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My final column…

I always turn at the summit of the dunes that final evening, pausing to breathe deep the moment and wrap about my soul talisman-memory freshly sanctified by saltwater air.

Out of sight, the song of the sea lingers, thunderous ode to timeless rise and fall like a lover’s perfume hanging in the wake of au-revoir. Until, a block and a half down Essex Street, with its little cottages and gleaming palaces, soft serenade, like the foamy-white high-water mark of a dying wave, touches Ocean Highway cacophony. Three steps into it, her song dies to the ear, if not the heart.

Going to the beach is like being in love; goodbye as painful as hello is joyful.

I always seek deeper understanding by the sea. Last year I learned the dollar-value of cold, when the Lighthouse Liquor Store just across the Delaware line charged a buck premium for a 30-pack Keystone Light, chilled.

The rules are different for doing business “down e’ ocean,” no need for the friendly faces and cool displays like those that draw folks to Liberty Wine & Liquors, to say nothing of good prices. Just open the door and folks will buy. While it allows suds sales on Sundays, The First State apparently bars the doors on the Sabbath until noon, which made for the longest line I’ve ever stood in to buy suds sustenance. Not that it wasn’t worth the wait.

Open a pizza store on Fenwick Island and you’ll be a millionaire, or so I’d wager with somebody else’s money. I ordered two pies at about 5 on Saturday afternoon and got ‘em in the 15 minutes that Gianni’s takes to whip up that schweeeet $6.25 Thursday deal, but by the time my sainted sister Mary K. ordered one around 6:30, after going to Mass, the wait was over an hour. In addition to a potential business opportunity, Mare’s unfortunate episode speaks to the little-known edict of the 15th century Council of Recline, in which absolution was given for missing vacation Mass. 

Actually, it’s one of those cafeteria-Catholic goodies you grab from the faith buffet, mine dating to Easter, 1975, when Dad cashed a Comsat profit-sharing check and bought a backyard pool and a trip to Walt Disney World in the ’66 Catalina station wagon.

I identify Mare as a saint, not because she is every bit as devoted to weekly Mass as Mom and Dad were back in the day -- which she is -- but rather because she’s one of the kindest, most generous souls I’m blessed to know. Dating from that long-ago Easter, though, I’ve been equally thankful I wasn’t born her kid.

We showed up at the church in Orlando just on time, as a family of seven living out of suitcases is wont to do, and found a wall of shoulders in the vestibule, portending a long, foot-shifting stand for the marathon Vigil Mass. Eyeing the crowd, a priest I never saw gruffly declared after the opening hymn that he would not rush the proceedings one minute to accommodate the vacationing flock, already fanning oppressive doses of Florida humidity and packed humanity.

Dad had the faith of a convert, rooted in a life-saving encounter with a priest along the frozen battle lines of the Chosin Reservoir a quarter of a century earlier. We only ever missed Mass – vacation or otherwise -- when we got the time wrong, which is covered by Council’s “Made the Effort” absolution.

As much as he revered priests, Dad did not suffer callous arrogance in any form, and at the priest’s hard words, he shepherded his family out the door. I think I floated to the car, surreptitiously trading whatever we did in the days before high-fives with my little sister Kass. Bounding onto the blue vinyl bench seat in gleeful anticipation of shedding those smelly dress-up clothes and getting on with vacation, I looked across and my jaw dropped at the sight of Mare. She was in tears. At that moment, I realized we were made of different stuff, she and I.

Our pizza, though, was of the same dough and I assume hers was as good as ours that recent Saturday night, for Prof. Mary and I were on Little Assawoman Bay in kayaks as the church-goers munched. It was sundown, and I do not recall one more glorious. 

Sunset glow birthed more than majesty and beauty, though it did so copiously; it also bore revelation.

Nothing deep, just awareness of how special seaside sunsets be, unrivaled artistry of dusk unfolding in three-quarters time. Mountain Maryland sunsets are of beauty beyond word, and I live to know them, but they pass rapidly and are reined by the mountains. Sunset comes on slow and lingers long by the sea and, I would imagine, upon it. Two weeks ago it was spectacle 360, colors wrapping two-thirds or more of the horizon, and where they faded, half-moon abloom lit the southern sky.

On the bay that night, it was sweet surrender splendor two hours or more, the height when blinding orange ball, lord of light and life, perched an instant upon earthy throne, rainbow hues among the clouds, and the sun’s glow riding the rippled waves, so that you reach out and touch fire in water.

To those who paused to breathe it in – only one deck was occupied of dozens upon the stylish waterfront places lining the cove we cut – it was a cathedral.

Mecca to Western man, the beach lures young and old and the scantily clad in-between who gather, not just for sun and fun, but for family and all that it means. While mankind holds barest measure against the vastness of time that is the sea, something deeper dances at surf’s edge.

Eons instruct that that the laughter will someday fade, altogether and forever, leaving naught but waves once more upon the shore. But enduring beyond oceans, worlds and suns, the love came to play and grow in the sand …

