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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      When Claire entered the Sunrise Cove Inn on New Year’s Eve, the first thing she saw was Wes Sheridan on one knee. He raised a small velvet-lined box, his eyes glistening from the light of the Christmas tree in the foyer and presented a gorgeous engagement ring to all three of his daughters— Lola, Christine, and Susan. 

      “What do you think?” he said softly. “Will she like it?” 

      Claire was captivated. Wes Sheridan was her uncle, a man who’d lived alone for decades after the death of his wife, Anna. The fact that he’d found love again with Beatrice was beyond anyone’s wildest dreams. Just last summer, he’d moved out of the Sheridan House and in with Beatrice, choosing to build a new era rather than subscribe to the rules of his previous one. He was in his seventies with early onset dementia, yet nothing had slowed him down. 

      “Oh, Dad.” Susan took the jewelry box and inspected the ring. “It’s perfect.”

      Wes returned to his feet and smiled sheepishly, as though he were a child who’d just presented his school project. “It took me months to decide on the ring,” he explained. 

      “You should have asked us for help!” Susan scolded him as Lola and Christine nodded.

      “You three have wonderful taste,” Wes began. “But I wanted to pick it out myself. It felt more special that way.”

      Lola’s eyes lifted toward Claire’s in the doorway. “What do you think, Claire?” She tilted her head toward the ring. 

      Claire was slightly early for the New Year’s Eve party. In her arms were heaps of flowers she’d brought from the flower shop, which she’d owned and operated for decades. Her plan was to decorate the Sunrise Cove Bistro before the guests arrived. She hadn’t imagined she’d walk into such a tremendously poignant moment.

      “I’m so sorry for interrupting,” Claire stammered. 

      “Don’t you worry about that.” Uncle Wes smiled warmly and beckoned for Claire to come closer. 

      Claire placed the flowers on the front desk of the inn and peered at the diamond ring, which had been exquisitely cut. Uncle Wes explained it was vintage, made in 1917 for a man whose fiancée had nearly died on the Titanic as a girl. He’d wanted a ring that captured the fantastical reality of her life. “She never thought she should have survived,” Wes explained as he pocketed the jewelry box. “And she never was able to be convinced otherwise, despite living until she was one hundred and two years old.” 

      “When are you going to ask Beatrice?” Claire asked. 

      “Around midnight,” Uncle Wes said. “I don’t want to do it in front of everyone. Beatrice isn’t the kind of gal who wants an audience for something so intimate. Besides. Who knows? She might say no.” He stuttered slightly as though he was genuinely nervous. 

      “Why would she say no to you, Dad?” Lola teased. “You have a perfect life together.” 

      The front door burst open, bringing a gush of chilly air and two more Sheridan women— Amanda, who was so pregnant that she had a slight waddle, and Audrey, who carried her two-and-a-half-year-old son, Max. The girls were dressed immaculately: Audrey in a little black dress with a fur coat over it and Amanda in a riveting, sparkly dress. Both wore bright red lipstick, and their dark curls cascaded down their backs. 

      “Grandpa!” Audrey exclaimed. “What do you have there?” 

      Wes’s eyes sparkled knowingly as he passed the jewelry box to his granddaughters. Claire remained captivated, her heart in her throat. A very long time ago, her husband, Russel, had gotten down on one knee and asked her to pledge his life to her. It had felt like a moment frozen in time: his eyes glistening from the fading sunset over the Vineyard Sound, Claire’s skin dry from swimming all day, their entire lives stretching out in front of them. 

      More and more of the Montgomery and Sheridan family members breezed through the doors of the Sunrise Cove. In the chaos, Claire stepped away to decorate the bistro with flowers, taking special care along the bar top and in the corners. Zach, Christine’s husband and the chef of the bistro, stepped out from the kitchen to say hello, drying his hands on his apron. 

      “You’re working hard,” he said. 

      “I just want the place to look nice,” Claire said. “I hope you’re not cooking all night?”

      “Everything is prepped,” Zach assured her. “I’ll be taking off these chef whites here in a second.” 

      Claire beamed and gestured toward the crowd in the foyer. “Did you hear? Wes is going to propose.” 

      Zach shook his head. “Imagine starting over at that age?” 

      Claire chuckled. “It gives me hope, in a way. He’s thirty years older than I am. There’s still so much life to live.” 

      Just then, Charlotte broke through the crowd in the foyer and hurried down toward the bistro, her arms outstretched. 

