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The ocean at the Concha Pointe pier is blue and beautiful, with gentle waves. That is how I remember it. Unless I cannot sleep—then, my memory is of a violent ocean, twisted green and black, hurtling itself into white spume on the barnacled pier pilings. In fragments of my dreams, it is only gray. Perhaps my shifting memories aren’t odd. The ocean, like a person, can be many things. 

On my twentieth birthday, my parents took me to my favorite restaurant, The Pelican’s Roost, which sits at the entrance of the pier. From our balcony seats, I watched the sanderlings scooting at the water’s edge. Seagulls made piercing calls as they battled for scraps. Farther out, pelicans glided above the water. 

As we sat there waiting to order, a surprising thing happened when my father’s phone rang. 

Here we go again, I thought. He’ll be taking the call and rushing off without even having dinner with us. 

Instead, I was astonished when he unclipped the phone from his belt and turned it off. 

He said, “That'll take care of that. No more interruptions.”

I had never seen him not answer his phone, or at least not look at who was calling before ignoring it. I pinched the underside of my thigh to make sure I wasn’t dreaming.

As he placed his phone on the table, I looked at my mother. She arched her eyebrows high. Lifting them was no small feat considering all the fillers and Botox treatments she’d had on her forehead.

Rather than sit there with my mouth hanging open, I said, "Wow, Dad, don't you have important calls you might miss?" 

"Maybe, but the only thing that matters right now is enjoying our meal for your birthday, Prima."

"Oh, right, of course. This is great," I said, stumbling for words. "I wish Garrett could have come. He really wanted to be here, but people can't live without having their pizzas delivered, apparently. His boss wouldn't let him off."

My father nodded and said, "Hmm. That's too bad, but just the three of us is nice."

"Maybe if you have time this weekend, he could come over. He wants to talk with you about something."

"That would be fine. I'm not planning on working this weekend."

My mother couldn't contain herself any longer.

"You're not going to be working?" she said, nearly choking on her words. "Don't you mean you're not going into the office?"

As long as I could remember, my father was always working. He was a fertility specialist MD who owned a group practice that served the aging affluent; people who had waited to have babies until the odds of conception were against them. It seemed that even when he supposedly wasn't working, he was taking calls or shuffling into his home office to take care of details that popped into his mind. At best, he was always preoccupied. 

In the past few weeks, he'd been more distracted than usual. Kind of edgy and irritable. 

My mother and I had a hand signal that we used to warn each other about his mood. When he wasn’t looking, we’d cup our hands in a C-shape, which stood for cranky. We’d been making the “C” a lot lately. 

Suddenly, today his mood had shifted.

My father didn’t answer her. He simply looked out the window at the sky, and then down at his phone. I feared he might turn it on again if my mother started badgering him. I wanted him in a good mood for my birthday—and for when Garrett came over to see him.

“Robert,” my mother said. “Since when are you not working?”

I had to do something. I slipped the ring in my pocket onto my finger. 

To distract her, I blurted out louder than I intended, “I have a surprise.”

It felt like every head in the restaurant turned in my direction. 

My cheeks turned red—I don’t like being the center of attention. I took my hand out of my pocket and held it above the table. My mother grabbed my wrist and pulled my hand toward her to take a closer look. 

"What a beautiful diamond,” she said appraisingly. “It has hints of blue. French cut, I believe, not your typical brilliant round.” My mother knew her diamonds. As an afterthought, she said, “This is an engagement ring.”

When she released my hand, I moved my hand over to my father. I doubted if he could tell one diamond from another.

"I assume that is why Garrett wants to see me? He must have delivered thousands of pizzas to buy it." 

"Nope, it’s old. It belonged to his grandmother. Daddy, when you see him, you have to act surprised. He's kind of traditional. I promised him I'd keep it a secret until after he spoke with you.”

“I don’t think that will be a problem,” he said. 

“You have to act surprised too, Mom.”

Reluctantly, I slipped the ring off and returned it to my pocket. 

“Don't you think you're a little young?" my mother asked.

“No,” I said, bracing for an argument. When it didn’t come, I added, “Besides, we're not planning on getting married right away. Not until he finishes his bachelor’s. Now that he’ll be transferring to Stanford, he’s afraid I might meet someone while he’s away. He said the ring is an insurance policy."

My father laughed. My mother didn’t. 

My father dipped his chin and peered at my mother from beneath pinched eyebrows. 

"Did you know about this?" he asked. “Not that I’m surprised. They've been going together for over a year." 

When my mother shook her head, he turned to me and said, "And how do I know he's good enough for my little girl?"

“He's going to be an investment banker. He's going to be rich. He's like you, Daddy. He's a straight A student, very mature, and he has plans to have his Master’s by the year 2000. Sometimes I think he’s ten years older than I am, not just one. He's even got a full scholarship. Actually, he got one B, but the teacher was unfair."

