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Chapter 1

[image: images] Julia dug in her pocket for the key and opened the front door to the beach house. Instead of going in, she stood at the threshold and stared inside. Light from the evening sun spilled into the room, gaining entry from a missing slat on the shuttered window. Dust hung suspended in the stagnant air, silent and waiting.

She’d expected the inside of the house to look as abandoned as the outside. But it didn’t. It was as if she and Ken had been there just that past weekend. Her sweater still hung on the back of the chair where she’d left it all those months ago; the book Ken had been reading lay open and waiting on the end table.

They’d left late that Sunday evening last September, reluctant to end what had been a wonderfully intimate weekend, where they’d wandered through the booths at the Capitola Art Wine Festival, taken long walks on the beach, and talked about everything from where they would go on their next anniversary to finally starting their family, and then, for the first time in their married life, having sex without protection.

It had been the beginning of their season at the beach house, the nine months that they kept for themselves each year when most of the tourists were gone and the area returned to the artists, musicians, and radically liberal populace who called the half dozen towns that made up the Santa Cruz area their home.

Planning to come back the next Friday, they’d simply gotten in the car and driven away. Now there were nights Julia put herself to sleep wondering if they would have done anything differently had they known what was ahead. An unanswerable question, an anchor to slow her as she navigated the waters of being alone.

Unable to postpone going inside any longer, she crossed the threshold and closed the door behind her. How long would it take to shake the feeling that being there without Ken was wrong? There was no place Ken had loved more than this small, familiar cottage, no house that felt more like home, no other refuge that gave him the freedom just to be himself.

In her mind, Ken was as much a part of this place as the walls and foundation. How could she convince herself that she was stronger than the memories if she stayed where they were the most powerful? At thirty-two, she had decades ahead of her, all of them without Ken. No one had loved life more. He would be furious if he knew she’d ever questioned being able to go on without him.

She hung her sweater in the closet, closed the book, and put it away, then went into the kitchen for a drink of water, pausing to look out the one unshuttered window in the house.

The view was one she’d shared up until now, Ken teaching her the nuances of the tides, the patterns of the birds, and how to spot the wandering otter in the rolling waves. Binoculars were an essential part of every rear-facing room in thenearly century-old clapboard house. Perched on top of a fifteen-foot cliff and located in almost the exact middle of amilewide cove, they had a panoramic view of not only their small section of the California coast, but much of the Monterey Bay.

They were part of an island of twenty-five houses surrounded by a forest of pine, redwood, and eucalyptus that was kept from further development by the state of California. Ken was convinced there was no more beautiful place on earth. He’d once told her his fondest dream was to live out his life in this house with her at his side.

It was one dream too many.

Perhaps if he hadn’t experienced the unbelievable meteoric rise from college dropout to owner of one of the largest computer software companies in the world. Maybe if they’d been a little less in love . . . 

Julia reached for a glass and noticed a lone ant wandering across the cupboard door. Out of the corner of her eye she saw another and then three more. Following their path to the corner of the windowsill, she watched as one disappeared through what appeared to be a surface crack in the wood.

In the eight years she’d been coming to the beach house, this was the first time she’d found ants inside. She began opening cupboards and was about to congratulate herself that she’d caught the invasion early when she discovered an inchwide trail of two-way traffic leading to an open bag of sugar. Ants with empty mandibles moved up the wall while those with full loads moved down.

Like the stressed-out executive who snaps when her shoelace breaks, Julia was almost undone at the sight of the entrenched insects. After all these years, why had the damn ants chosen now to invade? She felt overwhelmed, beaten down, and sorely tempted to simply turn around and walk away.

But walking away wasn’t her style. She faced things head on. Which was why she’d come down herself to get the house ready instead of turning the job over to someone else. Ken would have been proud of her.

A half hour later, reasonably sure she’d won the battle, Julia scrubbed the cupboard and counters. Giving the sink a final wash down, she reached up to turn off the water and was dumfounded when the knob came off in her hand. She tried putting the knob back by carefully fitting the broken pieces together but she couldn’t get the handle to turn enough to even slow the stream of water.

She didn’t have a clue what to do next. With two brothers, a doting father, and a husband who’d prided himself on being able to repair anything, Julia had never had to fix so much as a clogged sink. She’d never even taken her car in for service herself. How could she ever hope to become independent if she couldn’t take care of a simple broken faucet?

