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To anyone who needs the reminder that it’s always been you.











“To love oneself is the beginning of a lifelong romance.”


—OSCAR WILDE













PROLOGUE
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Santa Cruz, California


I BURST UP THROUGH THE SURFACE AND GASP FOR breath. My lungs want me to rest, but my mind doesn’t. A lone seagull cries out overhead. My stomach growls. I put my head down and swim toward the sandstone cliffs. Thoughts of Nana spur me on. I kick harder, pull faster.


Sabinaaaaaa . . .


I pause and tread water while I scan the sea around me. Nobody’s there. I yawn and tug at my ear to release any water that might be in there. Maybe that’s what’s causing me to hear things—that or lack of sleep.


Sabina, see? It’s okay to be in the depths.


The voice sounds like a woman’s—light, airy. Eerie, almost. A small wave lifts and then lowers my body as I think about what Nana and her BFF, Dora, would say. That it’s a Selkie—one of the mythical, shape-shifting “seal-folk”—coming to offer me support. Ever since my first summer with Nana, back when I was ten years old, she and Dora had regaled me with stories about these magical beings. I heard all about how they shed their fur to take on human forms and loved coming ashore to dance. Because I’d already been obsessed with mermaids, I easily embraced the Selkies. Over the years, they became the equivalent of patron saints for Nana, Dora, and me.


My chest tightens. The thought of Nana not being at the cottage when I return makes it hard for me to take a full breath. During the nine summers I spent in Santa Cruz as a child, I never imagined there would come a day when I would have to live without her. Now, that possibility hangs over me like the fog bank that embraces the Moss Landing smokestacks. I can just barely see the bottoms of those towers on the east side of Monterey Bay as I turn and resume my overarm crawl back to the beach.


On the shore, I pull off my wetsuit and wrap myself in a towel. My fingers tingle but not from the cold. They ache to pick up a paintbrush and capture the early morning sunlight seeping into the fog like a runny yolk. A heavy sigh spills out of me. After a swim, when my mind is quiet, I can pretend that everything is okay. I take a deep breath. The briny air is so fresh, so different from the smog I’m used to in LA.


I bend over, grab my thick mop of hair, and squeeze the seawater from it. Then I pull off the elastic band and flip it over my head. Nana used to laugh when I did this. “You’re just like the Little Mermaid,” she’d say. “Both of you with your gorgeous red tresses!” 


Thoughts of her laughter are interrupted by a line of pelicans flying close to the curl of a wave. One, two, three . . . eight in all. I don’t know why I started counting these birds, but I’ve done it for as long as I can remember. It’s comforting to perform an old ritual, like I’m returning to some part of me that’s been buried for way too long. My stomach growls again. The last time I ate was yesterday afternoon—a few bites of a tuna sandwich at the hospital cafeteria. Between worrying about Nana and the disaster that is my marriage, I haven’t wanted to eat.


A wave of heat rushes through my body as Reece’s handsome face—his dark chocolate-brown eyes and square jaw— flickers before my eyes. I don’t see how we can recover from this, but I can’t picture my life without him. In an attempt to push him out of my mind, I focus on the sound of the small waves hitting the shore with a quiet thud, one after the other. They’re so gentle—nothing like the dark crashing waves that woke me up around 3:00 a.m. “It wasn’t okay to be in the depths last night,” I murmur aloud, not sure who I’m actually speaking to. A Selkie? Myself? The nightmare had seemed so real. I was in the ocean, alone, with no shore in sight. There was a storm. Waves lifted me up, tossed me back and forth, and then pushed me down, threatening to drown me. No matter how hard I fought the tug of the current, I couldn’t get my head above water. How could the ocean, the place that’s like a second home to me, seem so scary? It’s always been my sanctuary. I turned to the sea when my parents sent me to Nana’s the first time, when I felt like they ditched me. I swam my way through the end of my first relationship, when I was fifteen and my summer love took off without a word. Anytime I’ve felt abandoned, I’ve always been able to find solace in the water and the thought of its magical creatures.


But now, with death and divorce looming over me, my nightmares have turned my source of solace into a source of torment. Are they trying to tell me something—like, maybe this time, it’s going to require a whole lot more than the sea to fix this mess?
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Los Angeles, California


WE’RE STANDING AT THE KITCHEN ISLAND. REECE HAS only been home from the band’s West Coast tour for a few hours. He’s showered and taken a nap, and we’re in the midst of unpacking a bag of Ethiopian takeout.


