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      Most mornings, the sunlight through the windows of my single-wide modular home is what wakes me up.  The sun’s touch is a gentle reminder that the world is still out there, waiting for me, expecting me to take on the day.  The remnants of last night’s dreams fade away as the light caresses my face and I slowly open my eyes.

      It’s nice.  I like the way the sun wakes me up.

      Today, it’s not the warmth of the sun that wakes me up.  Instead there’s a cold, rough tongue slobbering all over my face.

      “Ew, ew, ew,” I blurt out, instantly awake, untangling my arms from the heavy wool comforter so I can try to push my Kugsha’s big, hairy head away from me.  “No morning kisses!  No, no, no!  We talked about this.  Off, Karloff!  Get…off!”

      I might as well be trying to shove a boulder uphill.  I’d have better luck at that, actually.  Shaggy and gray, my big dog Karloff is just four years old but already as big as a bear and built like a canine version of a pro NFL linebacker.  The Kugsha—also known as the Amerindian Malamute—is an ancient American breed of dog that was here long before Amerigo Vespucci claimed North and South America for Italy, totally ignoring the fact that there were already people here.

      I’m from Italy myself, so I get to poke fun at Vespucci and his misadventures.  Well, my family is from Italy, if I’m being specific.  My grandmother immigrated to America a hundred-some-odd years ago.  Because she took that journey, took that chance, I can now call Seaside, Oregon my home.  I took a very crooked path to get here, but not because I’m brave like my nonna was.  More like I’m just a woman looking to find some peace in her life.

      Which I can’t do, with this mountain of fur on my chest!

      “Off, off, off,” I tell him again.  This time the big furball listens, thankfully.  Karloff isn’t a purebred, even though he still has the classic Kugsha appearance of a big gray wolf.  Big paws.  Broad shoulders.  Tall, expressive ears.  Striking blue eyes.  He’s also part German Shepherd.  Intelligent, friendly, fiercely loyal.  He’s all fur and heart, my big guy.

      I think there’s some Bigfoot mixed in there, too.  It would explain the way he crashes his way through life…

      Bouncing off my bed, he knocks a shoulder into my dresser, toppling the art supplies I had neatly arranged on top.  From there he jumps into my desk chair, landing all four paws in the seat, sending the chair rolling across the floor while he spins around in a slow circle.  Halfway to the other wall he leaps out and lands in my closet where knocks over a basket of—mostly—clean clothes.  The chair topples, wheels spinning.  From my closet he does a barrel roll, panting with excitement, slamming into my desk and shoving it half a foot over.  Several colored pencils slide their way off the edge, into my wastebasket.

      He looks up at me with a big doggie smile, pink tongue lolling out the side of his mouth, wagging his tail like he’s having a great time rearranging my furniture.

      Ladies and gentlemen, I give you Karloff, the living, breathing F5 tornado.

      “Will you stop that?” I scold him, trying for angry even as I feel the smile creeping up around the corners of my mouth.  I can’t help it.  I love this mutt.  I don’t love his messes so much, but I can always pick pencils out of the trash later.

      He pants and prances on his front paws, throwing his head from one side to the other, yowling a few words in some long-forgotten canine language.  I think he’s laughing at me.  Or maybe that was his way of saying, Time for breakfast!  Time for breakfast!

      Thinking about it, my stomach growls.  I was up late last night reading a new book, and that was after a dinner of Cheetos and celery sticks.  Not exactly a balanced meal, and not exactly filling, either.  Now, my belly is reminding me that even starving artists like me have to eat.

      “Gah, fine.  You win, Karloff.”  I throw the blankets off and let them drop to the floor, and then before I get out of bed I stretch out in my oversized t-shirt until I feel my toes curl.

      A good stretch is like recharging your batteries.  It jumpstarts your day.  It can shake off the last cobwebs of sleep, the last shreds of the dreams left drifting through your mind.  For me, sometimes they aren’t dreams so much as…nightmares.  Scenes made of memories and colored by regrets, distorted into images that are both haunting and unforgettable.  That’s what happens when bad things happen to you.  Things you can’t ever change, no matter how much you wish it were so.

