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Seaspray

Rick R. Reed


In memory of my mother


 

“This is life. Things get taken away. You will learn to start over many times—or you will be useless.”

―Mitch Albom, The Magic Strings of Frankie Presto


Book One


Prologue

CHAD BREATHED HARD, a bull ready to charge. The rain dripping through the leaves thrummed. The night air was a heavy, damp blanket—thick and suffocating. The stars were hidden by an almost black, clouded-over sky. There was no sound—no insects chirping, no distant vehicular noise, no voices.

Chad lowered his head and rushed toward me. I grunted as he crashed into my shoulder, hard, knocking me once again to the ground. I wanted to scream as the back of my head slammed into the driveway, the gravel cutting like needles through my scalp. But I’d learned well my lesson—stay silent. I absorbed the shock and the pain without a cry, without a word. The wind knocked out of me, I struggled to breathe. Finally, the breath rushed back in, and I rolled back and forth in an effort to get upright, even if it was only on my elbows.

The wind vanished again as Chad kicked me in the gut, hard, with the point of his steel-toed work boot. Stars burst in my vision, pain fireworks I’d once called them. Groaning, I rolled onto my side as what little I’d eaten that day came up, bitter and acidic. 

“You pussy,” Chad sneered and walked away, heading back toward the house. He didn’t look back but only paused to light a cigarette. I guess his work here was done.

I pushed myself to sit up, watching him retreat. 

I sat for a while, letting the cool rain sluice over my face, scant comfort to my scrapes and cuts, the bruises already forming beneath my skin. It was funny what passed for comfort these days. 

And then something happened inside—a switch from the script I’d followed the last few years with Chad. 

Maybe I did love myself a tiny bit.

Perhaps, just this once, I came down on the side of fight instead of flee.

I saw red. The rage rose and enveloped me—a crimson cloud. I got to my feet, adrenaline surging. I roared. 

Energy filled me. The pain vanished.

Chad stopped. He turned and laughed, actually laughed, at me charging toward him. 

Maybe it was the lack of fear, the fact that I was worthy only of his ridicule, that caught Chad off guard. Maybe he simply felt he had nothing left to lose.

Maybe he wanted me to best him.

I slammed into Chad like a bull into a red flag. The motion knocked his feet out from under him. His cigarette sparked as it flew into the air. I’d never forget the look of surprise on his face. He tumbled backward. In a repeat of what he’d just inflicted on me, he hit his head hard on the ground below, the wind knocked out of him. 

Blood seeped quickly from the back of his head and even a small trickle from his right ear. He grunted, and his eyes fluttered closed.

I stood. A paradoxical mix of terror, nausea, and freedom rose. 

The rain slowed. A car swept by on the road, not slowing, its tires hissing on the slick pavement. 

I turned and began walking back down the driveway. I kept glancing over my shoulder, expecting Chad to rise up, like Michael Myers at the end of Halloween, pursue me, and drag me back.

Yet Chad lay still.


Chapter One

Winslow

I OPENED MY eyes to a world of blue and green. An eel, long with zebra stripes, swam by, undulating. A school of goldfish with Margaret Keane eyes and puckered lips circled, putting me in the eye of a surreal hurricane. A flick of their tails and they swam off as one.

The bubbles floated up, pouring from my mouth and nostrils.

My lungs weren’t tight. There was no desperate need to breathe, no panic. Mentally, I went back and forth—remain underwater, watching the play of light and shadow and the undulating flora in its rainbow of neon colors, or kick and rise to the surface.

But what was above, beyond the water, was a mystery.

The threat of certain death caused me to ascend toward the light shimmering on the water’s surface. 

I broke through, sucking sweet, cold air into my lungs. I smiled, treading water.

I was not afraid.

For the first time in so long—I. Was. Not. Afraid.

I swirled in the gentle waves, which were as warm as a comforting bath, despite the chill in the air. White birds, gulls perhaps, pinwheeled above me in a leaden sky, the color of pewter. All across the water’s surface, strands of mist lay. The mist extended toward a rocky shoreline, dotted here and there with driftwood.