“Shug,” he says, using his nickname for me, “we need to talk.”


He started calling me Shug the first year we met, when he came up from LA to visit me in Berkeley almost every other weekend. I was finishing up my MBA and counting the hours until he would knock on the door and whisk me away from the stuffy B-school world. He’d joked that, although I cursed like a sailor, I tasted as sweet as sugar—and Sugar eventually got shortened to Shug and Shugga. But he hasn’t called me this in a while, and his voice is strained. He’s gripping the edge of the island with both hands.


A question forms itself in my mouth, but I don’t ask it. I already know this is going to be bad. I feel nauseous and set the food down.


He pushes himself away from the island. “But not here. Let’s go in there.” He motions toward the living room, then turns and leaves the kitchen.


My heart is racing. As I follow him down the hallway, I can’t help but feel like I’m walking the plank on a pirate ship. I reach out and run my fingers along the framed photos of us lining the walls—for luck or for reassurance, I’m not sure. My fingers stop on the picture of his proposal, the only time I’ve been onstage during a show. It was a fairy-tale moment: In the photo, he’s down on one knee, and I’m covering my mouth with both hands. I remember the band cheering us on and the audience going nuts. Another wave of nausea hits me.


Once we’re in the living room, I sit down cross-legged on the couch. He sits at the other end, as far away from me as he can get. As I wait for him to speak, he tucks one long leg under the other, glances out the window at our small backyard, and then looks down at the glass coffee table. Finally, he lifts his eyes and clears his throat. “I slept with Fee.”


His words are like a kick in the chest. “Fee?”


“Fiona. Lead singer of the Pinks. The band that opened for us on tour.”


“I know who Fiona is.” She’s the pretty, petite, dark-haired one I’d asked him about before. Every time I see them onstage together, it’s like they’re having sex. Not physically, but emotionally, energetically. But, when I’d mentioned that impression, Reece had brushed off my concerns. “Oh, it’s nothing,” he’d said. “She’s a flirt. It doesn’t mean anything.”


Bile rises in my throat, forcing me to swallow before speaking the words out loud.


“You . . . slept with her.” I try to focus on his face, but my head is spinning. It’s like the floor just fell out from beneath me and there’s nothing to hold on to. I suddenly have a need to know more, as if knowing the details will prevent my fall into the abyss. “Once? More than that? Just this tour, or has it been going on for a while?”


He shakes his head. “It hasn’t been going on for a while. It just happened on this tour.” He pauses. “Twice.”


My skin goes cold, pricked with a thousand icicles. Then it burns hot. “Twice? What, were you drinking? Were you on the bus? In a hotel? Does Jaxon—do the other guys—know?” I don’t know why I care if the band’s lead singer or the rest of them know, but I do.


He looks away. I stare at the small silver helix hoop piercing in his ear. I had been with him when he’d gotten it to commemorate the band’s first album. “We did it, Shugga! Come on, why don’t you get one too? Or maybe another tattoo, somewhere sexy?” But I’d said no. It was his album, not mine. Sure, my life had been dedicated to getting that album out—as his had been—but I was just the behind-the-scenes support. He was the creator. It’s his photo and name on the cover, not mine. Mine is down there in the fine print, with some boring title like Management Services. My attention is drawn to the muscles quivering in his jaw. He turns back to me. “I . . . I don’t think it would help to share those details right now.”


My body feels like it’s on fire. My hands clench into fists in my lap. “So, what . . . you knew you made a mistake the instant it was over but couldn’t help yourself and went back for more? And now you feel guilty and want to . . . to . . . make amends?”


“I’m sorry, Sabina.” His voice is thin, like a string stretched too tight on his guitar.


“For what? For breaking my trust?” I reach for the golden band on my ring finger. “Breaking your vows?”


“Yes.” He looks down at my hands. “But . . . but things here . . .” He moves his hand back and forth between us. “Babe, I love you, but you have to admit, we haven’t been us for a while. You haven’t been happy. We’ve been fighting over stupid shit.” He looks at me pleadingly, as though if I agree, he’ll be released from all guilt and blame.