      Like the accident that changed my life…

      Shuddering from a sudden chill, I put my bare feet on the carpeted floor, and tell myself it’s all in my head.  I’m fine.  Well, mostly fine.  The accident was the start of the winding path that led me to this place, but that was the past, and this is now.  Best not to rehash it over and over.

      Karloff senses the change in my mood and pads over to me, pushing his head under my hand until I scruff the thick fur around his neck.  He’s a good dog, and we rely on each other like the best friends we are.

      “Thanks, buddy.  I’m fine.  Really.”

      Still, I keep petting him.  Sometimes, you just need to pet a dog.

      After another moment his eyes roll up to me, pleading for the breakfast I sort of promised to give him.  That was less than a minute ago, but for him it’s been an eternity.  Dogs have a strange sense of time.  You can throw a tennis ball back and forth with them for hours, and they’ll act like it’s only been a few seconds of playtime when you stop.  But, if the food doesn’t appear immediately, they think you’ve forgotten all about them.

      “All right, big guy.  I’m on it.  How about some leftover stew?  How’s that sound?  You liked it more than I did, anyway.”

      “Whuff,” he says, in approval of my offer.  The crockpot with the stew is in my fridge, in the kitchen, down at the other end of my single-wide.  The owner of the mobile home park where I now reside brought it over for me yesterday, and like a good neighbor I graciously accepted it.  She worries about me, a single woman living by myself.  It’s kind of sweet.

      The thing is, I really like Mrs. Grace Howard…I just can’t stand her cooking.

      She keeps making things for me and I keep accepting them because I don’t want to hurt her feelings, but that sweet old woman’s cookbook is missing a few pages.  If it’s not too much salt in the spaghetti sauce, it’s too much flour in the muffins, or too much grease in…well, everything.  I grew up in an Italian family.  I know good cooking.  A good meal is good for the soul.  Good food has a way of igniting the senses.  Grace’s food just kind of ignites heartburn.

      I might not be able to stomach her cooking, but Karloff absolutely loves it.  He’s put on five pounds since we moved into the Grace Gardens Mobile Home Park, just six months ago.  So I gladly take the dishes of food in the spirit of kindness they’re offered, smile and thank her, and then give it to Karloff.  It’s a win-win.

      Not that I give him everything she cooks for me, mind you. Some things are just not good for dogs, like onions or garlic or too much salt. But the stew is perfect for him, it's just meat and carrots with a little broccoli. It looked really good, but it tasted oh, so bland. Karloff loves it though, so it's not wasted.

      As for me, I like a good omelet in the morning with diced veggies and a little picante sauce.  But not until after my morning run.  It’s not good to run on a full stomach.  Maybe just some juice for now, and then I’ll get dressed and head for the beach.

      “You’re coming with me, right?” I ask Karloff.  “I mean, you were the one who got me up this early.  It’s only fair you keep me company on my run.  Okay?”

      He groans, but he doesn’t argue.  Big baby.  He likes to run, and he knows it.

      The kitchen is actually just one side of the dining room, with a stove and a fridge and a few cabinets opposite the small oval table set in front of the bay window.  The living room, between my bedroom and there, is even smaller.  The paintings hung on the walls are all ones that I’ve done.  They’re all different sizes, some framed, some not.  This is what I do now, my new hobby, and my new profession.  Ever since the accident, I’ve been painting.

      Yeah.  The accident.  There I go again.  It’s a little early for dark thoughts today, but maybe that means the rest of my day will be a happy one.  I can hope, at least.

      Anyway, this single-wide trailer is now my home.  Decent rent, but not a lot of space.  Especially for a Kugsha who is just too big for any space he finds himself in.  On our way to the kitchen, Karloff manages to bump my coffee table and nearly flip it over.  His wagging tail thumps against a standing lamp, but I catch it before it falls.  In the dining room he gets between me and the table while I open the fridge, and suddenly the two wooden chairs are laying on the floor on their sides.

      “Can we go through one day without you pretending you’re a one-dog wrecking crew?  Hmm?”

