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Melissa Seecharan 

Signs in the Sand 

By the time I sealed the very last moving box, the bedroom blinds had begun to slash the 

afternoon sunlight, casting all sorts of stripes across my wooden, bedroom floor. I leaned backwards, 

straight into a pile of clunky shipping containers, each one prodding at me. Regardless, I remained seated 

on the floor, watching as hazes of fine dust floated aimlessly above the mound of surrounding cardboard, 

like flocks of vagrant particles. The hum of industrious air-conditioning unit became an unremitting 

monotone. Somewhere in the distance, a car door slammed. 

I snapped out of it. Nikolai. 

The red hulk of his Toyota Camry gleaned from its position in the driveway. I changed quickly, 

grabbed my backpack, and tucked the last bit of my babysitting money into my jeans’ back pocket. I 

waited until my mother’s voice sounded from the foyer, before wading through the waist-high boxes and 

rushing out of the room, leaving the mountainous containers behind. I completely lost track of the time.  

He stood at the entrance, one hand in his pocket, conversing casually with my mother. His blue 

eyes sparkled wildly with enthusiasm, and the hovering sun highlighted strands of his golden hair. A 

grin spread across his face when I came flying down the stairs. 

“Sorry,” I breathed, still trying to free my hair from the sloppy bun sagging down my head. “I 

didn’t think it would take me this long.” 

 “I can come back later,” Nikolai offered. “Or I could help you, if you need it.” 

“Oh, don’t worry about it.” I peered at his car in the driveway. “I’ll figure it out later.” 

After ensuring that I’d return safely and punctually to my anxious mother, I managed to break 

away and slip into the passenger seat of his Camry. He took off slowly at first, cruising through our 



Seecharan 2 
 
neighborhood, pausing every now and then to point at the landmarks of our childhood. For a split 

moment, I considered telling him. I considered telling him everything.  

“Where do you want to go first?” I asked eagerly, intertwining my hand with his.   

He glanced at me from the driver’s seat. “Wherever you want to go.” He turned the car around, 

heading for the feeder road instead of the next residential street. 

“Is the beach too far?” I asked, my eyes already trailing over the horizon, vainly hoping to catch 

a streak of deep blue.  

The August heat ascended from the hoods of cars, forming slight, yet very visible waves in the 

air above. When Nikolai halted for a traffic light, he fiddled with his phone until some mid-2000s pop 

song boomed from the speakers. I found myself singing under my breath. He retracted the sunroof, letting 

the subtle Floridian breeze cascade into the car.  

“Do you remember,” he began, beaming. “That first party at my place?” 

“We sat on your roof and playing pop songs till when? Two in the morning?” 

 “Something like that,” he chuckled. “I made a whole list of them. I’ll send it to you. Just songs 

from good times, you know? Figured it’d be helpful to have something nice to listen to in Boston.”  

A fine, aqua line traced the horizon, steadily expanding as we approached. A salty aroma filled 

the air, carried by the gusts of wind that toyed with my hair through the now open window. Thoughts of 

the cold, shriveled up state of Massachusetts seemed so distant, so irrelevant, that the mere mention of 

Boston served as a harsh wake-up call. I tinkered with the idea of telling him again.  

“I’m not ready.” I winced, wanting to retract my words and bury them deep in my stomach, but 

they were already trailing after one another, exposed and in the open. “How are you handling it? UCF 

isn’t too far, I guess. Much closer than Northeastern.” 
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“Are you regretting it?” He asked, evading my question. 

I refused to answer. The response whirling around in my head, seemed so foolish to say now, 

despite being nothing but the truth. Last year, around this time, I would have eagerly sold my soul for a 

chance to escape the smothering heat of Ormond Beach. But most recently, I’d changed my mind. Living 

hundreds of miles away in an uncomfortably unfamiliar place recently lost its appeal.  

“Arya,” he started. 

“Yes,” I murmured shamefully. “I’m regretting it.” 

Nikolai was silent. I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. I shouldn’t have mentioned anything about 

it. I was here to spend time with him before tomorrow, not to lament about a decision I made, consciously 

and eagerly. I could sense, through Nikolai’s restless steering-wheel-tapping, that he wanted to push the 

topic further. But out of the blue, he pulled the car into the nearest fast food restaurant parking lot.  

“Sit tight,” he said, before slamming the door behind him.  

He returned shortly with medium-sized, malted, mocha chip milkshakes in each hand, a big smile 

glued to his face. I had to open the door for him, otherwise the sweet mocha goodness would have 

carpeted the concrete floor of the parking lot. He slid into the car, carefully balancing the milkshakes.  

“Hey,” he said, “What can I do to change your mind?” 

I smiled, playing along. “You can start with a milkshake.” 

He slipped a milkshake into my hand, and then leaned back into his seat, deep in thought. “You 

remember those quotes we analyzed in English that one day?” 

I took a deep sip from the milkshake. “Vaguely.” 
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“Well, I remember we read this quote, from Erik Orsenna, or something. ‘What does one know 

of the desert by looking at only one grain of sand?”  

I blinked, stirring my milkshake with the plastic, red and white striped straw. “What?” 