I surprise myself with the force of my exhalation. “You’re right. We haven’t been us for a while.” For the last seven years— basically, ever since we got together—we’d done everything we could to get his band a record label. He’d been his charismatic self onstage and with the music execs, while I hired and managed the team, dealt with booking agents, and pored over contracts. We had agreed to put off having kids until his band was more established. And I’d given up painting. Painting had been my thing ever since I was a little girl. It was a religion for me. A communion. The best way I ever knew to express all that moved through me. But I’d quit making art to focus on Reece and his music.


For the last few years, though, I’d been yearning to reimmerse myself in my passion. Maybe get some pieces into a gallery or do some murals. Every time I mentioned painting to him, though, he told me how much he needed me. “Shug, we just signed with Virgin Records. You know this is a freakin’ huge break for us—the band, you, and me. We’ve gotta capitalize on this now! I need you backing me up more than ever.” So I haven’t lifted a brush in years, and my resentment has simmered beneath the surface, coming out sideways, contributing to the stupid fights he mentioned.


“That’s exactly why we’re in counseling with Brian. But what good is that doing us?” I throw my hands up in the air. “Brian told us just last month that I was supposed to try to be more trusting, and you were supposed to try to be more trustworthy. I held up my end of that. Guess that makes me a fool.” I scratch at the scar on my forehead. “Are you trying to wreck us? ’Cause this is a deal-breaker for me, you know.”


My mind flashes on Marco, my on-again, off-again college boyfriend. His intense honey-brown eyes blaze in my brain. Marco had been an architecture major who loved the design of women’s bodies too much to be with just one. I’d given him second and third chances, but he had shown me who he was that first time and never changed.


Marco’s face fades and is replaced with an image of my dad. He’d had an affair when I was a teenager and left to live with the other woman for a summer. I never got the whole story, but I know it broke something in my mom. I’d thought that was my dad’s only affair until I started talking to my mom about Marco. Then she’d told me the truth. There had been—and still were— other women. When I asked her why she continued to stay with him, she’d said, “I made a vow for a lifetime, not just till it gets hard. You work on it. You stay with your husband.”


“But it takes two to work on a relationship,” I’d insisted, and Dad never changed.


“Fidelity isn’t his forte” she’d acknowledged. Her acceptance had pissed me off. Did she think she didn’t deserve his faithfulness? His loyalty? Did she think that what he offered was as good as she could get?


I’d given Dad a hard time about it, back when we still had heart-to-heart talks, but that just served to widen the gap between us. He’d literally put up his hand to stop me from speaking. “This is between Gwen and me. It has nothing to do with you.” But it did have something to do with me. His unfaithfulness felt like a betrayal of our family. How could I trust or respect him knowing he didn’t respect Mom enough to honor their vows?


I shake my head. “From the very beginning, I told you. I don’t put up with cheating. Marco was a cheater. My father is a cheater. No more cheaters.”


“Sabina, I’m not either of those men.” He’s angry too. I can hear it in his steely voice.


“No, Reece, you aren’t. But it’s looking like you have the same tendency of having sex with a woman you’re not committed to. And that doesn’t work for me when we both chose monogamy.” We stare at each other. The air in the room feels sharp, edged with barbed wire.


He raises his eyebrows. “What happened to ‘All good things are wild and free’?”


“Don’t you dare use that to justify your betrayal!” I shout. That’s my motto—the Thoreau quote I learned from Nana and came to love so much that I got it tattooed on my hip.


He lifts his hands up quickly as if to disarm the bomb he just dropped in our laps. “All right. You’re right. But, Sabina . . . that’s it then? You’d end our marriage over this?”


Would I? Does he want me to? I look away. My eyes fall on the framed picture of him on the wall next to the bookshelf, a photo taken during the band’s performance at the Roxy last year. He’s in one of his iconic poses: knee up, hitting a power chord, mouth open wide, with sweat streaming down his face. With a sudden knowing, I look back at him and the words fly out. “You tell me. Is it over between you two? The Pinks are opening for you again here in LA this week. Then you’re heading into the studio together. Fiona’s featured in two of the songs you’re recording. No matter what I say, you don’t plan to end it yet, do you?” I cross my arms over my chest and glare at him. I know the answer. I know what’s coming.


He breaks eye contact and looks down at his hands. “I said I was sorry earlier, not just because I slept with her but . . . because, well, it’s more than that.” He swallows. “I have . . . I have feelings for her. I think there could be something with her. Something more.”