      He stops in the middle of the floor, looking up at me with his head cocked to the side and one ear drooping, as if to say who, me?

      “Whatever, big guy.  You can act all innocent with me if you want to, but I’ve already lost my damage deposit on this place a couple times over.  Here.”  After taking out the small ceramic pot of stew from the fridge, I scoop some into his bowl and set it on the floor.  “You eat that while I get dressed, okay?  Then we’re going for a run.  Hey, maybe we’ll see the Sergeant Major and his dog this morning.  You’d like to see Piper again, right?”

      He looks up at me with stew smeared all around his lips.

      “Okay, okay.  I didn’t mean to tease you.  Eat up, I’ll only be a minute.”

      Back in my bedroom, I strip out of my sleep shirt and get into a sports bra and jogging sweats.  After a moment’s consideration I add an old Nirvana t-shirt tied into a knot at the side.  It’s July, and Oregon doesn’t get the massive heat of southern California.  The thermometer will push into the low nineties by the afternoon, but mornings are better.  Cool and breezy, and definitely t-shirt weather.  Dressed, I take a quick second to check myself in the closet mirror and give myself a thumbs up.

      I tie the chestnut strands of my hair into a short ponytail for the run.  My olive skin tone—a gift of my Italian heritage—means I won’t need sunscreen until later, when the sun is higher and hotter.  I’m in decent shape for forty-three, trim waist and flat stomach and toned muscles.  Eyes like smoky chocolate look back at me with calculated approval.

      A goofy smile puts dimples in my cheeks when I remember how my husband used to call them that—smoky chocolate.  He always knew just how to compliment me.

      And then the accident took him away.  Him, and my daughter.

      With a sigh, I turn away from my reflection, and from thoughts of the past I just can’t seem to shake.

      Going for a run each morning helps keep me focused on the here and now.  I’ll never make the cover of any fitness magazines but I’m taking care of myself, mostly.  I’ve always exercised, eaten right, done what I could to stay healthy.  Although I’m eating a little less healthily since moving here to Seaside as there’s so many great options for meals here – and they’re not always the best for my waistline so I’m doing a little more exercise now than I used to. After the…you know…I’ve learned that life is precious, and sometimes it ends all too soon so you should just do whatever gives you the most joy, including eating whatever you like.  Right now, I’m learning to live again.

      I’ve even built up a business here in Seaside.  ‘Maddalena’s Mystic Portraits.’  There’s a sign on the highway directing people this way, and I have a website that books appointments for potential customers.

      For me, it’s not an act.  It isn’t just something I do to squeeze money out of people looking for something fun to do.  When I paint, I can bring out the aura surrounding a person, their spirit, if you will.  It’s a lot more complicated than that but it’s real.  I don’t understand it.  I don’t know why I have it.  This is just something that has been with me…well, ever since the accident.

      Part of what I tried to run from, when I came here to Seaside, was this talent.  It wouldn’t let me leave it behind.

      It’s a little overwhelming, sometimes.  I never dreamed that this talent of mine would become something so popular.  I’m sure my nonna never imagined she would one day have a granddaughter doing ‘aura paintings’ for tourists in an Oregon coastal community.  I know my mother never did.  I know that for a fact, because she tells me so every time she calls.

      “That’s me,” I say to my reflection.  “Maddalena D’Angelo, disappointing her mother since age eight.  Meno male.  At least I haven’t run off to join the circus.  Mom should count her blessings.”

      Meno male is one of those all-purpose Italian phrases that can mean whatever you want it to.  The general sense is ‘what a relief.’  It’s pronounced may-no mah-lay, and if you can say it with an Italian accent, all the better.  It’s a polite way of expressing a sour mood without actually swearing.  Us good Catholic girls were always taught not to swear.  We were taught not to live in mobile home communities and make money as a tourist attraction, too, but here I am.

      I have my reasons for uprooting my whole existence and moving here, even if I’ve never been able to explain them to my mother.  Or to anyone else.  My reasons are very personal, and they suit me just fine.  That’s what really matters.

