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1—Dust Bunnies Reproduce Faster in Winter

Eve hadn’t been in the house for more than a minute; barely enough time for her to say, “Hi,” give him a quick peck on the cheek, and hang up her coat.  Yet Leo could feel his stomach clench already.  He knew what was coming.

His daughter disappeared into the kitchen, though no room in the house would be safe.  He wondered if he should wait for her to say something before confronting her or just go out there and get it over with.

He had hardly completed his thought before her voice rang out.  “What are all these containers in here?”

Nuts.  Better deal with it and try to cut her off before...

“And why do you have so many pints of ice cream?  You know the doctor said you need to watch your cholesterol.”

He knew it was only going to get worse, so Leo pulled the lever of his recliner, shot himself upright, and headed for the kitchen.  “Just sit still until I get there,” he called, knowing she would neither sit nor stay still as he could hear her heels clicking on the tile floor, no doubt headed for the pantry.

Sure enough, he heard the door opening, then Eve.  “What the hell?”

He quickened his pace and got to the pantry just as she bent over, dropping to her knees and pawing through his wine bottles lined up along the bottom of the back wall.  He braced himself for the onslaught when she stood up.


“Honestly,” she barked, “is this how you plan to spend your off time next week?”


It was a slap that he felt didn’t deserve a response, and he knew it wouldn’t do a bit of good anyway, but the words were out before he could stop himself.  “Grocery Outlet has a sale on wine once a month.  You save ten percent, so I stocked up, but I won’t have time for that next week.  I’ve got stuff to do before the end of the year.”

She harrumphed, then turned and headed for his bedroom.  He considered following her, then realized it would only give her an audience to play to, so he stayed by the still-open pantry door.

Eve didn’t let that bother her.  He could hear her rifle through his drawers, then the closet.  There was silence, which he initially took as a good sign.  But the longer it went on, the more worried he got, anticipating some sort of blowup or blowout any minute.  Eventually, he stopped listening for it and headed back to his recliner, but Eve was in hot pursuit, holding a brown and white sweater from the closet in front of his face.

“Dad, I found this nice cardigan I made for you languishing in the closet.  It looks barely worn.  You could wear it on Christmas.  It’ll look nice on you.”

“But the wool makes me itch.  I told you that.”

“And I saw dust bunnies under the bed.  When was the last time you vacuumed?”

Leo shook his head in disbelief.  “I did it last Sunday like I always do,” he said, gritting his teeth.  “The dust bunnies reproduce faster in winter because I can’t open the windows.  Seems counterintuitive, but there they are.”


Eve made a face and crossed her arms tightly to her chest, then pointed a finger at him. Crap, here it comes, he thought.  She’s been on the warpath a lot lately, and she needn’t be worried.  He braced himself for the next volley.


She fired: “Well, I think it’s time there were some changes around here.  You can’t keep living like this, a single man with no supervision.  You’re falling apart.”

He finally plopped himself down in his chair but didn’t pull the lever to recline.  “Like hell I am.  I’m doing fine, thank you.”

She stood over him, hovering.  “Look, I know it’s been tough since Mom died.  You, living all alone, and—”

She stopped and looked around the living room as if she were just now trying to get her bearings to where she was.  She turned back to him and said, “Why is it so dark in here?”

“It’s not dark, just dim.  I was listening to the radio when you came in; no need to have the lights on.  Why waste electricity when you don’t need to?”

“And it’s so cold.”

“It’s cool.  I’ve got a sweatshirt on, and I’m just fine.  You’re the one dressed like it’s summer.  Should’ve left your coat on.”

“And about those containers—”

“They’re for breakfast.  I reheat some of my dinner leftovers.  Good proteins and easy to fix.  I get tired of eating cereal all the time, and I only have eggs once per week, because…” and here he raised his voice a bit and spoke in a sing-song sneer, mimicking her, “…because the doctor said I need to watch my cholesterol.”

“That doesn’t explain the ice cream.”

“They were on sale, like the wine.  I don’t eat one every day.”

The frown never left Eve’s face as she raised her finger again.  “Just because Mom’s not here to cook for you doesn’t mean you can live on ice cream and wine.”

“I don’t.  Your mother taught me well enough.  Look at me.  I’m not fat, I’m not run down, I eat what I want and I eat smart.  I don’t enjoy cooking for just one person so I make a lot of something and freeze half, like that pea soup in there, and I use more prepared foods than she used to use because it’s easier, and my last checkup was OK, so please, Eve, get off my ass about what I eat.  Get off my ass about everything.  I do things differently.  Different isn’t wrong.  It’s just different.”