I snort. “Feelings? Those are hormones. You don’t have to act on them.”


He covers his face for a moment, then drags his hands down over his freshly shaven jaw. I notice a couple spots of blood. When he looks at me, I see the anguish in his eyes. “I don’t know if it’s the chemistry of us playing together or getting ready to record . . . that’s why I just . . . I want some time to sort this out. To see what this really is.”


Somehow, I keep my voice low. “You want to see what this is? With Fiona? You don’t want to see if we can find our way back to us again?”


“I . . . I don’t know, Sabina.” He leans forward just a little bit. “Do you think it’s possible?”


“Not if you want to ‘see what this is,’” I say.


“I knew you’d do this.” He falls back on the couch and exhales loudly.


“Do what?”


“Get angry. Push me away.”


“Are you kidding me? Reece. You’re sitting here telling me you’ve slept with another woman. Not only that, you want to see what this might become if you spend more time with her.” I jump up off the couch and take a few steps toward the window. I want to break something, throw something. I spin around. “We know what will happen if you spend more time with her: You’ll fuck her. And it’ll feel like love at first. Especially when you’re playing onstage together and recording together. Until it all fizzles out or blows up on you or . . .” I can’t picture it becoming anything else right now but a big disaster.


The muscle in his jaw twitches again. “You can’t tell me you’ve never had feelings for other men while we’ve been together.”


“That’s not the point!” I press my hands over my eyes and take a deep breath before continuing. “It’s one thing to be attracted to someone. It’s a totally different thing to act on it. You crossed a line. You know it, I know it, she knows it. You don’t get to have both of us. That’s not how this works.”


I turn toward the window, seeking answers from our tiny backyard. What do you do when your husband sleeps with another woman? Not just once, but twice—and he’s basically saying it’s going to happen again? My hands curl and uncurl at my sides. I know what my mom would do—or does. But I don’t think I’m willing to follow in her footsteps, not in my own marriage. So, do I just end it instead, right here and now?


The glare of the sun on the chrome grill we bought during our first summer here in Silver Lake suddenly makes the options obvious to me. I rush to speak, afraid that if I don’t say it now, I’ll chicken out. “Let me make it really clear. You stay here, commit to more therapy to see if we can repair us, and don’t sleep with her again. Or, if you want to prioritize her over us, you leave now. But, if you leave, we’re over.”


His eyes go blank. “Don’t do that, Sabina. Don’t give me an ultimatum.”


Damn. That’s exactly what I’m doing. I hate ultimatums too. Dad used to give them to me. “An MBA or nothing. Which will it be?” No art school. No MFA. No support for what I wanted. Just what he wanted. His money, his way. This is different, though, isn’t it? Rather than just kicking him out, I’m saying I’ll work on forgiving him if he stays. But can I really do that?


Other questions flicker through my mind, quiet and fleeting, like fireflies in the night. Do I actually want him to stay? Do I want to work on us? Or is there something else out there for me?


He stands up and walks toward the window, his back to me. I can hear him taking a few controlled breaths. When he turns around, I feel like I’m looking at a stranger. The handsome face I know so well is tight. His mask is on. “If I stay because of the ultimatum, no one wins. You’re just trying to control me rather than communicate with me.”


“Oh, nice move, using Brian’s words.” But he’s right. I feel utterly out of control, and so I’m trying to control him. I don’t like it, but the truth of what he’s done is tearing me up inside. He actually slept with another woman. Kissed her. Touched her. Was inside of her. The images of them together are making it hard for me to breathe.


“What do you really want, Sabina?”


His question hangs in the air. I squirm and pull on a thread hanging from one of the throw pillows. Our therapist often asks us this question. I’ve had a hard time answering it. But, in this moment, I don’t get the sense that it matters what I say. He’s already made up his mind about what he wants.


“Seems more like the question is, ‘What do you really want, Reece?’” I swipe at the tears in my eyes before looking back at him. “It sounds like you want both of us. You want to fuck her some more while not making any kind of decision about us. I can’t stand by and do nothing in the meantime. That’s crazy-making and cruel.”