She’d never sought independence and hated that it had become the focus of her life. Even more, she hated that it had become a necessity. She’d never kept it a secret that she loved being taken care of by Ken. She gladly let him do things for her that she could easily have done for herself.

Some of their friends thought her spoiled, some of her friends were jealous. Both sets predicted sagely that she wouldn’t be able to survive without Ken. They were closer to the truth than they imagined, but not for the reasons they believed.

The sound of water rushing down the drain in a county as drought conscious as Santa Cruz triggered her practical side. She’d work on being independent tomorrow when there was a plumber available. For now she would throw herself on the mercy of her next-door neighbor, Andrew.

The door to Andrew’s bungalow opened before Julia had brought her hand down from knocking. A tall man with prematurely gray hair and dark blue eyes—someone she’d never seen before—answered. He had a kitchen towel draped over his left shoulder, a glass of wine in his right hand, and an openly curious look on his face. “Yes?”

An enticing smell of peppers and onion and other things she couldn’t identify wafted around him, reminding Julia she hadn’t eaten since lunch. “Is Andrew here?”

He smiled. The effect was startling. A face that had seemed ordinary became enormously appealing. “I’m afraid not. Last I heard he was leaving Hawaii and headed for New Zealand.”

“Andrew?” He’d talked about sailing around the world, but never without the word “someday” thrown in, and certainly not before he was sure his business would survive without him. “Who’s running the nursery?”

“The guy who bought it.”

She’d been away only eight months and it suddenly felt like years. “Andrew sold the nursery?” she repeated, convinced she’d heard him wrong.

“Completed the deal on Christmas Eve and took off in his boat on New Year’s Day. He said he just woke up one morning and decided it was time he stopped putting things off.”

“You’re a friend of his?”

“Since college. We were fraternity brothers.”

There were several other neighbors she could ask for help. Imposing on one she didn’t know wasn’t necessary. “I’m sorry I interrupted your dinner. Next time you hear from Andrew please tell him I said hi and that I’d love to see him when he gets home.”

“And you are?”

“Julia Huntington.”

“You’re Julia?” He shifted his glass to his left hand and reached for hers. “Andrew told me to keep an eye out for you.”

“He did? Why?”

“No particular reason, just that you were a friend of his.”

“Uh-huh.” Andrew and Ken had known each other fifteen years. With Ken gone, it was only natural that Andrew would feel an obligation to look after her, if only by proxy.

“All right. He said you might need some help around the place getting it ready for summer and that part of my rent would be to see that you got it.”

Her hand still in his, she said, “I didn’t catch your name.”

“Eric Lawson.”

“You have no idea how much I hate to admit this, Eric Lawson, but Andrew was right. I could use your help. Do you know anything about faucets?”

“Some.”

She took the chrome knob out of her pocket and handed it to him. “Any ideas?”

He studied it for several seconds. “Besides tossing it?”

“That’s okay by me, as long as you can tell me how to turn the water off without it.”

“The shut-off valve doesn’t work?”

She had no idea what a shut-off valve was. “I don’t know. I didn’t try it.”

“Hang on a minute.” He started back inside. “I have to check the stove, and then I’ll come over and give it a try.”

“That’s not necessary. If you just tell me where—” But he was already gone. While she waited, she looked around the living room, noting the changes Eric had made since moving in. Andrew’s beaten-up recliner was gone, replaced by a computer desk. The normally empty bookshelves were filled to overflowing with what appeared to be old, leather-bound volumes of important literature. There were a few paperbacks and hardbound popular fiction titles scattered here and there as if to point out the owner wasn’t a complete intellectual snob. The coffee table held stacks of magazines with JAMA written on the top—medical journals.

Eric came back, minus the towel and wine. “Ready?”

“I’m sorry about taking you away from your dinner.”

“It’ll keep. Besides, this shouldn’t take long.”

The tone of voice was as familiar as the self-assured confidence. Ken had been the same way, supremely secure he could handle anything tossed his way. And he’d never been wrong, right up until the end.

As they headed toward Julia’s house, Eric said, “Andrew mentioned you live in Atherton. How do you like it?”