      “There you are! I thought I told you to wait for me at the flower shop so I could help?” Charlotte wrapped her arms around Claire. “You’re too impatient for your own good.”

      Claire closed her eyes and allowed herself a moment of joy in the arms of her best friend and sister, Charlotte. At the end of summer, Charlotte moved west to Orcas Island with her fiancé, Everett. Claire had begun to feel them drifting apart despite weekly phone calls and daily texting. Charlotte was falling in love with a new island and gorgeous, different views, leaving Claire alone on Martha’s Vineyard to tend to their parents and the flower shop. Even her daughters, Gail and Abby, had gone to university off the island. 

      The truth was that it had been the loneliest few months of Claire’s life. But she hadn’t admitted it to anyone yet. She was in denial, thinking it would probably change soon. That everything would get better. 

      “Where’s Russel?” Charlotte asked, glancing back toward the crowded foyer. 

      “Gail, Abby, and Russel should be on their way.” Claire had left them in a quiet house, Gail and Abby in their separate bedrooms and Russel in the computer room, tending to their stocks. 

      “You’re taking the girls back on the fifth?” 

      Claire nodded. “I tried to bribe them into staying a little bit longer. They told me some baloney about needing to attend their college classes in order to graduate.” 

      “Isn’t it terrible? We should have forbidden our girls from growing up when we had the chance,” Charlotte said. 

      Zach burst from the kitchen doors. He’d changed out of his chef whites and into a pair of dark jeans and a black turtleneck, and he scouted through the throng of Montgomerys and Sheridans to find his wife, Christine. Christine had their baby, Mia, in her arms, and Zach knelt to kiss Mia gently on the cheek. Claire had a memory of Russel and her girls when they were that small. He’d carried them both at once, one nestled gently in each of his arms, and walked up and down the hallway until they’d fallen asleep. Claire had called him the baby whisperer. 

      The Sheridans had hired bartenders for the New Year’s Eve party. They were dressed in little tuxedos and scouting through the guests, asking for drink orders or passing out champagne. Charlotte and Claire both took flutes and clinked them together. 

      “Remember when we used to drink sparkling apple juice on New Year’s?” Charlotte said. 

      “I remember pretending to be tipsy,” Claire said, “and giggling so much that Dad yelled down the hall for us to be quiet.” 

      Charlotte sipped her champagne contemplatively. Claire had the urge to ask if Charlotte was happy out there on Orcas Island and if it was worth moving so far away from home. Was her love for Everett really that strong? 

      Then again, Claire worried that if she said something like that, Charlotte would see the holes within Claire’s own life. Maybe she would ask: don’t you believe in love anymore? 

      And Claire would be forced to reckon with that question. She wasn’t sure she was strong enough. 

      “Look! Rina’s back.” Charlotte bowed her head toward the slender woman with a brunette bob, who clutched a glass of champagne nervously and stayed close to Steve, their older brother. 

      “What did she say at Thanksgiving?” Claire tried to remember. “Something about going to Oaxaca?” 

      “I think she had a case down there,” Charlotte said. “Steve said she found who she was looking for. Some husband who’d decided to run out on his kids again. But I didn’t know she was coming back.” 

      Rina was a private investigator from California. Last spring, she’d come to Martha’s Vineyard to look for a young woman who’d disappeared. Steve and his daughter, Isabella, had eventually helped her crack the case and bring the young woman home. Despite clear attraction between Steve and Rina, it wasn’t clear to the rest of the family if they’d made anything official. Steve had lost his wife, Laura, in September of 2022— a little less than a year and a half ago. He remained in grief therapy. He and his family continued to reel. 

      “She’s patient,” Claire affirmed. “Waiting for Steve for so long like that.” 

      “Steve’s special,” Charlotte muttered. “Of course, he’s mum on the subject. Andy pestered him for information about their relationship, and he just grunted and walked away.”

      “Typical Steve,” Claire said. “He’s just like Dad.” 

      A second later, Gail’s voice shot through the crowd. Claire went on high alert, knowing her daughter was in distress. 

      “Won’t you cut it out?” Gail rasped angrily. “I told you. I don’t want to talk about it.” 

      Claire and Charlotte exchanged worried glances. Claire slipped through the crowd, between Andy’s wife, Beth and Christine and Susan, to find Gail, Abby, and Rachel near a long table of hors d’oeuvres. It wasn’t surprising that the three of them were together. Since birth, Charlotte’s daughter, Rachel, had been sort-of a stand-in triplet. They’d had what felt like thousands of sleepovers, birthday parties, beach days, hikes, spontaneous dance parties, and sing-alongs. 