“All right.  Fine.”  Eve’s face grimaced to let him know it was not all right at all.  But just at the moment he thought she’d conceded most of the battle, she sat down on the couch, her face brightening as she thought of another line of attack.  “So what about Christmas Day?  I don’t see why you can’t spend more time with us in Seaside?”

They’d already had this conversation too, twice in the past week.  Still, Leo felt the need to explain it again.  “Look, I’m glad you’re getting away, and it’s nice that Paul’s folks are putting you up at The Promenade Resort, but there are only two rooms and there’s no space for me.”

“We could get a hide-a-bed rolled in.  I’m sure Paul’s folks would—”

“And I’d just be in the way.  It’s good that Emma and Nick spend some quality time alone with their other grandparents, coming all the way from Seattle for an entire week.”

“Well, they had resort points that were about to expire and had to use them or lose them.  Frugal you of all people should understand.”

Leo conceded he would have done just that.  As an accountant, he knew how important it was to keep a close eye on your money, and he walked the talk.  “I’m sure you’ll have a better time without me there.  I’ll come see Emma and Nick in Seaside on Christmas, and then once you’re back in Portland, we’ll do something together before school starts up again.  By the way, is Nick OK about not being at your house on Christmas Day?  Being he’s just eight, he might have some concerns about Santa.”

“He did, and Paul convinced him by telling him, ‘Santa knows you’ll be in Seaside and he’ll find you.’  I think he bought it.”

“But Emma already knows the truth, right?  I mean, she’s ten, so what are the chances she’s already spilled the beans to Nick?”

“Tell him the truth about Santa?  Oh, she’d never tell.”

“I don’t know.  Siblings don’t usually keep secrets from each other.”  He gave her an arched eyebrow as he said it.

“Why that look, Dad?  You know I played it fair and square with Claire.”

“Yes, I know.  I know you did.”

There was an awkward silence that filled the room.  Eve straightened her skirt and adjusted her jacket, then bent forward and said, “Have you given more thought to my proposal to sell this place?  You’d get a bundle for it, and quickly, too.”

“I know, but the answer is still no.  I’m not ready to give up our home.”

“Why, Dad?  I hate seeing you bounce around out here all by yourself.  House prices in Hillsboro are skyrocketing!  Take advantage of it!  You’ve got such a great place here: four-bedroom/three-bath homes are in short supply, and you’re in a great neighborhood.  Cash out, then invest in a little carefree apartment in town.”

“You mean in Portland.”


“Yes.  You work there, so why not live there?  We do.  The commute every day has got to be a burden for you.”


“Paul does the same thing coming out here to Intel, just in the opposite direction, which I think is worse.”

“That’s different.  Paul isn’t pushing sixty—”

“Neither am I—I’m only fifty-eight.”

“And you’ll be fifty-nine next month.  Close enough.”

“Well, I’m not ready to give up the house.  Or the commute.  Eve, you just want me closer to you so I can be your go-to babysitter.”

“Oh, Dad.  You know that’s not true.  How can you say that?”

He wanted to tell her it was all about remaining independent, keeping things as they were, but instead, he said, “Because you call me at work and ask me if I want to come over for dinner and then you mention you’ve got a showing that night and Paul’s not coming home until late and would I be a dear and stick around with Emma and Nick while you—”

“OK, fine, it would be nice to have you available, but it’s you I’m worried about.  Every time the weatherman talks about snow and a slow commute, I think of you driving on bad roads.  What happens if you’re in an accident?  Who could you call now that Mom’s not around?”

“Triple-A, most likely.  That’s who I would have called if she were still here.”

Leo stood and went over to Eve on the couch, sat down, took her hand, and said, “Look, honey; I know you’re concerned, but quit fussing.  I’ve only got a few more years until retirement, and then…well, we’ll see.”


“That’s what Mom said all the time, too.  We’ll see.  I know what the hell that means.”


“And I’m guessing you use it on Nick and Emma when it pleases you.”


She smiled.  “Well, it is effective.”


He was glad they were ending on a cheerful note.  “So, I’ll see you and Paul and the kids the day after tomorrow.  You said about ten?”

“Yes, and if the weather turns bad, we’ll find room for you.  Pack an overnight bag, just in case.”

“Yeah, that’d be the smart thing to do.”

Her smile faded.  “Promise?”

“Promise.”


2—He Always Felt More Comfortable in Cotton

Despite Eve’s pleas, Leo debated about the overnight bag.  He finally pulled it out of the closet and set it on the bed, but still hesitated—he really didn’t expect to stay over, even if the weather turned bad.  They’d had a light dusting earlier in the week, and while roads were clear and dry now, one never knew what a winter storm might bring.  It would only be a hard rain on the coast, but there’d be snow in the Coast Range for sure.  That would give him an excuse to cut out early and head home, where he really wanted to be, and to catch some late-night basketball.