Cliffs rose up, chalky white at the edge of the beach. At the top, stands of pine towered over the sea, sentinels. Tree-covered hills, in shades of deep emerald, reached to touch the leaden sky. The top ones were shrouded in mist.

Where was I?

I stretched out in the water, part of me unwilling to leave, but following an instinct for self-preservation, I swam slowly to the shore. It felt like I was far from it, maybe even by as much as a mile, yet I covered the distance in mere minutes. 

I pulled myself onto the beach, breathing harder but not gasping, and lay among the pebbles. Oddly, it was as comfortable as my grandma’s feather bed once was.

I remained there for a while, staring up at the sky, where the charcoal clouds were beginning to be burned away by the sun. As the gray vanished, it was replaced with patches of blue. 

I could lie here all day, resting.

And then I tensed. A memory floated into consciousness, making me recall a horrible night. When was it? Paradoxically, the memory could have been years or only minutes ago.

My name is Winslow Birkel, and this is one of the things memory is forcing me to confront:

≈

I sank into the driver’s seat of my beat-up Nissan Versa. At the little riverfront park, I marked the slow progress of a river barge cutting through the dark water. Its lights, reflected on the water’s shifting black surface, were the picture of loneliness.

I could identify with loneliness. Separation. Isolation. These days, they were my only companions.

I also could identify with fanciful notions and, in my mind’s eye, realized how the reflections of the barge’s lights on the dark water, golden, appeared to be traveling upward. If I looked at them just the right way, I could visualize them as shimmering fountains contrasted against a black background. How I longed to enter a world of golden fountains casting off the darkness.

Even though now, on this beach, I felt totally free of pain as though someone had dosed me with morphine, the memory of pain in my ribs was there. I imagined the intensity of the hurt when I dared to draw in a deep breath.

Like a doctor in a film, I visualized the bruise on my lower back above where my kidneys were. I could still feel the dull, unrelenting throb. The red marks in the shape of fists darkened to purple, a malevolent blooming.

Yet even with the bursts of nauseating pain, what hurt the most wasn’t physical. 

I knew I’d fled the house I’d once occupied—I’d never call it a home because home meant warmth, security, stability, and most of all, safety.

I’d dashed out, looking over my shoulder at a menacing figure standing in the open front doorway of our house, fists clenched. Chad Loveless, my partner—I’d never call him my beloved, or lover, or even friend, not ever again—glared. 

What had it been this time? Oh yeah, I’d broken his favorite coffee mug, the one with a German shepherd cartoon figure on a black background, as I was washing dishes. The mug had been slippery in my sudsy hands, and it had dropped. I’d gasped as it shattered on the linoleum kitchen floor, the dread and terror way out of proportion, rising immediately.

And so did Chad. He hurried into the kitchen from his recliner in the front room and forced me to the floor by the back of my neck.

The most menacing thing about this man I’d thrown my lot in with (love no longer entered the equation) was—and this would be surprising to an outsider—his smile. The smile never wavered, not when Chad was berating me for some real or imagined fault, nor when a fist connected with a soft spot on my body—rarely my face—it was our little secret, hidden by the baggy jeans and sweatshirts I favored.

He’d smile and smile and smile, as though what he was delivering was not pain and casual cruelty, but joy.

Joy had not had a place in our house for such a long time. Back then I didn’t think I’d know if I’d recognize the emotion if it turned up at the front door wearing a ribbon. 

≈

ENOUGH. WHETHER THE memory was recent or long ago, I had a strange reassurance that it wouldn’t come back. It wasn’t a threat.

Was Chad Loveless someone I’d made up? Or was this monster real? A part of my history? I couldn’t be sure. I couldn’t be sure of a lot of things.

I got to my feet. Energy coursed into my limbs as I began to make my way up the shoreline to a path leading through the cliffs, up to where the pine trees towered.

