
July 23rd. 

Moving Day. 

The year?  Take your pick. 

July 23rd is always moving day.    

My Aunt Cora’s footsteps trudge down the final steps of the staircase, the box in 

her hands meeting the wooden floor with a deliberate thud.  “So…What’s your big plan 

for this time next year, Meredith?”  Her voice as it echoes up the stairs to my room is 

laced with sarcasm; but even from this distance, I can hear the undercurrent of concern. 

There’s a pause before my mother responds, and I imagine she’s heaving an 

exasperated sigh.  It’s her favorite response when her sister gets confrontational for no 

apparent reason.  Eventually, she mutters a reply clearly not intended for my 

eavesdropping ears.  And for that precise reason, I abandon the cardboard box I’m 

packing and tiptoe toward my doorway with piqued curiosity.   

“I don’t know, Cora…”  This time she definitely blows out a heavy sigh.  “I’ll 

cross that bridge when I get there.” 

“Well, what happens when your daughter crosses that bridge ahead of you and 

disappears on the other side?”  I hear Cora’s impatient foot tapping against the planks 

of wood.  “She’ll be eighteen…and no longer under your purview.” 

Twenty seconds into the conversation, and Mom’s already on her third sigh.  

Aunt Cora knows precisely how to push her buttons.  “What could possibly possess 

you to think that I haven’t been aware of that fact for the past seventeen years?”   

“I’m just saying…”  Aunt Cora’s voice settles down a notch.  “Prepare yourself.” 

“I know, I know,” Mom reluctantly agrees.  I peer around the doorjamb to catch 

a glimpse through the staircase railing, as my mother is trying to scrub the worried 



wrinkles from her forehead.  “But how do you prepare yourself for the most terrifying 

event of your life?” 

I scowl as her somber words filter through the air.  Why would the fact that I’m 

finally nearing adulthood make my mom look like she’s about to lose her breakfast?  I’m 

not exactly Hell on Wheels.  Sure, I’ve done a few stupid teenage things…but nothing in 

comparison to your average American kid.  She knows I’m not suddenly going to turn 

into a binge-drinking vandal with the world record for indecent exposure arrests by the 

time I’m nineteen.  Doesn’t she? 

My aunt’s voice falls to a murmur, as she gives Mom’s arm a squeeze for 

emphasis.  “You must tell her, Meredith.”  Cora’s back rounds to face me, dipping down 

as she scoops up the cardboard box and marches out to the moving van.  My ears strain 

to pick up her parting comment, “You can’t protect her forever.  At some point, you 

have to teach Layla how to protect herself…and the sooner the better.” 

My mother’s head dips forward, sagging low under the weight of a burden I 

don’t quite understand; but it’s clear from the stoop of her shoulders that she’s on the 

verge of buckling.  I tilt a little further out into the hall, debating whether to rush down 

and comfort her.  Apparently she’s getting a jump start on the whole Empty Nest 

Syndrome; and maybe I can shoo away the blues with a hug…a quiet reassurance that 

we still have a whole year before I leave for college.  Wherever that happens to be, I 

definitely plan on staying there for more than three hundred and sixty-five days.  No 

moving boxes, no packing tape.  They may have to forcibly evict me from my freshman 

dorm when I graduate.    

As my weight shifts from one floorboard to the next, the wood groans in protest.  

The low creak seems to snap my mom out of her funk; and she jiggles her head back 

into the task at hand without even looking my way.  She scoops up a box and marches 

out the door, her long honey blonde waves swaying as she descends the front steps in a 

hurried clip.  That box is practically twice her size and probably weighs half as much as 

she does; but you’d never know it by the way she heaves it into the back of the moving 

van.  Mom’s never been particularly good at knowing her own limits, at least not in a 

physical sense (one of the many traits I inherited from my mother).  We don’t exactly 

have a lot of excess meat on our bones; but we’re a lot stronger than we look…and we’ll 

practically snap our spines to stubbornly prove it.  Aunt Cora’s not quite as spindly as 

her only sister; and it seems a perfectly natural maneuver as she nimbly leaps down 

from the back of the van and jogs back toward the house to retrieve another box. 



Moving Day is always just that:  One day, and one day only.  The entire house 

packed up and whisked away to a fresh, new town before the sun has a chance to dip 

below the horizon.  Dawdling isn't allowed. 

As I’m reminded of that fact, I scurry back to finish packing boxes.  I hate it when 

Mom and Aunt Cora get antsy and start to pack my things for me.  I pick up the pace as 

Cora’s footsteps bound up the stairwell.  She’s sure to be finishing up her own room 

any minute now, and then she’ll descend upon mine.  I start grabbing armfuls of books 

from the shelves, delicately easing them into the boxes lined up on my bed.  (I have a 

thing about creased covers.)  Of course, I’ll have to re-organize my collection yet again.  

Maybe I’ll take the opportunity to mix it up this time—sorting them by cover color, 

rather than alphabetically.  The thought brings a little smile to my neat-freak face.   

I breathe a satisfied sigh as I step back from the bed and dust my palms together, 

the mattress now sagging under the weight of my treasured library.  Mom and Cora can 

barge in if they want now.  I’m not nearly as particular about the contents of my closet.  

(Okay, so I sort my shirts by color too…but creases in shirts are easily remedied.)  

Almost on cue, Aunt Cora whisks through the doorway.  Her hurried knock announces 

her presence somewhere around the moment she leaves the door swinging in her wake.  

She’s already halfway across the room and scooping up one of the boxes from the bed.  

“If you want to pack the rest of these yourself, Honey Bun, it’s time to light a fire under 

it.”  She darts her brown bobbed head toward the empty boxes still lying in wait in the 

corner, hiking the book-laden box up with a knee.  “We’re moving on to furniture in 

fifteen minutes.” 

I swear my aunt was a drill sergeant in a past life.   

Actually, she’s not quite this bossy the other three hundred and sixty-four days 

of the year.  With each passing year, I get the sense she despises Moving Day as much 

as I do. 

I watch with a nervous gulp as she wrangles my meticulously-packed box into 

her arms with another hoist from her knee, the tape straining to hold its grip on the 

shifting cardboard.  She calls a reminder over her shoulder as she tromps out into the 

hall, her feet already finding the stairs.  “Fifteen minutes, Birthday Girl…Not a minute 

more.” 

That’s right.  Moving Day coincides with my birthday. 

Funny coincidence, that. 



It’s one of my mom’s many quirks…She thinks it’s somehow “exciting” to make 

a new beginning in honor of my birthday each year.  I gave up long ago on trying to 

convince her it’s not exactly my idea of excitement.  And I gave up even longer ago on 

trying to decipher the reason behind her obsession with relocating annually.  Believe it 

or not, it’s not her strangest quirk.  So I’ve learned to tolerate it, just like I tolerate all of 

her little eccentricities (possibly because she loves me despite my fairly abundant 

peculiarities). 

I went through a phase of concocting all kinds of mysterious stories surrounding 

our life on the move.  My personal favorite:  Cora and Mom were former C.I.A. 

operatives, who stole government secrets and were now forced to change their 

identities and live on the run.  (Never mind that they stupidly chose to stay in the 

country.  Maybe crossing the border would be too risky?  Or maybe they’re just not as 

bright as they seem.)  Of course, I didn’t share my outlandish stories with anyone.  I 

scrawled them in spiral notebooks—my “rough drafts”, as I called them—ready and 

waiting to be turned into a full-length autobiography if ever the need arose.  Nowadays 

I’ve moved on to writing fiction with no connection (real or imagined) to my personal 

life.  My life may be a little weird…but beyond that, it doesn’t make for riveting 

reading.   

