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The house was long and narrow, what in another place might be called a shotgun 

house, though along Florida’s east coast the design stood testimony to the high cost of 

beachfront property; the primacy of being near the sea. In every room there was a clock, 

each progressively earlier than the one in the room before as you moved from the front 

door toward the ocean. It was as though, had the house been long enough, you could walk 

into yesterday. 

Standing by the window overlooking the shoreline, as far into the past as the house 

and the clocks allowed, Cynthia watched the tide go slack; the surf indecisive, gentle in 

transition. Above the expanse of gray-green Atlantic to the east the sky was apricot, wide 

and flat as if smoothed by a rolling pin. To the north, copper bottom clouds hinted at 

another day of intermittent showers. Intermittent showers in what for Cynthia had 

become an intermittent life; starting, stopping, sputtering between calls from the 

oncologist. Anxious days and tormented nights, seasoned with dashes of optimism, 

dollops of despair, all simmered in a thick, dark roux of resignation. She was expecting 

the next call at 9:00 and had mapped a strategy to avoid it. When the clock showed 8:59 

in the seaward room, she would rush to the front of the house where it would already be 

past the hour.  

Inviting her mind to drift anywhere away from the here and now, she considered the 

curious environs surrounding the beach house, on loan from a friend in Ohio. The modest 

clapboard dwelling perched at the northern boundary of the Canaveral National Seashore; 
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a protected area known for its pristine seascapes, exotic wildlife, and for Playalinda 

Beach, one of Florida’s few clothing optional stretches of coastline. Further south, 

protruding into the Atlantic like a Roman nose, stood the cape that had endured not only 

seasonal bashings of wind and tide, but also the whims of political nomenclature—

Canaveral to Kennedy and back again. Sixty miles southwest was the whimsical 

mouseopolis of Orlando. Cynthia couldn’t stop from smiling at the thought of 

archaeologists thousands of years in the future coming across the ruins of the Magic 

Kingdom, puzzling over what sort of people worshiped a giant four-fingered rodent and 

an equally anatomically implausible duck in a sailor suit.  

Near Orlando, and far to the south, were oval tracks where dogs cut lean as strips of 

eye round steak chased imaginary rabbits; a metaphor for how Cynthia saw her life and 

the lives of most everyone she knew. In frenetic pursuit of something they would never 

catch. Something that even if it could be caught would be no better than an imitation, not 

at all what it had appeared to be when the chase began. 

From the Bose speakers Glen Frey’s easy voice laid the soundtrack to her thoughts: 

What can you do when your dreams come true and it’s not quite like you planned? She’d 

seen The Eagles in concert when she was in her early thirties and again twenty years 

later. Now Frey, younger than her by a decade, was gone, victim of medication that had 

stopped something else from killing him. 

The shadows of a flock of pelicans gliding overhead brought her back to the 

moment. For no connected reason, she remembered the idea for a story she wished she 

were clever enough to write. A priest diagnosed with a terminal disease completely loses 

his faith, rejecting everything he once held sacred and true. Angered and resentful over 
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the years he believes he has wasted, armed with decades of details gleaned from the 

confessional, he sets about informing those who have been wronged of the dastardly 

deeds he has heard were done to them. What the priest stands to gain from these betrayals 

hasn’t come clear in Cynthia’s mind, but she relishes the possibilities of the devilishly 

entertaining mayhem that would certainly ensue.  

It was there the storyline always splintered, leading simultaneously down a half-

dozen unrelated paths, out into the weeds, until one path circled back to the act of 

confession; the attempt to unburden one’s mind and soul through the inconsequential act 

of admitting the wrongdoing to an impartial third person. To count for something, 

shouldn’t the confession be made to the person who was wronged? Or was absolution 

found merely in the act of contrition? For at the root of every confession wasn’t there at 

least the seed of regret?  

As for her own regrets, which did Cynthia cling to now that the end of her story was 

being written? A moment here, an instant there, where she wished she’d said or done 

something differently? Countless, no doubt, but lingering on them was as ultimately 

useless as confession to an irresolute priest. And her greatest regret, the one that endured, 

was something over which she’d had no control or even influence. Over which choosing 

a different course of action or making a different decision would have changed nothing. 

What could anyone do to change the misfortune of never having loved or been loved as 

they’d wanted? It was called “falling in love with,” wasn’t it? Not falling in love to, or at, 

or by, but WITH. The requirement was a mutual, emotional mania. A shared plunge into 

the abyss of total surrender. In her life, when she had been at the precipice, the Other had 

not. When the Other had been there, she had not. That was her true regret: a life gone by 
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without a single magic in the moonlight moment to which she believed everyone was, or 

at least should be entitled. That moment when one’s future calves away from the glacier 

of one’s past, changing forever the contours of life.  

A single car pulling into the Playalinda Beach parking lot caught her attention. There 

was a regret she could do something about: having never swum naked. A small regret, so 

small in fact she’d only realized it at this moment. It had always seemed a shameful thing 

to her, too decadent for someone of her upbringing and social standing. Now that she had 

become invisible in the physical world, what could it matter? Who would notice? Who 

would care?  

As she was deciding—if she would or would not go to the beach that very afternoon 

to erase the skinny dipping regret forever—she realized doing so might give birth to a 

much deeper regret. Once she had done it, dropped her shift onto the sand, the sun and 

breeze caressing her in places neither had ever touched before, wouldn’t she regret she 

had not done it sooner? Done it in the days when people would have noticed. When 

women would have gazed with envious eyes and men could not turn away as they 

muttered, “Good job, God,” or called out vulgar yet affirming suggestions.  

It would have been such a moment. And wasn’t that all a life really was? Moments. 

Brief, fleeting, indelible occurrences, woven together with the inexorable multi-hued 

threads of time spent or wasted? 

She heard them then, sounds she’d never noticed above the cacophony of living. The 

thunder of calendar pages falling away. The dragon-wing roar of the minutes rushing by. 

And now, the plink-plink-plink of seconds dripping from the shallow reservoir of her life, 

as she stood holding hands with the clock.  
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In a room toward the front of the house the telephone jingled, summoning her to 

come and learn the measure of her future. Whether she answered or not, the truth would 

be the same. The remainder of her life splintering into one of two directions. The 

difference in those directions was stark, as simple as the yes or no of binary code, yet 

subtle, like the difference in an anchor chain and a kite string.  

 


