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  For my sister, Nancy; I will meet you in the field, beyond right and wrong.1


  
    I was thus filled with longing to behold . . . the splendours . . .To witness the Ocean gathered up into a drop.


    —RUMI2
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  In my imagination, surf swirls about my ankles. In the distance, I see a woman standing, looking out to sea. Something about her feels familiar. She turns, meets my eyes, and smiles. Then it dawns on me. She is me at a younger age. I recognize her, but she has no recognition of me. I drink in the sight of her and her youth, knowing only too well the expression she wears on her face.


  She turns back toward the sea, standing as still as an egret, seeking some sort of synchronicity or sign to guide her: a dolphin surfacing, an osprey flying overhead, even a rainbow on the horizon. I know the earnestness of her heart and the weight of her unnecessary angst as she beseeches the Universe for guidance.


  I long to speak with her—tell her what I know and what I have learned. I have weathered the tides she is about to encounter and walked the shoreline ahead of her. I have seen the world, not only through her eyes, but also through the lens of time.


  Today, in the salty air of morning, seagulls gossip and circle a dozen brown pelicans. Schools of frenzied fish roil the waters. One opportunistic gull perches, clown-like, atop the head of a floating pelican, hoping a fish will escape the pelican’s accordion-like pouch. No luck. The pelican swallows and finishes with an end-of-meal tail wag that I have witnessed a thousand times on a thousand walks.


  For the better part of forty years, I have left footprints upon the warm, white sand currently shifting beneath my feet. This four-mile stretch of beach curls, ribbon-like, around a blue jewel—the Gulf of Mexico. The Tewa people of New Mexico believe they are massaging the earth when they walk upon her. It’s lovely to think my morning walks along this damp shore massage the earth, because I love this barrier island. This book is, in part, an ode to life beside the sea.


  But, more importantly, this book is an effort to care for the soul; it is an ode to the rising and falling tides of life and time, an exploration of the ripening of wisdom.


  As I walk north into my seventies, I remember the angst of my thirties, forties, and fifties. I was that younger woman, looking out to sea, earnestly beseeching the Universe for answers and direction. While my concerns—career, healing childhood trauma, more education, becoming a parent, relocating—weren’t life threatening, they were life altering. They loomed large and solid in my psyche. It is only now, in hindsight, that I see those issues eventually dissolved into time, much like sandcastles ebbing with the tide. It was my tightly wound angst that never dissolved; it merely changed shape to cloak yet another concern.


  Would that I could slip my arm around my younger self, teasing that the dress code for life does not require such angst. I would pull her close and whisper, “Listen . . . I have something to tell you.”


  A deep well of lived experience resides within each of us. Throughout these pages, at the end of each chapter, a short, italicized message gives voice to this lived experience. These messages are meant to comfort, encourage, and inspire—not only my younger self, but also my daughter, and all the sons and daughters before and after her. I invite you, as you read, to write messages of your own, drawing from your own experience. How has wisdom ripened within you? What messages of comfort and hope might you share from the shifting shoreline of your own life?*


  This book is divided into three sections that reflect the timeless flow of tides:


  I. Ebb Tide, the first section, reflects times of loss and sadness; it pertains to the outflow of life. During ebb tides, the ocean recedes farthest from the shore, laying bare a wide stretch of beach that may strand some sea life. In the psyche, ebb tides lay bare a wide swath of grief that sometimes strands hope and healing.


  II. Slack Tide, the second section, points to a time of stand-still—a time of contentment, contemplation, and being. During slack tides, the water is almost motionless, perfectly balanced between the inflow and outflow of seawater. In the psyche, slack tides are the soft sighs of respite, a time to take stock and reflect.


  III. Flood Tide, the final section of the book, focuses on times of fullness and gratitude. During flood tides, the water rises toward the dunes, erasing footprints and sandcastles. Flood tides swell toward the shore, smoothing gouged-out places and wiping the slate clean to begin anew. In the psyche, flood tides are small epiphanies, treasured moments of well-being that swell the heart with love and gratitude.


  The dance of these perpetual tides changes the contour of our lives, continually shifting the shoreline of who we are and, more importantly, who we will become.


