
The way light moves in, on, 
and through bodies of water—
specular reflection, it’s called—
holds me spellbound to this day.

My earliest visual memory 
is the pattern of the strong 
south Texas sunlight on the 

bottom of my grandmother’s backyard 
swimming pool. I would stay under as 
long as I could and watch, endlessly 
fascinated by the white-yellow diamond 
shapes undulating on the cool blue 
bottom. The way light moves in, on, 
and through bodies of water—specular 
reflection, it’s called—holds me 
spellbound to this day.

Swimming pools and lakes were 

the balm of my early life. I had 
frequent access to both and loved 
the cool quiet privacy that complete 
submersion allowed. I became a 
swimmer, finding calm in the silent 
repetition of laps. It was respite from 
the unpredictable anger and lashing 
out that was sometimes present in 
my parents’ home. 

As I was able to wander further afar, 
the bathtub water of the Gulf Coast 
beckoned me and other high schoolers 
to its tar dotted, beer soaked shores. 
Diving under the waves, watching their 
changing pattern, and body surfing 
them back to shore made me feel part 
of something much larger and bigger 
than myself . . . and my family. 

When I moved to northern 
California, I knew I had found 
sanctuary. The clean foggy beaches and 
life sustaining cold water provided the 
anonymity that comes in proximity to 
vastness. I could be whoever I wanted 
to be. The ocean wouldn’t judge. 

As my children grew and began 
school, my son with autism became my 
most frequent companion. I observed 
him obsessively, trying to understand 
what he was thinking in order to 
divine his erratic behaviors. I watched 
what he watched in order to try and 
understand his mind. He seemed 
calmer near water, so outings to 
nearby marshes and beaches provided 
ample opportunity to soothe both of 
our frazzled nerves. As I watched his 
gaze, I realized he was fascinated by 

the same changing patterns of light 
I had spent so many hours watching 
as a child. I had always wanted to be 
an artist, and I had begun painting at 
this point. My hours spent with my 
nonverbal son brought my attention 
back to where my own had once been. 
Both my son and the water became 
frequent painting subjects.

It wasn’t until my children were 
grown and I was in my fifties that I 
decided to make my home on the water. 
Their adolescence and home-leaving 
were followed by a period of personal 
chaos and change. Walking along the 
ever-changing waters of Richardson 
Bay near San Francisco became a daily 
ritual, my preferred prescription for 
an aching heart and a confused mind.

The Bay could be a calm mirror 
one day and erupting with white caps 
the next. As I walked, I slowly began to 
see a truth about life in the changing 
nature of the coastal light and water. 
There is no constant level, no stasis. 
Everything is always changing as time 
and the elements interact and shape 
each other. As I observed the ebb and 
flow of the tides on daily walks through 
many cycles of the moon, I was able to 
accept the changes in myself and move 
forward with a new life. I realized 
I wanted to live next to this body of 
water so I could continue to absorb 
its beauty and its wildness. It reflects 
my own unwillingness to be tethered 
by convention. It also inspires me like 
nothing else. 
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