And as for the wool sweater she wanted him to wear—no debate needed.  He had already picked out a maroon organic cotton knit pullover.  He always felt more comfortable in cotton, and the good thing about this sweater was its “expandability” in case he ate like a pig on Christmas, which he usually did.

It was a ritual he’d performed almost every winter since marrying Heidi thirty-seven years ago.  That first year of matrimony, she watched in horror as he gained fifteen pounds during the holiday season, feasting on cookies, cakes, pies, and second helpings.  She wagged a finger at him, demanding he lose it all and quickly.

“I didn’t plan on marrying a butterball,” she scolded.  “Why, fifteen pounds is nearly a ten percent gain for you, and if you don’t lose it now, you’ll never get it off.  It’s a health hazard!”

He tried to assuage her fears by reminding her that after the holidays were his busiest times at work, with end-of-year reports and then tax season.  Every accountant went through the same cycle, and he knew late nights, long hours, and hard work would help him shed the fifteen by April 15.

And he was right.

It didn’t stop her from worrying the next year, but by the time the kids were born and he’d risen in the firm, she had far more pressing issues to concern herself with.  True to form, Leo would gain weight from late November to early January, but by mid-April, he’d be back to his standard 6-foot, 175-pound frame again.  She worried again when he and fellow employee Robbie Robinson bought out Harvey Smithson and turned his accounting firm into their own as Walker & Robinson, but Leo was as active as a partner and manager—maybe even more so—than ever.  Even though he was at 183 right now with another two weeks of prime eating to look forward to, Leo wasn’t bothered.

About his weight, that is.


What he was worried about was work.  Robbie was insisting they make room for his son, Dean, as a partner, even though he’d only been with the firm for six years.  There was no problem with Dean’s work, and it’s not like he wasn’t managerial material—far from it.  No, it was the idea there’d be two Robinsons to one Walker, and rather than a fifty-fifty relationship, he’d be on the short end of the two-to-one.


The partnership had been successful over the last decade-and-a-half, with increasing revenues, a growing client list, and expanded staffing.  Then the COVID pandemic slowed them down and ended Robbie’s dream of increasing their office space downtown.  But they pulled through by having employees do a lot of the work from home and expanding their services to include business consulting, cash flow management, and financial health evaluations.  It was in these last two services that Dean Robinson had shown exceptional skill and talent, making it hard to ignore him for a partnership.

But all of that happened just as Heidi was first diagnosed with uterine cancer.  It hit Leo hard because it was totally unexpected and worsened quickly.  Robbie had no problem with him taking time off to be with Heidi and help her try to negotiate her illness, despite the firm struggling through the pandemic.  But she deteriorated as rapidly as the firm regained its footing.

Once she was gone, Leo knew he had to stay busy to avoid being depressed, so he threw himself back into work.  That helped the firm recover all the faster, but it took a lot out of him.  When he was back home, all he did was eat and watch TV.  Other than working, that was it.

Yes, things had changed since Heidi died, but was it change or deterioration?  He considered: it had been ages since he picked up a book, he hadn’t gotten involved with a project or worked around the house, and while he occasionally ordered takeout, he hadn’t been out to eat or to anyone’s party in years.  When Heidi was around, he always had some sort of home project going on, at least two books in progress, and they were going out to dinner once a week.  Weight gain wasn’t an issue, but he certainly wasn’t staying active, and that was a concern since he wasn’t getting any younger or more limber.


Maybe Eve was right.  Maybe he needed to make some changes.  But what, exactly?  He was fine, just fine.  Wasn’t he?


The phone in the kitchen rang, interrupting his thoughts.  He hesitated to answer, figuring it was Eve calling to remind him to wear that scratchy sweater, and he’d already tossed it into his Goodwill donation bag.  He considered letting the call go to the answering machine but decided against that, and when he picked up, he was delighted to hear the voice of his younger daughter.

“Dad, it’s mee-ee!” Claire shrieked.

“Well, this is a surprise.  I didn’t expect to hear your voice until tomorrow.  How’s my Delaware girl?” he said.

“Fine, as always, and I’m calling now because I wanted to talk just to you, not the whole Walker clan.”

“You’re going to call on Christmas, too, aren’t you?  And you know we’ll be in Seaside then?”


“Oh my God, yes, I got my instructions from Sergeant Eve reminding me what time to call and whether that was Pacific Time or Eastern Time.  ‘I’m only being thorough,’ she said, but I could hear the inside of her head screaming, Don’t screw this up!”



Not wanting Claire to continue on that track, Leo changed the subject.  “So I already opened your Christmas package since I knew what it was.  It’s beautiful.”