  Peace of the falling wave to you,


  Terry Helwig


  * The last chapter, “Ponder This,” includes questions and a study guide for individuals and groups.


  EBB TIDE
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  The period during which water flows away from the shore


  
    When anxious, uneasy and bad thoughts come, I go to the sea,and the sea drowns them out with its great wide sounds, cleansesme with its noise and imposes a rhythm upon everything in methat is bewildered and confused.


    —RAINER MARIA RILKE3

  


  MI ISLA
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  I smell of sunscreen, and perspiration beads on my brow, the result of corkscrewing a hibiscus-pink umbrella stand twelve inches into the sand. Here, at the water’s edge, a sea breeze flutters my bangs. I secure the umbrella, win the tussle with my salt-corroded beach chair that creaks into submission, and ferret out my writing journal and Spanish class workbook. Admittedly, I don’t open either one for the better part of an hour. I simply sit and stare at the waves, allowing my mind to wander and drift like the coconut wobbling in the tide before me, destined for a distant shore.


  The only Spanish I can conjure up this sultry afternoon is: Quiero nadar. I want to swim.


  The outgoing tide has created a wide swath of beach. I wade into the Gulf, warm water lapping against my knees as I shuffle my feet to shoo away any stingrays that may have buried themselves beneath the sand. Stingrays are, by nature, docile creatures, attacking with their barbed tail only when they feel threatened, like being stepped on. I have seen their dark, V-shaped shadows glide silently beneath the undulating waves many times; I have never once, in forty years, been bothered.


  The sandy bottom dips away and I bob in the current, like a lazy buoy at sea. Frigatebirds glide overhead, suspended on air currents, without so much as a single flap of their wings, just the tilt of a wing feather here and there. I am forever in awe of the long-tailed frigates, a little jealous, even. Solar-powered transmitters have tracked some of these birds aloft for two months at a time, never once alighting, eating and sleeping on the wing; they fly on average 255 miles daily.4 What freedom, soaring unencumbered above the sea in thermals and tropical breezes.


  I cannot ride the thermals, but I can and do enjoy the tropical breezes—one of many things bonding me to this island. Salt water splashes my lips. The divide between my growing-up years in West Texas and this island overwhelms me at times. My five younger sisters and I lived with our parents in a ten-foot-by-sixty-foot trailer. The good thing about living in a trailer is that it can be easily moved. The bad thing about living in a trailer is that it can be easily moved.


  Always the proverbial new girl, I attended twelve schools, in twelve different towns, before my high school graduation. Daddy’s oil-exploration job required him and his diamond bits to drill core samples in hundreds of remote fields in the big-sky country of the American Southwest. Daddy searched for crude oil, created by plankton in ancient seas, and I searched for something just as remote—a cure for Mama.


  Mom married numerous times, twice to Daddy, and she often found solace in bars at night. It was a neighbor child who informed me, with some certitude, that Mama was a “playgirl.” When I questioned Mama about this, she tightened her jaw and steeled her hazel eyes. “Nosy neighbors!” she said. “Don’t pay them any mind.”


  Mostly, I didn’t pay the neighbors any mind. As the oldest child, I had plenty of chores and homework to keep me distracted. But at night, after my sisters and I had made dinner, done the dishes, and put the little ones to bed, I would lie in bed wishing for a different kind of life; one with a mom who didn’t hang out at bars and swallow so many pills. I wanted a mom more like June Cleaver, a mom who tucked me in at night and made fresh-baked cookies.


  Then, somewhere along the line, I traded in June Cleaver for the life of a castaway, probably after reading Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe and Johann David Wyss’s The Swiss Family Robinson. The thought of living on a deserted island became a balm for my troubles.


  Night after night, I visited my imaginary island. I feared nothing there on the sunlit shore. Strong, happy, and tanned, I built a tree house in my imagination from debris that washed ashore, including a canvas sail that I hung as a hammock for my bed. I fashioned make-believe ropes and shells into room dividers and planks of waterlogged lumber into a bench and picnic table, just like the one Daddy built for our trailer. Fragrant flowers rested in coconut bowls. From my tree house bed, I could watch falling stars and gaze upon the moon. I ordered my world, on my beautiful island, in ways that I could never order my world in real life.


