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  Dedicated to one of my very best friends

Dr. Abbey-Robin Durkin

What an adventure that was, huh!
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As I blinked awake, the dark clouds hovering above emitted an ominous glow, like a harbinger of troubled times ahead. The boat rocked gently beneath me, lulling me into a false sense of tranquility. If only I could drift away on these calm waters and leave my troubles behind on distant shores. But Dr. Robin Carter’s voice shattered my daydream.

“You should be resting, not worrying about the boat,” she chided as she secured the mainsail.

I sat up in Robin’s bed, rubbing my eyes. “I’m fine. Just want to make sure she’s shipshape.”

Robin shook her head, her wavy auburn hair shining in the sunlight. At forty, with an athletic build honed by years on the water, she was still as beautiful as the first day I met her.

“Babe. You worry too much, your nerves are awful . I’ve got everything under control, we’re good. Now go back to sleep.” Her tone left no room for argument.

With a sigh, I lay back down, listening to the snap of the sail and the groan of the mast. The old catamaran had weathered countless voyages, but I couldn’t shake my unease.  While I had been on boat trips in the past, none compared to the three-day voyage that lay before us, which would take us from Fort Washington, Maryland all the way to Annapolis along the coast.

Robin’s seventeen-year-old son Donald was just leaving to drive his mom’s Range Rover Sport to T.C. Williams High School in Alexandria, Virginia before we set sail from the marina. The plan was for him to pick us up from Annapolis once we arrived.

At seventeen, he was reckless, always pushing the limits like boys that age do, at one time riding his bike to school all the way across the Woodrow Wilson bridge to get there. I understood that restless impulse all too well. When I was his age, after my grandfather died, I’d escaped into books, devouring Stephen King and Walter Mosley, getting lost in tales of disaffected drifters. Their adventures anesthetized my grief for a time, until real life came crashing back in.

But Donald didn’t have the luxury of getting lost in fiction. Not with his father out of his life, his mother working all hours at the Fort Washington Hospital, and the weight of responsibility thrust upon him too young. Despite the challenges of being a single mother, Robin had done an admirable job raising Donald, instilling values and a sense of maturity in him beyond his years.

I eased myself up and onto the deck right after Donald left for school. 

The morning chill raised goosebumps on my rail-thin arms as I scanned the horizon. The marina receded behind us, its collection of white-sailed boats and the rest of the boat graveyard bobbing in neat rows.

Out here on the open water, it was just us and the swells. I breathed deeply, tasting the briny tang on the breeze. Maybe Robin was right. Maybe I should try to relax and enjoy the tranquility of the sea while it lasted.

A shout drew my attention to the cockpit, where Robin grinned up at me, smiling and puffing away on her E-cigarette device. “Hey babe, think we’ll catch more fish than last time?” Her enthusiasm was contagious.

I smiled back, although we had no plans to do any fishing. “Bet on it, sexy.” I ruffled her long hair before moving to help her unfurl the jib.

As the sail caught the wind and the boat picked up speed, the walls I’d built around my heart cracked open. I had forgotten the thrill of being live, in motion, with a purpose. For the first time in years, I felt the possibilities stirring inside me, as endless as the sea and sky.

Maybe this wouldn’t just be a routine fishing trip after all. Maybe together we could reel in something far more precious than fish. A second chance at life, a new chapter without loss dimming the horizon.

The rolling waves seemed to whisper encouragement as I took the wheel from Robin. Jimmy Buffet’s Margaritaville  blasted from Robin’s iPhone as the clouds got darker, and Robin danced and sung along as I steered us toward Fort Warburton, sitting on top of the hill at Fort Washington Park, towering over the river. 

I aimed the bow of the Cat to the horizon and grinned into the salty wind. I said, “Full sail ahead, as they say.”
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The morning mist clung to the Potomac like ghostly fingers as Robin’s Cat slid past the abandoned Fort Warburton. I shivered, and it wasn’t just from the chill in the air.

“You know, I’ve set more than one murder mystery at Fort Warburton,” I said to Robin. “It’s got so much atmosphere, especially in the early morning light. Perfect setting for a fictional ghost or two, know what I’m sayin’.”

Robin tensed, her knuckles whitening on the wheel. “Please, I don’t want to talk about ghosts, Desmond. That place gives me the creeps as it is without conjuring up spirits.”

I studied her face, taken aback by her reaction. In the three months we’d been sort of dating in what we both called a special friendship, I’d never seen her like this.

“So, uh…you really believe in ghosts?” I asked.

She kept her eyes fixed on the river ahead. “I believe places like that hold onto the energy of the past. All the pain and suffering those slaves and prisoners went through — it leaves a stain — know what I mean?”

I shivered again, this time at the bleakness in her voice. As a writer, I loved exploring the supernatural in my stories. But real life was firmly rooted in the rational world.

“Memories can linger — yeah —  but I don’t think anybody’s ghost actually haunts Fort Warburton,” I said gently. “The past is gone… I think.”

“Is it?” She turned to me now, green eyes flashing. “How can you be so sure, babe?”

I held her gaze, unsettled by the intensity of it. “Because ghosts aren’t real. When we die, we’re just…gone. I mean… it would be nice to stick around and visit our old haunts.”

Robin smiled sadly. “I wish I could believe that. But I’ve seen too much darkness in this world to rule anything out. After I die… I want Donald to balloon my ashes up to the stars where I will become a star myself.”

A heavy silence fell between us, filled only by the lap of water against the hull. I didn’t know how to bridge this fundamental divide in our thinking. I was a man of logic; she put her faith in forces beyond the physical realm.

By mutual unspoken agreement, we turned our attention to more mundane matters — the day’s route, whether to break for lunch on shore or eat on the boat. But an undercurrent of unease persisted, impossible to ignore.

The clouds gradually dispersed and the sun broke through, warming my skin. Robin’s mood also seemed to lift as the day wore on and Fort Warburton disappeared from view.

I started to relax and enjoy myself again. Maybe this would turn out to be the romantic, carefree voyage I’d imagined after all. One last kiss from her to fuel my emotions and love for her one last time before she moved to Tokyo for good.

To be honest, it wasn’t like I completely dismissed the idea of ghosts. I could vividly remember the days after my wife Capria passed away at only 34, taken too soon by pneumonia. As I sat grieving late into the night, I would sometimes feel a distinct, gentle tap on my shoulder, causing me to whirl around only to find nothing there. Other times, as I struggled to sleep, the mattress would depress slightly next to me as if someone had sat down on the edge of the bed. The hairs on my arms would stand up, but I saw nothing except the shadows dancing on the walls.

I wasn’t losing my mind — this felt real. I imagined it was Capria, playfully announcing her lingering presence and getting a kick out of spooking me ever so slightly. Not full-on paranormal activity like in the movies, but small hints that someone who cared still occupied this space with me. The taps and dips were too purposeful to write off. At those moments, believing Capria’s spirit endured brought me comfort despite the pain of losing my wife, making me a widower at such a young age. Her ghost wasn’t visible, but the signs she was near lifted my own weary spirit.

Then I thought about the last time Robin and I went out on a boat ride a few weeks ago, a test run before our trip to Annapolis.

As dusk fell, we dropped anchor in a
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