He glanced over at the new picture frame as she said, “I’m glad you like it.  Steve took the picture of us and cleaned it up digitally to print, then I framed it.”

“Did you send one to your sister?”

“You know I didn’t,” she scolded.  “I sent her and Paul a nice Hallmark card and another picture of just me.  I wrote her a long letter and told her how things were going at the college, but no picture.  Dad, she’s not ready for this.”

“Sure she is.  Maybe I’ll just leave this picture out on the mantel next time she comes over, and–”

“Dad, no!”

“Claire, you can’t hide from her forever.  It’s not like when you were six.”

“I hid pretty good, then, huh?”

“If you hadn’t gotten cold and hungry later that night, we may never have found you.  Seriously, Claire; tell her.  All of it.  Stephanie’s such a sweetheart, Eve can’t help but love her.  And do it soon.”

“I don’t know, Dad.  You know how she gets.”

“Oh boy, do I.  She only has two pastimes: nagging you about being single, and me about everything else.”

“She means well, Dad.  Pretty sure she does, anyway.”

“I know.  She won’t stir the pot tomorrow on account of Paul’s parents, though I’m looking forward to going and then coming back early.”

“I thought she was going to put you up in Seaside.”

“No.  Well, she mentioned it, but I don’t want to put anybody out.  Besides—”

“Besides, nothing.  You love the beach.  And you passed on that beach love to Eve and me, too.  Spend some time out there.  It might do you good.”


“Yeah, but it’s Seaside.  It’s not the same.”


“Not the same as Seaglass Cove, you mean.”

“Exactly.  I never liked it there as much as when you girls were little and we went to Seaglass Cove.”


“But there’s nothing to do there.”


“That’s why your mother and I loved it.  Peaceful and quiet, with no distractions.  Just you and the beach and the ocean.  The way it should be, without a damn carnival going on all around you.  That’s Seaside.”


“And that’s why we loved it there.  You’d take us on the bumper cars and we’d play mini-golf and go to the arcade—”


“All except the last day.  Your mother always wanted to leave the last day for nothing but the beach, and always the bonfire at night.”

Neither of them said anything for a moment.  Leo was lost in thought, thinking about all those wonderful days on the beach with family, when Claire finally said, “Why not go early and spend some time in Seaglass Cove before you meet Eve and Paul and the kids in Seaside?”

Why not?  For starters, it had been nearly twenty years since he’d been there.  They started going to Seaside rather than Seaglass Cove when the girls were both in school and wanted more action on their summer vacation than just sitting on the beach watching the tide.  Then, when the girls were both in high school, they stopped going on vacation altogether.  He and Heidi kept meaning to go back to Seaglass Cove by themselves once the girls were off to college and out of the house, but there was always something coming up and getting in the way: first work, then Heidi’s cancer, and then it was too late.  Leo wasn’t sure he’d remember much about the place anyway, and if he did, could he really handle all those memories rushing in at once?  Especially since he’d never had the opportunity to make more of them?

“I don’t think there’ll be time,” Leo said, “And besides, I’m sure all the places are closed for Christmas except the motels, and I’m sure they’re full already.  Maybe some other time.”

“Then go after,” she said.  “You said you were going to cut out early; take a detour and go see the beach there.  Then go home and do whatever it was you were rushing home to do.”

“Nothing.  I was going to come home and do nothing.”

“So do nothing somewhere else.”


3—Famous for Having More Cows than People

Christmas morning, he decided not to tempt fate and changed his sweater to the scratchy one Eve had made for him.  Throwing the cotton cardigan in his overnight bag for the drive home, Leo then reviewed the road report on his laptop one more time.  There were no accidents, and the traffic cameras showed that they’d already plowed the highway in the mountains and the roads were dry.  Still, he gave himself an extra half-hour to get there, just in case.  He locked the house, backed his Subaru Forester out of the garage, and headed out to US26, the “Sunset Highway,” for his ninety-minute drive to Seaside.

Traffic was light, and he’d only been on the road for a few minutes when the scenery changed from the suburban bustle of Hillsboro to bucolic farmland and grape vineyards.  Another ten minutes and he was where US26 stopped being a four-lane highway, climbing and snaking up and down the Coast Range as a two-lane road before ending at US101, where he’d go north a few miles to Seaside.  Where the four-lane highway ended, drivers faced a choice: stay to the right and continue on US26 toward the coast, or take the left fork on State Route 6 which traveled southwest inland to Tillamook, famous for having more cows than people.

Back when he and Heidi were first married, they’d take that left fork, drive through the town of Tillamook, then head west toward the ocean, still five miles away.  They’d go two miles until they hit Cape Loop Road, which circled for nineteen miles around Driftwood Cape, and then back to where it began.  There were five small beach towns along this road: Seaglass Cove, Vista Beach, Cadwill, Driftwood, and Wallooskeena.  Depending on which way you went around—clockwise or counterclockwise—Seaglass Cove was either the first or last town you hit.