  The hours I spent conjuring up my island sanctuary were legion. I visited there for many years. But it wasn’t until I was a young mom, visiting Disney World’s Swiss Family Robinson tree house for the first time, that a familiar feeling washed over me. Seeing the tidied, makeshift rooms of the tree house, running my hands across the rough ropes and limbs, admiring the picnic-like table, covered with books—all the memories of my imaginary island swept over me.


  My knees actually buckled.


  “You okay?” my husband, Jim, asked.


  I nodded, wondering how to convey the tidal wave of insight that suddenly overwhelmed me. I had never connected the dots. How did I not see it? My childhood fantasy, the one I thought I had outgrown, the one I had thrown onto the trash heap of adulthood, had come true. Those many hours spent conjuring up an island had come to fruition.


  I now live on an island, and, evidently, not entirely by happenstance. Like the frigates, riding the currents, adjusting a wing feather here and there, my longing and countless hours of visualization must have created thermals and currents that helped lead me here. My island is not deserted, but the ten thousand islands surrounding it are. I visit some of these deserted shores by boat and kayak, leaving only footprints in the sand. I do not sleep in a canvas-sail bed, but I do watch falling stars and gaze upon the moon.


  Don’t ever doubt the power of your thoughts, I would tell my younger self. Don’t squander them on anger, hopelessness, worry, or regret. Instead, bind your thoughts together with ropes of hope and determination. Use them to build a dream; dreams can keep you aloft for months, even years. They can help you soar above your circumstances and sustain yourself on the wing.


  If repeated thoughts and dreams can manifest in our threedimensional world, make sure to tend your dreams with care. Continually visualize yourself where you want to be; let yourself feel the textures of the life you seek. Feel the roughness of a canvas-sail bed; allow your eyes to look outward from the place of your dreams. If you long for something, picture yourself already there. You have control of what you yearn for; don’t invite doubt to join you. Send him on his way. He knows not of thermals and currents that can lift a wing and help it soar.


  Salt water splashes my legs as I shuffle back to the shore. Rivulets of water stream down my body and disappear into my thirsty beach towel. My salt-corroded beach chair creaks under my weight. Tucked into my circle of shade, on my longed-for island, with the wide expanse of beach before me, I open my writing journal and pick up my pen.


  Mi Isla . . . I begin.


  SEA JEWEL
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  The sun yawns in the east, sending soft morning rays to illumine the various treasures dropped by the waves overnight. Different treasures get washed ashore with different tides, which is true this morning. I glimpse something unusual peeking through the bulbous seaweed. Using my staff of driftwood, I poke and crunch through the mound of seaweed, pen shells, and decaying sea urchins— the urchins’ spiny carcasses off-gassing an ammonia smell with such pungency that my eyes water.


  Despite the nose-wrinkling odor, I bend and pick up a marble-size, silver-gray orb of loveliness that feels both hard and silky-smooth, almost jewel-like, between my fingertips. I have been shelling for years, but I’ve never seen anything like this. It is hollow and weighs less than a dime, but it is neither a shell nor a stone. Still, I have no doubt that it belongs to the sea.


  What can it be?


  Another morning shell collector, already laden with a bulging bag of specimens, looks my way and playfully holds her nose. I smile and nod in agreement, then, holding up my find, I ask, “Do you happen to know what this is?”


  She approaches, takes the orb into her palm, and rolls it around like a roly-poly, poking it with her finger. “I don’t have a clue,” she says, handing it back to me. “Sorry.” Her eyes meet mine. “You found it here?”


  I nod. “A mystery to be unraveled,” I say, then I turn toward an outcropping of rocks.


  “Good luck,” she calls after me.


  I palm my newfound gift and perch on my favorite boulder. I come here to contemplate both life and the sea. Sitting on a boulder that has made the acquaintance of a million waves is a privilege not lost on me. I am a naturalist at heart, in love with stones, animals, trees, shells, mountains, deserts, and the sea. I find tremendous beauty, solace, and meaning in the outer world in which I live.


