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The child was not quite twelve.  He walked awkwardly, promenading forth, rambling in a continuous fall forward.  His skin shone white like the painted side of a never-used yacht moored lazily in bay, crisscrossed with the spider-web scars of childhood scuffles.  His eyes flitted madly with the quickness of youth, a darting pair if birds above a milky white beach.  On that beach freckles bloomed, tiny sand dollars on the pale ocean and round waves of his cheeks.  The old beach framed his spindly limbs; above a tangle of sand colored hair.  God had painted the sky in one brushstroke of blue, and below, the sand under his feet smelled of freshly cut mangoes ripening in sun.


The boy shuffled up to the stand selling shells and corals, his feet waddling in short steps and his eyes open in wonder, like twin oysters pried opened to reveal pearls.  The shells lay on shelves in neat rows, stacked in neat lines, wobbling occasionally with the wind.  As he walked up to the stand, his hand made gentle clockwork against each other behind his back, warming his already warm palms.  When he reached the stall, first one hand, then the other emerged to run gently over smooth shells, the way young hands run over the backs of kittens or the bellies of turtles, barely touching the surface, afraid of delicacy.  A little spark ignited behind the boy’s iris, the slow-burning fuel of curiosity.  Then, the corners of his lips curled slowly up into a tight, satisfied smile.


Joaquin watched the boy’s wonder with mirth as he artificially mirrored the boy’s smile.  Without a word he spread his scarecrow arms and beckoned to the voluptuous curves of shell.  Long ago the pretty things that emerged from the sea had ceased to amuse him.  His hands no longer softly plumbed the depths of pearl or shell, and his gray eyes wandered without purpose, ships lost at sea.  As useless as he felt, as loud as his bones creaked, Joaquin still felt younger looking at the boy, and a true smile blossomed in the hazy smoke of gray beard that emerged from Joaquin’s chin like smoke from a chimney.  The small hands reached high and from a shelf took a piece of dried coral.


“Sir, I must warn you,” Joaquin said, his coal eyes sparkling.  He took the coral from the hands, and turning it, blew out sand with cheeks weathered like old withered sails tanned by a life at sea.  “This coral can be extremely sharp,” he said.


The boy nodded to Joaquin, grains of sand from his hair raining onto the stall.  Joaquin looked at the boy’s t-shirt where the words St. Martens splashed colorfully across the background, rising above leaping dolphins and blue waves suspended magically above palm trees.  No such trees had existed on the dock for a long time.  Joaquin’s memories were stirred from their aged nest, and bits and pieces of serene landscapes returned to his mind.  There, trees grew along the dock in bunches and groves, drawing blunt knives of cool shade onto the warm beach.  As a boy, Joaquin would look up and wonder if the trees grew to the sky – but they did not.  Long after he stopped wondering, the trees were cleared and the few that were left reclined lazily, stooping sickly in shades of burnt and raw green.  The little trails of children’s toes drew tiny crow’s feet and wrinkles across the sand.  Dirty bits of glass and litter speckled the once pristine scene, and the entire beach had decayed from off crème to yellow.  Resentfulness wore Joaquin and the beach thin.


Only the waters past the beach persisted, a faithful memory filled with the ocean of precious jewels that dried up when taken away.  These sapphires could not be caught or imprisoned by hands.  This treasure could not be taken home from the island.  This could not be stolen away by the river of tourists.  This would be here forever – reliable friend.


“How much is this one?” the boy asked, interrupting Joaquin’s thoughts.  The boy held a small piece of coral, no different in Joaquin’s eyes from the one before or after it.  The words out of his mouth shook with anticipation, trembling already at the thought of taking such a prize home.


“Oh, that one is normally seven dollars, but today, for you young man, I’ll make a bargain, six dollars.”  His words twirled against the muted beats of the ocean waves and the staccato shrieks of birds circling above.


“That much, huh?” the boy said in a recited, fake tone.  The boy’s parents, Joaquin thought, or perhaps an older sister, had taught him to bargain like this.  Joaquin’s eyes clouded over with laughter, barely edged with bitterness.  Is this what they are teaching their children nowadays?  Or is that just how kids are now?  Joaquin wondered if he could ever be so brave, even if it was a false bravery.


“What is your name young man?” Joaquin said.


“Jonathan,” was the reply.  Jonathan was a little surprised, his eyes leaping a little bit at the awkwardness of the voice.  Joaquin’s eyes mirrored the boy’s in the way only a father’s eyes can, that soft weary look of a road well traveled, though on an island the ocean roads never bore the signs of passage.


“Jonathan?  Remarkable; that is my son’s name as well.”  Joaquin paused, letting his careful pace take the reins.


“Let me tell you a story Jonathan.  Once, my son was about as old as you are now.  Back then I was not quite so old, and this beard was not quite so gray, and the beach was not quite so dirty.  Jonathan loved to swim among the coral, but I always warned him never to touch the coral, because it is extremely sharp and could cut his hand open in a second.


“But my son was a boy, as you are, and as strong and as fast as you think you are, you are still not as wise as people as old as I am.  People your age tend not to listen to people my age.  So one day, he dove into the sea and tried to take a piece of the green coral, and he cut his hand very badly.  It became very infected and he almost died.  From then on, he never picked coral, even from the beaches.


“You should take heed of my word.  I will lower my price if you promise that when you go out swimming from your big boat that you will never touch the coral – never even try.”


The boy returned Joaquin’s gaze in a brief contest of fireworks.  Jonathan tried to match the elder’s eyes, and for a long time nothing was said.  The younger eyes could not stand too long against the older eyes, and finally they bowed away, their stares burrowing deep into the soft sand.  “I only have four dollars,” the boy said finally, with an elusive sigh.  Joaquin nodded, and watched with a smile as the boy cast his line and fished around for his four dollars.  The old man’s expression wilted when the boy pulled from his pockets an enormous wad of American bills, and picked from the pile four smooth dollar bills, which in his hands made the sound turtles make when they snap at children’s fingers.  Jonathan, realizing the mistake, quickly crammed the money out of sight, not quite sure what else to do.