This was where the Walkers made their annual beach pilgrimage.  Sometimes they’d take the long route, sometimes the quick route; it really didn’t matter, as getting there was half the fun.  No matter which way they went, it was a scenic drive along the Pacific Ocean, with the beach and the water almost always in view.  The drive would end in Seaglass Cove, and they’d make a beeline to stay at The Seagull’s Nest motel.


As he neared the turnoff to Tillamook, he remembered Claire’s admonishment to “spend some time in Seaglass Cove” and wondered how much had changed there in twenty years.  I really should go back sometime, he thought to himself, and then, why not now?  He chuckled at the naughty thought of just ditching the whole Christmas visit and heading to Seaglass Cove for—for what?  A look around?  A second breakfast if any place was open?  Distracted by his thoughts, he zoomed by the turnoff for Route 47 and just focused on his destination.  He put Seaglass Cove out of his mind and drove with determination and the radio on all the way to the junction of US101, the Coastal Highway.  He didn’t even have to stop at the rest stop to pee, thinking ahead for once by limiting himself to a single cup of coffee that morning.



From the junction, he could go south to Cannon Beach, drive the hour to Tillamook, and catch the Cape Loop Road.  He let the thought linger a moment, remembering he and Heidi once took that route to get to Seaglass Cove and thought again of Claire’s advice.  But once he reached the junction, he headed north to Seaside.


He didn’t travel far, stopping just past the junction and pulling into a dirt parking lot where a coffee shack stood.  They were closed for Christmas, but that didn’t matter.  Leo wanted to get out of the car to test his instincts and didn’t want to wait until he made it into Seaside.  He needed to do this now.

Despite a light drizzle, he stood outside.  The first thing he noticed was the temperature.  It had to be ten to fifteen degrees warmer than when he left home in Hillsboro.  It was always warmer on the coast in the winter, thanks to the southern winds blowing off the ocean.  Then he inhaled and let the salt air flow through him.

He hadn’t realized how much he’d missed that.

With increased vigor, he got back into the car and headed to The Promenade Resort to meet Eve and the kids.  He got to the resort and up to their room on the fifth floor in fifteen minutes, plenty of time before they expected him, as everyone was lingering after breakfast and opening presents.  The kids were still in their PJs, though everyone else was already dressed nicely for the occasion.  He exchanged pleasantries with Paul’s parents and made sure he thanked them for their hospitality.

Mrs. Miller was planning to make Christmas dinner for all of them as she and her husband were staying in a full-kitchen unit.  Leo enjoyed some snacks and gave the kids their presents (always three gifts: two books, one fiction and one non-fiction, and one other non-book item).  This year’s theme was sports-related, a new softball glove for Emma and an aluminum bat for Nick, who planned to start t-ball that summer.  Their gifts to him were painted sand dollar shells they’d made themselves.

“Mom told us about doing this when she was little,” Nick said.

“We got them last summer when we went to Seaside for a day, and we let them dry in the garage, then painted them just for you,” Emma boasted.  “Mine’s the one with flowers.”

“I did a spaceship,” Nick countered.

Leo couldn’t contain his emotions and beamed.  He hadn’t thought of the sand dollar project in a long time; it was one of Heidi’s ideas.  “They’re both beautiful,” he said as he hugged both children.  “I’m going to put them in the kitchen, near the window where they’ll catch the morning sun, and I can look at them every day before I head off to work.”

There were more snacks and gentle conversation while the kids got dressed, and Mrs. Miller headed back to her kitchen to put the finishing touches on dinner.  At noon, they all moved over to the Miller’s larger room where they enjoyed a feast of ham, au gratins, and asparagus with Christmas cookies for dessert.  As soon as dinner was over, the kids begged Eve to let Grampa Miller take them to the Funland Arcade.  She could hardly say no, since she’d practically lived there herself as a child, and now felt like stretching her legs some.  Leo and Paul both encouraged her to spend time with her father-in-law while they volunteered to help Mrs. Miller with the dishes.  Since a lot of the dishes fit into the dishwasher, it wasn’t much of a chore, and they finished cleaning up within a half-hour.

Leo wondered how he could make his escape and head back home when a cloudburst showered the windows of their room with windswept rain.  Seizing the moment, Leo gazed out the windows and said to no one in particular, “Whoo, really coming down now.  Hope this won’t turn to snow in the mountains; it’ll make the drive home miserable.  No telling when the plows will be out on the highway, it being Christmas.”