  And yet, I pursued a master’s degree in psychology. While I am insatiably curious about all flora and fauna, especially on this barrier island, I am just as curious about the unseen, inner world of the psyche and soul. I believe our inner and outer worlds mirror one another and, when braided together, they create both well-being and mystery. Like the symbiotic relationship between roots and leaves, the inner and outer landscapes of life can coalesce into a mysterious blend of meaning and synchronicity, leading to new ways of being. Instead of observing a static world, we can become participants in a dynamic unfolding universe. This is where I choose to live.


  I didn’t always live this way. There was a time when I fought very hard to keep a lid on my feelings. I prided myself on being a strong person and not showing any signs of weakness or vulnerability. It wasn’t until I became interested in Jungian psychology that I decided to lift that lid and venture in. I remember telling myself not to worry: “You’ll be okay even if you aren’t okay.”


  Oddly, this assurance gave me a great sense of peace. I took a deep breath, waded in, and didn’t look back. My feelings and actions became more congruent; I felt more authentically me. All the energy I expended keeping a lid on things was freed up. I discovered new interests, felt more creative, and experienced a deep sense of calm and well-being. The same calm and well-being I feel now.


  My thoughts entrain with the hypnotic rising and falling of the waves until my left leg begins to tingle from the pressure of sitting too long on the boulder. A wave crashes against the rocks and sends sea mist swirling in the air about me, tickling my cheeks with spray. Brushing gritty sand from my backside, I carry my mysterious jewel back to the condo.


  Curious, I heft down several shell books from the living-room shelf. Sprawling them across the kitchen table, I thumb through numerous pages, finally coming upon a section called Other Beach Life. There between a picture of a whelk-shell egg case and spiny sea urchin, I spot my prize.


  It seems I am in possession of a sea pearl, not of the oyster variety.


  Combing the internet, I discover that my pearl is actually a sea bean, a variety of drift seed, belonging to the tropical, hard-to-pronounce leguminous tree Caesalpinia bonduc,more commonly known as the warri tree. The soft, green warri seeds eventually fall from the parent tree and calcify into stone-smooth gray seeds. High tides carry the fallen seeds into the sea, where they may bob and drift on ocean currents for months, even years, before washing ashore in faraway places like the Orkney Islands, or Scandinavia, or, evidently, my small island beside the sea.


  I turn the pearl over and over in my fingertips, imagining it bobbing for miles, possibly years. When did it harden like porcelain and turn gray? How long and how far has it traveled? No wonder people, for centuries, valued finding one. Not only was a sea pearl considered a prized amulet of good luck, childbirth, healing, and longevity, some cultures even ground the seeds to treat malaria, earning it the moniker quinine of the poor.5


  I most resonate with the idea of it being a talisman of longevity. In my outer world, I have discovered a sea pearl, but, in my inner world, I have stumbled upon a perfect amulet of longevity. What better talisman for aging than an exotic, lovely, turning-gray jewel? I find the story of its ripening beautiful and compelling.


  When I attempt to display the pearl in my wooden bowl of prized shells, it gets lost, overshadowed by the glossy conch, tulip, and cone shells. It’s too small to stand alone among my large whelks, angel wings, and sea urchins lining the kitchen shelf. Then I think of the three-dimensional plaque hanging above my desk in my office. Some years ago, I came across a Greek plaster relief of a blue-gowned Hebe, the cupbearer, who was said to feed ambrosia and nectar to the gods. In one hand, Hebe carries a vase and, in the other, she holds out a small shallow bowl in which to pour her nectar, hollowed just enough that it might actually hold my jewel.


  The pearl fits perfectly, as if Hebe’s sculptor had created the relief for this very purpose. I smile, quite pleased with myself to find such an apropos location. After one last admiring look, I turn and catch myself still smiling in the carved white mirror hanging on the adjacent wall. These days, I almost don’t recognize the matured reflection smiling back at me.