Aunt Cora’s tromping through the house bellowing, “Move, move, MOVE!” with 

a clap of her hands on each booming repetition.  I stand by my former drill sergeant 

reference.  

I seal off the last box, pausing to press out the air bubbles trapped under the 

packing tape.  The walls practically rattle as Cora’s voice blasts past the open doorway, 

and I scramble to my feet, heaving the box from the floor and dutifully marching out to 

the moving van.  Mom is still standing in the cargo area, hurriedly shoving boxes 

against the walls, clearing space for the furniture.  It drives her crazy that Cora just 

dumps boxes wherever they happen to land; and she’s got about 0.2 seconds to get 

everything in order before her sister starts cramming in a mattress on top of everything.   

I cross the lawn to help Aunt Cora with the box spring, purposefully fumbling to 

heave it up over my head—just trying to buy Mom a few extra seconds to satisfy her 

obsessive-compulsive organizing side.  She signals the O.K. to start loading the 

furniture with a nod, streaking the matted hair across her sweaty forehead with the 

back of one hand.  We’re no strangers to humidity; but the back of a moving van in the 

middle of a Mississippi summer is flat brutal, even at ten o’clock in the morning.  It 



takes another hour before Mom is stepping back with a satisfied fold of her arms, 

admiring the fruits of our labor:  our whole lives once again jam-packed into the back of 

a moving van, without an inch to spare.  For three reasonably feminine-appearing 

women, we can rival any burly moving crew with one hand tied behind our backs.   

I don’t put much effort into saying goodbye to the house.  Soon it will be just 

another one among the sea of places I’ve counted sheep at night.  They all start to blur 

together after a while.  I turn my back on the quaint little house that’s no longer home 

and hop behind the wheel of my vintage Volkswagen Rabbit.  (Somehow “vintage” 

seems a kinder description for my beloved girl than “old as all Hell”.)  Her engine 

sputters a wheezy glug, pop, gluggity-putt-putt-putt as I anchor my left foot against the 

clutch and give her a gentle little rev on the gas with my right, pulling one of the 

ponytail holders from the stick shift and quickly twisting my hair into a wadded bun.  It 

will take an eternity before the A.C. finally gets cool enough to rival the scorching 

summer sun; and I can’t see past the dash with a tangled mess of windblown brown in 

my face.  I glance in the rearview mirror and take a moment to mash down the pile of 

quilt-wrapped clothes in the backseat, coaxing the mound out of my line of sight.  Aunt 

Cora’s parked behind me, tapping her impatient fingers on the steering wheel, and I 

scramble to get some tunes going on the MP3 player in my passenger seat.  Music is 

definitely a necessity to make the ten-hour drive to our new Texas address tolerable.  I 

settle on one of my favorite Pearl Jam tracks, moving on to making sure my notebook is 

safely tucked under one of the portable speakers.  We can’t have the pages of my novel-

in-progress getting ruined by flapping in the breeze all day.   

Contented that everything is settled in its proper place, I adjust the speaker 

volume one more time and wave ahead to Mom’s reflection in the van’s side-view 

mirror.  I follow behind as she eases out into the street, with Cora taking up the rear in 

her faded maroon minivan.  Why a middle-aged woman with no kids needs a minivan 

is beyond me; but I guess I shouldn’t be complaining.  At least I’m not the one driving 

it.  My Little Red Rusty Hood suits me much better.  (Yes, I gave her a name…“Lil 

Red”, for short.  She gets me where I need to go, and that at least earns her a name.)  As 

expected, we’re fifteen minutes outside of town by the time the air from the vents seems 

cool enough to seal myself inside the vehicle with a crank of the window.  Another two 

miles or so, and our little caravan is merging onto I-10 heading west.   

Texas.  Surprisingly, it hasn’t been on the list of states of residence until now.  I 

say “surprisingly”, because it has a fair chunk of coastal property.  Enter Mom’s next 



noteworthy quirk:  She has to live near the water.  The more of it the better.  With the 

exception of the year I turned ten, we’ve always lived on one coast or another.  

Actually, even that year wasn’t really an exception, per se…They call it the “coast” of 

Lake Huron, but Mom decided it doesn’t count.  It’s the only year we moved twice, 

relocating to South Carolina in the fall.  I wasn’t the least bit heartbroken…It was 

already starting to turn pretty chilly in Michigan, and I’m not so good with winter 

weather.   

Whatever the reason, Texas is our new home-of-the-year.  Port Aransas, to be 

exact.  And as we cross into the Lone Star State and veer southward, it’s clear that 

winter weather is not even remotely on the horizon. 

It’s hot. 

Damn hot. 

I didn’t think it was possible, but it feels even hotter and muggier than 

Mississippi.  And it’s after five o’clock.  Ugh… 

It’s pushing nine by the time Highway 361 takes us to the deck of a Port Aransas 

ferry.  I cut the engines and crank down the window, feeling the gentle rock of the boat 

as we coast across the water to pick up where the highway left off.  At least it’s good 

and breezy here…although, the impression that it seems cooler may have more to do 

with the fact that the sun has finally gone to rest for the night.  I can’t make out much of 

our new hometown in the darkness, so I just lean my head back and enjoy the gentle 

rocking motion.  Call me crazy, but I’ve always loved the sway of the waves.  As much 

as the constant packing up and changing homes drives me nuts, I’ll never complain that 

Mom insists on living the coastal life.  My fingers tap out the rhythm of the music on 

the steering wheel, the MP3 player still going strong.  I haven’t even come close to 

exhausting my playlist on this trip, and I’ve got a fresh new gift card burning a hole in 

my pocket.  Mom and Aunt Cora figured out a few years back not to bother picking out 

a birthday gift.  Just give me the funds to divide between books and music, and I’m a 

happy camper.   

It’s been nice to soak up the serenity of the moment—the familiar squawk of 

seagulls echoing through the night air as we drift along—but I’m not disappointed 

when the ferry docks on the Port Aransas side.  I restart Lil Red’s engine, giving her a 

reassuring pat on the dash as I gently rev the gas.  She’s as tired of driving as I am, and 

we still have a moving van to unload.   



Another one of the cardinal rules of Moving Day:  It’s not over until the van is 

empty. 

Happy birthday, Dear Layla…Happy birthday to me. 

 



Morning. 

Not my best time of the day.  (Especially not after spending half the night 

carrying boxes.) 

Speaking of boxes…Apparently I’m half-laying on one. 

I remember sitting down on the floor next to it—just to take a second’s rest 

before heading down the hall to shower for the night—and judging from the way my 

armpits reek, I never made it that far.   

I straighten up and swipe the drool from my cheek with the back of my hand, 

squinting against the sunlight streaming through the curtainless windows of my new 

room.  It seems smaller than the last one; but that may have something to do with the 

fact that my bed is sitting cattycorner in the middle of the floor, the quilt-wrapped 

mound of clothes coming unwrapped and half-falling off the sheetless mattress.  And 

the boxes…Practically every remaining square inch of floor space is covered in boxes, 

trapping me in like a rat in a maze.  No wonder I gave up and decided to use a 

cardboard pillow.  

I dig around in the suitcase propped open atop my nightstand, retrieving my 

shampoo and body wash.  Navigating through the minefield of boxes, I stumble my 

way to the bathroom down the hall and eventually land in the shower.  I fumble around 

with the faucet for an eternity—vacillating between scalding hot and freezing cold—

before I finally arrive at a comfortably warm temperature. 

The only thing worse than Moving Day?  The day after Moving Day. 