I started to rattle on about him. I could have talked about Garrett endlessly, but the waiter came to our table, which cut short my chattering. 

The waiter’s name was Delphineaus. My mother always called him Del. He was from Costa Rica and it seemed that each time we saw him he became more feminine. He was passing and his latest transformation was breasts that jiggled under his puffy shirt. He took my mother's hand when he greeted her.

"You look absolutely radiant today. Just stunning. Your husband is a lucky man."

My mother might have blushed—it was hard to tell beneath her tan. Unlike me, she loves attention. She is the eternal seeker of the fountain of youth. Nothing much rattles her, except signs of aging. If my father weren't present, she'd have been swapping plastic surgeon stories with Del. 

When my father isn't with us, Del calls my mom and me "sisters," which never fails to delight her. 

Del extended his hand with formality and shook my father’s while telling him, "Dr. Otomo, it is such a pleasure to have you join us. We wish we saw you more often."

If my father found him odd, he didn't remark, but it was hard to tell with my father. He was a very contained man. I did notice that he slipped his hand under the table after the handshake, where I imagine he wiped it. 

I was glad I'd slipped my ring back in my pocket by the time Del came to our table. Thankfully, my mom didn’t mention the big news to him. He'd have made a big fuss about it. I also felt a flash of relief that Garrett wasn’t with us for dinner. He isn’t tolerant of people he thinks of as different. 

That's okay, I told myself because I planned on changing him for the better. Nobody's perfect. If we agreed on everything, it would be pretty dull. 

While Del chatted with my parents, I watched the waves down on the beach, although I couldn't hear them through the windows or over the chatter and clatter of voices and dishes. My parents told me that, when I was little, I was afraid of the water. Once they finally got me in it, however, it was hard to get me out. 

The surf was getting larger, but it was uneven and closing out this late in the day. Only two surfers in wetsuits were still in the water. People are often surprised at how cold the water is in Southern California, due to the Alaskan current. Their boards were too long for the beach break. I couldn't see their faces from this far away, but from their gestures they looked like they were having fun messing around and not minding that they weren't catching any real rides in the darkening water beside the pier. 

When Del took our order, I pointed at the menu to indicate my choice of salmon. My mother told Del to bring a Cabernet Sauvignon for her and me. 

Let me be honest here. Her ordering wine for me was a surprise. My parents were overprotective. Besides, I’m a teetotaler like my dad because I’m super sensitive to the effects of alcohol. Though, this time, I was glad she ordered it, because with my birthday and my big news, it might relax me. 

He turned to me and said, "I'm sorry, I'll have to ask you for identification. It’s ridiculous, I know, but twenty-one is the legal drinking age in California." 

I felt uncomfortable and avoided looking at him.

“What?" my mother protested, "My sister and I are the same age. You didn’t ask for my ID."

Without missing a beat, he said, "I've checked your identification before. It's hard to believe you’re over twenty-one, but as far as I can tell your driver’s license looks authentic." He winked at my mother.

"Sorry, I forgot my I.D.," I managed to say. 

"Rules are terrible things sometimes,” he said, and slapped his pen on his notepad. “I won't be able to serve you any alcohol."

I shrugged. Then another thing happened at dinner that was unusual: my father ordered wine. My mother’s eyebrows arched again.

As Del was about to leave our table, Dad said, "Bring my daughter a cranberry juice in a wine glass, if you would, please."

I was about to object to the combination of salmon and cranberry juice, but noticed a little smile on my father’s face. Sure enough, when the drinks were delivered, he switched ours. 

By the time we finished dinner, I'd had two glasses of wine. 

I felt loopy. I pretended to enjoy the taste, but I'm not sure I like the way it makes my head feel, either. It’s weird, like things are happening around me faster than I can process them. 

Maybe I inherited my father's aversion to alcohol, but I was proud that he was treating me like an adult. 

I’m going to like being twenty.
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After dinner, we strolled out on the pier. I lagged back, fidgeting, moving my head from side to side, feeling the effects of the wine. My brain moved slower than my head. I watched the two silly surfers who were still in the water. When I looked up, I saw my parents standing by the railing on the right side of the pier, the side where the sun drops into the water. There were clouds in the sky and, at that moment, the sun filtered through them so that my parents were partially silhouetted, with the red-orange canvas of clouds behind them. My father shook the railing with both hands. Safety conscious as he was, I guessed he was testing its strength to make sure it was okay to lean against. 

My mother turned and rested her back against the railing, her eyes on my father, not the sunset. The ends of her blonde hair were lifting in the breeze, looking like they were on fire. She was only a few years my father’s junior, but looked much younger. 