“Fine.” There was no need to act like a reluctant guest on a talk show. He was making an effort at conversation, not prying. “Actually it’s very nice.”

“My wife’s father has his practice near there. He wanted me to go in with him and his partners when I completed my residency, but Sacramento seemed more my style.”

She’d never heard anyone give Sacramento credit for style. Even the legislators left what many still privately called a farm town every opportunity they got. “You’re a doctor?”

“Nonpracticing at the moment.”

Her curiosity piqued, she asked, “On hiatus?”

“Of a sort.” He held the garden gate for her. As they made their way through the tangle of overgrown flowers that grew alongside the brick pathway, Eric asked, “Would you like me to take down the shutters tomorrow?”

“I’m not completely inept.” It would be a first, but how hard could it be?

“I didn’t mean to imply you were. It’s the rent thing. I take my obligations seriously.”

She opened the door and led him inside. “Andrew is a sweet guy, but he had no right to dump me on you.”

“He’s not the only one around here who’s been concerned.”

“Oh?”

“You’re a real favorite in this neighborhood.”

“Thank you. That’s nice to hear.” She didn’t take the compliment personally. She’d been the beneficiary of the goodwill Ken engendered from the day they met. His loving her had been all the recommendation his friends and family had needed, a wondrous gift to someone as shy as she’d been her entire life.

When they reached the kitchen, Eric went straight to the cupboard under the sink and reached inside. Seconds later the water stopped.

“How did you do that?” she asked.

“Come here, I’ll show you.” She moved next to him and lowered herself to her haunches. “See that handle?” He waitedfor her to nod. “It’s called a shut-off valve. Every sink and toilet in the house has one. There’s one outside that will turn the water off to everything in the house.”

She stood. “Please tell me I’m not the first person you’ve met who didn’t know this.”

“Not the first.” He rose from his haunches and stood beside her.

“How did you find out?”

“My uncle was a contractor. I spent my summers working for him.”

She was abruptly and acutely aware how close they were. If either of them moved even an inch toward each other, they would be touching. The situation became claustrophobic.Julia took a quick step backward and caught her foot on the rug.

Eric reached out to steady her. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” She forced a smile as she freed herself from his hand. “With Grace for a middle name, it was almost a given that I’d be clumsy.”

He returned her smile. “Julia Grace Huntington . . . it has a nice ring to it.”

She’d been around a lot of men since Ken’s death, had even had several come on to her in the past couple of months, but this was the first time she’d felt anything close to a response. The feeling was so unexpected, she didn’t know what to think. “Thanks for fixing the water.” She moved back into the living room. “When I see Andrew again, I’ll be sure and tell him that you kept your part of the bargain.”

“I didn’t fix anything. Shutting the water off was a temporary solution. You still need—”

“I know—a plumber. I’ll call one first thing in the morning.” She could see that he was aware he was being dismissed but that he didn’t understand why. How could he know the effect he’d had on her when he’d done nothing to precipitate it? She held the door for him. “You should get back to your dinner while it’s still salvageable.”

He stood on the small brick landing, his hands propped on the door frame. “Why don’t you join me? I always make too much.”

“I’m not hungry,” she said, dismissing his invitation. “I already ate.” That was every bit as bad. She sounded like thehomecoming queen turning down a date with the fourth-string quarterback. She might as well have told him she had to wash her hair. “I appreciate the offer, Eric. Maybe another time.”

He didn’t say anything right away, just looked deeply into her eyes. And then, softly and with a depth of understanding that left him exposed, he said, “It’s hard, isn’t it?”

The question caught her off guard. “What?”

“Learning to live again.”

He was a stranger, someone she would likely see once, maybe twice, more in the time she was there and then never again. There would be no long-term consequences to revealing the feelings she’d kept hidden from even her closest friends. The answer created a lump in her throat. “Almost too hard sometimes.”

“It gets better.”

“When?”

“First it’s only five or ten minutes at a time, and then it’s whole days.”

“Did your wife die?”

“No, she found someone else before I learned how to stop loving her.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, me too. But I’m past it now.”

“Really?”

“Maybe not completely. I’m still working on the guilt thing.But I think I’ve just about got that licked, too.”

“Is the offer for dinner still open?” she asked impulsively.

The question brought a smile. “You don’t even have to help with the dishes.”