Back to digging through boxes trying to find where you put things, figuring out 

where everything’s going to belong now, and learning all the new house’s tricks and 

quirks.  I used to love roaming through a new place, investigating every nook and 

cranny.  Now it takes me days to even stumble upon some of the most obvious things.  

At least a month and a half went by before I figured out our last place had a Jacuzzi out 



back.  (Cut me a little slack…Who wants to sit in a vat of hot water in the middle of a 

Mississippi summer?) 

As is always the case for the DAMD (It seems a fitting title for the Day After 

Moving Day), Mom is in the kitchen making French toast.  She tries a little too hard to 

make a place feel like home the second we cross the threshold.  Though it doesn’t fool 

me into thinking our lives are somehow normal, it does smell heavenly.  And I’ll admit, 

it has a strange way of making me feel at home.  I settle into a chair at the breakfast 

table.  Though the kitchen is far from familiar, the wooden table still bears the deep red 

stain in one corner that will forever brand it as ours.  I can almost trace the irregular 

crimson edges of the blot with my eyes closed…It hasn’t faded yet; and it’s been nine 

years, almost to the day, since it happened. 

If you’re thinking it’s a blood stain…That’s disgusting.  Not even close. 

First of all, my germophobic mother would have doused it in rubbing alcohol, 

burned it, and then saturated the ashes with hydrogen peroxide (even had it been her 

own blood). 

Second of all, we’re not vampires, murderers, witches, practitioners of ritualistic 

sacrifice, or DIY surgeons.  I enjoy a good paranormal story as much as the next 

person…but I draw the line at dining on a blood-stained table. 

It’s a food coloring stain.  Actually, it’s some kind of super-potent dye used for 

making cake icing.  Red cake icing.  Mom tried to make a Minnie Mouse cake for my 

eighth birthday.  Needless to say, it didn’t go so well.  Every year, she says she’s going 

to refinish this table; but I always manage to talk her out of it.  Something about that 

stain just reassures me that at least a few things will always be constants in my life. 

I quietly eat my French toast while Mom chatters away, telling me all about the 

shelf paper that’s an inch too wide for the cabinets.  I’m not surprised when she tells me 

Aunt Cora’s at the store picking up new shelf paper.  Cora’s always made at least three 

trips to the store by this time.  She’s not a big fan of the DAMD either.  She’ll jump at 

any chance to make a grocery run, in hopes that Mom will finish squaring everything 

away by the time she gets back.   

Mom isn’t offended when I excuse myself from the table, heading back down the 

hall to tackle the task of organizing my new domain.  I’m never all that talkative in the 

mornings, especially not when I hear the call of hundreds of books begging me to 

rescue them from their cardboard-moving-box prison.  It’s at least two hours before a 

lovely rainbow of book spines decorates my shelves.  I snap a picture with my phone 



(Don’t judge…I have bookish friends online who will be genuinely excited to see this), 

and decide to take a break and scope out the town.  I’d rather save the rest of my 

organizing for the scorching hours of the day, and hit the beach while it’s still just 

moderately sweltering.   

Lil Red is exactly where I left her, parked between two of the house’s wooden 

stilts, sheltered under the living room floor.  I smile to myself, remembering our first 

beach house that was propped up on stilts.  I wrote a short story about it when I was 

nine.  The house would come alive at night, walking on its wooden legs like a giant sea 

crab.  It’s one of the few houses I still have a clear visual of in my mind.  Aunt Cora’s 

minivan is missing again…She’s already on grocery run number four, and it’s not even 

eleven o’clock.  My smile broadens, imagining her driving in circles around town, just 

killing time until Mom has the whole house settled.  If it were up to Cora, we’d 

probably just leave everything in boxes.  It would make Moving Day that much quicker 

next year.  As the thought hits my brain, my smile drops.  There really won’t be a 

Moving Day next year.  (Well, at least not one that involves all three of us moving to the 

same place.)  I’m reminded of Mom’s sudden attack of the blues yesterday when Aunt 

Cora pestered her about that fact.  I shake my head back into sense, cranking up Lil 

Red’s engine and getting my music going. 

  Today’s only the DAMD…A little early to be worrying about next year’s 

Moving Day already. 

It takes about five minutes—maybe seven—to pretty much see the whole town.  I 

don’t have too much interest in visiting the tourist stops (although the T-shirt shop with 

a giant shark-tunnel entrance definitely intrigues me), so I follow the signs to the public 

beach and park in the line of cars forming in the sand.  I slip my hair into a ponytail and 

loop my beach bag over a shoulder, pretending to push down the broken door lock as I 

step from the car.   

A steady current of wind blows back my hair and peppers my ankles with sand, 

as I pause to survey the scalloped white lines of foam in their rhythmic surges along the 

coastline.  My breath automatically falls into beat with the waves, the familiar taste of 

salt glazing my lips.  A few seagulls bob overhead, riding the wind stream as they 

shamelessly hit me up for food with a chatter of caws.  They give up on me quickly, 

moving along to an older couple setting up their lawn chairs down by the water.  It’s 



not as crowded as I’m sure it will be soon; but even so, there are more people than I’d 

like.  I was hoping to get some writing done, and people in general tend to mess with 

my focus.  (At least, that’s the argument I used when I convinced Mom to let me 

homeschool a few years back.)  Never mind that I’m socially inept…or more accurately, 

I fail to see the point in being social.  First I’m the “new girl”, then I’m the “weird girl 

with her nose stuck in a book”.  Eventually, I become the “Hmm…She might actually be 

worth talking to” girl.  And before you know it, I’m the “girl who disappeared over 

summer break”…a.k.a. the “What was that girl’s name again?” girl.   

So, in my typical hermit style, I search out the least populated place on the 

beach—which at this particular moment appears to be the jetty—and make my way 

there with my beach bag in tow.  The jetty is basically a long, straight concrete sidewalk 

that dead-ends somewhere far out in the water ahead of me.  Either side of the sidewalk 

is flanked by huge granite blocks—at least five or six of them to each side—some of 

which have toppled over into the water, with just one corner barely peeking up through 

the surface.  I pass a few men camped out in chairs with their ice chests and fishing 

poles, some little kids climbing over the rocks while their parents dangle their feet off 

the edge of the walkway, and a couple of girls that look about my age laying on the 

rocks to soak up the sun.  I slip quietly by, continuing farther out along the jetty, 

reaching the point where the concrete sidewalk ends and is replaced by only the 

massive granite blocks.  They march out in a wide, craggy line ahead of me, a seemingly 

endless path out into the sea.  I only see two more people out ahead—two guys who 

passed me on my way out, flipping a football between them as they trotted from one 

boulder to the next.  They just seem to be bumming around on the rocks now, watching 

the ships drift by.  So I stop a ways before I reach them and pick out a spot amid the 

rugged boulders, nestling into a crack and leaning my back against the sun-warmed 

stone.  It takes me a few minutes to get myself situated, sitting cross-legged with flip-

flops kicked off, ear buds feeding me a steady stream of tunes while I put pen to 

notepad.   

It typically doesn’t take long before I’m lost in a fictional world of my own 

making.  A world where rules can be bent—be they rules of society, relationships, or 

reality as we know it—and my characters can speak as though they took the time to 

choose each word carefully (unlike myself in real life, who usually just blurts out 

whatever comes first to my mind).  But for some reason right now, my characters aren’t 

saying much of anything.  They’re unusually quiet in my head, and getting two 



sentences down on the page feels like pulling teeth.  Evidently I’m doing a poor job of 

looking hard at work, and a squeaky little voice appears behind me.   

“Whatcha doing?”   