      The lines to Billy Joel’s My Life start playing in my head, and soon enough I’m humming it to myself.  Karloff is done with his breakfast when I come back out to the kitchen.  He’s still licking stew off his muzzle, enjoying every last bit of the bland sauce and dry meat with mushy carrots and broccoli.  To each his own, I guess.

      His tail starts thumping against the broom closet door when I hook his leash to his collar, wagging so hard I’m afraid he’s going to break it—again—so I slip into my sneakers quick as I can, and we’re off.

      Grace Gardens Mobile Home Park is a thriving little community all its own, settled on the hillside above Tillamook Beach.  There’s several permanent single- and double-wide’s like mine, arranged on both sides of paved rows like streets, for the twenty or so people who live here on a year-round basis.  They are as much a home for us as any mansion could ever be, and I’m happy here.  There’s trees and rows of flowering bushes everywhere.  People take pride in their homes here, with fresh coats of paint each year to protect against the salt spray in the air, and those little yard ornaments that spin in the breeze.  We say hi to our neighbors.  We watch out for each other.

      There are also several concrete pads waiting for the RVs and trailers of those who come and go.  Some of them are just tourists here for a season who we never see again, but a lot of those spots are used by regulars who come to live here every summer.  Snowbirds, as they’re called, staying here when it’s warm and heading down to southern California in the winter, following the sun.  Mrs. Howard knows all of us by name, and she watches over each and every one like a mother hen with her chicks.  It’s a nice place to live.  Karloff and I really like it here.

      It’s also right on US Highway 101, the Oregon Coast Highway.  Anyone coming north into Seaside has to drive right past us.  That’s why so many of us have little businesses here that cater to the tourists and the passersby.  Me, with my spirit paintings.  Jack Orson with his palm reading.  Arianna Folstrom with her crystal charms.  Yeah.  We’ve kind of become known far and wide as the ‘psychic bazaar.’  I don’t hate it.  I mean, it brings in business for me.  Not that I need the money so much.  I’m comfortable, with the residuals from that huge insurance payment the accident brought me, and my husband’s life insurance policy…but a woman needs to do something with her life.  She needs a purpose.

      Thinking of the insurance money reminds me of the accident once again, and I start to hear the screams of my little girl, like I do in my bad dreams…

      Okay.  No more of that today.  Tomorrow it will still be there for me to obsess over.  For now, I’m just going to enjoy my run.  Of course, looking to the future doesn’t mean the past isn’t still with me.  It’s never that far away.  It’s a part of me.  The accident, the ones I lost…what I gave up, and what I gained.  Everything that makes me who I am right now.

      “Come on,” I tell Karloff.  “Let’s jog, dog.  Time waits for no one, as the poets say.”

      The sun is just high enough now to paint its light across the beach.  This time of year, dawn is right around 5:30AM.  Karloff didn’t wake me up all that much earlier than I would have gotten up anyway.  I like to be out here early, to have the sand to myself, and see the beauty of the sun reflecting off the shifting waters of the Pacific Ocean.  Golds and yellows and reds shimmer on the waves, mixing into an intense tableau of blues reflected from a clear blue sky above.  Of course, out here on the West Coast, the sun rises over the land in the east, not over the water.  The lighting of the waves is a gradual thing, and an intensely spiritual experience.

      That’s another thing I love about living in Seaside.  The town sits literally on the edge of a cliff wall, and below the cliffs is this wide ribbon of brown sandy beach that goes on for nearly fifteen miles.  At different spots the cliff face has eroded to gently sloping hills, allowing easy access for surfers and swimmers and sun-worshippers.  We’re known up and down the West Coast for our beaches.  We even host surfing competitions every summer.  It’s awesome to literally have this as my backyard.

      Grace Gardens has one of those access spots so a short walk from my home has me walking along the ocean.  There are guardrails along the edge of the cliff up there, until the ground starts rolling downward, all grass and sand, like a naturally occurring ramp.  I stumbled onto a little piece of Heaven on Earth when I stopped in this place six months ago, looking for directions.  Turns out I didn’t need directions, because I was already right where I needed to be.