  Stepping closer, I gaze into my dark-brown eyes. Somewhere, deep inside me, there resides a remnant of the soft and green young woman I used to be, a young, earnestly seeking woman trying to keep a lid on things, a young woman as smooth-skinned as Hebe, offering up her nectar to life. I never imagined, back then, that the swift current of life would beach me, so soon, on this lovely island where I now reside, quite content, but far, far away from youth. I think of her, now, that young woman in my imagination, standing as still as an egret beside the sea.


  What you don’t understand, I would tell that younger version of myself, is that you will always feel very green inside, even when the mirror ceases to reflect that greenness. What matters is the ripening of wisdom, the ripening of the soul, not the physical changes of flesh. Treasure your need-to-lose-five-pounds body now, because someday you will weep because you did not love it enough. Those faint lines creasing your face—they are human tree rings, calculating your years on earth; they have nothing to do with the sap within you.


  Aging is a costume you will be made to wear. It is the price of ripening wisdom, but, inside the gray hair, creased lines, and puffy eyes, you will feel the “you” you have always been. Aging is a hard-to- understand cosmic joke that finally dawns on you when you look into a mirror and wonder: Who are you? The dichotomy between the body you see and the Self you feel reveals itself in that moment. Your body wears the costume of elderhood, and, when your last breath is drawn, that costume will be laid aside. But your eternal Self, pooled behind the iris of your eyes, can never be touched by time.


  And when you are in the presence of elders, remember: don’t be fooled by age’s costume. Look deep into their eyes, where the eternal Self dwells; they are ripened souls, spiritual beings who have walked this earth longer than most.


  Months later, after placing my sea pearl in Hebe’s outstretched palm, I experienced an aha moment. I learned, quite by accident, that Hebe’s name comes from the Greek word for youth. Not only was Hebe a mythological cupbearer to the gods, she also had the ability to restore youth. It is she who holds my sea pearl.


  How perfect is that?


  Leaving home, falling from the parent tree, bobbing in life’s currents, and eventually washing ashore: therein lies the alchemy and nectar of a human life. My sea pearl symbolizes a kind of grace around aging; it highlights the beauty of maturation and the immortality of the soul. Where is the sting of becoming an exotic, ripened, silver-gray orb of loveliness, borne in the palm of youth, and offered up to the world as nectar?


  OTTER MOUND
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  Daddy would likely say that I betrayed him. I see it quite differently.


  Even though Daddy is very much alive, in a town thousands of miles away, I have come to say goodbye and bury his ashes. Not his actual ashes, but only the ashes of a burned photograph. Perhaps this burial ritual will rescue me from the cavern of his rejection. I need a quiet space, a sacred place, even, to mourn his absence.


  This small hardwood hammock seems a perfect place.


  A few moments earlier, I had been sitting, engine idling, in the parking lot of our small island cemetery, surveying the waving flags and flowers dotting the headstones. The cemetery had seemed a logical place for my ritual burial. However, the treeless, grassy knoll felt too open and exposed, the sunlight too glaring. So I drove here, instead, to Otter Mound preserve.


  Thankfully, no one is in sight. A paper-thin snake skin dangles from a slash pine near the entrance, a reminder that snakes can be found in the dense vegetation. This is not the first time I have walked this path that winds deeper into the woods. I come, sometimes, to slip beneath the canopy of trees, to disappear for a while and listen to the leaves of the mastics, royal poincianas, and yellow elders whisper to one another.


  In addition to the charred paper ashes, I carry a paperback of my memoir Moonlight on Linoleum—its publication an apparent embarrassment to Daddy. I walk slowly beneath the trees, wondering if Daddy ever thinks of me. Soft earth and grasses muffle my footsteps.


  Beneath the earth and grass lies an ancient shell mound, built and revered by the Calusa Indians. Over time, hundreds of thousands of mussels, oysters, clams, conchs, and whelks, emptied from Calusa baskets, formed the topography of this two-and-one-half-acre mound, rising several stories above sea level. Countless unearthed spiraled whelks, pitted and bone-gray, dot the landscape, reminding me of a sacred boneyard.


  Yes, I think to myself, this space, created in times past, is the perfect place to let go of the past.


