A Certain Kind of Freedom

The sunrise on kayaking day should have given it away - the fact that something big was going to happen. What was it that was said? Pink sky at night, sailor’s delight. Pink sky in the morning, sailor’s forewarning. Something like that. The only other time Kate had seen a sky like that so early in the day was when Swiss Air 111 went down in Peggy’s Cove, Nova Scotia. Kate had been scheduled as an extra in a television series that was filming in Prince Edward Island that morning. She loved her sleep, Kate did, but that Autumn morning as the sun rose, she was on her way to an early call at an airplane hangar doubling as a sound studio. She listened to the radio, excited about the day ahead. As her mind tuned in to the unbelievable tragedy that grabbed hold of the beautiful scenic Nova Scotia fishing village, her eyes caught the sunrise. Not pink, actually. Blood red. With a kind of sun dog effect. Stunning, but oh so strange and fearful. Kate attributed it to the fact that she rarely saw the sun rise. Maybe this kind of thing happened all the time. Still, on the morning of the kayaking expedition on Gozo, the second largest of the Maltese Islands, the feeling of dread with which she awoke was reinforced by a similar awakening. Red. Dire. 


Kate stood at the balcony door of the hotel room and sipped on a steaming hot coffee while Ryan brushed his teeth. She pondered the ethereal sunrise while Ryan foam-talked as he brushed, regaling her with tales he’d heard at a local pub. Mostly they consisted of where it was safe to put your boat in. Ryan was in this for a certain kind of freedom. He liked the adrenalin rush of the unknown. So when choosing a local paddling hole, he picked one that almost didn’t make the map. It was quiet and serene, he told her. He left out the part that a few other kayakers had gotten caught in some bad weather there once, and had never returned. In fact, he had found out at the pub that some locals thought that location was cursed. Only the bravest adventurers put their kayaks in at that cove. So of course, that was where Ryan wanted to go. 

He and Kate were experienced with kayak paddles, so Ryan wasn’t concerned. He was so anxious to get going, being a morning person and all, that they didn’t make love before they left.  That was something else Kate would always remember about that day. The incredible bloody sunrise and the fact that they hadn’t made love. It was a tradition of theirs, part of the routine, to make love on the morning of each of their adventures. Not being a morning person, Kate generally wasn’t so sunk on making love that she was willing to give up sleep. But initially, when this craziness all started with Ryan and the romance of Europe, she had thought it was awesome. It was only after a while that she realized the energy he put into loving her wasn’t really about her so much as it was about marking the upcoming day. 

They climbed into their rented SUV and hit the road. Kate couldn’t shake the feeling of dread even after the sun turned a golden yellow and commenced its crawl high, high into the centre of the sky. She ate a toasted bagel with butter that Ryan bought her from a local coffee shop, and kept her lip zipped shut. She was a people pleaser. She loved this fine over-the-top zealous young man, and she wanted nothing to mar this day. She pushed the haunting negativity out of the way, and listened to an old seventies tune as Ryan tapped his hands on the steering wheel. Once a drummer, always a drummer. 

They were off in search of another adventure.







*


Kate had gone with Ryan the day he saw an Audiologist. He’d been experiencing ringing in his ears. Once you lose your hearing, you don’t get it back. If you have ringing in your ears when it’s quiet, then you are already experiencing permanent hearing loss.  The Audiologist told them that some people eventually experience such severe ringing in their ears that they end up being admitted to the Psych ward. What a reward for a passion for music, Ryan had said later. But it seemed like a long time before he would be forty or fifty. So he was only half concerned. 


Typically Ryan, he responded to the beeps and tones happily, and when asked what problems he was experiencing, it was everything he had in him not to blurt out ‘erectile dysfunction.’ But the Audiologist was sweet and gray-haired, so he just grinned and paused for a moment before he spoke. Finally he said ‘well, it’s like this shwoop-funnel-zssssttt thing that happens when it’s real quiet. Like a spaceship taking off.’

The Audiologist was a good sport. She smiled and asked him to enter her sound-proof booth. He got the greatest kick out of that. Wow, how he wanted that booth for his drum set. To Kate it looked more like a giant restaurant freezer.  Ryan had to repeat words like bathtub, popsicle, puff, and hash. Hash? They obviously didn’t test a lot of teenagers here, or they probably would have excluded that word, Kate thought. She pictured him looking up, reacting. Being Ryan. She smiled. She heard him repeat it – hash. It didn’t sound like he was laughing. 


The refrigerator wasn’t all that soundproof. Some things were not as great as they were made out to be. She could hear his voice, albeit faintly. Like a whisper. H…aaa…ssss…hhhhhh. 