I look up over my shoulder to see a girl in a pink and white striped swimsuit and 

bare feet standing over me, water dripping from the ends of her golden ringlets, as 

curious blue eyes study the notebook in my lap.  I pull one bud from my ear—squinting 

into the sunlight framing her face—and put on a polite smile.  “I’m just writing some 

stuff…What’re you doing?”  She can’t be more than seven or eight, and I search from 

the corner of my eye to figure out where her parents have gone off to.  I think she 

belongs to the couple with their feet dangling out over the water; and I can barely make 

them out in their same spot a good fifty yards down the way.  “Do your mom and dad 

know you came all the way out here?” 

She shrugs, clearly not concerned with the consequences one way or the other.  

“You’re pretty.”  She flashes a gap-toothed grin, and I can’t believe I actually blush.  “I 

like your long hair.  I wish mine would grow that long…but Mama makes me get it cut 

when it starts getting all tangly.” 

“Well, I think you have very lovely curls…If I had curls like that, I wouldn’t need 

to grow my hair so long to be pretty.”  I wink with a smile, and her little face beams 

with pride.  Before she has a chance to strike up a whole new line of conversation, I 

move to put my ear bud back in its place.  Just before it plugs up my ear and drowns 

out the wind noise, I nod my head toward the distant couple with another friendly 

smile.  “I think you’d better get back to your parents…I don’t want to get you in 

trouble.” 

She looks back and debates my suggestion for a second, ultimately deciding she’s 

not in the mood to get into trouble, when she sees her mom beckoning with a wave of 

her arms.  “See ya!”  She skips off, jumping from one jagged boulder to the next, and I 

can’t help but watch to make sure she lands safely back with her family.   

Once I’ve watched them pack up and make their way back to the beach, my eyes 

wander out to a massive oil tanker crawling along through the distant waves, and then 

on to an egret perched out on one of the rocks.  Apparently it’s just not a good day for 

writing…I’m distracted beyond repair.  I toss my notebook back in the bag and kick my 

feet up on one of the rocks.  The jetty seems to be filling up with more people closer in 

to the beach, so I keep my back turned that way and crank up the volume while I stare 

out to sea.  The two guys about twenty yards ahead of me are still the only other people 



out this far, and they don’t seem to be paying me any attention.  They look about 

nineteen or twenty—though one of them is apparently trying to pull off an older look 

with a feeble attempt at a lumberjack beard.  It covers his face and dangles down an 

inch or two; but it has that scraggly look, like his follicles just aren’t quite man enough 

to muster a faceful of hair.  That being said, he’s certainly got the creepy look mastered.  

His entire body is draped in tattoos, with thick dark brown hair matted against his 

forehead down to his brow line; and I can’t be sure from here, but I think he’s got at 

least half a dozen piercings.  That alone doesn’t necessarily make him menacing…It’s 

the combination of the slightly crazed look in his dark eyes, his gaunt limbs with every 

vein and sinew of muscle showing beneath the skin, and his actual choice of tattoos—

for example, the anatomy-textbook heart pierced by a shard of broken rib adorning his 

chest (complete with fountaining blood)—that takes it a tad over the top.  Even his 

black swim trunks are a little sketchy…One of the legs is so torn up and frayed at the 

bottom that it’s a good three inches shorter than the other.   

By comparison, his friend looks downright GQ.  His curls are cut short, leaving 

just enough length to frame his head in haphazard chocolate-brown whorls.  His bold, 

solid-red boardshorts seem to be brand new and completely intact, though possibly in 

danger of sliding right off if he doesn’t hike them back up pretty soon.  Evidently, he’s a 

little too proud of those abs to buy a swimsuit that actually stays up.  When he spins 

and jumps to catch the football his Sasquatch buddy just passed, I unconsciously squint 

my eyes closed for fear I’ll be gawking the moment those trunks hit his ankles.  After a 

few seconds pass, I make the mistake of prying my eyelids back open, only to meet his 

gaze as he throws a self-satisfied smirk my way.  Ugh.  I roll my eyes, just in case there’s 

any doubt in his mind I’m not interested, and debate whether to call out that he needs 

to pull up his drawers.  Deciding I’m not actually a cranky eighty-year-old man, I zip 

my lips, fishing back in my bag for my notebook instead.  I came here to write, and 

that’s precisely what I need to get back to doing. 

Damn characters don’t want to say a bleepity-blapping thing.  And I can’t even 

get a good visual on the scenery.  I slam the notebook closed with a muffled snarl, and 

toss it back into the bag.  I try to hold my eyes on the seagulls drifting overhead; but my 

gaze shifts against my will back to the two guys, who seem to have wrapped up their 

ball game.  The curly-haired “Check out my abs” one is sprawled out face-up on one of 

the granite blocks, either staring up at the cloudless sky or dozing off for a nap.  I can’t 



quite see his eyes from here to tell the difference.  And his Wookie-faced friend is sitting 

a couple boulders away, tossing pebbles into the water.   

Fascinating. 

Clearly the writing inspiration isn’t going to come from these two, so I shift 

mental gears and fish around in my bag for a book.  I always carry at least two or three 

to choose from, and my hand lands first on a ratty paperback copy of The Fellowship of 

the Ring.  I’ve read it far too many times to avoid the creased covers; and it’s kind of 

become a source of pride that it’s so worn down, it might fall apart at any second.  I 

don’t even bother starting at the beginning, I just crack open to a random chapter and 

start reading.  I’m about a chapter and a half in, reaching up to flip the page as the wind 

picks up the corner for me, when my peripheral vision catches sight of Mr. Lumberjack 

Crack Addict wading out into the water.  He stands atop one of the submerged 

boulders, little waves splashing against his tattooed ankle, staring off into the distant 

sea.  My eyes shift to search the empty horizon—admittedly curious what he’s staring 

so intently at—and just as I drift back to his scruffy windblown beard, he springs from 

the rock and dives out into the water.  Nothing too earthshattering about a guy diving 

into the ocean…except I’m pretty sure he didn’t jump nearly far enough out to clear all 

the boulders hidden under the water’s surface.  I lower my book to my lap, sitting up 

straight with unblinking eyes trained on the water, where I just saw his ankle tattoo 

disappear under the surface.   

And I count. 

One, one thousand…Two, one thousand….Three, one thousand… 

I make it to twenty, then thirty, and there hasn’t been a sign of him.  Not a 

bubble, not a splash—not a Chewbacca face poking up from the surface to catch a 

lungful of air—and my pulse ratchets up with the adrenaline-laced panic beginning to 

course through my veins.  I yank the buds from my ears and spring to my feet, 

widening my search radius; but still no hairy head or black-inked feet in sight.  The only 

soul in the area is his pretty-boy buddy, who’s apparently sawing logs on a rock while 

his friend drowns with a broken neck.   

“Hey!”  I bellow, taking off in a barefoot run over the uneven blocks of stone.  

“Hey, wake up!  I think your friend is drowning!”   

He doesn’t even acknowledge that I’m hollering my lungs out.  He just reaches 

up to dust his nose, rolling a sleepy head to face the other direction.   



“Hey!”  I clamber over the craggy blocks, doing my best to run without 

misstepping my way into a tumbling head injury of my own.   “Wake your ass up!”  

Another wave of adrenaline surges through me, as my eyes dart back to the eerily calm 

water.  Still no sign of that guy anywhere, and my stomach lurches with the mental 

image of a lifeless body rising to the surface.  Apparently I’m living proof that a 

lifeguard certification doesn’t keep you from crapping your pants when faced with a 

real-life drowning. 