“Give me a couple of minutes to unload the car and change out of these clothes.”

“I hope you like eel.”

She was too surprised to hide her reaction. “Eel?”

He laughed. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist. Actually it’s just plain old spaghetti.”

“I don’t know. . . .” At one time she’d been capable of giving as good as she got; it had just been a long time since anyone had allowed her the opportunity. “I’m not sure I can trust you now. Maybe I should send out for something.”

He started down the walkway toward his house. “Make it a sausage-and-pepperoni pizza and you’re on.”

“You’re not even going to try to talk me into tasting your spaghetti?”

“I’m easy, Julia—didn’t used to be, but I’ve learned.”

“I wish you’d tell me how you did it,” she said, not realizing how much she was unwittingly revealing about herself until the words were out.

He turned and walked backward as he talked to her. “I don’t know if I could, but I’d be willing to try.”





Chapter 2

[image: images] Julia waited until Eric was inside his house before she took her suitcase out of the car and went inside to change. She started to put on a pair of linen slacks and then discarded them in favor of chinos and a knit top. It wasn’t a date she’d agreed to, simply a shared meal.

On impulse, as she passed through the garden, she stopped to pick a bouquet. During the desolate eight months a timer had kept the small lawn watered and a gardener had come by to mow, but no one had tended the flowers. The bleeding hearts, foxglove, cosmos, plume poppy, and alumroot had long ago spilled from their tidy beds, collapsing from the weight of their flowers onto the brick walkways.

After picking only a few blooms from each plant, she presented the colorful assortment to Eric as he opened the door.

“For me?” He seemed genuinely surprised at the casual offering. “This is a first.”

“No one has ever given you flowers?” She’d always sent them to Ken, everything from single roses to wildly extravagant arrangements.

“Friends sent plants when I started my practice, but nothing that bloomed.”

She followed him into the kitchen, where he took a glass out of the cupboard and filled it with water. “It smells wonderful in here,” she said. Her stomach growled in anticipation.

“It’s amazing what you can put together with cans and packages.” He put the bouquet in the glass and the glass on the table, letting the flowers arrange themselves. The effect was in keeping with the casual dishes, paper napkins, and multicolored candles already there.

“What can I do to help?” Julia asked when he went back to the stove to stir the sauce. Over the years she’d been in Andrew’s kitchen a hundred times and felt almost as comfortable in it as she did in her own.

“The garlic bread should be ready.” He handed her an oven mitt. “There’s a knife in the drawer by the sink.”

They worked together, completing the meal in an easy, companionable silence, as if they were old friends who’d shared the ritual a dozen times before. When everything was on the table, Eric poured the wine, lit the candles, and held Julia’s chair.

“Thank you,” she said, sliding into place.

When he was seated across from her, he held his glass up in a toast. “To broken faucets and new friendships.”

She touched her glass to his. “And successful publishing ventures.”

His thick eyebrows, several shades darker than his hair, drew together in a questioning look. “How did you know?”

“It was simple deduction, Dr. Lawson. I asked myself what a physician on hiatus would be doing with a computer and desk in the middle of the living room.”

“And from that you concluded I was writing a book?”

“That . . .” She smiled and reached for something on the counter behind him. Holding it up, she added, “And this—Ten Steps to Writing the Best-Selling Novel.”

“You had me there for a minute.”

She put the book back. “Have you always wanted to write?”

“Since I was in high school. I could never see myself actually making a living at it, though. Medicine seemed a more promising way to feed myself, at least in the beginning.”

“What happened?”

He reached for a piece of bread and laid it on the edge of his plate. “I got tired of some twenty-year-old sitting behind a desk in an insurance office telling me what tests I could order for my patients.”

Her father was a doctor, the complaint a familiar one. “I thought the problem was getting better.”

“Not fast enough for me. I figured out that my staff was spending as much time on the phone getting permission to treat people as I was treating them.”

“So you just up and quit?”

“Not until I’d taken my frustration out on all the wrong people, including my wife. Shelly tried to get me to see what I was doing, but by the time I did, it was too late.”

Julia took a sip of wine before commenting. “Don’t you hate hindsight?”

“You sound as if you’ve been there.”