“It’s not cruel, Sabina. It’s just honest.” For a moment his mask slips, and I think I see sadness moving across his face. But, just as quickly, it turns hard again, and he looks at me with eyes that match his flat tone. “Our marriage hasn’t been working for a while. We both know it. Maybe this is just the . . . the thing to finally make us confront that. Maybe there is something real between Fiona and me. Maybe it is just . . . nothing. Maybe I’m making a mistake. I’m not doing this to hurt you, but I’m not going to stay because of an ultimatum. I have to find out what this is. With Fiona.”


I don’t say anything. I just watch as he slowly walks out of the room. I listen to him move around in our bathroom, turn on the water in the sink. I remember the debate we’d had with the contractor. He’d encouraged us to get the highly coveted “his and hers” sinks. But we wanted just one. “Couples who spit together stick together,” we’d joked. So much for that.


Only after I hear the front door close behind him am I able to move. I stomp into the kitchen, where the takeout containers sit open on the island. They now feel like an insult. I pick them up, one at a time, and throw them into the garbage. I can’t help but snort when I notice that the splatter of red, brown, and yellow sauces on the wall behind the bin kind of looks like art.
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I KNOCK ON MEL’S DOOR, THEN DROP MY SMALL DUFFEL bag on the mat. Just beyond the house, the bright June sun is setting over the Santa Monica Pier. Although it was a scorcher of a day, I can’t stop shivering. I wrap my arms around myself and stare at the pink bougainvillea growing next to the front window.


The door swings open. “Bina!” Behind her oversize glasses, Mel’s tawny eyes are wrinkled in concern. Her bangs are pulled back from her forehead with two bendy clips—a sure sign she’s been baking. “Oh, honey.” She looks down at the duffel. “What’s this?”


“Some clothes. Toiletries. I . . . I just can’t stand to be at the house right now.”


She picks up the bag and sets it down in the entryway behind her. Then she tucks me into her familiar hourglass frame. She claims her boobs and hips hide all the extra calories she consumes from her recipe experiments. “I’ve got you,” she whispers.


With that, the sobs that have been pressing against my chest pour out of me. “He . . . they . . . she . . .” It’s not until I hear the sound of a car driving by that I remember we’re standing in the doorway. I lift my head from her shoulder. “Can we go inside?”


“Of course.” She closes the door and guides me toward the living room.


Hhhk!


Damn. The sobs have receded and left hiccups in their wake.


Mel gives me a squeeze. “I’ll grab you some water. And, oh! Do you want a slice of pear-and-cardamom cake? I just pulled it out of the oven.”


The perfumed sweetness of her pre-gig ritual permeates the house. It’s always this cake, always made the day before an important catering event. But I can’t imagine eating anything right now—not even this heavenly treat with its maple–cream cheese icing. I shake my head, sink into the couch, and reach for her rainbow-striped throw blanket. She’s had this ratty thing since our freshman year at UC Berkeley, thirteen years ago. When we first met, she had five different kinds of baked goods for sale spread out on this blanket in the quad. I quickly grew fond of her blueberry muffins and compassionate three-dollar therapy.


I drink the water Mel brings me, then hold my breath. Hhhk! Still. She settles down on the couch, places a pillow on her lap, and taps it with her hand. I take another gulp, hold my breath, and lie down with my cheek on the pillow and legs curled up in the fetal position. We’re silent for a few minutes as she strokes my hair.


“Remember when we first met Reece?” I ask once the hiccups are gone. I drift back to that August day seven years earlier when I had first seen the man who would become my husband. He’d been playing an electric guitar that I later learned was his most cherished possession: a blond 1957 Telecaster. His light brown hair was pulled back in a short ponytail. He sported a goatee, black T-shirt, and faded jeans, and he swaggered across the stage like he owned it. Sweat glistened on his forehead, and my sudden desire to lick it surprised me.


“Yep,” Mel says. I can hear the smile in her voice. “It’s funny to think about the Sunset Rangers playing a dive like the Silver Lake Lounge now. But it felt so good to dance after that awful bridal shower gig up in Topanga, right? We just let it all out.”


I close my eyes, letting my memory of the scene unfurl.