His not-so-subtle-out-loud worry did its magic, as both Paul and his mom urged Leo to consider leaving soon to avoid any problems.  “Eve will understand,” Paul said, “and we’ll be sure to bring the kids over to your place once we’re back before school starts again.”

Offering profuse apologies, Leo grabbed his jacket and his overnight bag, and before the dishwasher could finish the wash cycle, he was back in his car and on the road.

He got to the US26/101 junction and, just for a moment, considered staying on the coast highway and tooling down to Tillamook and then Seaglass Cove, but thought better of it to get through the mountains and home.  He took the US26 exit to head back just as the rain stopped.  The drive was easy and uneventful; the rain had been a coastal phenomenon only, and the mountain roads were still dry.  Coming down from the hills and less than twenty minutes from home, he approached Route 47 turnoff again, his last chance to alter his plans and go back to the coast.  A small voice from somewhere inside him whispered something he couldn’t quite comprehend, but it sounded like the faint cry of a seagull, and it smelled of saltwater.

He took the exit, rolling down his window a little as he did.


4—Not Sure How Long I’ll Be Here


Leo arrived in Tillamook around three and chose the longer route around Cape Loop Road.  He excitedly got out of the car every few minutes to look out over the edge to the vast Pacific.  How long it had been!  How awesome the sight!  All the time he was in Seaside for Christmas, he never visited the beach and hardly saw the ocean except from the big windows in the Millers’ resort room.  He spent the whole time in the room, indoors; hardly a “beach visit.”  Now, he savored the salt air and wind blowing through what little hair he had left.  This was the mighty Pacific and the rugged Oregon coast he had missed for so long.


The little towns on Driftwood Cape were nothing like Seaside or any of the other tourist towns along the upper coast of Oregon.  Seaside was the queen; for more than a hundred years tourists had flocked to her beach and everything else there was to enjoy.  The downtown core was loaded with ice cream and taffy shops, souvenir shops and gift stores, and the arcade, mini-golf, bumper cars, and costume portrait studios made it a 365-day carnival.  If Seaside wasn’t your thing, there was the arty flavor of Cannon Beach, eight miles south.  A little farther down the coast was Lincoln City, with its casino and huge outlet mall.  Newport had its world-famous aquarium.  What did Seaglass Cove have that could compete with that?

Nothing.  And that’s why Leo and Heidi loved it.

There was nothing to distract them from nature; nothing to take them away from the real reason they came: to enjoy the ocean, the beach, and the surroundings…and each other.  It’s no surprise that both girls were conceived while Leo and Heidi stayed at The Seagull’s Nest.  Granted, it was a little trickier with Claire since Eve was not quite two, but fortunately, she was a sound napper.

Leo couldn’t recall why they elected to stay in Seaglass Cove the first time, except maybe because it was the largest town of the five on the cape.  The entire population of the area couldn’t have been more than 1500 then, and maybe a third of those lived in Seaglass Cove.  He doubted the numbers had budged much since then.

He was getting close to Vista Beach when the wind picked up and the rain started again.  Dammit!  He had wanted to pull off and drive down to the beach, take off his shoes and socks, and walk barefoot to feel grounded and connected, but the rain and looming darkness suggested he move on to his final destination.  He reluctantly drove on, arriving in Seaglass Cove around 4:30.  It was dusk and hard to see anything clearly with the rain and the lack of light, and he couldn’t tell if the town looked the same to him from nearly twenty years ago.  He silently cursed himself for dawdling, and then, just as he hit the main section of town, he saw the sign for the Vibrant Market and Deli and knew exactly where he was.

Since there wasn’t anyone else on the road, he backed up and turned right on Crabpot Lane, instinctively heading to the motel at the end of the road.  It was The Seagull’s Nest, where they’d stayed all those years ago, just a couple of blocks from the market and as close as you could get to the beach.  He remembered how they’d walk up to the market to get firewood and marshmallows for their beach bonfires, or milk for the kids, or whatever it was they forgot to bring with them since they were always on a budget and didn’t want to spend a lot of their money going out to eat.  That way they could stay longer, and that was the whole point. 

Before the kids were born, Leo and Heidi would come for a week after tax season, usually in the first part of May.  Leo usually put in exhausting sixty-to-eighty-hour weeks doing end-of-year reports and taxes for clients and needed a complete escape from the grind.  Heidi was only a substitute teacher then and could take the time.  When the kids came along and then started school, she went full-time and they postponed the trip until school was out.  Leo was always more than ready for the break, and they eventually stretched their vacation to two weeks so he could totally unwind.  It was great for him, but as the kids got older, they became bored with the routine.  When schoolmates told them about all there was to do in Seaside, it became a siren luring them, and finally their parents, to that summer vacation mecca.