Someone had been watching me from above. A dark figure, a man, stoop-shouldered, lingered at the cliff’s edge. I didn’t fear he was about to jump.

I felt as though he were about to welcome me.

But to what? To where?

I waved. He waved back as I continued my ascent up the side of the cliff.

When I got to the top, a bit out of breath, he waited. What was behind him? It was hard to say because everything was shrouded in fog, so only dim geometric shapes appeared, along with silhouettes of pines.

“Morning, son.”

I eyed him. His face was wizened, the crags and clefts as sharp as those of the stone cliffs I’d just ascended. Yet, there was a clarity and intensity to his pale-blue eyes that was arresting and mesmerizing.

“Good morning.” The greeting tumbled from my lips, a little tentative, barely above a whisper. I paused to glance over my shoulder at the vast expanse of ocean behind me. More clouds had departed, and the sun peeked through what remained, dazzling, casting diamonds on the water. 

When I turned back, the old man was also gazing out to sea. There was something wistful in his stare. I wondered if he’d been a sailor or a fisherman—someone with close ties to the water, anyway. He wore a navy cardigan and baggy khakis, a pair of battered hiking boots. His hair and beard were thick and silver. He reminded me of Ernest Hemingway. Here I was, with the old man…and the sea. I chuckled.

“Something funny?”

I closed my eyes for a moment, thinking. Should I simply tell him the truth? There was no reason not to, crazy as it might make me sound.

“No, nothing really funny. It’s just that, um—” I rubbed my toe in the pebbly earth at my feet. “It’s just that, well, I don’t know where I am.”

This certainly wasn’t New Hope, the little town in the foothills of the Appalachians where I’d grown up. The closest body of water to us back there was the brown Ohio River that snaked through the town. I didn’t even know which ocean this was.

And I certainly had no idea how I’d gotten here.

The man smiled and I saw kindness and a hint of youth in his features, maybe a dash of mischief in his eyes. “Why, you’re in Seaspray, son.”

“What ocean is this, then?” I was afraid I sounded like a lunatic. “Where is Seaspray?”

He reached out and laid a hand on my shoulder. The touch felt warm, as though he were transferring a golden light into me. “Where’s Seaspray? It’s here. Just here.” He pulled away and turned.

He walked off, vanishing into the fog.

I pinched myself to determine if I were dreaming.

I wasn’t.


Chapter Two

Behind me, faceup, lay Chad. He wasn’t moving.

The fingernail of a moon peered down upon us, not judging, but simply observing. Lightning bugs danced in the air. Crickets sang. The wind rustled tree leaves. And the sky, much earlier clear and starry, was clouded over, bringing the scent and promise of rain.

Heat lightning flashed in the distance, blue-white, followed by a growl of thunder.

“What have I done?” I whispered.

≈

THE MEMORY ROSE, without context. I could see it in my mind’s eye, but I felt apart from it, as though it were an image from someone’s else’s past or a movie. I shook my head to clear it and moved on.

The fog, which had put wherever I was into a kind of Brigadoon magic, dissipated as the sun rose higher. The day gradually clarified as the sun chased away darkening clouds and replaced them with a field of neon blue. Sounds, previously muted, filtered in—traffic nearby; now and then, a person calling, laughter; birdsong; wind rustling boughs of pine. 

I took my bearings. I stood next to a small winding road that hugged the cliffs I’d just climbed. Across from me was a small park—nothing much to see. It was about a half acre with a strip of grass, more pines, and a cinder block building that must be a restroom. Facing the sea was a bench. I sat down on it.

Was I experiencing some kind of amnesia? Other than bits and pieces of scattered memory that felt as though they didn’t even belong to me, I had no idea how I’d come to Seaspray, wherever it was.

The truth was I’d never seen the ocean. In fact, I’d never ventured much farther than the valley I’d been born into at the foothills of the Appalachians and bordered by the slow-moving mud-brown current of the Ohio River.