It turned out Ryan’s ears were okay so far. Just a little dip on the graph at the end. A warning. They made an appointment for custom molded earplugs, and left, with Ryan expounding on the awesome sound qualities of the big-bad-box. He continued drumming, at home on his Pearl set and with his beloved Celtic Drum Corps. Sometimes he wore the plugs, sometimes he didn’t. Ryan wasn’t one to worry much about the future. It was the here and now that mattered, after all.



         *

Ryan was the same about their adventures. The future would come in its own time, 

so why worry? 

The little Gozo cove settled Kate’s stomach a bit. She had to admit that it was beautiful. Gray rocks nestled the softly lapping cobalt-blue waves and, with the sun shining resplendently overhead, the little sanctuary could have been a deep jungle pool with naked swimmers lounging on the sunbathed rocks. But there were no swimmers here, or sunbathers. The locals didn’t swim here. Nor did they often place their boats in these waters.


They would paddle out into the Mediterranean, and Kate, the thinker, the history buff, would imagine. She would picture the Spitfires and the Hurricanes soaring overhead, in dogfights with the Me-109s and the Macchis. They would paddle peacefully. The day would drift away in sunny solitude with only birds giving out the odd cry overhead, and just the two of them communing with nature. 


The rental company pulled in behind the SUV. The forty-something agent warmly greeted the two youngsters. Then he started with warnings. Kate stiffened, the blood-red sunrise seared into her mind.

· …Any sign of a change in the weather, and you head back, you hear me?  He was 
saying this to Ryan, who was grinning from ear to ear, and nodding.
Kate felt sick. She closed her eyes and meditated for a moment, then felt strangely 

becalmed. She found herself following all the ritualistic preparations, and then climbed into her kayak while the rental guy held it steady. A few more moments and they were off, with Ryan leading the way.


She wondered whether some of the young airmen had found love here. Or whether any of them had survived thirty operations overhead and then drowned, unbelievingly, during a swim or a kayak ride. But mostly she noted the rocks when they passed, flat-topped and smooth. Glorified by the sun. She remembered that they hadn’t made love this morning and she wondered whether they might get back early and stretch out on a good rock. Get naked. Play. Laugh. She thought those rocks looked like good lovemaking rocks, they were so warm and sunny and inviting. 


Ryan was getting ahead. Kate dug in her paddle and followed along. On the shore, the rental agent watched them a little anxiously, but they looked like they knew what they were doing. With one last glance, he climbed into his truck and drove off. He would check back in late afternoon. His tire tracks left ruts in the dried mud while, on the water, Kate’s and Ryan’s paddles disappeared into little watery swirls.






           *


Kate wouldn’t mind kayaking so much if she didn’t have an almost unreasonable fear of the water. She adored the sun, loved to watch the seabirds dip and soar. She liked to swim, but only when she knew she could touch bottom or reach the sides of the pool in a few easy strokes. She liked water sports but had to prevent her mind from thinking about the depth, the unknown far below. She looked at the top of the water, the surface. When she felt gutsy she would peer into the murky blackness, but generally she quickly shivered and averted her gaze back to the sun’s pretty reflection.  She didn’t like the unfamiliar. Or the idea of soggy lungs. She’d had pneumonia a couple times, and she recalled how much her lungs had hurt when she’d tried to breathe. 

This day, she focused her thoughts on the beauty of the natural world around her. In this moment, all was well. She could feel the muscles in her shoulders and back digging in as the warmth of the sun caressed her. She listened to the whooshing sound of her paddles as they sucked little whirlpools of water forth. From Ryan’s boat she could hear singing. When Ryan was singing, all in his world was good.

They didn’t talk much, just the odd comment about the shoreline or the seabirds dipping and floating above and alongside them, enjoying the journey.  The kayaking was unremarkable, comfortable and serene, even as their muscles began to ache so that they had to occasionally rest the paddles across the boat’s surface where their laps lay unexposed underneath.  They found a sweet little cove in which to have lunch. After they secured the kayaks, they opened the hatch on Kate’s boat, reached in and extracted croissants, some medium cheddar cheese, multi-grain crackers, a canteloupe, bottled water and a knife. Ryan sectioned the melon while Kate spread out a small picnic blanket they had stashed in Ryan’s boat. They ate quietly, then she tidied up while her tousle haired lover groaned and stretched and napped contentedly.  Kate thought about her old flying buddies, the young pilots of World War II Malta, while she fixated on a few of the seagulls, watching them dive offshore. 