In contrast to her various European ancestry—Midwestern mutt, as she called it—my Japanese father had black hair, dark eyes, and naturally golden skin. I had inherited his black hair and brown eyes, though mine were not as dark as his, and the light skin of my mother. However, unlike my perennially tan mother, my alabaster skin only burned, except for the strange exceptions of my face and hands. 

My father stood beside her with one hip pressed against the railing. With only a view of his profile, I couldn’t tell if his eyes were on my mother or the sunset. 

They were a striking couple. They could have been on a poster for a romantic movie. 

I carry that image of them in my mind as if it were a photograph. 

My mother reached up and stroked my father’s temple. Her hand looked unsteady. I think she’d had at least one more glass of wine than I had. She brushed her fingers over his forehead, his ever-rising forehead that didn’t bother him at all, but offended her in her ongoing war against aging. Though, this time, her gesture looked tender, not critical. Her war extended to him—she was forever feeding him vitamins and trying new hair topicals to stop his hairline from receding. He’d take the vitamins for a week or two to placate her. Soon, the bottles of shampoo and conditioners would sit untouched, collecting dust; the contents of the sprays would congeal and gum up the nozzles. If the caps were loose, the liquids would evaporate. I think sometimes he’d purposely left them uncapped to give the impression that he used them, because in most things, he was meticulous. 

My father pulled my mother toward him and gave her a long kiss. I flushed with embarrassment. I knew public affection embarrassed him, and, if I’m honest, I felt the same. No one likes to see their parents acting like infatuated teenagers.

"I'm getting chilly," I called out to them. "Can't we go back to the car?"

Before walking back, my father put his arm around me. He gestured toward the sky. The undersides of the clouds were changing to an electrified pink. It was a striking sunset.

"Sometimes," he said, "The sky looks like something spilled out of a test tube."

"I'm glad you decided to pursue medicine instead of poetry," my mother told him. 

"I could have been a poet," he protested. "Science has its own poetry."

My mother said, "I guess it does," and looked over at me. 

"My friend, Mysti, is a poet" I said, not knowing what else to say. Thinking back now, I was immature for my age.

We walked back to the parking lot on the pier. My father’s new Mercedes was the first sports utility vehicle we'd owned. I thought of it, and all the various brands and models of SUVs, as the mutated spawn of Jeep. The pragmatic rectangular shape of its progenitor was now hidden under arched lines, chrome trim and a black diamond, metallic paint. It was luxurious. 

My father bought it only a couple of weeks ago. At the dealership, he’d made a fuss about the details of its safety features. My mother and I hoped buying it would lift his dark mood, but it hadn’t seemed to affect him much. Only a few days ago, even before the new license plates arrived, someone stole all the air bags out of it. That hadn't helped. Whatever was bothering him I didn't know, and my mother didn't seem to know either. At least if she did, she didn't confide in me. 

I was thrilled that on my birthday, he seemed happy again.

I sat behind my mother in the car. I was the last to close my door. I gave it a strong pull because the interior was nearly airtight. It made a soft woofing sound like the bark Wolfears, my dog, does in his sleep. I rubbed my fingertips over the firm leather seat and inhaled the lingering new car smell. From the driver's controls, my father locked the doors and rolled all the windows down a couple of inches. Then he reached back and checked that my seat belt was snug. 

So much for his realizing I'm an adult, I thought.

He backed out of the parking space and, as we were driving along the parking lane, I felt the need for fresh air and pressed down on the window button. It didn't respond. 

"Dad, my window doesn't work. Did you accidently hit the child safety lock for the back doors?"

The slow clip-clop of the pier planks under our wheels was the only answer. Even with the comfort suspension, we were gently jostled on the uneven surface. My mother cleared her throat to get his attention. He ignored her too. He was probably distracted, back to thinking about work again. 

As he drove toward the far edge of the pier parking, my mother said, "Dear, the exit is the other way."

He didn't pay attention to her, and she held her hand up by the side of her head forming the letter C, signaling that she thought our respite from his dark mood was over. If they were going to start arguing, I didn't want to ruin the perfect image of them by the railing. I put on my headphones.

A boy and girl walked slowly in front of the car with their arms wrapped around each other. The sight of them made me think of Garrett, who wouldn't approve of their clothes. The boy was wearing a tight, black AC/DC road tour T-shirt and baggy jeans, barely hanging on his butt. The girl's pants were squeeze-tight with pre-faded spots. If Garrett looked at her, he'd feel the point of my elbow in his ribs. 

The couple stopped directly in front of our car. The boy gave a shampoo commercial toss of his hair, draped his arms over the girl's shoulders and they looked into each other's eyes. Their heads begin swaying side to side in unison as if entering a private, hypnotic world. 

My father began clenching and unclenching his fingers on the steering wheel. When the boy bent down to kiss the girl, my father's patience ended. His left hand gripped tightly on the steering wheel while he slammed the heel of his right hand on the horn. 

