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      Local Gloucester artist Morgan Henry built a career carving sand. Upon the arrival of a magnificent racing yacht off the beach, he alters his latest contest entry to match. Little does he know that his past skippers the boat.

      Mary Elizabeth sailed away from Gloucester and made her name on the ocean racing circuit. She never once looked back.  Yet for reasons beyond her understanding, she returns.

      On the beach, in a sand sculpture conceived by a boy but carved by a man, she discovers that her past and her future are more connected than she could possibly imagine.
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      Morgan flicked the kill switch and the pounding stopped. His arms were buzzing from manhandling the gas-powered jumping jack tamper for much of the morning. Thank God he was done with that phase of the build. The early phases of building a competition-level sand castle required much more than a plastic shovel—a stage he’d never truly enjoyed. He had his sand prepped. Now the fun began.

      Shoving back the earmuffs, he was assaulted by the clatter and engine roar of others near him. Three of the other fifteen competitors were still compacting their sand. The rest were shoveling more sand into their next layer of frames prior to more compaction.

      Only Romero had already shed the topmost layer of forms and begun shaping. Nobody sculpted sand as fast as Romero. It was a pity he didn’t like Romero’s work. He had a whole Mexican Day of the Dead macabre vibe. He also colored his sand with clays and food coloring, which was technically acceptable, but felt wrong to Morgan.

      He was a traditionalist down to the soles of his callused feet and believed that the coloring hid the actual artistry of the carving itself.

      Fifteen feet up in the air atop his sculpture offered an exceptional view. This was his home sand, Good Harbor Beach, Gloucester, Mass. He’d grown up less than two miles away and had spent much of his youth riding his bike here. Half a mile of smooth beach sand, hard-packed by the tides, backed by dunes and with the whole sweep of the Atlantic straight ahead. Interrupted only by tiny Salt Island to the north, which connected to the shore by a rocky sandbar at dead low tides.

      They had four days to build their sculptures, and it was already the morning of the second day. But the weather was perfect, a light overcast and only a vague breeze. The sand wouldn’t dry too fast.

      He knelt down and poked his fingers into the topmost compacted layer. Almost no give at all—just perfect.

      The organizers had done a good job, trucking in rougher glacial sand for better holding ability. Beach sand was typically too smooth, all of its sharp, holding edges worn off by the pounding of the sea. Exceptional sand, one percent water, and hard compaction. He liked the feeling of this one.

      He glanced down the line. Sure enough, the pinnacle of Romero’s sculpture was taking on the shape of a battered top hat. So predictable. Morgan’s theory was to stay fresh by constantly changing and growing his artistic style.

      The long beach was busy for a weekday. Of course, it always was in the summer. He spotted a cluster of bicycles up by the wooden walking bridge from Eastern Point that arced over the salt marsh drainage channel. How many times as a kid had he parked his own bike there?

      Mom had always told him to get a life. Dad had been a professional surfer in his youth and understood Morgan’s need to be at the beach. But with them gone, Morgan knew he was straining the limits of what his career could be. It had taken a decade to build up to going pro. Sponsors now paid his way to competitions all over the East Coast—the visiting master sculptor. More money on the side for teaching classes. He’d even done a couple of West Coast competitions on his own dime but almost always ended up in the money. First prize could net him ten grand for a week’s work. Too bad there weren’t competitions like this one every week. Of course that way lay travel burnout and severe sand rash.

      He was at some tipping point. Balanced as lightly as one dry sand grain atop another. Morgan had no idea what lay to either side. After this week, nothing remained to tie him to Gloucester except memories.

      Focus on the here and now.

      This beach was a good one without being a zoo like Coney Island or Hampton Beach up in New Hampshire. The latter was thoroughly epitomized by a hundred kitsch shops packed tighter than wet sand, including seventeen t-shirt shops in the main mile (he’d lost count after that and hadn’t bothered to check out the back streets), at least as many overpriced restaurants, and even a deep-fried Oreo stand of all madness. Not his kind of scene.

      Here at Good Harbor there was the hot dog and ice cream concessions stand, and nothing else. Rolling grass dunes, tidal marsh, and an incredible stretch of beauty. It was a foolish investment for the parks department, any income draw from the spectacle of the competition should be shared over a range of merchants. But this beach was well isolated from the rest of the retail in the area. Not his bother.

      As he looked out to sea, a big sloop eased up toward the beach. Its lone mast seemed to etch the sky. The dark red hull and long lines made it look incredibly fast even as it came up into the wind and dropped an anchor. The rattle of the chain dropping overboard reached the beach during a chance pause of the various power tampers around him. He noticed that his wasn’t the only pair of eyes that appreciated the boat. Growing up around Gloucester Harbor, he knew a purebred ocean racer when he saw one.

      He looked down at the sand below his feet.

      Morgan had initially planned to do Venus on the half-shell. Part Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus and part the Philip José Farmer spoof novel of Kurt Vonnegut’s character Kilgore Trout.

      Now?

      Again he eyed the lovely boat offshore.

      There wasn’t time to break down the forms and restack the sand.

      But…

      If he heeled the boat over to shift the mast to the side, he could carve that beauty out of what he already had.

      Almost.

      One more bucket. He’d need one perfect bucket of sand atop his current structure for the masthead. He glanced over at Romero working feverishly on his hat brim. One bucket would also make his own sculpture taller than Romero’s by several inches, making it the tallest on the beach. Yes, he was good with that.

      There was a lot of excess sand in the lower layers that he’d built with a different design in mind, but he’d think about that when he’d carved down far enough.

      One more good look at the boat, just in case it left before he was done. Once it was firmly fixed in his mind, he clambered down the tiers hauling the jumping jack tamper with him. Mixing the perfect bucket of sand was second nature. Hauling the sixty-five-pound bucket fifteen feet in the air was as well.

      A glance at the boat, he doublechecked the bucket’s position for the new design in his mind’s eye, and flipped it into place. As he worked to ease it free, he saw in his memory that a single figure had been diving off the side of the big ocean racer.
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