced back too, and softly groaned. He leaned over and whispered in Iris’s ear, “He must have boarded before us. That’s Eric Schwartz, a hot-shot L.A. chef. We got the same James Beard award last year, but his was for the West Coast. Total jerk.”

      So much for the two weeks not being a competition.

      A young man met the plane at the landing strip. He introduced himself as Guillermo, one of the surfing instructors. He had the dark good looks of a Latin movie star and a boyish grin. An immaculate white van with Guaria Morada Resort emblazoned elegantly on the side was parked on the tarmac.

      Iris could feel her hair lift away from her neck with frizz in the humid air. Guillermo distributed chilled towels and nearly frozen water bottles to the six passengers, then helped the pilot and co-pilot load suitcases into the back of the van. Margo and Kenneth climbed in the side door and parked themselves in the front row seats. This left Iris and Luc standing awkwardly beside Eric and his partner, a striking woman with locs pulled into a ponytail that trailed down her back.

      “Hey, aren’t you Luc Cormier?” the woman asked. “I’m Tia Moss.” She nudged Eric. “You remember Luc from the James Beard dinner?” She turned to Iris. “Eric’s a chef as well.”

      Eric gave Luc a bored look and a nod. “Hey, man. How’s it going?”

      Luc introduced Iris, and they all shook hands.

      “Can you have this chat inside the van?” Margo called out, a bit too loudly. “The open door is letting out the air conditioning.” She fanned herself with her plane ticket.

      The four of them slipped into the remaining rows as Guillermo closed the van’s rear hatch with a click. The drive to the resort took a brief ten-minutes through the thick jungle. Iris caught sight of some monkeys swinging through the canopy of trees. Monkeys! This place was so exotic.

      As they entered a clearing, the main building of the resort appeared before them. It was a large three-story pavilion with a thatched roof and woven walls, set a hundred yards back from the turquoise waves breaking on the shore. The architectural style looked more Tahitian than Costa Rican to Iris’s eyes, but she wasn’t going to quibble. The effect was tropical. They piled out of the van and Iris could hear the chirping of birds and a howling of some unseen animals in the nearby underbrush.

      Guillermo led them inside a pavilion with a soaring cathedral ceiling and exposed tree-trunk beams. A woman with cropped silver hair and a face like Audrey Hepburn awaited them. She had the effortlessly elegant posture of a ballerina. A tray of drinks sat on a table next to her.

      “Welcome to the Guaria Morada Resort. My name is Sierra Winters. My husband and I created this resort, and we hope to provide you with a magical two weeks in our paradise.” She gestured to an arrangement of upholstered chairs on one side of the large space. “Sit down and relax while Guillermo checks you in. We have Guaro Sours here, alcoholic and otherwise. It is the traditional drink of Costa Rica. Our porters will take you and your luggage to your casitas, where you can unwind before we meet back here at six for cocktail hour and orientation. My husband, Cal, will describe the surf program then, and I can fill you in on the yoga class schedule and other activities.”

      A young woman circulated with the tray of drinks as everyone found a seat. Iris was lifting the glass to her lips when she noticed a man enter the room. His short white hair stood up like a brush and his face was handsome and tan. He walked over to Sierra and kissed her on the lips. The man was slim and broad-shouldered like Luc and dressed in white linen. But the feature that caught Iris’s gaze was the scar. It started at the right corner of his mouth and almost reached his ear.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The porter pocketed his tip with a slight bow and left Iris and Luc in their thatched-roof casita. It stood in the middle of eight others, spaced out along a stone path. The room was deceptively simple, with a canopied bed, white-washed walls, and mahogany louvers on the windows. A few pieces of artwork adorned the walls.

      Iris approached an abstract painting hung over an antique desk and leaned closer to examine it. “I love that this resort has original art in the guest rooms.”

      Luc glanced up from unpacking his suitcase. “The magazine article said Cal and Sierra are showcasing Central American artists here. This place is a passion project for them.”

      “They’ve done a great job. I wonder who their architect was.” Iris transferred shorts and shirts from her suitcase to a bureau drawer. “What’s the deal with Eric Schwartz? Why don’t you like him?”

      Luc snorted. “I hate those competitive bro-types. At the James Beard dinner, he made some asinine comment while you were in the ladies room. I can’t even remember what it was.”

      Iris was willing to bet that he remembered every word. She shook out several dresses and hung them in the large closet. As she turned back to the room, she saw Luc from the back, naked. He was stepping into his skimpy bathing suit. Way to distract a girl.