The young lovers jumped out of the car's path. The guy bared his teeth at us like an angry chimpanzee. With one hand he hitched up his pants, with the other, he gestured at us with his middle finger. The girl stared at us wide-eyed and open-mouthed with her head thrust forward. 

I couldn't stop laughing. I didn't know if my laughter was from the sight of their reaction or embarrassment. I recognized them from back in high school.

Even though they were out of the way, my father continued pressing his hand on the horn. 

He drove forward. When he came to the dividing curb at the end of the parking area, he didn't turn, but drove straight towards it. The wooden divider proved no obstacle for our high clearance vehicle. 

I pulled off my headphones.

My mother said, “What are you doing? Are you feeling all right?”

We were in the pedestrian area, driving toward the end of the pier. 
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We stopped. The length of the pier stretched before us. My father released the horn. Neither my mother nor I spoke, not wanting to break the quiet that held us in the moment. It was like we were balancing between our normal world and one of a warped reality. It was only seconds, but it seemed as if time stopped.

My mind wandered. Sometimes, I have disassociated thoughts, random, non sequiturs. I don't know why my mind does what it does. For some reason, I thought about how it felt on top of the high dive platform moments before a dive. People on the pier surrounding us were staring like they were witnessing a bizarre stunt. Some of their mouths hung open like spectators peering up at a dive meet. 

I imagined I was making the meet’s final dive—my score to decide our team’s victory or defeat. Frozen. I was frozen. Never have I known fear at the platform’s edge, only exhilaration. Yet there I was paralyzed with fear. 

I flashed back from my imagined comparison to the moment. Only my eyes moved. 

My father was rigid. His hands were gripping the steering wheel so tightly that they were shaking. Undoubtedly, he was staring straight ahead. Maybe he was as confused as I was, uncertain as to what had just happened. I worried that he’d just had a stroke. 

And then his foot jammed down on the gas pedal. 

His shoulders pressed back against the seat, his head thrust against the headrest. The pitch of the engine wound louder and higher. Beneath us, the tires spun, unable to gain traction on the wood planks. The car’s back end swayed. It felt as if the tires were digging us down through the pier. Through the crack in the window came the smells of burning rubber, exhaust, and scorched wood. 

My eyes stung. 

He jerked his foot off the pedal and the car skipped forward a few feet. The pitch of the whining engine lowered. The tires stopped spinning. He pressed his foot down, gently this time. We began moving forward.

"Have you lost your mind?" my mother said, in a voice that was surprisingly calm. 

My father's only response was to press down on the gas pedal. We picked up speed. People shrieked. Some waved their arms spasmodically as they scrambled out of the way. Soon they were flinging themselves against either side of the pier to avoid being struck. 

I could no longer hear the screaming voices of the people on the pier, and realized it was because I myself was screaming hysterically. 

"Stop, stop, stop," I joined my mother in her pleading shrieks.

Our chanting pulled me back from the maelstrom of madness of whatever was happening. 

My mother started pounding her fists on my father’s shoulder and arm. One of his hands was on the horn again. It was difficult for him to steer on the uneven surface of pier with my mother flailing on him. The car started to wobble as if he might lose control. 

He stopped accelerating, but we were already moving fast. He didn’t brake. 

My mother lunged for the steering wheel. Her left hand snagged his face, and her diamond ring tore a gash in his cheek. Both of his hands were back on the steering wheel now. She tried to pry them off, but his grip was too strong for her to break. 

A line of blood smeared his cheek, making it look as if his face were painted with grotesque clown makeup. Blood flowed down his neck and began soaking his shirt collar. Small details kept me from being consumed by horror.

Even without the blare of the horn, people scattered before us like bowling pins leaping out of the way before a strike. Amazingly, we’d not hit anyone.

My survival instinct suddenly kicked in. Time moved in slow motion. I started to undo the seat belt and stopped, realizing I needed it on unless I could escape before we reached the end of the pier. I frantically pulled on the door handle. It was locked and useless. I clawed at the door lock knob. It too was disabled from the child safety lock. I looked around, desperately groping about, looking for something, anything. 

There was nothing to be found. The car was even freshly vacuumed. 

I reached my hands into the small open space at the top of the window and hooked my fingers over the edge of the glass. With all my strength and the weight of my body, I pulled down. The glass neither broke nor budged. My fingers cramped from the effort. I lifted them off the glass and let my hands fall loosely, uselessly, in my lap. 

A woman grabbed a child from a stroller, whisking him up with such force that the two of them nearly toppled over the edge of the railing. The empty stroller was clipped by our bumper and sent spinning. It ricocheted off the railing and bounced back against the side of the car with a loud bang. 

Two fishermen in our path dropped their tackle boxes. One of them held out his fishing rod in front of him, as if it were a weapon that could protect him. The car was moving too fast to stop. There was nowhere to swerve without hitting other people. In the instant before he was struck, his companion pulled him away. 