It had been Miguel, Mel’s boyfriend, who’d suggested we check out the band. I was wearing a curve-hugging dress I’d changed into after Mel and I both showered off the effects of the chocolate fountain—every caterer’s nemesis. The three of us ended up dancing right in front of the stage. The lead singer’s throaty voice, the hot guy’s sinuous guitar, and the drummer’s slow, languid beat made it easy to get lost in the music. I swayed back and forth, feeling all warm and melted, like the chocolate I had been cursing just a few hours earlier. At one point, I looked up and locked eyes with the guitar player—Reece. For a moment, I couldn’t breathe. He shot me a sly smile. I flushed and looked away. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him take a step closer to the edge of the stage, closer to me, as he stomped on his pedal-board and took a solo. When I looked up at him again, his dark brown eyes pierced mine as he joined in on the chorus, “Hey hey babe, don’t go. Stay with me tonight.” It was like he was singing directly to me, just for me. After that, I didn’t look away.


“He couldn’t take his eyes off you,” Mel says. “And, yeah, he was in his element that night—crowd-surfing and all, remember? Then, when he invited us to come hang out after the show and meet the rest of the band . . . yeah, I remember thinking that promise you’d made didn’t stand a chance under the full light he beamed on you. And, well. I was right.”


“You were.” When I’d first met Reece, I’d sworn off men for at least six months. It had only been a few weeks since ending things with Marco. Yet that night, backstage, the air between us had crackled like a summer sky before a lightning storm. I tried resisting it—him—at first. But he was so charming, and a perfect gentleman too. He asked me what famous people I’d like to have dinner with and what I’d do if I inherited a million dollars. Then he shared with me the story of how he got started playing music and told me about his top five favorite guitar players. Our fingers grazed once, as he handed me a bottle of beer. But there wasn’t any other physical contact. He never made a move except to ask for my number before I left. He called the next day and invited me to go on a picnic with him before I headed back to Berkeley.


A sob catches in my throat as the memory of sitting next to him in the Exposition Park Rose Garden is usurped by an image of Reece onstage with Fiona, sharing a mic, singing the chorus of the Sunset Rangers’ latest song, “Love’s Leftovers.”


“Want to tell me about it?” Mel’s voice is gentle. “All you said in your text was that you two had a fight and you were coming over.”


Mel has had my back throughout my relationship with Reece, starting with our long-distance courtship and continuing through my move to LA, our engagement, and the wedding. She’s also heard me talk about our struggles over the last few years—sometimes at a bar over cocktails and other times at a prep table, when I’ve pitched in to help her get ready for the weekend weddings that make up the bulk of her growing business. But what Mel doesn’t know yet is what I found out a couple hours ago. I roll over, stare up into her eyes, and tell her everything.
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IS MY MARRIAGE REALLY OVER? IS HE WITH HER RIGHT now? The questions squawk mercilessly, like gulls descending on picnic blankets. As I walk over the pedestrian bridge that crosses the Pacific Coast Highway and leads to the sea, I take several long swigs of the cheap red wine I poured into Mel’s travel mug. I’m hoping it’ll quiet the cacophony in my head.


The chill of the ocean greets me like a damp caress as I step off the bridge. For the first time since that conversation with Reece, I’m able to take a full, deep breath. I kick off my flip-flops and stride toward the ocean. I know it’s there for me—ready to accept whatever I have to unload.


I sit down in the sand and open the pack of American Spirit cigarettes I picked up on my way over to Mel’s. A whiff of the tobacco’s earthy richness hits my nose. I take another deep breath and eagerly pull a cigarette from the box. Its filtered end feels comforting between my lips, kind of like a pacifier. The click of the lighter, the bright flame so close to my face . . . each step of this ritual feels like a rebellion against my failing marriage. The first inhale is short, stuttering, and followed by a cough. The second inhale is longer, deeper. The nicotine immediately makes me feel lightheaded while also melting some of the tension in my shoulders.


As I exhale a long ribbon of smoke, I remember the last time I had a cigarette. It was over a year ago, at Reece’s thirty-second birthday party. The look on his face when we walked into the rooftop bar and everyone yelled, “Surprise!” had been worth all the planning. “Best birthday ever, Shug,” he’d said.


When he started dancing with other women, it wasn’t a big deal—at first. Some of them were our friends; others I didn’t know so well. Like Holly, a blond wearing a little red dress. I’d sensed something more was going on, but he’d laughed me off. I’d felt guilty for suspecting. But I saw the looks and the hand that slipped down a little lower, then back up again less quickly. I knew there was nothing wrong with flirting. I did it. But for me, flirting was about getting into my own sexiness, not about the other person. Then I’d bring all that turn-on home to Reece. But was he leaving me a little bit every time he flirted with another woman? Was it about the other woman for him?