A million thoughts shoot through my brain as I leap from one rock to the 

next…everything from What possessed me to do this barefoot?, to Figures…The woolly 

mammoth would be the one who needs mouth-to-mouth, to If this jackass lets his friend die while 

he’s taking a nap, I might have to personally send him to greet his buddy in the afterlife.  As 

thought number three hits my mind, I bellow out another screaming obscenity-laced 

snarl at Mr. Look-At-Me-Sunbathing-While-My-Best-Bud-Kicks-The-Bucket.  

Apparently he finally hears me, rising up on one elbow to shoot me a confused grimace.  

I only half take notice, too busy focusing on the expanse of sea that I’m now convinced 

has become a watery tomb.  And whether it’s because I’m distracted by the way my 

heart rises up in a thundering lump in my throat—or because I’m too pissed off at GQ 

Boy to see straight—I trip on the edge of a boulder, the skin that used to be attached to 

my shin now scoured off by the jagged rock.  I wince with another string of snarling 

profanity, clambering back to my feet to continue my sprint over the last few remaining 

yards between here and ground zero.   

Evidently, the blood trickling down my leg gets Clueless Pretty Boy’s attention, 

and he hops to his feet to intersect my course.  I’m too busy panting a half-panicked, 

half-furious tirade to pay him any notice, darting around him as he tries to get my 

attention.  “What are you doing?  Slow down…You’re bleeding!”  His face screws up in 

a dumbfounded twist, as he tries to grab hold of my arm. 

“Your friend is drowning, you moron!”  I don’t look back, wriggling myself free of 

his grasp.  “You might consider making yourself useful.”  I’m crouching down to wade 

out into the water, stumbling again as my bare foot slips on the slimy granite; and 

before I know it, both legs have slid out from under me.  Like a classic cartoon banana-

peel gag, I’m going down back-first against the sloping face of a slick-wet boulder.  I 

know the pain is coming, and I reflexively grit my teeth and squint my eyes closed as 

my every muscle tenses.  I’m three inches from going head-to-head with a block of 

granite, when a hand swoops in and cradles the back of my skull before it cracks against 



the stone.  Another hand is gripping around my upper arm; and before I can utter one 

of the dozen obscenities that come to mind, I’m being yanked from the water and 

dragged back up onto the jetty.   

“What on Earth are you thinking?”  I can’t see Pretty Boy’s face, but I recognize 

his voice as he sets me down on my butt atop one of the flat granite slabs.  “Do you 

realize that’s how people end up dead?” 

“No, Jackass,” I scramble back to my feet, refusing to even look his way, “I enjoy 

cracking my skull open trying to single-handedly rescue the friend you clearly don’t 

give a flip about.”  I’m already charging back toward the water, this time crouching 

lower to keep from losing my footing when the rocks turn slick with underwater slime. 

I’m knee-deep in the waves, wincing as the salty water laps against my bloody 

shin, when that same hand grabs around my upper arm, accompanied by a sour 

reprimand.  “Would you please stop trying to give me a heart attack, and get back up 

there and explain yourself?”  I can feel his scolding glare on my face, as the corner of 

my eye makes out an angry arc of eyebrow underlining his deeply-creased forehead.  I 

refuse to meet his eyes, shrugging to jerk my arm free of his hold as my foot inches 

forward on the slick stone.  His fingers tighten their grip, his other arm suddenly 

circling around my waist.  He abruptly plucks me backward from the water and 

balances me up on one shoulder, scaling back up to the top of the jetty.   

“Would you stop doing that?” I snarl, as he sets me down atop the same granite 

slab.  “The clock is ticking, and I’m trying to save a drowning victim!” 

“What drowning victim?” He bends over me with a scowl, squatting down to 

press my shoulder back down as I fight to get to my feet.   

“Your friend, you moron!”  I try to push him aside with a stiff arm to his chest.   

“What friend?”  He refuses to budge.  “The one standing two feet behind you, 

wondering which insane asylum you’ve escaped from?” 

I whip my head around and jerk with surprise like I’ve been hit with a cattle 

prod.  A freakishly terrorized shriek escapes me, at the sight of tattooed Chewbacca 

standing just behind my right shoulder.  The grungy dark brown hair is half-covering 

his eyes; but even so, I can see the look of consternation in them.  He thinks I’ve lost my 

marbles. 

And apparently I have. 

“You’re not even wet…”  My muttering voice barely carries over the wind, a 

sharp contrast to the horrified screech that still hangs in the air.  “How are you not 



wet?” The frayed edge of faded black fabric flaps at the hem of his swim trunks, dry as a 

bone.  Dry as the hair on his head…the same head that went first into the ocean, when 

he dove off the rocks not two minutes ago.   

“What’s got her all unhinged?”  He’s curling one pierced eyebrow, folding his 

inked arms with a flick of his woolly head my way. 

GQ lets out a sigh, finally loosening his grip on my left arm.  “I don’t know, 

Pyke…She seems to be under the impression you were drowning.” 

Tattoo Boy snorts out a short laugh, turning to toss a pebble into the water with a 

shake of his hairy head.  “Man, you sure know how to pick ‘em.” 

“Pike, is it?”  I glare over my shoulder.  “Like ‘Spike’, without the ‘S’?”  I puff out 

an incensed breath with a roll of my eyes.  “I busted my butt to save your tattooed ass, 

and you’re gonna talk about me like I’m beneath your standards?  At least I know how 

to use a razor.” 

This time Pretty Boy coughs out a chuckle, which he wisely stifles the second I 

shoot him a narrow-eyed glare. 

His annoyingly creepy friend’s voice returns behind me.  “Yes…You busted your 

butt, and I didn’t so much as thank you.”  My head rotates back to catch the smirk 

twisting his scraggly beard.  “So thank you for saving me from, ahem…drowning.”  He 

barely manages to finish the sentence, before another snorting laugh overtakes him. 

“That’s enough, Pyke,” GQ cuts in with a serious edge in his voice.  “Her 

intentions were noble.”  I turn back to follow his voice, searching for a mocking smirk 

on his face.  But his eyes are surprisingly serious…Their golden brown rims catch the 

sun, highlighting the starburst of green around his pupils.  I have no idea why I’m 

studying his eyes right now.  It’s possible I’m no longer pissed off at him; but beyond 

that, I haven’t settled on my current opinion of him.  And it doesn’t help that now he’s 

looking at me with the apprehension of someone approaching a jumper on the ledge.  

“Are you feeling calmer now?...You were pretty worked up.” 

“Damn straight I was ‘pretty worked up’,” I scoff.  “I watched a guy dive into 

shallow, rocky water head-first…and I’m still not convinced he actually came up for 

air.”  My forehead wrinkles as I hear my own words.  “I realize that sounds absurd, but 

there it is.”  I glance out the corner of a squinted eye to double-check that those faded 

black swim trunks are definitely dry.  Yep…dry as the Mojave Desert.  I’m torn between 

embarrassment and a spine-chilling shudder, as I rise to my feet and start shuffling back 

toward my beach bag.   



“Wait a second…”  GQ takes hold of my arm again, this time with a gentler tug 

just to slow me down.  “You’re injured.”  He flicks his chin at my bleeding leg.  “We 

need to get that cleaned up.” 

“It’ll be fine,” I wave it off.  “My mom will descend upon me with a bottle of 

peroxide the second I hit the door.” 

He seems genuinely concerned, but he lets out a little chuckle.  I can’t tell if it’s a 

pity laugh, or if he’s honestly amused by my cynical reply.  He keeps step beside me as 

I meander back to my things, taking notice when I glance over my shoulder to make 

sure his friend stays behind.  As if he wasn’t eerie enough to begin with, the whole 

drowning-one-minute-and-perfectly-fine-the-next thing has sent the heebie-jeebie factor 

through the roof. 