I had no idea how I’d ended up in the ocean.

I had no idea if the roiling sea before me was the Atlantic or the Pacific—or something else entirely.

I felt a vague dread at remembering what had brought me here, despite wanting to know, to understand. I had no practical reminiscences, such as boarding a plane, train, or even taking a road trip.

How would I survive? I patted myself down, my clothes, jeans, and a worn gray sweatshirt, and downward, looking for clues. But I found no wallet, no keys, not even spare change in my pockets.

My clothes were dry. How could they be? I’d just emerged from being fully submerged in salt water. 

This has to be a dream.

But something told me it wasn’t. The world was too real. The roar of the ocean crashing into the shore below me, the smell of pine and salt, the thrum of cars on some unseen motorway—these things all testified to reality, even if that reality was surreal. Even the cool breeze, soothing, spoke of real life and not the ether of dreams.

I stood from the bench and turned toward the sound of the cars. I figured where there were cars, civilization would follow. Maybe I’d find a town and people.

Answers.

I walked for a long while on the gray snake of road that ran parallel to the sea, still awestruck by the perfection and the shifting moods of all that water.

I was about to think I would never come to any kind of civilization when I rounded a bend, and all at once, there it was—what I assumed to be the town of Seaspray. 

Imagine a seaside town with one main street. Along that street, there are shops, untouched by the kind of urban blight that’s turned America into nowhere and everywhere at once. There were no McDonald’s, Starbucks, Dollar Stores, or Walmarts. Nothing like that. All of the businesses along the thoroughfare with mom-and-pop type operations. There was a florist: Hartsock Horticulture, a custom T-shirt shop called Mister T’s, and the Green Marble, which according to the hand-lettered sign in the window served breakfast all day. There was a women’s clothing store, Zak’s. A couple of bars, both with nautical themes, were decorated with nets and seashells. I saw a few other restaurants, one that seemed like fine dining, called Elliott’s, and another, which billed itself as plant-based, called Chef Sonya’s. There was Frank’s, a small grocery store with block lettering on its windows, advertising fresh halibut, salmon, and cod. Honeycrisp apples were on sale and so were, for the less healthy-minded, Lay’s potato chips and french onion dip. 

The business district lasted all of two blocks. In the distance, homes lined up, jockeying for position for the best ocean view. They were small, modest affairs but all well-kept. Most were one story and sported cedar shingles or brick.

People, unremarkable, strolled along the sidewalk. An older woman in a purple windbreaker and jeans walked a black poodle, whose collar tags jingled. Two young boys, one towheaded, the other a ginger, jostled each other as they moved down the street, tossing a baseball between them. They paused to peer into the window of a sporting goods store, heavy on the bait and tackle inventory.

I continued on. I wasn’t sure yet about what I should do. I was uneasy about approaching someone, only because I feared they’d take me for a nutcase. 

It took all of ten minutes to exit this small bit of civilization. Out of the tiny business district, I felt more alone. An eerie silence arose. Again, I wracked my brain, trying to remember how I’d gotten here. The coasts were far from where I’d lived my entire young life. I’d always dreamed of one day seeing the ocean, perhaps bodysurfing off some tropical beach. It was disturbing that my first view was accompanied by a complete blank when I questioned how I got here.

I told myself to let it go, that whatever fog was clouding my brain would eventually be burned away, exactly as the mist I’d witnessed a little while ago had. It would happen if not today then certainly by tomorrow. Maybe I’d fallen, bumped my head, and was lucky enough to swim to the surface afterward, my worst loss that of my memory.

But how to explain how I ended up here? I was definitely nowhere near the home I knew so well.

The hush all around accompanied me as I trudged onward. The houses, seaside cottages all of them, thinned out as I progressed. The lots became larger, grassier. Yellow sea oats sprouted by the roadside. The more elaborate houses had deep front lawns ending in boulders, against which the waves relentlessly flung themselves.