I push my way to standing and wobble for a moment before finding my footing on the sand. “You fucker!” I yell. “How dare you! How could you? We were going to have kids. We were going to do the whole big-family, happily-ever-after shebang. To love and to cherish till death do us part.” I kick at the ground, releasing a spray of sand. Have these seven years with him been a total waste? I take one last drag—how can this guilty pleasure be over already?—and then pause, unsure of what to do with the butt. I’m not going to add littering to my list of sins. So I finish the rest of the wine in a few swallows and toss the remains of my cigarette into the travel mug. “Sorry, Mel.”


Then another face crashes into me: Fiona. “And you! Backstabbing bitch!” She had actually befriended me on a recent tour, when I joined them in Vegas for a four-night run there. I whirl around and throw the mug into the darkness. My hands clench. I kick at the sand again, only, this time, it’s firmer and catches my toes. I trip and land face down in wetness. “Fuck.” I pound my fists, feeling satisfied that they actually make an impression in the sand here at the waterline. “Aghhhhh!”


Exhausted, I flip over on my back and close my eyes. A cold trickle of water touches my bare feet. I don’t move. The next wave wets my ankles. I shiver, wondering if the next wave after that will soak me entirely if I don’t get up. But I don’t care. Giving up and letting the waves carry me off sounds pretty good right now— easier than dealing with the sinking feeling that I made a huge mistake when I married Reece. I wish I could go back in time and not go backstage to meet him. Not give him my phone number. Not answer the phone when he called. Not go on that first date with him. Hell, not even go to the lounge in the first place. There are hundreds of other bars in LA we could have hit; why did we have to end up at that one? I groan. It’s too late to undo any of it. So many little moments leading to such a big debacle. There’s no way out. I might as well just stay here, lying on the sand.


Sabina, get up. A voice tugs at me. A woman’s voice.


I open my eyes and shift my head side to side on the sand but don’t see anyone. “Mel?” I call out, but there’s no answer. My legs are wet now, almost up to my knees. The beach seems to be dropping away beneath me, pulled away, bit by bit, with each retreating wave.


Sabina, get up. The words beckon like a whisper in my ear.


I lean up on my elbows and look around. “Are you a Selkie? Here to save me?” I still don’t see anyone and lie back down.


Sabinaaaaaaaa. The voice pierces me with its high pitch. I must be really drunk. But I didn’t have that much wine. Or did I? “All right, all right.” I push myself up just as a wave splashes my shorts.


There you go. The voice is quieter now. Keep going. 


“Who are you?” No response. I sway as I stand up, a little more buzzed than I thought. I head toward the footbridge, then turn back, remembering the mug. It takes me a few minutes, but I find it. I remember to grab my flip-flops too. Then, as I walk toward the highway, I light another smoke. One for the road.


“BINA.”


I lift my head at the sound of my name and . . . oh, crap. There’s a vicious pounding behind my eyes. My mouth is dry and nasty. “Leave me alone . . . I just wanna sleep.”


“Sabina.” The voice is a bit louder this time.


“Wwwwhaaaat?” Suddenly, I remember I’m at Mel’s house, in her guest bed, because my husband is sleeping with another woman. I think I might vomit.


“Your cell’s been ringing. When I saw it was Dora calling you for the third time, I went ahead and picked up.” I can tell by the sound of Mel’s voice that the worry line between her eyes is activated. “It’s . . . she said it’s Lia—your Nana.”


“Dora? Nana?” I shoot my arm out from under the covers, keeping my eyes closed against the bright light coming through the window. Mel presses the phone into my hand, then sits down on the edge of the bed. “Dora?” I practically shout. “What’s going on?”


“Bina Bell, it’s your Nana. She’s . . . she’s had a stroke.” My grandma’s best friend’s voice sounds ragged. “She’s in the ICU.”


I bolt upright. “What happened? Is she going to be okay?”


“We were at Rosie McCanns, the Irish pub, with Ruth and Roo—all of us Library Ladies—enjoying mimosas. Lia almost dropped her glass, then she started talking all garbled. Thank the gods we were with her.” She pauses. “We called an ambulance. And, well, Bina . . . they’re not sure if she’ll make it through the night.”