“His name’s Pyke, with a ‘y’,” the now familiar voice explains at my side.  

“Though I’m afraid he might consider changing it to ‘Spike’, now that you’ve given him 

the idea.”  I look up to see a grin flashing across GQ’s face, a single crooked tooth 

straying out of the otherwise perfect lineup.  Between that and the two-inch-long scar 

that marks his forehead—it’s lower point creating a little rift in his right eyebrow—he’s 

not quite the flawless cover model that he seemed from a distance.  Somehow it actually 

raises his attractiveness quotient in my eyes.  I suppose I shouldn’t fault him for having 

an insanely flat stomach…though I still wish he’d hike up his trunks (if for no other 

reason than to save me from fighting the appalling impulse to check out his abs).  “He’s 

not as gruff as he seems on first meeting,” he adds with a glance back over his shoulder. 

I jiggle my head back into the conversation…If you can call it a conversation.  So 

far, it’s been him talking while I trudge along over the rocks, pretending not to be 

studying his face (among other parts).  “I’m sure he’s not so bad,” I shrug with a 

wrinkle forming in my forehead.  “He can’t possibly be any bigger jerk than I was to 

you while ago.”  I meet his eyes with a humiliated wrinkle of my nose.  “I’m sorry for 

the verbal lashing—” 

“Tristan,” he completes my sentence with another harmless little chuckle.  “‘I’m 

sorry for the verbal lashing, Tristan.’”  He offers up a hand to shake mine, trying to 

contain the broadening grin.  I hesitantly reach out to meet his handshake, and he takes 

the opportunity to guide me on to the next boulder. 

I nod in gratitude for the assistance—I hate to admit it, but my scraped leg and 

cut-up feet are starting to throb—and bite back the urge to wince, putting on a cordial 

smile.  “I’m Layla…also with a ‘y’.”   



“Well, at least you and Pyke have that much in common.”  He tips his head to 

the side with a shrug of one eyebrow, still trying not to smile too blatantly.  “Are your 

parents Clapton fans?” 

A sarcastic laugh escapes me, before I have a chance to squelch it.  “I’m sorry,” I 

bite my lips closed, feeling genuinely guilty for the nervous squirm I seem to have 

brought to his face.  “I shouldn’t laugh…It was a reasonable question.” 

“Yeah, I’m sure it’s one you’ve heard a thousand times, too,” he grimaces in 

apology. 

“Definitely…” I shuffle along with a nod.  “Just not one I usually hear from the 

under-forty sect.”  His forehead wrinkles with a sheepish squint, and I unconsciously 

reach up to reassuringly pat his shoulder, forgetting for a second that he’s not wearing a 

shirt.  This time I’m the one awkwardly squirming, as I timidly pull back my hand from 

his bare skin.  “And yes…” I recover with a clear of my throat, “My mom’s kind of an 

Eric Clapton fan.  But mostly she just liked the sound of the name.” 

That one crooked tooth makes another appearance, as a warm smile returns to 

his face.  “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Layla.  I’m sorry it had to be under such…strained 

circumstances.” 

I hadn’t realized we were back to my beach bag, until he slows to a standstill 

beside me.  “It’s nice to meet you too, Tristan.”  I glance out the corner of my eye, biting 

anxiously at my lower lip.  “I’m sorry I called you a jackass…several times.” 

“No harm done,” he shrugs it off with a crooked smile.  “I won’t say I don’t 

deserve the title now and then.” 

“Thank you, all the same.”  I nod sincerely, tucking a strand of windblown hair 

behind my ear.  “Thank you for stopping me from falling…and for not sending me back 

to the asylum.”  I’m certainly feeling a bit ‘unhinged’, having hallucinated a drowning 

and behaved like a lunatic; and he’s clearly trying to be remarkably decent about it. 

“Mum’s the word.”  He zips his lips with a wink, his voice turning a little more 

serious.  “Are you sure you don’t need help getting that leg cleaned up?...I’ve got a first 

aid kit in the car.” 

“I’m positive,” I wave it off with a little-too-overzealous shake of my head.  “I’ll 

be fine…You’d better get back to Pyke, though.  He’s liable to disappear, and then we’d 

have to start this whole crazy rodeo over again.”   

What, I’ve lived in Texas for half a day, and already I’m making rodeo references?   



Suddenly I can’t wait for Tristan to turn around and leave, hopefully before he 

catches me blushing. 

He seems to get the vibe that it’s time to go, but not before I’m sure he sees the 

flush of red to my cheeks.  “Take care then, Layla.”  He backs away with a polite little 

wave.  “Maybe we’ll see you around later.” 

“Maybe,” I nod with a forced smile, squatting down to pack up my belongings as 

his back finally rounds to face me.  Part of me hopes he’s right…but mostly, I can’t wait 

to put this whole bizarre encounter out of my crazy head for good. 

Mostly. 

 



What in the heck is WRONG with me? 

My fingers grip the steering wheel so tightly, I wonder for a second if Lil Red can 

feel pain.  I guiltily ease up on my grip, only to slam my frustrated palm down against 

the dash with a raging snarl.  Realizing the windows are open—and this town is way 

too small to make a scene at a stoplight without being noticed—I tone down the self-

flagellation for the moment.  It doesn’t mean I’m not still internally cursing myself. 

What kind of freak hallucinates about random creepy dudes diving in the water? 

And better yet…convinces herself he’s drowning, and practically rips the head off his 

über-cute and potentially non-moronic friend for refusing to join in the insanity? 

“Ugh….Ugh, ugh, argh, raaarrgghh, blaaaaarrrggh!”  I’ve moved on from the 

stoplight, so I pound my fist against the dash a few times to punctuate my growls.  

“Sorry, girl,” I follow up with an apologetic pat to the warped vinyl, “It’s not your fault 

I’m a head case.” 

As I pull Lil Red under the stilted house and cut the engine, my forehead finds 

the steering wheel with a dejected sigh.  I’m perfectly copacetic with being a little 

neurotic…but turning into a raving lunatic is not on my life’s agenda. 

“Hi, Honey.”  Mom’s moved on to hanging pictures as I trudge through the front 

door, dangling my beach towel in front of me to conceal my torn-up leg.  “How was the 

water?” 

“Wet.”  I don’t pause to wait for the perplexed raise of her eyebrows, steaming 

my way down the hall to the bathroom. 

I start weeding through the bathroom cabinets, trying to track down the 

peroxide.  The searing sting as it fizzes away the germs from my leg certainly distracts 



me for a moment.  But by the time I’ve slinked across the hall and secured myself in my 

room, I’m right back to replaying the events of the day.  I start milling about the room, 

trying to get absorbed in unpacking.  But try as I might, my mind won’t quit attempting 

to rationalize what I saw.   

No one jumps in the ocean and comes out dry.  It just doesn’t happen.  So, clearly he 

never actually jumped in the water. 

My mind flashes to the vivid image of his foot sinking under the water’s surface.  

I try to squint it away, but that image is tattooed on my brain as sure as the swirls of 

black ink encircling his ankle…his ankle that immediately preceded that foot as it 

splashed under the rippling waves.  The very watery, liquidy, wet-wet waves.  I slam a 

dresser drawer closed, letting out a perturbed huff.   

It was pretty windy…  A contemplative frown curls my lips as I ponder the 

thought.  Maybe he just air-dried that fast.  Yeah, that’s all there is to it…He dove in, swam 

around for a second, climbed back out when I wasn’t looking, and air-dried in the wind.   