Other frightened people were pressed against the railing. A little girl covered her ears with her hands. Someone threw a bucket of fish offal. It clattered onto the hood, splattering its contents in a smear across the windshield. 

I screamed at my mother to turn off the ignition key. Panicked beyond hearing, she was now flailing her arms uselessly against the dashboard. Her voice rose into ever higher pitched screams. 

She ran out of breath and stopped her terrified shrieking. Her hands clasped her face as we neared the pier’s end. 

My father, back in complete control, began accelerating again. 

I lunged for the key, forgetting the seat belt. It locked, stopping me far short. Even if I had reached it, we were moving too fast for it to make any difference. With my right hand, I reached up and grasped the grab handle above the door.

We sailed through the wood railings at the pier’s end as easily as if they were made of toothpicks. 

My body strained against the seat belt and shoulder strap. The pulsating rattle of the pier slats ceased. 

Whether intentionally or by luck, my father had hit the vertical four-by-four post directly dead center. Because of that, the car did not twist or roll as we made an arc through the air. The rear of the car felt as if it lifted as we started to fall. I thought we might flip over and land upside down when we hit the water.
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The view through the windshield was a blur of choppy, green ocean water. My stomach rose into my throat. There was a whooshing sound from the air through the cracks of the windows. We didn’t somersault, we arrowed toward the water. Before we hit, I closed my eyes. 

The car pierced the water. 

It felt like hitting concrete—the wind was knocked out of me. My lungs stopped working; it felt as if my ribs were crushed. 

The engine noise stopped, and snapping and popping noises filled my ears. An image of shark teeth crushing a fiberglass surfboard flooded my mind—probably the crackling of the electrical system shorting out. As the car plunged deeper, my eyes popped open, so wide that it felt as if my eyeballs would pop out. I learned what wide-eyed terror meant. With small, gasping breaths, I was able to suck in some of the precious air still inside the car.

Water sprayed through the window crack and spurted onto my mother’s head. I braced my feet against her seat, expecting we would hit the bottom, but we popped back up to the surface like a cork, seemingly suspended, motionless, as if being held by the wind. Again, I thought we might flip onto our back, but we landed upright and floated briefly, slanting nose down. 

My feet slid off her seat into wet, cold water on the floor. It was flowing in from the vents and leaking through the cracks. For the moment, the air in the rear compartment was keeping us from submerging. 

If the air bags weren't stolen last week, they might have deployed and helped us stay afloat. 

Outside the car, sea water sloshed against us. I could feel the front of the car sinking. With still-stiff fingers, I managed to unclip my seat belt. My mother had stopped screaming. 

I would have screamed if I could have.

I remember the salesman at the car dealership had shown us the tire jack under the rear bench seat. If I could get to it, maybe I could use it to break a window. 

I slid off from where I was sitting and squeezed my butt partway into the gap between the front seats. I pulled on the bench, lifting it toward me, but I was in the way and couldn't open the seat far enough. I reached around under it, but I couldn't even touch the jack without pushing the seat down and trapping my arm. From crouching down, my butt was now wet from the rising water. I twisted and sat back down, thinking about crawling into the back compartment for a few more moments of air. 

I heard sobbing. My father was cradling my mother's head on his lap. She was limp and unconscious. Blood covered her forehead. Evidently, she'd unfastened her seat belt before impact. Maybe the blood was from his cheek; from where she’d caught him with her ring. I couldn’t tell. 

His fingers were rhythmically stroking her hair. Tears flowed down his face and mixed with the blood on his face. The mix dripped off his chin into my mother's tangled hair. He seemed oblivious that we were sinking.

"Daddy, you are supposed to protect us," I hissed between short breaths.

He ignored me.

I beat my fists on his shoulder. He turned toward me. His eyes widened and his lips quivered as if attempting a smile. His hand slapped at the window switches. With the electronics fried, it was a futile gesture. What happened to my brilliant father? I’ll never know if he was trying to open the windows or make certain they were locked, because at that moment the car lurched sideways. His hand flew up and smacked his face. He reached toward me. 

I recoiled, curling into a tight ball with my knees tucked up to my chin, to avoid the touch from whoever this man was in the front seat. I couldn't look at him. 

There was a popping sound, and water burst through the dashboard. 

I rolled my back onto the seat and thrust my feet toward the window with all the strength in me. 

The window shattered. The glass cut my ankles and calves, but my feet were outside above the water. I flipped over onto my stomach and pushed my body crab-like backwards through the opening. By the time my torso was free, the front of the car was dangerously low in the water. 

The swell pushed me away from the car. I swam back to it and managed to reach in through the broken window and hold onto the grab handle. I pulled off my sandals to be able to tread water more easily in the chilly water.

"Push mother out to me."