      But now, Gail’s cheeks were cherry red, and she glared at Rachel and Abby, her arms tightly crossed over her chest. Claire had never seen her daughter look at her twin and cousin like this. 

      “Hey, girls?” Claire said, forcing all three pairs of eyes toward her. “Did you just get here?” 

      Gail’s shoulders slumped forward. While Rachel and Abby were in sparkly dresses, Gail wore a pair of ratty jeans and a black sweatshirt. She’d lined her eyes with thick charcoal as though she’d just stepped out of a goth music video. 

      Rachel wore an uneasy smile. “Happy New Year, Aunt Claire.” 

      Gail huffed, turned on her heel, and shot through the crowd, heading toward the foyer. Claire watched her go, her heart pounding in her throat. 

      “Is Gail feeling all right?” Charlotte asked. 

      Rachel and Abby exchanged a mysterious glance. Together, the three of them had a silent language that Claire and Charlotte didn’t understand. 

      “She’s okay,” Abby stuttered. “It’s just been a weird day.” 

      Rachel nodded furiously. It was clear they were covering something up. 

      “Come on, girls,” Claire pressed it. “Let’s not start the new year off like this. What’s going on? Charlotte and I can help.” 

      Suddenly, a large, strong hand pressed against Claire’s lower back. Russel’s lips found Claire’s cheek for a scratchy kiss. “Happy New Year’s Eve, honey,” Russel said. 

      Claire turned into Russel’s warmth, surprised at how intimate he was with her. It had been a few days since they’d touched—and a few weeks or months since they’d slept together. It was an immediate distraction from the teenage drama in front of her. 

      “Happy New Year’s Eve!” Claire echoed, smiling at Russel. “Thanks for bringing the girls.”

      “No problem,” Russel said. 

      Abby and Rachel disappeared back through the crowd, snaking away from Claire and Charlotte, whispering in one another’s ears. 

      “Were they fighting before you left?” Claire asked. 

      Russel furrowed his brow. His arm was still slung around Claire’s waist, and she dropped her head against his shoulder. The champagne made her bubbly; it made the warmth and happiness around her feel surreal. 

      “They seemed normal on the drive,” Russel said. 

      “They’re eighteen,” Charlotte said with a shrug. “It’s not up to us to understand everything they’re going through.” 

      “I’ve never heard Gail talk to Abby like that,” Claire offered. 

      Russel laughed and shook his head. “They’re mostly out of our jurisdiction these days,” he said. “Who knows what they’re getting up to in college? They’re becoming their own people. Sometimes, I wonder if it was a mistake to let them live in the same dorm room together.” 

      Charlotte sipped her champagne, considering this. “But they insisted on it, right?” 

      “We can’t split them up,” Claire said, feeling a wave of fear. Gail and Abby had always been inseparable. Gail had been born first, but Abby followed just a second afterward, as though she didn’t want Gail to be lonely. 

      “But they’ll split up eventually,” Russel reminded her. “They’ll get older, have different jobs, and marry different men. They’ll have different families. Different opinions, even!” Russel’s tone was sarcastic, but his smile was endearing, drawing Claire closer. 

      “Maybe they can marry twin guys and all live together in a big house,” Charlotte joked. “And maybe Rachel can live with her husband next door.” Clearly, Charlotte had noticed Claire’s fears and wanted to calm her. 

      Claire sighed and finished the rest of her glass of champagne. It was time for another; it was time to fall into the gorgeous night and celebrate with her family. Russel was probably right that her girls were just going through growing pains. They were just trying to make sense of being eighteen and on the brink of the rest of their lives. Claire had been young once. She remembered.
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      The downstairs bathroom of the Sunrise Cove Inn had an enormous, gold-plated mirror that hung from the ceiling to the floor. It looked like something from the deep past—1920s Paris or Rome, and it was difficult to imagine any Sheridan member ever picking it out. Had it been a selection of Anna Sheridan? The mother who’d died so long ago? Even for Rina, a private investigator accustomed to puzzles and problems, it was hard to make sense of this family, with its numerous secrets and past lives. Rina inspected her reflection in the antique mirror, twisting her torso, looking at her short yet slender legs, her flat feet, and the small belly she’d developed over the holidays. It was nice to take this moment alone in the bathroom and hide from the questioning eyes of the Sheridans and Montgomerys as they celebrated deeper into the night. 