Never mind that there’s no way he climbed out without me noticing—and he 

pretty much would have had to walk through a supercharged wind tunnel to dry off 

that fast—it’s got a shred of plausibility to it, so I’m calling that my going theory.  Take 

that back, it’s not my going theory.  It’s my final conclusion…because I’m putting this to 

rest right here, right now.  The crazy train is pulling out of the station, and Yours Truly 

will not be on board.  I scoop the pile of clothes off the bed, weaving around the 

furniture and remaining boxes to find the closet.   

I flop down on the floor, beginning to sort out all of the red shirts, followed by 

the orange and yellow tones.  As a rainbow of colors begins to take shape on the closet 

rod, I start to feel much better already.  Sanity and rationality definitely suit me. In fact, 

I don’t know why I got so worked up in the first place.  It was a simple, honest 

misinterpretation.  No big deal.  By the time my last purple shirt hangs neatly in the 

closet, I’m genuinely over it.  Or at least mostly over it.  And to prove it, I decide to re-

enter the world outside my room, heading to the kitchen to help Mom and Cora with 

lunch.   

“I smell chicken enchiladas…”  I muster a lighthearted smile, as my socked feet 

glide across the tiled kitchen floor.  “Are they already in the oven?”  Don’t ask me how 

my mom manages to make homemade enchiladas while unpacking an entire 

house…The woman’s a machine. 



Mom’s head nods, as she scrubs a pot in the sink.  “Fifteen minutes to go…Can 

you make it that long?  There’s fruit on the table if you’re famished.” 

This time my smile takes no effort, as Aunt Cora reaches for the wooden bowl 

overflowing with fruit, and holds it out like one of the wise men offering up some 

frankincense.  “Fresh from the market this morning.”  The wry twist of her mouth tells 

me she tried to argue with Mom that we didn’t actually need a metric ton of fruit 

immediately upon arrival.  Clearly she lost that battle. 

“Thanks, I’m good,” I snicker as Aunt Cora unceremoniously plops the bowl 

back in the center of the table.  “I didn’t really do that much to work up an appetite.”  

True, the actual amount of running I did was nothing, and I never even got around to 

swimming; but I have the feeling my lack of appetite has more to do with the nagging 

uncertainty still hanging in the back of my mind.  The giant metal pot clangs in the 

kitchen sink as Mom tries to rinse it, and I scoot around the counter to start digging 

through drawers for a dish towel.   

“Second one on the left,” she nods her head to point the way, and I unfurl the 

towel just in time to catch the massive pot.  Mom takes her enchiladas seriously, and 

this sucker holds enough chicken to feed an army.   

She directs me to the pot’s new home in a corner cabinet, and I give her a peck on 

the cheek after peeking through the oven window.  “Thanks for making my favorite, 

Mom…You rock.” 

She nods with an impressed-with-herself smile, leaning the side of her head 

against mine for a second.  “I’ve been known to make apple pie too…for those who help 

me hang curtains.” 

Aunt Cora putters a sigh behind her newspaper across the room.  “I don’t 

suppose we already have the hardware for those curtain rods, do we?”  Apparently 

she’s finally tiring of making shopping runs.   

“Nope.”  Mom flutters a devilish eyebrow, shooting a smile my way as she calls 

across the room.  “I don’t suppose you’d mind making another quick run to the 

hardware store after lunch, Cora?...I’d be ever so grateful.”  I snicker under my breath 

as Cora’s cynical brow peeps over the folded corner of her paper.  

“There’s apple pie in it for your efforts…”  I chime in with a sugary sing-song, 

and Cora’s newspaper cracks back to attention.  



Mom’s giggle echoes over my shoulder, and I can’t help but join in at the sound 

of Cora’s grumbling, “I don’t like apple pie.  Hell, I don’t even like apples…but does 

that get me out of having to buy a ten-pound bag of them?” 

I start fishing through cabinets again, trying to track down the dinner plates.  

And even though Mom has to help me find the forks too, somehow it’s already starting 

to feel like home. 

*** 

I don’t even want to face the beach for six days. 

I’ve just about squelched the imaginary drowning from my memory, and I have 

no desire to reawaken that mental image.  I make myself extra useful around the house, 

organizing the laundry room and painting the hideous pea-green bathroom a much 

more tolerable minty shade.  Then I crank out four more chapters of my work-in-

progress, and even get down some new ideas for my next novel.  When I start getting a 

little stir-crazy, I pay a visit to the nearby Texas State Aquarium in Corpus Christi.  I’m 

supposed to be watching the dolphin show; but I find my eyes repeatedly wandering 

out to the bay, the rippling waves beckoning me like a Siren song.   

Six days. 

I don’t think I’ve ever gone six summer days without getting in the water.  And 

there’s just something about an ocean swim that no lifeless, concrete pool can replicate.  

I come to the decision that I’m being ridiculous—avoiding the beach, like it’s destined 

to be the site of my next psychotic break—and vow to head that way, as soon as the last 

dolphin somersault is done.  I swing by the house to throw on a swimsuit and then 

head for the public beach, following the countless tire tracks leading out onto the sand.  

This time I hook a right and park a comfortable distance away from the jetty.  I’m eager 

enough to hit the water that I don’t even mind the crowds of sun-baked tailgaters, 

kitesurfing thrillseekers, and kids building castles and burying each other in the sand.  I 

stuff  my T-shirt and shorts into the passenger seat, donning my goggles and a tight 

bun, and abandon Lil Red to tread out into the shallow waves.   

I was practically born into ocean swimming.  Mom hasn’t missed her ritualistic 

early-morning swim since the dawn of time itself; and Aunt Cora prefers the twilight 

hour, but she’s equally rigid in her routine.  Despite Mom’s lectures on the hazards of 

mid-day sun exposure, I usually end up hitting the water right before lunchtime.  I tell 



her it’s a great way to work up an appetite, and she makes sure I douse my entire body 

in sunscreen.   

The cool water laps against my ankles, then my calves, soon up to my thighs.  As 

the sandy slope takes me deeper into the waves, I raise my hands in a point overhead 

and spring headlong into a shallow dive.  I power forward with a breaststroke a little 

distance, before veering right to follow the shoreline.  It only takes me a few freestyle 

strokes to fall into sync with the choppy waves, timing my breath with each arc of my 

right arm.  Swimming in the ocean is the perfect combination of focused attention and 

mental escape.  Dwell too long on your personal drama, and you’ll be sucking down 

saltwater.  (Decidedly not a good way to work up an appetite.)  I find a tune that fits the 

tempo of my stroke and hum inside my head, sighting off a lamppost on the pier up 

ahead.   

By the time I’m on my third lap, cycling back to the pier again, my muscles have 

sufficiently turned to mush to call it quits.  Six days of down time, and already I’ve got 

the “jelly arms”.  (Aunt Cora’s term, not mine.  And she’d definitely be shaking a 

disapproving head at me if she knew I was copping out this easily.)  I plot a lazy course 

for shore, washing up among the plastic-shovel-wielding little kids and beer-drinking 

fishermen.  Propping my goggles up atop my head, I decide to check out the pier from 

the pedestrian point-of-view.  As usual, I keep walking until I distance myself from the 

crowd, settling upon a quiet stretch of railing to rest my arms and just gaze out to sea.  

My chin finds a comfortable cradle in my palm; and for a moment, I attain complete 

and total serenity.  I take in the warmth of the sun tempered by the breeze against my 

damp skin, the caw of the gulls just near enough without being obnoxiously distracting, 

the light sparkling off the ripples as the water stretches out from here to the jetty… 

I jump at least three feet in the air when a throat clears at my left side.   