  My eyes trace the woody tentacles of a strangler fig, winding and wrapping itself, python-like, around the bark of another tree. In time, the strangler fig will choke the life out of its host tree. I can relate. Even though I try not to let my sadness over losing Daddy eclipse my joy, it sneaks up on me sometimes. Like the day I stumbled upon his picture, embedded in someone’s Facebook feed.


  Daddy is not on Facebook, but there he was, laughing, beneath an oversize sombrero, celebrating and sharing his birthday at a Mexican restaurant, with his other family. I distinctly remember thinking of him on that very birthday and how odd it felt not to have sent him a card, something I had done every year of my adult life until . . . until what?


  Until I received his angry letter.


  When I was growing up, Daddy, like Hercules, shouldered my world, and that of my five younger sisters. He was, without question, the pillar upon which our entire family balanced. He was not my birth father, but neither was he just a stepfather; he was my everything father. He fanned my love for the out of doors the same way he stirred campfires, sending embers upward toward the Big Dipper and Milky Way. He flipped pancakes and smelled the kitchen up with bacon on Saturday mornings, he answered my screams and stomped a scorpion in my bedroom, and he always came back for me and my sisters, time and time again, despite Mama’s hurtful and often erratic behavior. My sisters and I adored him, which makes my estrangement from him all the more painful.


  When I wrote my memoir, I worried about dredging up all the chaos and family dysfunction, but it seemed to me that my book was, essentially, a love letter to Daddy. I was shocked when he disowned me, stunned that he apparently feared people would judge him unfavorably or make fun of him. No one with a heart could possibly laugh at the loving father he had been. Reader after reader told me he was an amazing man.


  Evidently Daddy doesn’t see it that way. He seems ashamed of the young man he once was. It’s as if the years that spanned my entire childhood with him exist in a past he would rather forget.


  In my naïveté, I even believed he might be proud. Instead, he wrote a disapproving letter and signed it—not with his familiar signature of Daddy, a name I had called him for more than half a century. No, he clenched a pen and signed the letter with his full first and last name, a name I changed in the book, per his request, so no one would recognize the hero of our childhood.


  Perhaps my recent years of tiptoeing on the sidelines of his life have made it easier, somehow, for him to let go of the frayed rope that had kept me tenuously moored to his current life and family. I don’t know. I only know that reading his letter felt like I had been punched in the stomach and tossed aside, like an empty whelk, clanking onto a shell mound. I started to shake uncontrollably; his words blurred on the paper. The loving pillar, upholding the most stabilized part of my childhood, collapsed into ashes.


  I wrote back to him, telling him I adored him and would change his name and all identifying factors, but I never heard from him again. The pain of losing him is deep and raw, strangling even my best memories of him, which is why I can think of only one thing to do: say goodbye.


  I stop in front of a large gumbo limbo; its smooth, pink-tinted bark and gracefully arched limbs remind me of a dancing woman. Even though today is not for dancing, I know I have found the place. The charred ashes that I pull from my bag come from burning a copy of Daddy’s picture. My favorite picture, actually, when Daddy was that very young man I wrote about—wearing a white T-shirt and jeans, standing, hands on his hips, in the yard of my grandparents’ farm, smiling proudly into the camera.


  A mosquito whines near my ear as I step off the path. Bending down, I empty out the charred ashes, mixing them with the dark earth. It feels very much like a funeral. A funeral closes a door; no amount of bloody-knuckle knocking can open that door ever again.


  I flip to the back of my memoir and read aloud the last two pages, where I wrote about joy and sorrow being the two sides of love, how life has its tragedies, but also its points of radiance. The Daddy I knew as a child, the one who loved me, the one who first knelt beside me when I was three years old, the one who cried at my high school graduation, will always be a point of radiance in my life. But the other daddy, the one who disowned me, all these years later, is a man I no longer recognize.


  Only now do I realize the depth of this schism. Daddy’s letter shocked me, actually. With thunderbolt clarity, I finally grasped that the young man I wrote about in my book no longer existed. He had moved on. No amount of longing or wishing could bring him back.


  So what does one do in this situation?


  I choose to remember the love that was given to me. I am no longer that young girl who needed her daddy to wear a hero’s cape. Daddy wore it proudly for many years. I am who I am because of everything that has happened to me. I am a woman watching the sands of the hourglass mound higher; I am a woman ripening with time, and I am a woman who can choose how to respond to hurt and disappointment.