      Rina knew what they wanted to know. Were Rina and Steve “together” yet? Had Steve actually moved on after his wife’s death? And if he hadn’t, what was Rina doing here, hanging around so many months after last spring’s case had closed? Was she just pathetic? 

      Rina wasn’t entirely sure how to answer that question, even unto herself. Her entire body ached with sorrow and loneliness when she was in California. While on Martha’s Vineyard, she felt soft and pliable; she laughed often and opened her heart in ways she’d forgotten were possible. And she told herself that the timeline of her “will they, won’t they” romance with Steve was nobody else’s business but hers and Steve’s. And she tried not to allow herself to break her own heart. 

      Of course, Rina understood Steve’s hesitation. He’d lost his life partner. With Laura gone, he had to unravel decades of memories and make sense of himself in the world alone. His children had tried to follow his lead, but they were often just as lost as he was. 

      The bathroom door flew open. Three teenage girls entered, two of them in dresses and the other in black jeans. Their names were Gail, Abby, and Rachel— twins and a cousin. Although Rina had met all of the Montgomery family members, she was generally terrified of the younger ones. Teenage girls could be cruel. 

      It was then she realized Gail was crying. Fat tears rolled down her cheeks, bringing the black charcoal from her eyes to her chin. Just when Rina prepared to ask what was wrong, Gail gave her a scathing glare that meant she wanted privacy. 

      “You girls tell me if you need anything,” Rina murmured, hurrying past and re-entering the hall. 

      “There she is.” Steve’s voice swelled from the right, and Rina turned as he approached with a glass of champagne. His smile was boyish, proof he’d had a few drinks already. “Come on,” he said. “They’re playing games in the bistro.” 

      Rina followed Steve through the crowd and took a seat across from Trevor, Kerry, and Kelli, Steve’s father, mother, and sister. Soon after, Steve’s cousin, Lola, appeared and dropped into the seat beside her, flashing her long hair behind her shoulders. Steve shuffled a deck of cards and passed them out as Lola and Trevor made small talk and lightly gossiped about members of their family. Just then, Rina spotted Uncle Wes moving through the crowd, holding Beatrice’s hand, and Lola turned to whisper in Rina’s ear. 

      “My dad’s going to propose tonight,” she said. “I’m terrified!” 

      It was rare that Rina felt drawn so deeply into the secrets of this family. “Do you think she’ll say yes?” 

      Lola raised her shoulders. “I don’t know. I hope so. My father needs a win, I think. Gosh, she looks beautiful tonight, doesn’t she? I hope I look half as good in my sixties.” 

      It was difficult for Rina to imagine Lola looking anything but stunning. The Sheridan women all looked nearly identical to their late mother, Anna, who’d been a knock-out. Steve had explained the heartbreaking story of Anna’s death, that she’d been having an affair with a man who’d accidentally drowned her. 

      “Were you ever married, Rina?” Trevor asked spontaneously. 

      Rina was startled at the forward question. Steve’s cheeks were pale. 

      “I was,” Rina said, her voice wavering. She’d told Steve all about Vic many months ago—that she’d been head-over-heels for him and had married him in her twenties. They’d tried for children that hadn’t come, and ultimately, Vic had cheated on her and broken up with her shortly thereafter. But she wasn’t sure she wanted to get into it with Trevor Montgomery on New Year’s Eve. It wasn’t a story she generally liked to tell. 

      “Plenty of people were married,” Kelli said, waving her hand. “I was married to the world’s most horrific man.” 

      “And now, you’re engaged to a wonderful man,” Trevor said, punching Kelli lightly on the arm. “Where is Xander? Is he around here somewhere?” 

      Rina and Steve locked eyes over the table. Rina breathed a sigh of relief. Trevor had forgotten his question just as soon as Kelli had distracted him. 

      “Rina,” Lola interjected. “Tell us about your recent gig in Oaxaca! Did you find the guy? The one who disappeared?” 

      Everyone was always intrigued by Rina’s work. There was something about finding people who’d “disappeared” that captured everyone’s imagination. But for Rina, her job often left her with a feeling of sorrow about humanity. People abandoned people, unwilling to offer the support they’d once promised. She’d seen so many holes within families that she’d begun to doubt anyone was actually “good” deep down. 

      Except Steve. She genuinely couldn’t find anything wrong with him. 

      “She found him in ten days flat,” Steve bragged of Rina. “I remember over the phone that you told me you thought it would be complicated. You thought you were going to have to live in Oaxaca for a while and work the case.”