      “Ready?” I ask Karloff.

      He huffs a huge breath, looking out at the water, probably wishing he was going swimming instead.  I’ve never seen a dog who enjoys being in the water like he does.  Maybe there’s some shark in him, too.  Honestly, nothing would surprise me when it comes to this dog.

      For the record I don’t run the whole fifteen miles.  I’m not a masochist.  I’ll do about five miles up, and five miles back, at a pace that isn’t too challenging.  The whole run takes me about two hours.  Sometimes a little more if I slow down to enjoy the scenery or stop to talk to one of the locals who get up just as early as I do.  The Sergeant Major, whose name is actually Brandon Sirles, is one of those.  He’s always out here at daybreak.

      I start out at a jog, breathing slow and easy, one foot in front of the other, my ponytail swinging in time to my steps.  I always start easy, warming my body up before I start pushing myself.  You get a better workout that way.  I think.  Not like I’m anything more than an amateur at this—I do it for pleasure, not for sport.

      I take deep breaths every four or five steps.  The air here is so clean.  So fresh.  I remember that was one of the first things I noticed when I moved here.  I was born and raised in Sacramento, California, which is a city of two-and-a-half million people.  You can get lost in the crowd just going out for milk.  Open space there is at a premium.  Yes, it’s a city on the water, but not like this.  There, it’s all smog and traffic and pigeons as far as the eye can see.  Here it’s salt air and clean skies and the slow pace of a small town.  Hard to picture anything going wrong here.

      Compared to the city, this place is paradise.

      Breathing in, breathing out, I put one foot in front of the other, leaving tracks in the wet sand right at the edge of where the waves break on the beach.  They rush in at me, and then rush back to become part of the ocean again.  In and out, up and down.  Keep going.  Breathe.  Just keep going.

      The ocean goes through four tide cycles every day.  It took me a while to figure it out, but basically there’s low tide in the early morning, like now, when the water has retreated leaving more of the beach available to use.  Wait a few hours, until almost ten o’clock, and the water can be five feet higher, or more.  The same thing happens in the evening when the tide goes out around suppertime, and comes back in just before midnight, following the pull of the moon.

      There are also certain times of the year when the tide is much, much lower than others.  This is July, so this is one of the lowest tide points of the calendar for Oregon.  There are entire sections of coastline that are hidden from view until the waters get low enough to reveal them.  All sorts of interesting things show up.  Shipwrecks.  Amazing rock formations.  Parts of the past, even, like the Neskowin Ghost Forest.  When the tide gets especially low up there in Neskowin these huge, dead tree trunks appear.  They stick up from the sand, left behind from a spruce forest that existed two thousand years ago in an area that is now nothing more than sandy, lifeless beach.  The salt water and mud are preserving the trunks like a memory of what used to be.  It’s kind of creepy, but it’s awe inspiring too, to see what secrets the ocean keeps.  Secrets of the past, and secrets of the deep.

      The shadows of my own past retreat behind me with each footstep that slowly disappears to the endless motion of the water.  I move, and I breathe, and the world moves around me.  Yeah.  Life is finally good again.

      I always unhook Karloff’s leash when we’re running, wrapping it around my wrist in case I need it later.  My dog is faster on his four feet than I am on my two, and he’ll run circles around me for fun.  He likes to splash through the water, and snap at the waves, run up the beach a ways and then charge at the water again.  He’ll sniff at the seashells or the crabs, curious to investigate whatever he finds.  I also think he likes to run through the water to cool himself down.  That shaggy coat of fur of his gets hot in the summer.  In fact, I’ve been taking him to the Nail and Tail salon in town every week.  My dog gets more haircuts than I do.

      Breathe in, breathe out.  One foot in front of the other.  Footprints in the sand, washing away, leaving everything behind.

      I can hear the distant traffic up on US Highway 101, a long distance away on my right, twenty or thirty feet up on the hilltop.  It’s just a distant rushing sound, and if I try it isn’t all that hard to imagine there are no cars, just the wind.  There is nothing else in the world right now, except me and the sand, and the surf, and my dog.