      “We have an hour before cocktails. Ocean or pool?” he asked over his shoulder.

      The infinity pool they’d passed on their way to the casita looked inviting. “Why not both?”

      Luc sprawled on the bed, hands behind his head. “Greedy woman, get your suit on.”

      Ten minutes later, they headed to the pool. But Margo and Kenneth were already lounging on chaises there, two drinks in coconut shells on a table between them. Margo appeared to be dozing, her open mouth displaying her shiny white veneers. Kenneth was puffing on a cigar, studying his iPad. Iris swore to herself. She hated the smell of those stinkers, no matter how expensive the brand was.

      Iris and Luc continued on toward the beach. It was deserted, and they quickly splashed into the ocean past the gentle break. The crystal-clear water was a perfect temperature, slightly cool, but warming up after a minute of thrashing around. The waves were about three feet tall, not too intimidating. She and Luc floated on their backs, rising and falling with the swells.

      “This is heaven,” Iris pronounced, eyes closed. When she got no response from Luc, she looked over. He was treading water, looking back at the beach with narrowed eyes, frowning. At Tia and Eric.

      “Come on in,” Iris shouted to the newcomers. “The water’s great.” She’d need to diffuse this tension between the two men before it ruined their vacation.
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      Iris changed into a long, flowy dress for the cocktail hour. Twinkling lights lit the path from their casita to the main building. The buzzing of cicadas and clicking of tree frogs surrounded them. Iris was surprised that the sun set so early here, almost as early as back up North in Cambridge.

      Luc held the door for her, and Iris entered the pavilion. Music with a Latin beat played softly through speakers. A few tables with bright tropical flowers and candles lined one side of the big open space. It looked like they were the last guests to arrive.

      She and Luc threaded their way to the bar. The bartender’s name tag read Sammy. He asked, “What can I get you?”

      Iris knew that beer and cocktails were a more common choice in tropical countries, but she was in the mood for white wine. Maybe this fancy resort carried some varieties from Argentina or Uruguay.

      At her request for wine, Sammy brightened. “Mrs. Duval brought us a case of her winery’s Chardonnay and another case of their Petite Syrah. Their Napa vineyard is quite special. Would you like to taste the white first?”

      He poured a small amount into a glass, and Iris sipped it. She held out the glass to Luc. “You need to try this. It’s great. And no oakiness.”

      After Luc swished it around in his mouth and swallowed, his eyes got wide. He picked up the bottle on the counter and studied it. “I’ve never heard of the label before, but it’s exceptional. I’d like to serve this in my restaurant. Who is Mrs. Duval? Is she here? I’d love to speak with her.”

      Sammy pointed her out on the far side of the room, then filled the rest of Iris’s glass. “Over there, talking with Mr. Schwartz and Ms. Moss. She and her daughter drove across the country from San José. They arrived this evening to join the surf classes but sent the two cases of wine on ahead of them, so we had a chance to chill the white.”

      Iris looked over at the two women talking with Eric and Tia. They looked wholesome with make-up-free faces and wore short flowery sundresses under jean jackets. Both Kelly and her mother had strong features and dark eyebrows, but Kelly’s build was larger and more athletic, like a field hockey player. Next to her, Lisa looked almost petite. There seemed to be a hint of steel behind their plain faces and clothes. After all, the two women ran an award-winning winery. Iris liked them on sight.

      Tia raised the fashion quotient of the guests, wearing a long emerald-green column dress with tiny pleats. The silver bracelets on her arms stood out against her dark skin.

      Luc asked to try the Syrah to see if the red was as impressive as the white. After taking several sips, he said to Iris, “We should go talk to her. Schwartz is probably putting in an order for his restaurant right now.”

      Iris rested a hand on his arm. “We’re on vacation, remember? We’ll be seeing the Duvals over the next two weeks. There’ll be plenty of chances to talk.”

      “Right, right. Sorry.” He turned to Sammy. “A Chardonnay for me as well please.”

      At that moment, Sierra and Cal walked up to the reception desk, which served as a focal point for the lounge, and turned to face the group. Conversation quieted down.

      Sierra spoke first. “Welcome, cherished guests.” She paused. “We built this resort five years ago and named it Guaria Morada after an endangered orchid, the national flower of Costa Rica. Our goal is to provide a bespoke experience for a limited group of guests over a two-week stay. We want to share our love of this country and its artists, both visual and culinary. Our chef, Santiago Vargas, uses the freshest local ingredients and turns them into his own creative vision.”