“Young man, you obviously have more than four dollars,” Joaquin said, trying not to show irritation at the brash young boy who had slipped up.  The cleverness of youth bothered Joaquin now, and the younger part of him wanted to yell at the boy, or at least scold him more.  The beach watched silently as Joaquin bit his own tongue, thinking how foolish he had been to trust, even for a second, this foolish thing called youth.


He took a deep, calming breath, closed his eyes, and from the deep sea of his mind fished for a soothing memory.  He caught one, a memory of himself when he was young and used to row out into the deep blue.  The ocean never started or ended, and he in his tiny fishing boat became a little love-letter in a bottle, lonely – becoming smaller and smaller as it floated further away.  Out there, gliding over the mirror-clear water, the silence meant loneliness.  The ocean, Joaquin thought, is a serene prison with no bars, only silence to remind you of your imprisonment.  Always chained to you and weighing you down are the mistakes you’ve made, but as you exhale the wind comes from the north with the smell of the sea and takes your troubles far away, leaving nothing but a ripple on the sea that disappears as quickly as a dimple that fades with a loved one’s smile.


The anger resided, and behind him Joaquin saw the beach looking on.  Joaquin breathed out softly and felt in his heart a rustle only as faint as white t-shirts swaying in the breeze like softly rowing oars.


“I cannot sell you this coral young man.  You should not lie to people,” Joaquin finally said.  Jonathan’s chin sank, his entire face lowering in one long nod.  Tears threatened shamefully, and he looked around for a place to hide or run away, a place for his legs to take him – anywhere but here.  On his first try, these little tricks of bargaining that he had thought so easy had failed.  Now, this tall man towered above him and scrutinized him with dark eyes.  Jonathan squeaked, an awkward and forgettable sound, and quietly moved away, a tiny grain of sand melting into the beach, disappearing into the crowd of tourists.


At day’s end, when the sun plummeted from its home at the top of the sky, Joaquin’s real son, whose name was not Jonathan and who had no scars n his chocolate-colored hands, came to replace his father in working the dockside market stall, where scores of sunburned tourists marched from their bone-white ships, and like ghosts of a shipwreck, haunted the markets, haggling spiritlessly with bored salesmen.  Joaquin began walking home from the market and decided to cut by the beach to watch the sunset.


Joaquin strode along the beach, his long legs rambling and mimicking the spindly gait of a daddy longlegs scurrying away from an angry broom.  As he walked, the sun descended through the sky and the palette of colors, working its way from the brightness of white down.  God’s paintbrush kept the sun magically changing colors, and the sky was a canvas on which paint ran and mixed, seemingly impermanent, but always repainted with the passing of time.  To Joaquin, the beach resembled a scene from a painted box sold at a stall to a small boy.  When the small boy became an old man, the colors will have faded, but somewhere in the back of his mind, the scene will still be as bright.  Across the sandy graveyard the ends of strewn bones poked out – the bits of coral that washed in from the bay that the sun dried and bleached.  A small commotion ahead jarred his leisurely pace, and his old legs picked up into a jog, shirt billowing like a torn sail.


Half a dozen people kneeled in a circle around a small figure that lay collapsed on the beach.  They were the broken sinful praying on a round pew, and when they saw Joaquin they supplicated him with their eyes.


Joaquin recognized one of the market women holding a young boy in her arms.  She rocked Jonathan gently, his hair slightly wet and sandy.  Around him, the sand lay frozen in distress, and Jonathan reigned as the wounded emperor of a ruined castle, a withering island in the stream, the soft waves breaking on the shores and gently wrecking his kingdom. Jonathan clutched his left hand, marred by a dozen thin, deep cuts.  Joaquin winced too, mostly for Jonathan, who bravely tried to dam his tears.  The old man thought that the boy looked like he had tried to clench his fist around a handful of razor-blades.  Now the tears were making headway, trickles gaining on the sandbars of Jonathan’s cheek.  Through these the boy recognized the tall, wrinkled old man.


“Mister, I’m sorry I lied to you, I –“


Joaquin scratched his thinning curls of white and gray, the wisps of fog that clung around the lonely peak of his balding head.  After just a moment of thought, he began to tear his shirt in strips to bandage Jonathan’s unsteady hand.


“Young man, I lied to you as well.  That story I told was not true, do you understand?  We both lied to each other, so I guess in a way, it’s alright,” he said, trying to comfort him.  Next to Jonathan’s knee, a small piece of bloody coral lay half-buried in sand, invisible sharp edges slowly being washed down by the tiny grains of sand, the gently breeze, the disappearing sun.  All these were bones and memories against the slow pounding of the ocean of jewels, that endless gem tumbler which ground everything to dust.


The young man nodded bravely against the pain, and let himself be carried away, eventually taken back to his towering puritan-white ship to a hospital where he was entombed in clean white sheets until he recovered.  By then, the white, ghostly ship sailed on, thought another always arrived to replace it.


Joaquin, the old man the younger man had traded lies with, walked home as the sun set and the crowed dispersed while the sly turned blood-red at the horizon.  When Joaquin arrived at his home, the sun had emerged from a small cloud and mollified the blood-red horizon into an ever-softening glow which finally melted into night.  The painted sky quietly looked less faded, and somewhere in the back of his mind, a young boy named Joaquin with a badly sliced and infected hand soaked up the warm sunset and let the endless sea wash away a forty-year grudge and bury it in the tomb of the breathless expanse of blue sky above.