      Just us, and that dark splotch up there on the edge of the water, with the waves breaking around it.

      My pounding steps slow, from a speedy jog to a slow trot.  Karloff gets ahead of me for a moment and then stops and stares down the shoreline at whatever the thing is.  It’s been there this whole time, but I only just noticed it because the sunlight shining off the water blinded me to it.  There’s definitely something there.  Something that shouldn’t be.

      Karloff whuffs, and takes a few steps closer.  His ears are laid back.  His tail is down, and it isn’t wagging now.  Whatever it is, he doesn’t like it.

      Always trust a dog’s instincts.  That’s my motto.  Or it would be, if I had one.

      I never go anywhere without having my cellphone with me, even my morning jogs.  We live in a world where there’s dangers around every corner, and where at any moment something can go horribly wrong.  I learned that the hard way.  It just doesn’t make sense not to have a phone with you for emergencies.

      Coming to a complete stop now, I take my phone out of the pocket of my sweats and I’m just about to dial 911 when I realize…I don’t know what I would tell anyone.  Help, there’s a dark blob on the water?  I know some of the local police officers, and I doubt any of them would take me seriously if I don’t have something more than that to tell them.  I have to at least figure out what that thing is first.

      So, phone out and ready in my hand, I walk just a little bit closer.

      There’s something very familiar about this thing I’m seeing, but I still can’t quite make out what it is…

      Suddenly Karloff puts himself in front of me, standing firm and shoving his shoulder against my hip, trying to steer me away.  He’s got the weight to do it, but I’m not interested in heading back home.  Not until I know what’s going on here.

      Something so oddly familiar about it.  Like I should know what it is…

      “Whuff.”

      “Karloff, knock it off.”  I shove back, which doesn’t push him aside so much as just get him to stand still, while I walk around the furry roadblock.  “Seriously, I don’t know what you think you’re saving me from.  I’m a big girl, remember?”

      With an immense huff of air through his nostrils, he lets me know what he thinks of that.

      “Very funny.  Just remember who gave you stew this morning.”

      Bringing my hand up to my forehead, I use my phone like a visor over my eyes to block the sun.  That’s better.  The thing in the water is still several dozen feet ahead of me but at least now I can make out the outline, and the colors.  Pink, mostly.  That’s weird.  Why pink…?  Oh!  It’s one of those giant flamingo innertube floatie things.  The head is comically large, with round, cartoonish eyes, bending up into the air to end at a hooked black beak.  That’s why it seemed so familiar.  Sure.  It’s weird, but not scary.  A giant, plastic, inflatable flamingo.

      With a woman laying on it.

      Around her, on the water, shadows dance on the tops of waves.

      Okay.  It’s a little odd to see someone out on a floatie at the crack of dawn, but sometimes tourists do weird things.  People who have never been to the ocean before will come down to the water at all hours of the day—and night—to experience the feel of the waves and sand between their toes.  So, I mean, it’s possible that’s all this is.  After all, I’m out for a run at this hour, aren’t I?  So some tourist from out of town wanted to come out and float on the water at dawn.

      What’s the big deal?  Why do I feel so uneasy looking at her?

      Maybe it’s because she isn’t moving.

      Which means…

      Oh, no.

      The waves that keep pushing her innertube at the sand, incrementally, are making her and her ride bob gently up and down, but that’s all.  Other than that, she’s as still as a statue, with one hand over the side, the other curled up at her chest.  Sitting inside the innertube like she is, all I can see is her upper body and her legs below the knees, and the blue bikini she’s wearing.  Sun-bronzed skin from years of sunbathing.  Freckles on her face.  Her head is lying back over the edge of the inflated plastic bird, and the tips of her long red hair are trailing darkly in the water, drifting about like seaweed.

      Walking closer, I can see her green eyes, open and staring at the sky above.