      Luc gave Iris an amused look.

      “Most of you are here for the surfing program, which Cal will talk about in a minute. At breakfast each morning, I’ll tell you about afternoon excursion options into the nearby villages or guided hikes through the rain forest to see waterfalls and birds. Surfing lessons will take place in the mornings. Video analysis of the morning’s sessions will be screened directly after lunch for those who are interested. Later in the afternoon, I’ll teach yoga classes on the Palm Court at four for those interested. Massages are offered anytime. You can find me to set it up. We have events scheduled for the evenings as well: live music and other surprises.”

      Eric shouted out, “Can we take any cooking classes?”

      Sierra smiled. “Yes. I realize we have two renowned chefs as guests this session and you, along with anyone else, can join Chef Vargas in the kitchen for a cooking demonstration. We are here to tailor this vacation to your desires. You are equally welcome to just relax by the pool and enjoy our world-class meals.” Sierra’s eyes traveled to Margo. “Now I’ll turn you over to Cal.”

      Cal wore a black dress shirt and black pants tonight. Coupled with his dramatic scar, he looked like a badass. Even his voice was gruff as he got right to the point. “The surfing classes will start in the mornings at nine when the waves are best suited for beginners. We’ll meet out on the beach, and Guillermo and Mateo will be your instructors. We’ve made a schedule to fill the two weeks. You’ll learn the basics in the first week, starting with ocean safety and wave etiquette. Tomorrow, you’ll practice getting up on your boards while still high and dry on the beach. Then, you’ll work up to that amazing thrill of balancing on your boards while riding the waves. Any questions?”

      No one spoke up, so he continued. “By the second week, most of you will have reached the advanced beginner or even the intermediate level. We won’t push you, but for those who feel steady enough, we’ll teach you some more complicated moves. We want to leave you totally hooked on the sport after fourteen days. I have every expectation that all of you in the program will leave here as competent surfers.”

      Iris wasn’t sure if she should be thrilled or terrified at the thought of being in this man’s drill camp. What had she signed up for? She glanced at Luc. He looked excited. Maybe she could join Margo by the pool after making a good faith effort on the first day.

      Cal continued. “Before we sit down to dinner, let me add one more thing. Our grounds here are like a Garden of Eden. Feel free to wander around during the day and ask any of us questions about the flora and fauna. But after the sun goes down, keep to the lighted pathways. Do not go wandering down to the beach or into the underbrush. This isn’t Disneyland.”

      What kind of danger was Cal alluding to?
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      Looking among the place cards set out on the tables, Iris discovered they were seated with Tia and Eric. Her effort to ease the strain between the two men had been somewhat successful, and she was starting to bond with Tia. The woman was a graphic designer in L.A. and had met Eric the previous year when she’d designed the menus for his restaurant, Twigs.

      The four of them studied their menus in reverential silence for a few minutes.

      “Heavily seafood based,” Eric pronounced.

      “With a Latin American spin on the spices,” Luc added.

      After they’d given their food and drink orders to the server, Iris asked Tia and Eric, “What do you think of this place?”

      Eric leaned back in his chair. “I read about it in Food & Wine and knew what to expect. I’m here for the surfing, not the frills. I didn’t grow up near the beach, so I’m stoked to commit two weeks of my time and come out a decent surfer.”

      “I have to admit, I’m a little intimidated by Cal,” Tia said. “I wonder how involved he’ll be in our lessons if those other two guys he mentioned will be teaching us.”

      “Hopefully, Cal’s the hands-off organizer and we’ll only interact with the kind, patient instructors,” Iris said.

      “I liked Cal’s intensity,” Luc said. “Didn’t I read in that magazine article he was on the pro surfing circuit when he was younger?”

      “Yeah, that’s right,” Eric said. “I hope we get a chance to watch him in action, although the waves here must be way below his level.”

      The server brought over the bottle of Duval Chardonnay they’d ordered and filled the four wine glasses. They clinked them in a toast. “Good times,” Eric said.

      “Do you serve this in your restaurant?” Luc asked him.

      “No, Lisa Duval won’t export it outside the Napa area except to a few places in San Francisco and to some private clients,” Eric said. “This is the first time I’ve actually tasted it. It’s not bad. Enjoy it while you’re here.”