He ignored me, lost in whatever reality he now occupied.

"Daddy," I screamed. 

I repeated it over and over at the top of my lungs as water rose inside the car and it sunk lower in the sloshing ocean. My hand slipped from the grab handle, but I managed to hook my fingers on the window casing. Finally, my screaming jarred him. He looked over at me and mouthed three words. Bullets would have been less painful.  

In the next instant, the car lurched forward and began sliding beneath the surface. I lost my grip, but the suction began pulling me toward the ocean floor. I inhaled a gulp of air before being dragged under. Kicking my feet and clawing the water with my hands, I fought toward the surface, but my efforts were useless. It was as if I were trying to swim up a waterfall. 

Realizing I needed to conserve my strength, I stopped fighting and went limp with the flow. 

Though the salt water stung my eyes, I managed to keep them open as we descended. The water was becoming dark green in the fading light, and as I went farther down, it lost all color. I became surrounded by murky, sand-churned water. I felt a painful pressure in my ears from the depth. I couldn't pop them without pinching my nose and my arms were trailing uselessly above me like blades of kelp. I began to think my head might explode. 

As we went deeper and the strength of the suction diminished, I was able to reach my nose. I pinched my nostrils, keeping my lips tightly sealed, and blew until the pressure popped. The relief was immense. 

The car stopped. It had hit the bottom. I crumpled into it and bounced off, losing all contact with it. 

The descent had been quick enough that I still had a reserve of air, so I groped around in the dark water trying to find the car until I became disoriented. When I could no longer ignore the need to breathe, I discovered I no longer knew the direction of the surface. Guessing wrong, I swam directly into the sand on the bottom. Twisting around, I gathered my legs under me and pushed off toward the faint light above. As I did, I wondered if I could hold my breath long enough to reach the surface. 

The water was even colder below and my muscles weren't responding as normally. Though I was trying to move quickly, the water seemed thick and my arms and legs heavy. My clothing also added resistance and slowed my progress. I wondered if the wine was affecting me. 

The cold was numbing me. Desperately trying to hold my breath, I forced myself to swim upward, knowing at any moment I’d involuntarily suck in a lungful of water. 

Suddenly the pier lights turned on, illuminating the water above. Only a few more kicks and strokes, I told myself, while trying to control my coordination. 

I felt as if my lungs would burst. Even though I was close to the surface, my vision began to darken and tunnel; I felt consciousness starting to float away. 

When I was almost there, my muscles stopped working. 

My lungs expelled their spent air in a large burst of bubbles, and I involuntarily gulped salt water. 

This can’t be happening. This isn’t real.
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I broke the surface and found myself in a sea of broken glass. That is how it looked beneath the pier lights. I retched up salt water and my dinner. In short gasps, I inhaled air, oxygen, sweet everything. As I caught my breath, I managed to take off my shoes. When I tried to dive to reach my parents, I found my arms were made of spaghetti. My legs were as useless as kelp stalks swaying in the current. I heard a helicopter and looked up. A wave smacked my head. The world began spinning. 

The next thing I remember was being pushed toward shore on a lifeguard’s rescue board. When we slid onto the sand, paramedics lifted me. We started up the beach with one of them supporting me on each side. Wet sand squished between my toes. My rubber legs pretended they were walking. 

I made a noise that might have been a word and turned back toward the water. I managed to swing one arm up and point toward the end of the pier. The paramedic beside me shook his head. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. “There’s nothing you can do.” 

I uttered another noise. It wasn’t a word, only an animal cry. My parents were dead. I became dead weight. They lowered me onto the sand. Two more paramedics joined us with a stretcher. The four of them carried me on it to the beach parking lot beside the pier where two ambulances were parked. A crowd of onlookers had gathered. Several police were keeping them back. Instead of putting me directly inside one of the ambulances, they took me between them.

As if they’d choreographed it, two of them held up sheets around me for privacy, while another one helped me stand. My teeth chattered and my body shivered, but I didn’t feel cold.

“I’m okay,” I said.

“Even supergirls are vulnerable to hypothermia,” he said and gave me a smile.

I attempted to pull off my top, but my numb fingers didn’t seem to be working. He used scissors to deftly cut off my remaining clothing while somehow keeping his eyes averted, not that he’d want to look at a half-drowned rat. When I was free from my clothing, they wrapped the sheets around me and placed me on a gurney. After strapping my torso, thighs and ankles, they loaded me headfirst into one of the ambulances. 

A blanket was added on top of the sheets. With a single whoop of the siren, the ambulance made a path through the crowd and we were on our way. We rolled down Pacific Coast Highway, the asphalt ribbon that hugs the California coast, not driving fast, which reassured me there was nothing critical about my condition, not that I cared at the moment. We even stopped at the occasional red light. 

They’d not turned on the siren since the parking lot. I felt thankful for that. 