      The blue two-piece that molds to her curves has flirty fringe around the hips and the straps of her top.  It’s pretty.  So is she, actually, with a graceful neckline and a slender arms and a face like a perfume model in a magazine.  Like the unbelievably beautiful women in those ads for Chanel and Dior.  Her fingernails are painted blue to match the bathing suit, but not her toes.  They’re as naked as her smooth legs.  I take a closer look at her nails, enough to notice they were freshly done.  No chips in them, no gap at the base from the nails growing out.  It’s an odd detail, and I don’t know why I’m fixating on it other than the fact I don’t want to look into those cold, empty eyes again.

      I don’t recognize her.

      My feet have stopped moving.  I’m stalling, because I already know what I’m going to find when I get closer.  I understand now why Karloff didn’t want me to see this.

      But I could be wrong.  Couldn’t I?

      “H-hello?” I call out.  I’m almost close enough to touch her now, hoping against all reason that what I’m seeing isn’t real.  “Hey, are you all right?  Do you…do you need help?”

      She doesn’t answer.

      She can’t answer.

      This woman is dead.

      For a moment I just stand here, frozen, not sure what to do next.  I’m an artist, for the love of God, not a private detective!  This is the kind of stuff you only see in the movies.  This isn’t supposed to happen to someone like me.

      I’m guessing that’s exactly what this woman thought, just before she died.  Whoever she is, she couldn’t have been expecting this.

      Lying there in her innertube, the woman just rises and falls with the gentle force of the waves.  Light and shadows dance all around her, more shadow than light.  That’s what I see, with my artist’s eye.  Shadows that aren’t really there, painting a scene of despair.

      Who was she, I wonder?  How did she get here, and how did she get…well, dead?  How can anyone just go and die on a beautiful day like this?  It seems so wrong, somehow.  This is a day for hopes and good thoughts.  It is not a day for endings.

      Death is the absolute ending.  There’s no fixing death.

      I know that all too well.

      Warm as the day is, a shiver runs up my spine.  A shadow crosses over the beach even though there’s no clouds.  Shadows have a life of their own, sometimes.  They show up when things get bleak…

      Karloff grumbles something at me, and then walks up the sand to lay down on the beach, his head settled on his paws.  His blue eyes look back at me reproachfully.

      Told you so, is what he’s saying.  I don’t need to know any ancient dog languages for that one to come through loud and clear.

      “Fine, big guy.  Next time I’ll listen.”

      Dialing out the numbers, I complete the call to 911.  I have the feeling this is going to be a very long day.
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      The police force in Seaside has exactly twenty officers on their payroll.  It was twenty-one when I first moved here last winter, but two months ago the longtime police chief retired.  He was the kind of guy everyone loved, and respected.  There was a big party down at the Moose Lodge when he left, and it didn’t end until they closed the place down at two in the morning.  Yeah.  Everyone liked that guy.

      Everyone does not like the new chief of police.

      Okay, that’s not actually fair, I guess.  It’s not that everyone dislikes him…it’s that most of us can’t stand him.

      Alvin DeRoche is a tall man with a barrel chest, and I swear he gets his blue uniform shirts custom made to fit him just so.  I think he has the creases in the sleeves permanently sewn in, too.  The black pocket tabs on the front are always parallel to the ground, somehow, and if he doesn’t polish that badge every night then I’ll eat my sneakers without salt.  Boots always shined, pants always pressed, Stetson hat always squared away on his head.  That’s Chief Alvin DeRoche in a nutshell.

      The Stetson isn’t typically part of the police uniform for the town’s officers.  He started wearing it when he made chief.  Like some cowboy cop straight out of an old black-and-white film, when Hollywood still thought the Wild West needed taming.

      A lot of those westerns were made in Italy, actually.  Just one more reason to be proud of my heritage.  Clint Eastwood got his start in films directed by Sergio Leone, treasured Italian cinematic genius.  Maybe Alvin DeRoche thinks he’s carrying on that tradition.

      To be fair to Clint, the new police chief is no Eastwood.

      He showed up himself to answer the 911 call, along with two other officers in separate cars.  When I tried to tell him what I saw he told me to be quiet and to go sit a ways up the beach and wait for him—in just those words.  That was twenty minutes ago, and he’s been wandering up and down the beach ever since, shaking his head, muttering to himself, while his officers take photos and use stakes with yellow ribbon tape strung between them to cordon off the scene.