      Rina felt a wave of relief. “I got lucky with that one,” she said. “The guy had abandoned his wife and children in Oklahoma, and the wife really needed help. She couldn’t pay for food, and they were going to lose the house.” Rina recited a very common story in the United States and among her clients. “When I got to Oaxaca, the trail went cold until I happened to meet with a young woman in her twenties whose sister had just fallen in love with ‘some American guy.’” Rina used air quotes, remembering that sunny day on the coast. “She hated her sister’s new boyfriend so much. She would have done anything to get him out of their hair. And it just so happened he was the guy I was looking for.” 

      Everyone at the table laughed. Trevor’s eyes sparkled. 

      “You’re quite impressive, Rina,” Trevor said. “No doubt about that.” 

      Suddenly, an uproar of celebration came from the other side of the room. Wes and Beatrice were in the doorway, their hands linked and raised over their heads. Beatrice’s eyes glinted with tears, and Wes’s smile was enormous, extending his crow’s feet from his eyes to his hairline. 

      “Oh my gosh! It happened!” Lola whipped up from the table and hurried through the crowd to hug Beatrice first and then Wes. “It’s gorgeous, Dad,” Lola said, both hands around Beatrice’s left one as she gazed at the ring. “You know, he picked this out all by himself? He didn’t want any help from us girls.” 

      Under the table, Steve took Rina’s hand and squeezed it just once, then let it go. Rina’s heart flipped over. She immediately stood, excused herself, and retreated to the backyard, where she stood without a coat, breathing in and out and filling the air before her with steam. Just a few feet away, the Vineyard Sound lapped up onto the beach, and the froth caught the light of the low-hanging moon. Beyond that, the water was inky black and impossibly deep. 

      To Rina, the ocean was different on this side of the continent. It was angrier. It told different stories. Here near Martha’s Vineyard, it had swallowed up so many whalers and fishermen. Even in the Montgomery and Sheridan families, it had drowned Charlotte’s first husband and Wes’s first wife. 

      Again, Rina heard a rasp and words of anger coming from the other side of the inn. If she wasn’t mistaken, it was the teenagers again—Gail, Abby, and Rachel.

      “I don’t want your help,” one of them was saying. “I want you to leave me alone for a change. Do you understand?” 

      “Gail,” the other wailed. “Please. Help me understand.” 

      Rina ducked away from the inn, not wanting to eavesdrop on their teenage drama. You were allowed so little privacy at that age. She didn’t want to destroy it. 

      As she walked through the cold, her head stirred with questions. When Steve touched her, her heart ballooned in her chest, making it difficult to breathe. Sometimes, when she came to visit, they fell asleep next to one another as they talked deep into the night. Sometimes, Steve fell asleep midsentence and woke up the following morning, prepared to dive back into the same conversation. 

      A long time ago, when Vic left her, Rina promised herself she wouldn’t fall in love again. Her mission in life was her work. 

      Yet here she was. Wasting time. Hadn’t she turned down a potential gig just because she’d wanted to come out East and spend time with Steve? She could hardly recognize herself anymore. 

      It was terribly cold, with a ten-degree windchill. The fact that she traipsed around the inn without a coat was more proof of her insanity. From outside, she could peer through the window of the Bistro and watch the Montgomery and Sheridan celebration and feel the buzzing of their laughter through the walls. How was it they were able to find such joy in their everyday lives? Had they figured something out about the world that others hadn’t? 

      Nearest the window was Rina’s favorite couple, Isabella and Rhett, who’d begun their romance when Rina first came to the island. Initially, Rina had suspected Rhett of being involved with a crime. He’d even briefly gone to jail. But upon his release, he’d stopped at nothing to prove his innocence and save the young woman—and even gotten hurt in the process. 

      Since then, he and Isabella had fallen deeper in love. And because Rina was so often around, she’d been allowed a front-row seat. She and Steve had often discussed this abstractly, referring to what it had first felt like for them to fall in love. During these conversations, Rina knew Steve referred to Laura, his wife, although he didn’t mention her by name. Always, Rina was talking about her teenage boyfriend, Cody, who’d had legs too long for his body and shaggy blond hair. She’d broken up with him when she’d gotten into college and he’d decided to go to Europe to meet his grandparents. They’d communicated via letters for a while—holding on to a childish hope of romance that they eventually watched fade. 

      Rina hoped for better when it came to Isabella and Rhett. She hoped she’d have the privilege of being at their wedding one day. 