“Sorry,” Tristan raises an apologetic palm, his other elbow casually resting 

against the railing a few feet away.  “I didn’t mean to sneak up on you.”  I wonder if he 

lives in those red swim trunks?  At least today he’s wearing a T-shirt.  The lettering has 

almost completely faded, but I’d recognize that Led Zeppelin logo anywhere.  Funny, I 

wouldn’t have taken him for a Zep Head. 

“Um, no worries,” I stammer, sucking in an awkward breath.  “I heard you 

coming.”   

He raises one doubting eyebrow, a smile playing at the corners of his lips.  Did I 

mention I squealed like an electrocuted pig whilst jumping three feet into the air?   



I tuck in my lower lip and search my brain for something remotely rational to 

say, finally settling on, “How have you been, Tristan?” 

An unabashed smile lights his face, as if he’s genuinely pleased I recognized him.  

Of course, that doesn’t mean he has the foggiest clue what my name is.  “I’m great, 

Layla…though I was beginning to wonder if you’d ever turn up again.”   

Hmm…Color me unfairly skeptical. 

“Hey…” he wonders, “Are you going to be here for a few more minutes?  I have 

something in my car for you.” 

“Um…sure,” I shrug, unable to control my puzzled eyebrows from pressing 

together. 

“Great,” he flashes another grin.  There’s that one crooked tooth again.  “Just 

wait here,” he pats the wooden rail, already backing away.  “I’ll be right back.”  He 

turns and picks up to a trot, working up to a brisk jog down the length of the pier 

toward the parking area. 

I’m truly trying to find my little Zen moment again, settling my gaze back on the 

rippling waves below.  But in reality I’m straining my eyeballs to covertly watch as he 

reaches his vehicle (what appears to be a nineties-ish dark blue Jeep Cherokee).  He 

quickly fishes something out of the glove compartment before jogging back my way.  

He’s not even breathing heavily when he slows to a walk and resumes his elbow-lean 

against the railing, this time with something pressed against the wood under his palm.   

“You left this behind the other day.”  His hand slides forward along the 

weathered boards, careful not to lose a grip on the equally-weathered copy of The 

Fellowship of the Ring.   

My eyes light up, and I unconsciously snatch it from his hand.  “You found it!”  

Of course, I’d already realized it was missing…but I’d chalked it up to a casualty of the 

day.  I was too ridiculously rattled to revisit the jetty in search of it.  “Thank you so 

much, Tristan,” I thumb through the pages, still astounded they haven’t fallen out of the 

binding.  “It’s a favorite.”   

“I figured,” he smiles, nodding to the battered cover.  “It’s windy out here, but 

that kind of beating takes years to inflict.  Granted, that copy’s probably been around for 

a while…It doesn’t even have a picture of Elijah Wood on the cover.”  His crooked 

smile broadens, seemingly in response to my approving chuckle. 

“My mom had it first,” I offer in explanation, “but it actually looked pretty 

pristine by comparison when I first got a hold of it.” 



“Hey, I hope you don’t mind,” he smoothes down the curls dusting the nape of 

his neck, “but I took the opportunity to read it…It’s been way too long since the last 

time I did.” 

I feel a twinge of guilt, having written him off as a pretty boy on first sight.  It’s 

immediately followed by a wave of dread, with the realization that I’m blushing.  Yet 

again.  Why doesn’t my skin need direct permission from my brain to do that?  

Sometimes I’d swear it’s deliberately betraying my conscious mind. 

“Um…No problem.”  Apparently I’m a master of three-word sentences 

beginning with the word ‘Um’.  For the love of God, Layla, think of something remotely 

intelligent to say.  “I’ve got the rest of the series too, if you ever feel like finishing it out.”  

There we go…reasonably coherent and generous.   

“Thanks, I might take you up on that,” he lets loose another sparkle of pearly 

whites.  I have to admit, the perma-smile is kind of contagious.  “There are a couple of 

weeks left before it’s time to hit the textbooks again.  I’ve almost forgotten what it’s like 

to read just for fun this past year.” 

“I’m gonna go out on a limb and guess you’re not in high school?” As much as 

I’m looking forward to heading off to college, I’ve never really been faced with too little 

time to read whatever I want. 

He nods in answer to my question.  “A&M Galveston.  Maritime Systems 

Engineering major.” 

I give an impressed nod, trying not to look too clueless…Despite my familiarity 

with all things oceanic, I haven’t got the foggiest idea what ‘Maritime Systems 

Engineering’ actually entails.  I at least know Galveston’s three or four hours up the 

coast.  “That sounds cool…Are you just here in Port Aransas on vacation before you 

head back to school?” 

“Nah, Port A’s home,” he looks out across the water. “Has been for years.” 

Gee…I can only wonder what that must be like.  I don’t even realize I’m lost in 

thought, until I catch a glimpse of him studying my expression.  I tend to frown when 

I’m lost in thought.  “Sorry…” I jiggle my head back into the conversation.  “I’ve just 

never been able to call a place home for ‘years’, plural.  We move every summer.” 

“Hmm…” He mulls that over for a second with a slow nod.  “Are your parents 

in the military?” 



I shake my head.  “My mom just likes a change of scenery….Unless, of course, it 

involves something other than sandy beaches, palm trees, and rolling waves.”  I shrug 

my eyebrows.  “Name a U.S. beach…We’ve probably lived within spitting distance.” 

“Huh…Interesting.”  He seems a little intrigued; but if he’s surprised, he 

certainly isn’t showing it.  “What about your dad?  Is he as big a fan of the beach life?” 

“I wouldn’t know.”  I stare out across the water, my eyes not actually focused on 

the view.  The lack of emotion in my tone is a bit jarring, even to my own ears.  I clear 

my throat, bringing my eyes back to meet his and making an effort to take the robot out 

of my voice.  “I’ve never actually met my father…His name’s Jim, or Jack.  Maybe John?  

Some short ‘J’ name, I think.”  I can see a perplexed look hinting across Tristan’s face.  

Can’t say I blame him…Who doesn’t remember her own father’s first name?  Although, 

I’d swear Mom’s told me two or three different versions of it.  “My mom doesn’t like to 

talk about him.  I assume he’s some kind of deadbeat…Or maybe he’s just plain dead.”  

Wow, somehow robot-speak sounded better than the icy chill that’s settled in my voice 

now.  I should probably just quit talking, but for some confounding reason I try to 

explain myself.  “Mom’s not the type to be in doubt of who my real father is…If she’s 

kept him out of our lives, it’s for good reason.  So I don’t ask.  Or at least, I quit asking a 

decade ago.”  Not getting any straight answers does that to a person.   

“Well, it sounds like you and your mom are getting along just fine without him, 

at least.”  His eyes are encouraging, without the look of pity I always dread.  “Maybe 

Port A will be the place the two of you decide to call home for more than a year.” 

That doesn’t actually sound half bad.  I push the thoughts of my mystery father 

to the back of my mind and mirror Tristan’s soft smile.  There’s a little pause where we 

both seem to be pondering what to say next.  I can’t seem to come up with any words, 

but thankfully Tristan jumps in first.  “Hey, I realize you don’t need any help learning 

your way around the beach; but if you’d like, I can show you a little bit less crowded 

stretch up ahead.  It’s not a long walk.” 

I glance around at the building swarm of people on the pier, surprised I hadn’t 

noticed until now how much it’s picked up.  “Less crowded is good…I’d like that.”   

“I thought that might be the case,” he nods with another warm smile, giving the 

wooden railing a little pat as he turns to lead the way with a backward glance in my 

direction.  “Calmer shores, coming right up.” 

 