      So here I sit.

      Karloff has been sitting here to keep me company, every once in a while rolling his eyes up to catch my gaze forlornly.

      “Fine,” I tell him, “you were right.  Okay?  Is that what you were hoping to hear?”

      He thumps his tail against the sand and sighs out a heavy breath.

      Hard to argue with that.

      Down at the waterline, Chief DeRoche starts raising his voice and gesturing wildly with both arms.  I can’t figure out what he’s going on about, but it looks serious.  His narrow face is all pinched up and that broom handle mustache of his is quivering like it has a life of its own.  Those mirrored sunglasses flash my way more than once.

      I haven’t done anything wrong.  I keep reminding myself of that every time he looks up here but it’s awfully hard not to think I’m in trouble for something.  The way he’s acting I feel like I should just come out and confess already that I stole a candy bar when I was nine, or that I cheated on my twelfth grade algebra final, or that I know where Jimmy Hoffa is buried.

      For the record, only one of those things is true, but you get the point.

      I let my thoughts drift, full of questions about the woman and how she died.  Heart attack, maybe.  I didn’t see any marks on her.  No cuts, no bruises, nothing like that.  Even healthy-looking people can have heart attacks.  But why was she out here on her own?  Where did she come from?

      That’s actually a good question.  Now that I think about it, I didn’t see any cars parked on the beach, or up on the hillside at the roadside parking spots.  She could have walked, I suppose, but I would think someone would have noticed a beautiful woman walking down the road in a blue bikini, at the crack of dawn, carrying an inflatable flamingo beach floatie.  Maybe the tide brought her here from somewhere else…?

      My cellphone buzzing in my pocket startles me, and I fumble for it, stretching out one leg so I can get at my pocket.  I must look like a lunatic, but I finally get the phone out and swipe to accept the call.  I recognized the number.  I should.  The man who belongs to it texts back and forth with me almost every day.

      “Hi?” I say, pulling my eyes away from the activity down by the water.  “I mean, yeah.  Hi.”

      “Well,” he says, a smile in his voice.  “You sound like you don’t know whether you’re coming or going.”

      “Sorry.  My mind was wandering.”  I run a hand through my hair, undoing the ponytail.  “I guess you could say it’s been one of those mornings.”

      “Well I don’t know where you are, but things are definitely crazy all over.  Did you hear the news?”

      My eyes drift back to the police officers doing whatever it is that police officers do at a scene like this.  Up on the cliff behind us, cars are parked and people line the guardrail watching the action, taking photos with their cellphones, pointing and gawking.  I feel like waving to them.  If I’m going to be the center of their attention, I should at least make sure they get my good side.

      “Yeah.  I think I’m looking at the news right now, Max.”

      Max Everhart is my next-door neighbor in Grace Gardens Mobile Home Park.  He’s lived there for three years, him and his son, ever since the untimely loss of his wife to cancer.  He treated me like a friend right from the first day we met, maybe because we both lost people we cared about, or maybe just because he’s probably the nicest guy I’ve ever known.  After I left my past life behind, Max is probably my best friend in the world.  Other than Karloff, I mean.

      And if there is one person I would have wanted to call me at this moment, it would definitely be Max.

      “What do you mean?” he asks me with a hint of concern in his voice.  “You’re looking at it now?  Are you down there on the beach?”

      “Yeah, I am.”

      “What are you doing down there?”

      “Well, I’m not getting a beer, I can tell you that.”

      “Le-e-ena,” he says, dragging my name out.

      “Ma-a-ax,” I say, doing the same with his.

      I like it when he shortens my name to Lena.  No one’s ever done that before.  My mom and my husband called me Maddy.  My dad called me uccelino, which means little bird.  Max’s nickname for me is different.  I like it.

      “Are you okay?” he asks me directly.  “I heard there was a woman found dead down there.”

      “It’s not me,” I tell him with a gallows humor.

      He chuckles, and his deep voice buzzes over my phone.  “I won’t say it didn’t cross my mind, the way you run out there
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