I spied a sign warning of tsunamis. I saw another one telling me to be careful walking on the rocks because the currents were dangerous.

There’s your answer. You slipped and fell on rocks like these and went into the water. It’s a simple solution. I can only hope it’s true and that memory will eventually cooperate to validate what makes sense.

After a while, I was in a place where I could see just one house in the distance. I was at the top of a rise, and the house, a simple white wood-frame two-story with black shutters, was at the bottom of the hill. At the back was a driveway bordered by a hedge leading to a detached garage. The driveway looked to be fashioned from a fifty-fifty mixture of sand and crushed shells. The garage doors stood open, revealing an old Volvo and an assortment of the kind of junk people store in garages—a bicycle, boxes, a tool cabinet, and other things I couldn’t quite make out because they were hidden in shadow.

A fieldstone pathway led from the garage’s side door to the house proper. The house itself was nothing special, even if it was large, but the view had to be stunning from every room because each one faced the ocean. Where the grass ended, a mound of boulders and one lone and twisted pine met the waves.

I felt an affinity with that lone, twisted pine, beaten back by the wind, clinging to rocky soil, but alive. It managed to thrive despite what had to be the most unfavorable of conditions.

I suddenly longed to live here.

And just as the wish came into my head, an older woman emerged from the back door of the house. Her long gray hair lifted in the wind. She was dressed simply in black slacks and a white blouse. A bright cobalt-blue cardigan lay across her shoulders. For a moment, the arms of the sweater rose in the wind, like wings, fluttering. I giggled and blinked. Surely, my imagination was playing tricks.

She lifted a hand to her forehead to shield her eyes from the sun, turned, and appeared to look right at me. I felt a flush of heat on my cheeks, having been caught staring. 

Just when I believed she wasn’t looking at me—of course she wasn’t—she waved, motioning me to come to her. I glanced behind me to be sure she wasn’t motioning to someone else. All I saw was a small mutt, coarse gray fur and appearing wolfen, loping in the opposite direction.

I put a hand to my chest, and she nodded.

Who knew? Maybe she had some answers for me? I started off toward her.


Chapter Three

“WHAT’S YOUR NAME, honey?”

“Winslow Birkel.”

The older woman cocked her head to get a better look at me. The corners of her lips flickered. Was her smile mocking or understanding? Maybe it was a bit of both. When you know someone all of a few minutes, you make your best guess, right?

“Now, that’s an original name. Winslow. I like it. Sounds like someone a person can trust.” She asked, “You have it from birth?”

I nodded. “You bet. It’s on the birth certificate. My mother was one of those creative types, you know. She couldn’t settle for something like Bill or Sam or Mike. Too common. She never allowed nicknames either, like Win.” I smiled as warmly as I could because I wanted to win her over. I hoped she’d have the answers I desperately needed. 

“My hubby was named Sam. Lord, I loved that man.” The woman’s name was Frankie Kirkbride, and once I caught up to her outside the back of her house, she told me she had a small apartment standing empty above her garage. “Do you know anyone who might be looking?” I guessed she already knew the answer.

In fact, I guessed she knew a lot about me, but I wasn’t sure how that was possible.

Foremost in my worries was where I would lay my head tonight in this strange new world.

Frankie looked about the same age as my mom, which made me favorably inclined to her. She even reminded me a bit of Mom, with her cloud of salt-and-pepper hair surrounding a pretty, yet wizened face. Her broad nose held up a pair of round, red glasses that magnified, just slightly, green eyes flecked with gold. She’d probably been a knockout when she was younger. Yet there was sadness in those eyes as she drifted back to a time when her husband, Sam, was alive. Like my own mother, Frankie was small in stature with broad hips and what my mom called a “comfortable bosom.” A pair of Brooks running shoes in electric blue graced her feet. “Sam’s a good name. Solid. Like my man.”

“How long ago did he pass?”