      “It’s a shame. It’s good stuff,” Luc answered. “I’d like to talk with her. Find out how her family got into the business.”

      “You should ask her. It’s an interesting story,” Tia said.

      Iris glanced over at the Duvals, who were sitting with Margo and Kenneth. A pairing of opposites. Yet they appeared to be having a lively conversation.

      Their appetizers arrived, four different choices beautifully arranged on their plates. Iris’s yellowfin tuna was garnished with cucumber and peanuts. Fried green tomato slices fanned along one side of Luc’s grilled Mahi-Mahi. Eric had ordered the ceviche with a tomato granita and Tia had chosen a bright purple beet fritter with yogurt sauce drizzled across it.

      “It certainly looks impressive,” Eric said. “Now, for the taste test.”

      Appreciative noises followed for the next few minutes. Then, without asking, Eric slid some of Tia’s fritter onto his fork and into his mouth. “Hmm. Charred something in that sauce. Maybe leek? Taste this, Luc. Is this charred leek with the basil?” He put a bite of it onto Luc’s plate.

      Luc looked at Tia apologetically.

      She shrugged. “I’m used to it. Feel free.”

      Iris thought she would jab Eric’s hand with her fork if he tried to eat off her plate. The men thoughtfully parsed Tia’s fritter sauce, then went on to discuss the interesting granita accompanying Eric’s ceviche. They finally agreed it was celery vinegar along with tomatoes and horseradish.

      Tia got up and changed places with Eric so the men could converse more easily about every spice, herb, and trick technique in their meal. Once seated next to Iris, Tia asked her, “Have you met the Duvals yet?”

      “Not yet. What are they like?”

      “Very down-to-earth. Lisa, the mother, lost her husband in a horrible accident two years ago and took over the management of the vineyard. Her daughter, Kelly, got a B.S. in Enology from Oregon State. She’s helping her mother try to expand the business, so they’ll be able to export more of their wine.”

      “I’m sure Luc would like that,” Iris said.

      Tia put down her fork and dabbed the sides of her mouth with her napkin. “I read an article about the Duval family in California Style & Culture magazine. Lisa’s in-laws have a well-respected vineyard in France, but her husband was determined to experiment with new techniques in America. He obviously succeeded. Their wine has a cult following among wine snobs.”

      “I guess Lisa and Kelly like to stay under the radar,” Iris said, thinking of their low-maintenance look.

      The main courses arrived and lived up to the impressive standards of the appetizers. Eric and Luc continued to discuss and critique the food and presentation. The women agreed it was nice to get a break from being on the receiving end of chef obsession.

      After decaf espressos and spicy Chiliguaro shots, which tasted a little like Bloody Marys, Iris’s eyelids felt heavy. It had been a long day.

      She and Luc excused themselves, just as Eric was ordering more shots. They stopped by the two other tables, complimenting the Duvals on their wine, and wishing everyone good night. Once they’d left the pavilion and were on the path to their casita, Luc said, “Please tell me I’m not as obnoxious as Eric.”

      “Obsessed about food—yes. Obnoxious—no. I don’t know how Tia puts up with him.”

      Luc took her arm, and Iris nestled into him, entwining her fingers with his. She gazed up at the moon. It would be full in a few days. Maybe they could have a romantic dinner on their veranda that evening. She’d set it up as a surprise.

      The reflection of the moonlight danced on the waves. As she watched, something on the beach caught her eye. The silhouette of a man with a rifle slung over his shoulder passing by quickly. She hissed, “Luc, look over there!”

      But the man was gone.
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      The next morning, as Iris lay beside Luc in bed, her perma-cold feet tucked between his calves, she convinced herself that the man on the beach must have been a security guard for the resort. Costa Rica was said to be the safest country in Central America, but this was a well-heeled crowd, and robberies would not be good publicity.

      She could hear waves crashing nearby and see sunlight coming through the louvers, casting stripes against the far wall.

      Luc nuzzled her neck. “Ready for your surfing debut, champ?”

      “If I turn out to be lousy at this, will you think less of me?”

      “Of course not. I’ll just have to find someone else to go off and surf with.” His crooked grin made it clear he was kidding.