Kate, deep in her reverie, took a last bite of cheese and cracker, chewed, swallowed, then lay down beside Ryan. She rubbed her hand along his muscled forearm – from drumming more so than any die-hard workout regimen.  She loved the feel of the sun’s heat on his skin. She figured she probably loved his forearms more than any other part of his body because of the way they pulsed and moved when he was drumming. Or for the way they felt when she touched him, when reaching for his hand.  Ryan rolled over and looked at her, his pretty island girl. Her hair was nestled today underneath a black baseball cap, and she was wearing sunglasses to keep her light blue eyes protected from sunburn.  Ryan shoved his brown Oakleys up onto his head, causing Kate to reach out smiling and tuck a few tufts of hair away. He peered at her and played with her slender, freckled fingers.

· We have to go home sometime soon, Ryan. We’re going to run out of money.

He frowned. He didn’t like to think about real life. 

· We’ll get jobs. As dishwashers. 

She raised her eyebrows. 

· Okay, so I’ll wash dishes, you serve them. 

Kate groaned, and rolled over onto her back.  She told him she was tired of 

waitressing. She wanted to go back to school, have a career, get a real job someday. She was getting tired of living out of a suitcase. Most of the savings they had earned with part-time jobs was gone. Soon they would be using their contingency funds, which was a trust Kate’s father had left for her when he died. She had lost her mother to breast cancer when she was twelve, and her father suddenly during her third year of University. Kate had stayed a few weeks with Ryan after the school year was up, before they took off on their travels. Losing her father had been part of the reason for the adventure trip. They were full of dreams, of life, of wanderlust, and Ryan couldn’t stand to see Kate so sad and alone. Travel and adventure was the solution. School and real life could wait.


Ryan had thrown in the towel on academics. He had gone to “X” in Nova Scotia for one year, then decided it wasn’t for him. He lacked discipline. He would rather beat away on his drums, or pick away at the guitar, than write up an assignment on one of the jazz greats. He would figure something out. He had worked for minimum wage at a local music store that smelled of music, leather cases and wooden guitars, and oils to keep the guitars conditioned. He loved it there. Kate was on a partial scholarship. She was smart and disciplined.  


The trip had alleviated the pain of loss. It filled the gap – for a while. But, as she explained to Ryan, Kate didn’t want to wait too long to get back to her studies. She had run away for a while, but the pain was going away. It was time to re-enter life before they forgot about her at school and rescinded the scholarship she had bargained to keep for one more year. 


Ryan listened carefully. He was starting to get that their dynamic was changing. He had noticed that things had been a little off lately. He had to admit that money was getting low, and he was a good guy so he wasn’t comfortable with the idea of delving into the money Kate’s father had left. But – home? He groaned and rolled over on his back. He could hear the ocean lapping up against the beached kayaks, whispering his name, calling him to be free. Home meant an inevitable snowy winter, monotony, no one with whom to play music. All his buddies had stuck with University.  Living with his mother and Charlie again. Groan. 


It was much easier being free.




                              *

When they disagreed about something, they rarely fought. Generally they just retreated into their own corners. Things got quiet in the air, as well. Kate looked around. The little cove they had pulled into was pretty isolated. Large unclimbable grey-scale cliffs emerged from the sandy base. There was no walking out of here. But the sky was turning an ominous gray itself, only a few shades lighter than the cliffs. A shadow passed over them, and Kate wrapped her arms around her knees and shivered. The unsettled feeling she had dismissed, pushed away, had returned. She looked over at Ryan, who was lost in thought. She reached out and touched him again, and the feel of him started in her a sudden urge to expel her negative feelings. They could worry about tomorrow, tomorrow.  She told herself to be a good sport, and she climbed on top of him and tickled him. In true Ryan fashion, it didn’t take much prodding to encourage a smile and a departure from serious thoughts. When Kate, the love of his life, kissed him, the whole real world just fell away. Oh, the sweetness of it all. Magic.


She allowed the tip of her tongue to gently touch the insides of his lips. Barely. Then she kissed his neck, those little biting kisses that always got him laughing. She kissed him from the bottom of his ear down to that place between his neck and his shoulder area that she loved so much. She sucked there for a moment before he laughed some more and then pushed her away, calling her a jellyfish. They played a little longer, and made love before getting up to pack up their picnic. 

Kate thought that probably the curse was broken. 

Ryan helped her into her pretty yellow kayak, and as she settled her feet against the footrests inside, she noticed that in the absence of the sun the little boat’s finish looked dull. She fought the claustrophobia and the fear of deep water, took a deep breath, and then smiled bravely back at him before he pushed her off the beach and back out into the water. Kate knew that some people in kayaks experience mental blocks, having their legs unexposed, tucked away inside the boats. But Kate had been in a kayak before. She knew that if the boat tipped over her legs would easily slide free. She had upset kayaks many times on the beach, just trying to get in and out.  They were undoubtedly a bit unsteady, unpredictable. But you could get out – if you suddenly had to.