 “Think about it. How do you, Arya, know anything about your future, just based off of fears that 

you have right now?” He stopped again, waiting for a response. I gave him eerie silence. “Exactly,” he 

murmured, seeming very proud of himself. “You don’t know.” He took a sip of his own milkshake. 

“Malted mocha still your favorite?”  

I nodded wordlessly.   

 For a Saturday afternoon, Ormond Beach was surprisingly vacant. The sea, however, was no less 

cerulean, the sands no less flaxen. Nikolai went out first, to set up the cooler and umbrella he brought 

along, while I changed in the car. We waited for our milkshakes to properly settle before running madly 

into the sea, the waves scrubbing us of our worries and fears. The sun left streaks across the water’s 

surface, resembling scattered, shimmering diamonds. We fell into the rush of waves, the water gliding 

over our shoulders, giving us a gentle nudge towards the shore. When the tips of my fingers had crinkled, 

I waded out and sat cross-legged in coarse sand. Nikolai joined me soon after, his hand cupped as he 

inspected his palm. 

 “Look at this,” he extended his hand. 

 A white sand dollar laid in his open hand. It bore the universal five petal pattern, yet had a distinct 

chip on the edge, causing one petal to end abruptly with a jagged edge.  

 “Keep it,” he said. “They don’t have beaches in Boston.” 

 Despite the mention of Boston, I smiled. “I know they don’t have beaches in Boston, Nikolai. 

That’s precisely why I don’t want to go.” I pictured the beach before me stifled by heavy snow. I shivered.   
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 He settled next to me in the sand, visibly amused by my sarcasm. For a few moments, he didn’t 

say anything. I kept my eyes trained on the sand dollar, examining each of its fine abrasions and details.  

 “It’s not because of me,” he said, out of the blue. “Is it?” 

 “So what if it is?” I countered. 

 “Because that would be stupid. And you, Arya,” he playfully jabbed a finger into my arm, “are 

not stupid.” 

The overhead sun sank until it reached a comfortable perch suspended over the ocean. Shades of 

midnight blue rose from the east, chasing the oranges into their western niche in the sky. I had to admit, 

Nikolai knew me all too well. He knew it wasn’t him. He knew it.  

 “I feel bad for saying this now,” I began, “but it’s not us, really. I knew this was going to happen 

and all when it started, if we lasted that long. It’s not because of you.” 

 He moved a stray strand of hair from my cheek. “So,” he murmured, “what is it then?” 

 My eyes wandered over the orange ridges of the ocean. The sun, now nestled beneath the waves, 

yielded an apricot-colored glow. The wind strengthened, the arrival of night steadily approaching. 

Nikolai seemed to pay no mind. His hand reached for mine, and I released my grip on the sand dollar. 

 I grimaced. “I feel like I don’t know it anymore. Or myself. Or why I’m doing this to myself.”  

 I desperately craved some sort of response from him, anything to make the words hanging  

dreadfully in the air vanish with the sea breeze. But he emitted no such response. For a moment, I thought 

I’d cry. To stall the inevitable waterworks, I kept blabbering, hoping that some jumbled disarray of words 

would make sense, would make him understand. I started with the doubts, then the confusion, my love 

for him, my love for home, then bits and pieces of my fear, till the reasons piled on top of one another. 
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My throat seized up, cutting me off. My lungs felt heavy and tight. Nikolai’s arms found their 

way around me, and I leaned against him, too afraid to look out on the beach that served as my home for 

the last eighteen years.  

 I hid my face behind his extended arm, feeling more ashamed than ever for ruining today. I hardly 

wanted this to stand as my last memory of home, but here I was, on the verge of tears, eager to run away 

and forget it all. My head fell against his chest, catching both the beats of his heart and crashing of waves 

in my muffled hearing. For the first time, in a very long time, I felt safe. I felt certain.  

 But the reality of tomorrow faded in with the stars, and I unwillingly realized how long we had 

been out. I had to wake up early tomorrow, come to think of it.  

 “I think I want to go home now,” I whispered, my voice cracking. I stood up hastily, before 

stumbling around in the damp sand back to the car.  

Nikolai followed behind me, trudging through the sand, his head hanging low. I dusted the 

encrusted sand from my toes, dried the remaining seawater from my damp hair, and settled back into the 

car seat. He took his time wandering around the car, hoping to soak in every last bit of the sea before 

driving me home. He slid into the driver's seat before starting the car and revving into motion.  

Before heading back onto the highway, he pulled over on the side of the road. “You have the 

sand dollar?” I handed it to him. He reached into the glove box, his hands rummaging through the 

contents before grasping around a bright red string. The whole thing looked like some sort of tacky piece 

of jewelry found at a tourist gift shop.  He hung it on the rearview mirror. The weight of the dollar sent 

the thread twirling, wrapping around itself. 

My eyes began to close on the short drive back, burning slightly form the sea water. Perhaps it 

was my lack of sleep, or perhaps the unusual amount of salt in my eyes, but the sand dollar’s central 

petal twirled in and out of my drowsy trance, and for a split second, I swore I saw a snowflake.  