  So I choose now to fold up Daddy’s cape and say goodbye with love, respect, and gratitude.


  Love won’t always turn out the way you hope, I would tell my younger self, no matter how tightly you try to grip the fraying rope of a broken relationship. Love is a flowering of the soul. Some loves flower for a lifetime, some for a season, and some more briefly still. Losing love can, indeed, be a razor that cuts deep, but don’t allow yourself to bleed to death. Bind your wounds, offer up your pain, and limp forward. It is unremitting grief and bitterness that strangle the life out of us. Grieve, yes, but don’t be a host for grief; don’t let its tentacles wrap so tightly around you that you cannot survive. Give thanks for the days that love flowered, no matter how briefly. If joy and sorrow are the two sides of love, give them equal space in your heart. Let sorrow hollow out a place for yet more love to flow.


  I wipe my dirt-stained hands on my jeans; they smell of ash, reminding me of Daddy’s campfires. Sunlight filters through the trees. Standing on the ancient shells, I say goodbye and close the door on the Daddy of my childhood.


  INJUSTICE
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  I bend over a clutch of near-empty beer bottles, carelessly tossed onto the dunes. Stale, warm beer drools onto my hand as I wrinkle my nose and clank the contraband glass bottles into my garbage bag. Whoever brought in the bottles ignored the beach sign that says No Glass Allowed. The thought of broken glass gashing bare feet makes my knees weak. I pick up the last bottle, wipe my wet, musty hands onto my capris, and rub the kinks out of my back.


  “Thank you,” a woman’s voice says from behind me. I turn to see a smiling, thirtyish woman, carrying a garbage bag and a long-handled grabber. She, too, is picking up litter. She has, evidently, been watching me.


  “I work at the Chamber, and we appreciate people like you,” she says.


  I swipe at the sweat on my brow with the back of my hand, basking in her praise. “Thanks. My MO occasionally includes a walk on the beach to collect something other than seashells,” I tell her.


  Collecting beach litter once or twice a month is my way to repay the sea for what she gives me. In reality, I feel like David, equipped with only a plastic bag, trying to fight Goliath; there are an estimated 5.25 trillion pieces of plastic debris littering the sea.6 The only solace I take in the face of such a staggering figure is the knowledge that my collected bags of litter do not add to that number.


  I tell myself that removing a single plastic bag from the beach might save a sea turtle from mistaking it for a jellyfish. It discourages me to read that over a million marine animals die every year from ingesting plastic7—even whales. I was shocked to read about a struggling pilot whale that died; an autopsy revealed it had ingested eighty plastic bags.8


  Picking up litter in my own backyard is my antidote to apathy. I plan to keep picking it up as long as my back will allow. As it is, I rest my hands on my hips and arch my aching back as I continue talking with the woman from the Chamber.


  Unexpectedly, she thrusts her long-handled grabber toward me. “Here,” she says, “Keep this; it’ll make things easier.”


  I lift my hands in protest. “Oh, no, I couldn’t—”


  “The Chamber hands them out sometimes. To people just like you,” she insists.


  I pause momentarily. My back often aches after my cleanups. Anything to avoid bending over and over would be helpful.


  “Thank you,” I tell her. “I will make good use of it.”


  And I have made good use of the grabber. It saves me from stooping over every single piece of trash I collect. It can even pick up something as small as a straw or cigarette butt. Plus, it’s more sanitary; no more beer spilling onto my hands.


  However, this morning, I am without my trusty grabber and trash bag. I left them in the condo. I had not intended to collect trash on this walk; I only planned to walk for pure OD pleasure (an old southern expression that my sister Nancy and I used to mean one hundred percent). But already I am haunted by several salt-corroded aluminum cans, one sun-faded flip-flop, and other debris. It makes no sense to pick up the litter now; I am just starting out on my walk. Hand-carrying so many cumbersome items three miles instead of a mile is illogical. I decide to pick up everything on my way back to the condo, where I will dump it into the trash can near our entry gate.
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