Naturally adept at these things, Ryan slid easily into the kayak and used his butt to change his weight in an effort to move off the beach. The maneuver worked and, with a glance at the imposing thunderclouds above, he attacked the water and followed his pretty island girl out into the ocean. They had decided it would be best to head back to the bay where they had met the rental guy. It had taken them three hours to get to the cove where they’d had lunch and made love. Ryan liked adventure, but he wasn’t foolhardy. The approaching storm was intimidating. Probably it would just bring rain and maybe some thunder and lightning. He knew Kate was terrified of lightning, but instinct also told him that they were in two small boats. There was a sailboat out around the point now, probably hightailing it for safe port. If lightning were to strike, it would likely attack the metal mast before it offered any threat to the paddlers.  But they had better paddle hard. They had a large point to get by, which threatened hidden rocks underneath the surface. Best to get by that point as soon as possible, in case the wind came up and drove them too close to shore. 

Ryan watched Kate as she paddled expertly towards the outcropping of rocks. His heart swelled a bit with love for her. Sure, she was mental at times, but he could handle that. Nobody was perfect. She was a woman. He didn’t expect more from her. Women were moody, and hey, she’d just been through a tough time. He needed to be patient with her. Now that both her parents were gone, he really had to take care of her.  A momentary nagging worry pushed its way inside him, but he fought it back. He would figure something out for their future together. All would be well. For now they just had to get through this sweet blessed storm. The rainbow would come. 

They’d been back at it, working against the current, for about an hour and a half when the wind really picked up and a hammering rain started. Kate looked back at Ryan who, with all his drummer’s forearms, was struggling himself against the wind and heightened waves. The brown Oakleys were spotted with raindrops, and he had pushed them back atop his head. The sun was gone, the expensive lenses were no help to him now. Later she would remember tufts of hair sticking out from under the glasses. She would picture her slender brown fingers tucking them back in around his sun-freckled face. 

The sailboat, urged on by the wind, was now a tiny speck in the distance.  Beyond it, Ryan saw the first bolt of lightning, an ethereal electric charge like a madman’s eternal scream, emerging suddenly out of the black black sky and thrusting, thrusting into the ocean, just beyond the racing sailboat.  Shit, he thought, bet those sailors just crapped their ever-lovin’drawers. He said a silent prayer for the occupants of the diminutive boat. He’d heard about a boat sailing in the Bahamas that had been hit by lightning. It had lost all power, all fancy GPS navigational tools and such, but it had managed to get back to port. Nobody on board had been hurt, just scared. Heck, there were all kinds of stories of sailors caught in sudden storms. 

Kate hadn’t seen the lightning. Good thing. So when the thunder reminded her to pay better attention, she did. She was caught completely unprepared. It scared the shit out of her. She was so busy fighting the engorged waves by that time, that all she could do was shudder and scream. Ryan couldn’t hear her over the prodigious other-worldly roaring and crashing, but he could tell by the way she tried to hunch her entire body into the kayak that she was shocked into fear beyond intelligible words. A wave almost knocked her over, and the coolness of its mighty droplets startled her back into herself. She whipped her head around to look helplessly at Ryan, whose beautiful arms caressed the paddles the same way he beat on the drums.  He appeared entirely focused on the immediate peril, although his eyes were looking elsewhere. Kate turned her body back around and to the right – they had just about made it to the point. 

She knew there were hidden threats, but she tried not to think about them. Those rocks were serene and safe in the sunshine. You could see them – they didn’t frighten her as much as an endless black bottom did. But she knew Ryan thought differently. She could sense it in his eyes, the way his glance never wavered as he paddled forcefully through the mounting waves of seawater. Above the rocks, safely on land, a group of seagulls stood stoically watching the two yellow-birds with their human cargo in their fight with the ocean. It registered somewhere deep in Kate’s brain that the birds were the only witnesses. They were the only living creatures that watched Ryan fight the water that day. As they raised one leg and then the other, in their precious natural balancing act, they were the lone observers. Likely they had seen the dying before. Maybe they even knew instinctively, somehow, that this was someone’s end-of-life experience. But they didn’t say anything. They just watched.

Another twenty minutes of fighting with the waves, and Kate wished they had chosen to overnight in the little cove. But on shore at the beginning of a storm, you don’t often picture yourself in the middle of it. You think you will get through. You’ve got the human spirit on your side, and you can get yourself to thinking you’re immortal. You don’t put it into words, it’s just a feeling you get sometimes when you’re in the thickness of it all. Then when you’re out there, soaking wet and getting cold and so so exhausted you just want to lie down and sleep, you think back to the beginning of it all. And it’s then that you would like so very, very much to just take it all back. 

