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​Prologue
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​Redondo Beach, CA - Friday, August 13, 2021

Sebastian piled twigs of varying sizes next to the bucket they had found, a plastic neon green thing with a molded battlement on the bottom.

“Perfect for building sandcastles,” he said, digging with a shovel he’d made David search for.

David found it half-buried at low tide, near the edge of the Pacific. Sebastian asked for the shovel when they found the bucket, as if it would appear by desire. But the serendipity that followed Sebastian everywhere struck again, and the ocean coughed up his wish.

David dug a hole, throwing everything into a pile next to the bucket on the opposite side of the sticks. He dug until he could stand in it up to his thighs. “Is this enough?”

“More.” Sebastian molded the sand with nimble fingers. “But put it over there so I can start.”

David laughed and watched Sebastian’s hands work the sand, delicate at times, rough and commanding at others, the sand always obeying.

Sebastian’s eyes focused on his art, using a large twig to give the structure straight walls. “Okay, that’s enough. Get out of there, the tide’s getting high.”

“Damn.” David looked down to see the edge nearly at his chest. He tried to push himself up with his arms, but the sand gave out and he slipped back in. “Hey!”

Sebastian jumped to his feet and walked to David, offering his hand to help him out of the hole. “Careful.”

David gripped Sebastian’s smooth hands, the hairs on his forearm standing up. “Thanks. Damn, that sand is no joke. If I were alone...”

“Yeah, people drown in sand, you know?” Sebastian giggled. “Don’t come to the beach alone. It’s deadly.” His teeth flashed as he grinned.

“Shut up.” David shoved him and grabbed a medium-sized twig. “What am I doing?”

“The windows.” Sebastian finished the primary structure, a pentagon with one large conical roof. “I’ll round the corners when you finish.”

David carved in the windows as Sebastian had taught him that first night they ditched the Steadfast Halfway House.

Has it been two weeks?

They’d lived homeless since then, sleeping on the beach for so long he didn’t remember exactly. David had gotten pretty good at sandcastles during that time. It had a very Zen quality to it. After the time locked up, then at the Steadfast House, which was almost as bad, building sandcastles with his friend seemed right.

Except it doesn’t. You’re still a bum, living on the streets. What would Grandad think?

David told himself he didn’t care about the old man’s opinion. “Done with the windows.” They looked good, but nothing compared to the ones Sebastian did.

Sebastian carved arched windows with sills and rails on the five drum towers that dotted each corner of the castle. David took the bucket and placed mini towers around the main building.

Sebastian created details including four gargoyles, tiny nightmare statues that looked as amazing as the ones you’d find on Notre Dame. He squatted down on the balls of his feet, calves tight. Sebastian was skinny, but fit. He reached longways, stretching one leg out to the side, the shorts he wore riding up his muscular thighs. He bent his other leg underneath his body and leaned, only at the waist, to an angle that put him where he needed to be.

Sebastian was one of those guys who seemed to be talented at everything he did. He fell backwards into good things all the time. David had double majored but couldn’t find a job in his field, no matter how hard he tried, so he took factory work. Sebastian dropped out of some liberal arts degree, but still got a job at a Hollywood studio. When Sebastian got so caught up with heroin that he couldn’t function, the studio paid for time off to get clean. David defended himself when another employee attacked him and the company dumped him out on the street. He had to go crawling back to Grandad, who held it over his head.

A shadow appeared, blocking the little of dusk’s light David had.

“Looks good,” Sebastian said from behind him.

David felt Sebastian’s hands on his shoulders as he kneeled, studying the details he was adding to the small towers. Sebastian wore a cologne with notes of honey and sandalwood in the halfway house, but out here, with only the ocean to bathe in, David smelled his pungent body odor and cursed himself as he felt the crotch of his cutoffs get tight.

What would Grandad think, queer?

“Thanks,” David said, trying to sound nonchalant and cool, but coming off gruff and sullen.

“What’s wrong?” Sebastian patted his shoulder and ran a soft palm across his back.

David tugged his shoulder away and said, “Nothing.”

The tide crept up the beach. Sebastian grabbed the bucket and walked back to the hole.

“Don’t go down there.”

“I’m not.” Sebastian filled the bucket but didn’t dump it. He'd plop a handful along the base of a wall and carve a tree or a statue or an archway crossing over a stone path. The tide gained momentum with each desperate run toward the castle, hungry to devour it back to the sea.

“Why do you build them this close? It’s just going to wash away.”

“There’s no good place on this beach.” Sebastian walked back to fill up his bucket, not wanting holes to break the flow of his masterpiece. “Plus, that’s the point of a sandcastle. They wash away. Tout ce que nous sommes c'est de la poussière dans le vent.” He placed the back of a hand on his forehead and looked up at the moon, taking its place as the sun descended. “Le sigh.”

The tide crept closer, but still far enough away that it didn’t threaten the castle.

We’ve got maybe thirty–

A thud interrupted David’s thoughts. He turned to see their hole had opened up.

“Sebastian?”

“Shit!” He sounded distant. “The ground gave out.”

David walked only as close as he needed to peer over the edge. Water filled the hole from an unknown source.

Is it coming from the bottom somewhere?

“There’s a bigger log over in the brush.” Sebastian’s voice cracked in fear, his eyes wide. “Go get it and help me out.”

David saw panic on Sebastian’s face and all the old thoughts flooded into his brain like the water in Sebastian’s hole. He told the therapist that he’d blacked out during these times, but he remembered them. They were fuzzy when he was in a good place or taking the meds the doctors forced on him. But here they were, clear as day.

Punching Grandad’s face over and over.

The dogs and cats he’d take to the woods behind the creek.

All the old feelings came back, too. They’d been dormant, peeking their heads out only occasionally when he felt something he shouldn’t, but easily suppressed since Grandad.

Jealousy that he couldn’t explain.

You can explain it. Everything comes easily to Sebastian. You’ve done all the right things and nothing works out for you.

Anger that he couldn’t control.

I might not be homeless if it weren’t for him. He spends all day shooting up or putting together money to buy more. I follow him around because...

“Help me, David!” Sebastian slipped and fell under the water, crashing through the surface, gasping for air. He tried to grip the sand, but slipped back into the dark liquid.

The first wave of tidewater spilled over the top and David backed away, wanting to look into Sebastian’s eyes but scared to do so.

David tripped over Sebastian’s backpack, which he had left open, its contents spilling on the beach. Sebastian’s cellphone was among the dirty clothes and toiletries stored in sealable bags. David picked it up and swiped past the lock screen without a pin or password.

Careless. Just like Sebastian.

David snapped a picture using Sebastian’s phone before stuffing it into his pocket. He listened to gurgling and screaming before the tide returned, washing away the castle they made and silencing Sebastian for good.

David turned and ran, leaving footsteps in the sand that lasted only a moment before the tide washed them away.
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