Leo had planned to bring Heidi back to Seaglass Cove twice, and both times life got in the way.  The first time was just after Claire started college.  He booked a room for a week in September, but their plans were interrupted when he was summoned to an emergency evening meeting at the firm.  Harvey Smithson had declared he was sick of working and planned to retire that very night with the future of the firm left hanging.  Leo and Robbie held their own emergency meeting right after, exploring whether there was a way they could find the resources to buy the firm.  They found it, but because of the need to meet with lawyers and bankers and such to arrange the purchase, Leo canceled their trip.

“Postponed, is all,” he told a dejected Heidi, though he knew how thrilled she was that he was finally achieving the financial security for them they had wanted for so long.  “We’ll try again, and soon.”

The years dragged on and “soon” never came, although he tried again a couple of years ago.  Leo checked online for room rates and vacancies and had a set of dates picked out.  He planned to surprise Heidi on their anniversary.  Sadly, she had a surprise of her own, and a trip to her doctor replaced one to Seaglass Cove.


Now, as Leo approached The Seagull’s Nest, he saw strings of miniature Christmas lights hanging from the rooftops of the homes on Crabpot Lane, but couldn’t see any lights on at the motel.  As he got closer, he didn’t see any cars in the parking lot and became puzzled.  He had never been here in winter and figured they might not be full now since it wasn’t summer, but to have no one staying here?



When he parked and got out of the car, he understood.  There was a simple sign written in green Sharpie pen on the door of The Seagull’s Nest: Closed for the Season.


Leo pondered his next move.  It was getting darker by the minute, and the rain didn’t look like it would let up for a while.  Driving back to Hillsboro was still a possibility, but now that he was here, he dismissed the very idea of leaving.  He felt so damn good being here like it was something he needed and should have done long before this.  But he hadn’t gotten his feet wet or sandy.  He had yet to really experience being here.  No, he’d have to stay the night.  Since this had been a spur-of-the-moment decision, he didn’t know if anyone else had vacancies, or even if they were also closed now.  He was clueless about where to go.

If only he had a smartphone, he could go online and look up stuff—and then he recalled when Eve scolded him about not having a smartphone.  He claimed he had no use for a phone, smart or otherwise, as the landline with the answering machine was good enough, but Eve had convinced her mom to get a simple flip phone to keep for emergencies.  When Heidi died, he hung on to it and used it as she did, while traveling, just in case.  Well, this was as close to an emergency as he’d been in for a long time, but since the phone didn’t have Internet capability, it was useless to him now.

Remembering that he’d passed a tavern a little way up the road, he got back in the car and headed there.  As he drove, more and more of the town came back to him.  Besides the motel, the market, and the tavern, he recalled a bookstore, a couple of gift shops, a candy and fudge place, a bakery, and a few restaurants.  He knew there were at least two other motels plus assorted cabins and rentals in the area, but he couldn’t remember where they were and had no idea if there were any vacancies.

They had always stayed at The Seagull’s Nest, and they ate in their room or on the beach.  There was only once when they ate at one of the restaurants in town, and while it was pretty good, it was also “tourist priced,” meaning higher than normal.  That’s why they always brought most of their own food on vacation, filling in at the little grocery store up the street.  Leo understood why even then, knowing everything costs more out here in the boonies because of transportation costs.  He couldn’t help it; it was the accountant in him.

Even now, though he could afford pretty much anything, he was hopeful there was somewhere in town he could stay and that it wouldn’t be too expensive.  If nothing here, he could go back around on Cape Loop Road to one of the other small towns where there were also motels and resorts, or just go back to stay in Tillamook and drive out here again in the morning.

Or go home.  No, he’d ask someone at the tavern, as long as he was here.  Besides, he needed to pee.

He parked in front of a seedy-looking building with small windows, neon signs in every one of them with some brand of beer brightly shining.  A dimly lit red door beckoned him, and once inside, he could see the neon signs providing much of the light inside as well.  There was a well-lit pool table to his left, the only bright spot in the whole place, some old wooden tables and chairs, and the bar was to the right.  Even on this Christmas afternoon there were a few patrons inside: two couples at their own tables, two elderly gents with their backs to each other at two other tables, and one guy at the bar.  Behind the bar stood a tall man of about fifty, dressed more like a lumberjack than a bartender.  Leo guessed he was the bartender because he was doing that thing all bartenders do: wiping a glass with a white towel and looking bored.

Leo approached the bartender who gave him the same indifferent look he gave the glass.  “Excuse me, but this may be a weird question.  Would you know how I could find out if there is any place here with vacancies?  The motel I thought I’d be staying at doesn’t seem to be open now.  And oh, it’s just for myself.”