The lightning came again, and this time, coupled with the excruciating back and shoulder pain of trying to keep the little lemon kayak afloat, and making no progress at all beyond the rocky point, Kate gave into crying. She said Ryan’s name a few times, and she cried that she just –wanted – to - go – home. She was oh-so-very tired. Ryan couldn’t hear her, so it was okay. He wouldn’t know she was weak and that her fear had taken a cold hard grip on her being. She let herself cry a bit as the futility of the last few hours overtook her. Then a wave the size of a PEI snow bank in the winter of 1982 hit her broadside. Only she couldn’t tunnel through this one like so many of the shop owners on Water Street in Summerside had done that year.  It hit her, port side, the briefest moment after the last bolt of lightning struck, so that while she was underneath the giant wave she could only barely hear the colossal howling thunder. She thought that the gods were really angry today, and she wondered whether it was all the young pilots whose lives had been taken away. She wondered if they were screaming out their anger at having lost their lives when they were so young, fighting in a war they thought would never end. She heard them cry, those sweet young boys, while she was under that momentous wave. She could see their faces.  

An arm reached out and grabbed her. She almost pulled away, thinking it belonged to one of her ghosts. But it was his arm, Ryan’s, tanned and strong, and it was sure. It gripped her fiercely. She would have the bruise for many days after, would study it and will it not to go away. But like all bruises, it turned a deep blue, and purple, and then a sickly mustard-yellow, then a pale saffron, and then it simply went away. She sobbed for hours the day she could no longer see it there on her left bicep. It was part of Ryan, and it had gone the way of him. Faded into memory. Gone.

They rose to the surface together, gasping for breath. Kate was thankful Ryan couldn’t see her tears through the rain and the unforgiving, relentless water. She feared the ghosts could, but she was quite certain they would never tell. Ryan got her to one of the overturned kayaks. He placed her hand on a line on the bow, and put his big paw over hers for a moment. He looked with absolute certainty into her eyes for what seemed like the longest time, but which was, in actuality, just a sliver of time. Then he let her go. Just like that. 

They were running out of money. It wouldn’t do to have to come up with 

$ 2500 to pay for a lost kayak. Kate’s boat was the one being pulled onto the rocks. Ryan pursued it, urged on by the waves. He could see it, it was only about fifty metres away. He would swim to it, hopefully right it somehow, and get back out to Kate. If they had to just hang on for a while, well, they would. They would cling to the kayaks and sing sea shanties together until this storm passed, as it undoubtedly would, and soon. Ryan could already see a glimmer of light beyond where the little sailboat had been. He could see the beginnings of a rainbow.  But then another wave washed over him and a big black rock rose up to greet him and he could see the reflection of the seagulls and Kate’s pilot ghosts as they watched from up above and then he hit his head. Great gentle water turned God, the ocean had an undeniable power that was unbelievably, terrifyingly strong. It made you relinquish all attempts at control. It required respect.  Sometimes the sea demanded offerings. And sometimes it got what it wanted.



                  *

Kate had wanted this adventure journey to end. She had almost willed it so. Now - it was over. She’d gotten what she wanted. It was all about her wants and her needs and her desires. Ryan was just sweet, affable, friendly, happy-go-lucky Ryan. You couldn’t say that any of this was his fault. 

The lieutenant felt sorry for the young girl. She had hung on for hours in the salty water. She had been screaming her boyfriend’s name when the rental guy had called the police. They had fished her out of the sea and into their patrol boat. By that time her cry was really more of just a slight whisper. She’d tried to lift her arms and point, but she was so tired the gesture wasn’t even noticed by the police.  Kate’s lips were blue despite the heat of the day, and her skin had an accompanying sickly ash-blue pallor. She faded away into the coarse grayness of the blanket they’d wrapped around her. 

Kate had kept her exhausted eyes on the point, and the seagulls above. She knew that only they knew where he was, this young man with whom she planned to spend her life. She silently implored them to tell, and then she turned to the dead pilots. She believed in those things, in the wisdom of cats and dogs and other living things, and in the earthbound spirits and the ghosts who came back for occasional visits, and their accompanying mysterious - yet familiar - scents of lavender, and onions, and cigarette smoke. 

She had begged the seabirds and the dead sky fighters to tell, but then the boat had turned and the rocky point was gone and this, the greatest of all ominous days, was over for her. There would be no more making love…on the beach, or otherwise. 