For some reason, the thought of the siren screaming would be embarrassing. I’d had more than enough attention. I found it a silly and strange thing to be concerned about, but better than thinking about the impossible that had just happened. 

Lying on my back, I saw PCH from a new perspective. Mountains rose on one side like a vain fortress against the timeless onslaught of the sea. On the ocean side, with the twilight gone, the sky was now a dark shroud. My view became fragmented by the jolting glare of streetlamps as we came to more populated areas.

When we turned off PCH, the faces of buildings appeared behind the streetlights. Lit windows became the glowing eyes of ghouls. The buildings leaned forward, voyeurs gawking at me as I lay shivering beneath the bleached blanket and sheets. I realized that I was cold. I imagined the blanket and sheets tumbling around in an industrial drier stripping away memories of all the people whom they’d covered. My imagination of their tumbling in hot air didn’t make them feel warmer. My teeth chattered. When I clenched them, my jaw shook and my skull vibrated. 

One of the EMTs was thin with a high forehead. He looked familiar, perhaps someone I’d seen jogging on the beach. He had his hand placed on my forearm. Maybe it was there to comfort me, maybe he’d just rested it there because it was a convenient spot. When he noticed my looking at him, he lifted it. I reached across with my other hand and pressed his hand back down on my arm. He smiled at me. I parted my lips to smile back, but my lips only clung to my clacking teeth. The only part of my face that worked was my eyes. I blinked several times. He gave my arm a squeeze and looked out the back of the ambulance. My attempt at a smile must have looked grotesque. 

It suddenly struck me that we were headed to a hospital. Odd as it may sound with my father being a doctor, I’d never been inside a hospital as a patient. I had an irrational fear of them. 

Throughout my childhood, my father had repeatedly admonished me not to allow any medical procedures without his consent, and that if I were ever in need of medical treatment, they were to call him first. No exceptions. I had special needs, he’d said, and he knew how to best take care of me. What my special needs were, he’d never articulated. 

When I’d asked, he and my mother would simply say, “You’re special.” 

I believed them. Logic told me that they were being overprotective of their only child, but now, such was the result of his reminders that it sparked in me a reaction of panic. My breathing accelerated, causing staccato catches in my throat as I sucked in air. Not only was I going to a hospital, but they couldn’t call him. 

How could this be happening to me, a special person? Maybe I wasn’t special after all.

The paramedic’s eyes knitted in concern at my sudden change in breathing.

“Don’t worry, we’ll get you warmed up soon,” he said, and squeezed my arm again. “We’re almost there. They have warm blankets waiting.” 

I had traveled on the Pacific Coast Highway countless times. Now it would never be the same. The security of my world had vanished. Maybe the world is entirely chaos and anything the resembles order is merely an illusion. 

I didn't want to speak, so I looked away from him. Somehow it seemed that if I spoke it would all be real and not some kind of mad dream where everything goes wrong and you can't wake up. I reached down to feel the one solid thing that would help me hang on. 

It was gone. My engagement ring was inside the pocket of my pants, floating in the ocean.

"We've got to turn around," I blurted.

From the expression on his face, he must have assumed that I didn't know the fate of my parents and wanted to return for them.

"The most important thing . . . right now, umm, is making sure you're okay."

"I'm fine," I said. "If you can't take me back, just stop and let me out. Please."

"I'm sorry . . . we can't do that."

“Driver,” I called out. “Stop the ambulance.” 

The driver ignored my request. Strapped as I was, there was nothing I could do other than scream. 

Somehow, I managed not to scream and stared at the headliner of the ambulance. I focused on my breathing until the ambulance pulled under a concrete overhang of Saint Pilar’s Hospital. Its solid gray expanse was punctuated with lights that looked like the smaller menacing cousins of the streetlamps we’d past. The blue-white light from them made me think of the light from alien spaceships that sucked up human beings for experimentation. Nothing real, of course, undoubtedly an image from something I’d read or seen in a movie. I wished aliens were real. 

They could take me away.
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The paramedics wheeled me through the emergency side entrance of Saint Pilar’s that was reserved for ambulance patients. I inhaled and was smacked by the smell that is unique to hospitals, causing me to shudder from something other than being chilled. 

We stopped rolling. I heard a television laugh track. Turning my head, I saw we were in a hallway beside the main waiting room. It was full of people, some in obvious pain. One man lay on the floor, hands clutched over his stomach. He thrust his head from side to side. I felt guilty to be lying on my back instead of standing or sitting uncomfortably in one of the waiting room chairs. I was special again and would have traded my mental pain for a physical one. 

My eyes drifted to an aquarium against the far wall. Algae was overtaking it. Two large goldfish were swimming through the misty green water, somehow looking both bored and anxious. Occasionally, they would shoot to the surface to look for food or take gulps of air. At least they weren’t coughing or moaning like the waiting patients.