      It was strange that, as a brown-belt karate student, Iris felt self-conscious about undertaking a new sport, while Luc assumed he’d be good at it.
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        * * *

      

      At nine o’clock sharp, she and Luc arrived at the beach. Iris regretted having eaten such a large breakfast from the laden buffet table. As she expected, all the guests except Margo were present. They wore bathing suits since the ocean was too warm to need wetsuits. Mateo, a dark bow-legged character who looked like he’d been shaving since birth, joined their instructor, Guillermo. The two men led the group out of the sun and over to a palapa, an open-sided hut woven from palm fronds. They all sat in the sand listening to Guillermo explain how to read the waves, surf safely, and follow surfing etiquette.

      The instructors then matched each guest with a longboard three feet taller than their height, together with a leash to tether the boards to their leg. Mateo demonstrated how to wax the boards to provide traction against slipping.

      Iris was surprised at how heavy and awkward the boards were to drag across the beach to the water’s edge. Once there, Mateo instructed them on basic skills. He made it all sound easy: paddling out past the breaks, positioning yourself on the board, then popping up to a standing position. No sweat.

      For the next half hour, they practiced their pop-ups on the shore, rising from their bellies onto one knee, then up to their feet. Iris had a little trouble folding her long legs under her, but soon got the hang of it. Kenneth needed the most help since his fat midriff was in his way. Mateo kept shouting, “Jump higher, Kenneth!”

      When the four women and three men were somewhat competent with pop-ups, at least on dry land, the instructors spaced them out along the crescent of beach. Guillermo told them to paddle out past the breaks, turn around and try surfing back to shore. The three-foot-high waves suddenly looked much taller.

      Iris wished she’d spent some time lifting weights to prepare for the paddling part. Lying face down on her board and trying to get out past the waves was exhausting. She noticed Luc had no trouble muscling through the crashing white water. He was strong from hefting heavy cartons of restaurant supplies and huge cast-iron pots.

      After numerous tries, Iris finally got past the break. But by then, she barely had the strength to turn her board around and heft herself up on one knee. She immediately toppled over. The out-of-control board attached to her leg dragged her under the whitewash and water shot up her nose.

      Was she having fun yet?
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      At lunch in the pavilion, Luc couldn’t stop talking about the rush he got when he first managed to stand upright on his board and ride a wave all the way to shore. The entire room was abuzz with excited surfing newbies recounting their awesome experiences.

      Iris shoveled forkfuls of crab empanada into her mouth and chewed without tasting much.

      Luc finally seemed to notice Iris’s silence and looked sheepish. “Sorry, I’ve been going on and on. I checked you out a few times when we were in the water and saw you paddling. Did you get up on the board at all?”

      She shook her head.

      He frowned in concern. “Was it the pop-up that gave you trouble? Maybe we can practice this afternoon.”

      Iris’s arms were so tired she’d barely been able to carry her plate back from the buffet table. “I need to rest. I’m sure I’ll have better luck tomorrow,” she said, with an assurance she didn’t feel. She had assumed her weekly karate sessions would give her enough upper body strength for surfing, but apparently not. Now, her confidence wavered.

      Slumping back in her chair, Iris caught sight of Tia two tables away. Eric was standing nearby, talking animatedly with Cal while Tia sat glumly eating. The women exchanged looks and Tia made a subtle thumbs-down. Iris gave her a tiny nod.

      At least the food here lived up to expectations. Not that Iris had paid proper attention to her lunch. “How is your grouper?” she asked Luc.

      “Wow—it’s really fresh and grilled perfectly. But it’s the mango and date salad that’s blowing my mind. Do you want to taste it? There’s coconut in the vinaigrette, but something else as well. I can’t put my finger on it.”

      Iris glanced at his plate when a shadow fell over her. She looked up to find Sierra standing there.

      “It’s pureed palm hearts, the core of a bud of certain palm trees,” Sierra explained.

      “I thought it might be mashed artichoke hearts,” Luc said.

      “Yes, they taste similar. You must set up a time with Chef Vargas for a cooking demonstration.”

      “Eric and I are planning to do that after lunch.”

      “Good.” She turned to Iris. “So, how was your first surfing class this morning?”

      “I’m still trying to get the hang of it,” Iris answered. “But Luc got in some good runs. I got so tired paddling, I didn’t have the energy to stand up.”

      Sierra nodded. “That’s very common, especially with women. Alas, our strength is mostly in our lower body. Why don’t I set up an appointment for you with our masseuse this afternoon? Ana is amazing. She’ll rejuvenate those tired muscles.” Sierra took a small notebook out of her pocket and consulted it. “How about 2 o’clock?”

      “Sure. Great idea.”

      “And both of you should come to my Yoga class at 4:00 to get
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