The bartender didn’t say a word, just pulled out a phone like one Leo wished he owned right about now.  He thumbed a bit, pressed a button or two, then held it up to his ear.  “Hey, Merry Christmas, it’s Hunter…Yeah, thanks.  Listen, I’ve got someone here asking about vacancies…For tonight, yeah…No, just him…Oh, OK…Yeah, I’ll tell him…Sure, OK, thanks.”

Hunter turned to Leo.  “There’s a bed-and-breakfast down on Third that had a last-minute cancellation.  You know where that is?”

“I think so.”

“It’s easy to get around here; you can’t get lost.  All the north-south streets are numbered, starting at the ocean: First, Second, Third, and so on.  East-west streets are alphabetical, starting from Briney Bay: Anchor, Buoy, Crabpot, Dock, Ebbtide, Float, and Galley.  Go down two blocks to Dock, then take a right and two blocks to Third.  Can’t miss it.”

“OK, got it.  Thanks, and as long as I’m here, I’ll have a beer.”

“What’ll ya have?”

“Whatever’s local and on tap.”

“I’ve got a Tsunami Export Stout from Pacific Brewing.  They’re in Cape Kiwanda.  That’s south of—”

“Yes, I’ve heard of them.  I’m from Hillsboro.  That’d be fine.”

Hunter drew the draft and set it down in front of Leo.  “If you don’t mind my asking, what are you doing all by yourself out here on Christmas night?”

“It’s a long story.  What do I owe you?”


Hunter smiled as if he’d heard that before, which he had.  “It’s five.”


Leo pulled out a five, thought better of it, then grabbed a ten and handed it to Hunter as he said, “Give me three back.  Mind if I use the bathroom first?”

Hunter took the money and nodded to the rear.  “Behind the pool table.”

Leo took a sip of his stout and then headed toward the back.  When he returned, he noticed his three dollars on top of a yellow tri-folded piece of paper next to his glass.  He picked it up as Hunter said, “That’s a local map.  I thought if you were staying long, you might find it useful.”

“Thanks.  Not sure how long I’ll be here.”


Leo unfolded the map and began looking at it, but before he could focus, Hunter said, “Sounded like you’d been here before when you said something about a motel being closed.  You knew how to get there, so…well, not sure how long it’s been, but with the map you can see what changed and what’s still the same.  When was the last time you were here?”



Leo wasn’t sure if all bartenders were as curious or chatty as Hunter.  Then again, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been in a bar like this, so maybe that was what they did when not serving.  Or maybe it was what all small-town residents did.  When he and Heidi first came to Seaglass Cove, the clerk at the motel peppered them with all sorts of questions: Were they newlyweds?  Where were they from?  Do you like seafood?  He thought maybe it was because they looked so young then, but maybe everyone did that out here.


“It’s been twenty years or so,” Leo finally said.  “Used to come here, just the two of us, then the kids came along and we started going to Seaside for them, and—” 

He left the sentence unfinished, sorry that he never could bring Heidi back here, and embarrassed to admit it to a total stranger.

“Well, everything’s pretty much the same,” Hunter said, “although there’s a few differences here and there.  The biggest one is probably that motel you thought about staying at.”

“The Seagull’s Nest?”

“Yeah.”

“What happened?”

“A year or so ago, the owners passed away, one right after the other.  Her, then him, and it was passed down to their son as an inheritance.  He lives down in Laguna Beach and didn’t want to run it, but he left his job, something in hi-tech he said, came up here in mid-April and opened it for the season, then said the hell with it, closed up right after Labor Day, canceled all the remaining reservations, and that was that.  He’s back in California now; no idea what his plans are.  Of course, the rest of the motels and resorts didn’t mind; more business for them.  Still, hate to see a place like that sit empty.”

Leo nodded and sipped his beer with a side order of regret.  Being here, smelling the salt air and hearing the roar of the ocean, he’d hoped to recapture a little of that beach magic he and Heidi had so long ago at the same place they stayed, hoping it would rekindle happy memories.  Now, he’d have to do it at a bed-and-breakfast.  And all alone.


5—Sounds Like High Tide


Once Leo finished his beer, he left the tavern and drove the few short blocks down to the SurfSandSun bed-and-breakfast to check in.  The SurfSandSun was an old two-story Victorian-style mansion, just a couple of blocks from the beach and not that far away from The Seagull’s Nest.  Leo couldn’t remember it being a B&B back when he and Heidi stayed here, though he remembered seeing the home when they walked around town or to the market.  It had always looked a little out of place, a big house among tiny cottages.  He wasn’t sure, but it had to be one of the oldest buildings in Seaglass Cove.  Big place like this, probably fancy inside, too, he thought as he stepped up the wide stairway to register.  It was only after he filled out the form that he inquired what the rate was.
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