A child noticed the aquarium, too, and toddled over to it. She slapped her hand on the glass. startling the fish who darted through the green water, banging into the sides. The child laughed. A sharp groan from the man lying on the floor caught her attention. She lost interest in the fish.

I tugged on the sleeve of one of the paramedics, and said, “I’m okay. These people need help more than I do. Some of them should take priority.”

“That’s not the way it works,” he said.

He placed his hand on the side rail. The gold of his wedding band popped against his skin and dark blue uniform. Before I could protest again, a triage nurse joined us and spoke with the paramedics. She nodded and glanced at me. I obviously had no say in the matter. We started rolling again. The foot of the gurney rammed the metal plated double doors. With a clang, they swung open. 

The main ER room seemed surprisingly calm considering the crowd in the waiting room. I stared at the ceiling, closing my eyes each time we went under a light. They took me to a room with four beds, two on each side separated from one another by blue curtains the color of a lifeless sky. My bed turned out to be the one at the end on the right. They wheeled the gurney next to the bed and deftly lifted me onto it. A nurse raised the head of the bed so I could sit up. He positioned what looked like a freestanding, chrome coat rack next to the bed. I noticed his blue-green scrubs looked brighter than the curtains and freshly pressed. I guessed that he’d just come on duty. He left and a female nurse came with a hospital gown and helped me into it.

She asked me if I was comfortable and pushed a damp strand of hair on my forehead to the side of my face. The hair plastered to my cheek and ear took a bit more effort to free.

“I’ll be back soon with the doctor,” she said.

The ambulance guys came in and hovered around my bed with concerned expressions. Other than the one who’d sat next to me, I'd not really paid attention to them before. They were sharp-looking in their navy-blue uniforms, guys not much older than I. Two of the three had mustaches, neatly trimmed. One of their radio’s crackled. They looked disappointed that they had to leave for another call.

“Thanks for everything, “I said. “Don’t you need your sheets back?”

“We’ll get them later,” one said.

Another said, “We’ve got plenty.”

“Thanks, again,” I said.

Though I was sure I looked like a half-drowned rat, I gave them the best smile I could manage. The one who’d ridden beside me in the ambulance was the last to leave.

“See you on the beach,” I told him.

From his curious expression, he had no idea what I was talking about. Maybe he wasn’t anyone I’d seen jogging. Then again, I didn’t look like I did when I ran.

Like mine, the front curtain of the bed across from me was pulled open. The woman lying there didn't speak English. Her husband was translating to the doctor and nurse at her bed. She’d been admitted with heart palpitations and difficulty breathing. The doctor's diagnosis was that she’d had a panic attack. The husband couldn’t believe that she was under any stress and was arguing with the doctor.

The man said, "She is a housewife. She just stays home with the kids. She doesn't work."

The doctor briefly looked in my direction when he stepped away. The nurse closed the woman’s curtain and left without glancing at me. 

I felt alone and hollow. I was still cold. At least my teeth no longer chattered. The one thing I did know was that I didn’t want to be there. I might be a bit bruised, but at least physically there was nothing seriously wrong with me.

A plastic bag with the remains of my clothing hung on the wall. I could see water collecting in the bottom of it. I had no purse, no pants, only a scissored top, bra and underwear. I could hardly slip away unnoticed in a hospital gown or dressed in the soggy remnants of my clothing. 

Nestled among the equipment behind me was a phone on the wall. From its location, it didn’t look like it was meant for patients. 

I swung my feet over the edge of the bed and managed to reach across and grab it. I pressed the switch hook, suspecting it might only be connected internally, but I got a dial tone. Luckily, I knew the number for Garrett’s pizza shop. As expected, he was out on a delivery. I told one of his coworkers that I had an emergency and he needed to come to Saint Pilar’s and bring me clothes.

“Yeah, okay,” the guy said, as if all his calls came from girlfriends wanting their clothes. 

Just as I hung up, the doctor who’d been at the bed across from me came in with the male nurse. In contrast to the trim rescue workers, the young doctor looked far from fit. His white lab coat had a dark smudge on the shoulder and hung open, exposing his considerable belly that pressed against his scrub top. 

While he questioned me, the nurse put a cuff around my arm to take my blood pressure. I gestured over the diagonal line on my torso where the shoulder strap restrained me when we hit the water. He poked at my ribs without asking first. I didn’t care for his bedside manner. 

My ribs, breast and shoulder were tender and I winched under his touch.

"You'll hurt a lot more later," he said in his delightful manner. “We’ll take some x-rays.”

"Can I go home then?" I asked.

He didn't answer me. For a moment he looked like he might smile. Then gave me a patronized look and grunted.

When the nurse removed the blood pressure cuff, I grimaced from the ripping sound.

I asked again, “Really, when can I leave?”

“We
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