For the second time in less than twenty-four hours, I feel like a bowling ball just hit me in the stomach. It takes me a moment to catch my breath. “I’ll drive up to Santa Cruz now. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”


“Good. Just so you know, I called your folks too. Craig’s actually in San Francisco for a meeting. He said he’d come right down.”


Even though Nana is Dad’s mom, “right down” most likely means as soon as it’s convenient for him—and before he catches his flight back to New York City, where he and Mom live. I’ll be surprised if he stays the night in Santa Cruz. He’s always played the “business calls” card anytime he doesn’t want to be present for something. As an investment banker, he claims to have important clients to woo at all times.


“And Mom?” My guess is she won’t be able to make a trip out.


“She’s having another flare-up. Hasn’t been able to teach for the past couple of days. Poor Gwen.”


The first few times Mom’s rheumatoid arthritis flared up when I was a kid, I was terrified. It made no sense to me how one minute, Mom was up and about with lots of energy, and the next minute, she was knocked out, unable to talk. I was afraid she’d never get out of bed. Instead of asking her for help, I slowly became the one doing the caretaking. As I got older, the flare-ups happened less, but they seemed more intense when they did occur, as if making up for lost time. Mom probably feels awful about not being able to come to California. She and Nana bonded over their shared love of teaching the classics, especially Jane Austen’s novels, long before I was born. They became even closer when I was a baby.


“Oh, Dora . . . is Nana conscious? Does she know what’s going on?”


There’s a pause before she answers. “She’s in and out, Bina love. In and out.”


After hanging up, I fill Mel in and head to the bathroom. Before I make the six-hour drive north, I’ve got to wash off the grit. I’m pretty sure it’s not just the sand between my toes that’s making me feel filthy. She follows me in and sits on the toilet. As I pull off my nightshirt and yank back the shower curtain, she says, “Lia was always like a fairy godmother to us when we visited her during college. It was amazing, you know? Within an hour of greeting us, after serving us tall glasses of her yummy lavender lemonade, she’d ask just the right questions. And she listened in that special way she had—the one where she put her eyes on you and tilted her head. Dang, one visit with her was more nourishing than a decade with my mom.”


“I know. That’s Nana’s magic. But hey, no past tense.” I’ve thrown my hair into a messy bun. No time for washing and conditioning it, let alone drying it. But the hot water on my body is soothing, even as I become aware of my aching chest. Nana’s my person. She can’t go. Not yet. “She’s still with us.”


“Right. Sorry!” Mel calls out. “I’d offer to go with you but . . .”


“Shit! Your big celebrity wedding is today!” I pull the curtain open to look at her. “I was going to run food for you.” Mel’s been prepping this thing for weeks. She’s been catering events in LA for eight years now, slowly getting more complicated, higher-paying contracts. But, up until this point, she hasn’t gotten real high-profile gigs—the ones she’s dreamed of orchestrating ever since we were nineteen and addicted to People magazine. This one is her big chance to break into the scene, and I was supposed to be there to support her.


“Ahh! I don’t want to get wet!” She swishes the curtain closed and talks a bit louder. “I have Minh on standby. This thing is too important for me to not have backup plans. So don’t worry. I’m just sorry I can’t come with you. Hey, wait!” Her voice takes on a more excited tone. “James is in Santa Cruz, remember? He just took that job at the hospital—he might even be one of Lia’s nurses. How wild would that be?”


“Oh, wow. James tending to Nana. Talk about a role reversal.” As I turn off the water, I flash back to last night. “I’m sorry I used your travel mug as an ashtray.”


“Yeah. I was gonna give you shit about that. I bet your mouth tastes sublime this morning.”


“It’s gross.” I pull a towel off the rack and wrap it tightly around my body, as if it can protect me from what’s coming, what I have to deal with when I step out of this brightly tiled safe zone. “Can you grab my toothbrush for me?” As Mel digs through my toiletry bag, a queasy sensation moves through me. Reece. Fiona. He slept with her. “Mel. What am I going to do about Reece? Us? Our marriage?”


She hands me my toothbrush with toothpaste already smeared across the bristles. “You don’t have to figure any of that out right now. Get dressed, get that nasty taste out of your mouth, and get on the road. Go see Lia.”
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