“Did I say he passed?” She ducked her head a little and tossed me a sad smile. A blush rose to her cheeks. “I like to think he’s just out for a run along the shore.” She turned to gaze out at the ocean just beyond the green lawn of her modest, but probably million-dollar, home.

She laughed. “I often tell people he’s out jogging, or parking the car, or picking up a few odds and ends from the grocery store. It’s a comfort.” She turned back to me. “And people think I’m crazy or sad. You sure you want to continue chatting with an old lady who’s certifiable?”

Certifiable as an angel, maybe. If they gave out certificates for such things.

“I like talking to you. You remind me of my mom.” I laughed, embarrassed. “I hope that doesn’t insult you.”

“Why? Because it makes me older than you? Sweetie, I put away any vanity about age eons ago.” She pulled a couple strands of hair away from her face. Despite being older, there was a glow beneath her skin that gave her a kind of vitality. “And for me to remind you of your mother? I’ll take it as a compliment.”

I nodded. “I just got to Seaspray,” I admitted. “There’s a new kid in town.” I winked. I didn’t want to clue her in to my confused and confusing details about how I’d arrived. To hide that enigma, I told her, “So I’ll be looking for a place to crash and, uh, maybe some sort of work.” God, how will I manage? Searching my pockets yielded nothing that would help me sustain myself.

I followed her into the house.

Frankie bustled around the warm kitchen, all maple and gold. It was comforting and not fussy at all. Cookbooks crowded the shelves. Pots and pans, copper, hung from a rack over a stove that looked as if it had come from the 1950s. The floor was clean but scuffed.

And through the windows, that incredible view.

Frankie finished bustling, which resulted in two mugs of chamomile tea and a plate of homemade oatmeal raisin cookies. Both were elixirs, a balm on my soul, food and drink of the gods—no exaggeration. We sat for a few moments, she waiting patiently while I devoured all but one of the six cookies on the bright orange Fiestaware plate and slurped my too-hot tea too fast.

When I finished chewing and swallowing, I glanced over at her, daring her to chastise me for being such a pig.

But she only smiled in a maternal way as though she was happy to see me get some sustenance. And then she said something that surprised me.

“Over the garage, there’s that little apartment I mentioned. More of a studio, really. One big room with a Cracker-Jack-box-sized bathroom with the essentials. All furnished with odds and ends from this place, but comfy. The bed, in particular, should be labeled a sleep aid, like Ambien. It’s old, creaky, too soft, but you’ll get the most wonderful sleep of your life in it. Dreams too.” She looked off into the distance for a moment. “No one’s using it right now, so you’d be welcome to crash there tonight or many nights. If we go the many nights route, I’ll put you to work for me, by way of rent.” She reached across the table, squeezed my hand, let it go. 

Tears filled my eyes, but didn’t fall. Kindness always had a way of touching me, more than anything else.

“Are you sure?” I wondered. “You don’t even know me.”

“I know you.” She grabbed the last cookie and took a bite. “Don’t ask me how, but I know you. I’m an excellent judge of character. And crazy as a loon.” Her giggle was that of a schoolgirl, and I was charmed. “Did I mention that?” 

“Well, I haven’t even seen the place yet, but yeah, I think that would be great.” Where else do I have to go? “Some of the finest folks I know are crazy.” I took a breath. “Or sad.”

“I have six cats,” Frankie blurted.

I chuckled.

“I adore animals,” I told her very truthfully. “And I have no allergies.”

I wondered if I should add that I prefer dogs and cats to people and decided that, for now, that’s knowledge best kept to myself. I didn’t have a lot of persuasive points to sell her on me as a rental prospect, especially one that would be living in such close proximity, so keeping things friendly but cool at this point had to be the best course of action.

I mean, let’s look at how I wasn’t the best candidate to have under one’s roof—I had no idea how I’d gotten to Seaspray. Although I could recall distant memories from when I was a kid, my immediate past was a big, concrete blank. Worse, I had no visible means of support as they once said in those long-ago ads.
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