      Rina’s phone buzzed in her pocket, interrupting her reverie. It was her father, calling from California. A shiver of fear raced down her spine. Rina hadn’t spoken to either of her parents in months—not since the previous summer when words that couldn’t be taken back had been exchanged. Nobody knew this, not even Steve. Rina had often considered her trips out East to be running away from her problems at home. 

      “Dad?” Rina answered, unable to conceal her surprise. 

      “Rina.” Her father’s voice was ragged and older than she remembered. “Rina, something has happened.”

      Rina could no longer feel the harsh wind against her face. She could no longer hear the vibrant celebrations within the bistro. It was as though her consciousness had whittled down to only the sound of her father’s voice, all the way across the continent. 

      “Your mother,” he explained. “There was an accident. They don’t know if she’s going to make it.”
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      Rina burst back through the foyer of the Sunrise Cove. From the bistro came the sound of someone singing—was it Lola? Kelli? Rina couldn’t tell, especially not through the cacophony of the other Sheridans and Montgomerys speaking over one another. Rina was scattered and out of her mind with worry. The sharp chill outside was a horrible reminder of how far away from home she was, how nothing in her life had gone as she’d originally planned. She had to get out of there. 

      Rina returned to the bathroom to clean herself up. Outside, tears had sprung and frozen on her cheeks, and she rubbed her face with hot water, trying and failing to come up with a plan. What could she tell Steve? She’d never told him what had happened with her family back in California. Whenever she’d spoken about her parents, she’d mentioned them within the context of her childhood—not her adulthood. She’d spoken of them as though they were fictional characters in a book. 

      The bathroom door burst open yet again to reveal Gail, the twin in jeans and a black sweatshirt who’d been crying. Rina blinked at her in the mirror, waiting for Gail’s twin to appear immediately afterward. But it seemed Gail was alone. Rina had never seen them apart before. 

      Gail set her jaw and stormed toward the mirror, where she procured eyeliner from her pocket and drew thick lines around her eyes. Rina could see herself in this anger. She remembered herself as a wild and brash teenager who’d listened to punk music too loudly in her car and whipped down Highway 1—ready to take on the world. Or escape it. One or the other. 

      “Do you want some lipstick?” Rina surprised herself. 

      Gail blinked at her confusedly. Her lips were slightly chapped; dead skin hung in awkward places. “Okay,” she said. 

      Rina dug her bright red lipstick from her purse and handed it over to Gail, who tapped at her lips nervously. Rina felt on the verge of weeping, remembering how foolish she’d been with makeup as a teenager. Remembering how she’d asked her mother to help her, but her mother had never gotten around to it. 

      Now, Rina fought the urge to offer her assistance because Gail didn’t want it. Gail wanted to do everything alone. 

      Gail did the best she could with the lipstick. It smeared out of line in certain spots, and the color was slightly too garish on her. Gail was a pale redhead, while Rina was a tan California brunette. Still, a certain camaraderie existed when exchanging beauty supplies in the bathroom. Rina had wanted a child so badly when she’d been married to Vic; would she have had moments like this with her daughter? Would she have had good instincts?

      “Why are you crying?” Gail asked. Her sharp tone was proof of her inner rage. 

      Rina wasn’t sure what to say. “I just got some terrible news.” 

      Gail furrowed her brow and passed the lipstick back. “Join the club. I guess it’s just one of those nights, huh?” She said it as though she’d been through the wringer. “What are you going to do about it?” 

      Rina drifted toward the mirror and put on the lipstick expertly. “I have to go home,” she said. 

      “Isn’t that in California?”

      Rina nodded. “That’s where I technically live. And it’s where my parents are.” 

      “I’ve always wanted to go to California,” Gail said. Her hard edges began to melt. “What part?” 

      “Los Angeles,” Rina said. “I grew up in Santa Monica. By the ocean.” 

      “Just like me.”

      “It’s a very different ocean,” Rina said. “But yes, I can’t imagine living far from water.” 

      “Try living in Amherst.” 

      “Is that where you’re going to college?” 

      Gail nodded and rubbed her temples. Her eyes were distant. In Rina’s pocket, her phone began to buzz again. It was her father. He wavered with uncertainty, so far away. And for once, he needed Rina. 

      “What bad news did you get tonight?” Rina asked, gripping her phone, daring herself to stay in this bathroom a little longer with this young woman who clearly needed her. 

      Gail forced her eyes toward Rina’s. “News that changes everything.” With that, she turned on her heel, smashed the flats of her palms against the door, and stormed out of the bathroom. Rina’s ears rang with her boots stomping along the hardwood floor.
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