“Ken had his heart attack on the way to work. He was on the freeway at the time—the fast lane.” Which lane he was in, the temperature, the clothes she’d worn, were only a few of the meaningless things about that morning she couldn’t put aside. She speared a mushroom and absently pushed it aroundthe plate, focusing on the path it made through the red sauce to keep the image of Ken behind the wheel of his car from filling her mind. “There was a chain reaction, as people tried to avoid hitting him, that tied up traffic for hours.”

The accident had made the national news that night. The local stations and newspapers carried the story for days. Weeks and months later came the magazine articles. Half a year went by before she felt safe looking at any of the business journals that came to the house.

One detail, however, had escaped all of the media sources; it was something she’d never told anyone. For eight long months she’d kept her painful secret. It was time she let go. “I was on the freeway that morning. I left the house a half hour after Ken and got caught in the backup from his accident.” The rest was harder, something she hated admitting even to herself. “All I could think about . . . my only feeling was frustration that the wreck was going to make me late for my hair appointment.”

She chanced looking at him. He appeared neither shocked nor repulsed at her self-damning revelation. “I got to the accident a few minutes after the ambulance arrived, but I was so busy watching the clock, I didn’t even look over to see what kind of car it was. The doctor told me later that Ken was still alive when they got him out of his Range Rover. I could have been with him if I hadn’t been so damn—”

“Even if you had stopped, it wouldn’t have changed anything. Beating yourself up about it is useless.” He reached across the table and put his hand over hers. “The hardest thing any of us has to do when someone close to us dies is accept that there are times when shit just happens. Nothing we could have done or said would have made any difference.”

“I could have told him good-bye.”

“You’re imagining something that wouldn’t have happened even if you had stopped. The rescue workers had to getKen out of there as fast as they could. There’s no way they would have stopped to let you talk to him. At best, you would have been in the front seat of the ambulance when he died.”

They were the words she needed to hear, not absolution but reality. “You must have been one hell of a doctor. I’ll bet your patients miss you.”

“I left them in good hands.”

“Have you always had a fatalistic attitude, or did it come with being a doctor?”

“I suppose a part of me has. However, I’ve never taken it so far as to think your faucet was predestined to break tonight so we could meet.” His eyes lit with a spark of amusement. “Some things in life I chalk up to blind luck.”

He was flirting with her. The thought left her disconcerted. She quickly changed the subject. “Do you like being a writer?”

“Some days.”

She twirled her fork against her spoon, capturing a round of spaghetti. “And the others?”

“It just seems like plain old work.”

“Have you given yourself a deadline?” she asked.

“For finishing or succeeding?”

“Either—both.”

“The end of the year to finish. After that it’s out of my hands for the most part.” He reached for another piece of bread. “How about you? Are you working on any deadlines?”

“Meaning?”

“Oh, you know . . . three months to get the finances in order, six months to grieve, a year to figure out what you want to do with the rest of your life, that kind of thing.”

She shook her head. “I’ve never been that organized. Things just kind of happen with me.”

“I’ve always admired people like you.”

“You’re kidding.” She took a bite and licked the sauce from the corner of her mouth. “I was under the impression I drove your kind crazy.”

“My kind?”

“People who are driven to succeed. Overachievers.”

He winced.

She had her wineglass halfway to her mouth and put it down again. “What did I say?”

“Nothing.”

“Come on . . . I thought we were being honest with each other.”

“You sounded just like my wife—my ex-wife. She used words like those when I tried to talk her into giving me another chance.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, me too.” He put his napkin on the table and leaned forward on his elbows. “I see my kids every other weekend now.”

“That must be hard on all of you.”

He made a disparaging sound. “I hate like hell to say it, but it’s more time than I spent with them when we were living together.”

She could see the admission had cost him and offered a commiserating smile. “There’s that damn hindsight again.”

“Time for a change of subject.” He put his hands against the table and pushed back his chair. “More wine?”

“No thanks. I think I’ve had enough.” It was easier to blame the wine for her talkativeness than to acknowledge the need that prompted it.

He brought the bottle to the table and poured himself a healthy splash. “Before Andrew left he started telling me about an old couple who spend July here, but we got interrupted and he never got around to finishing the story.”

“Joe and Maggie.” Just thinking about them brought a smile. “They’re the ones who sold the house to Ken. They kind of adopted him in the process.”

“Andrew said there was a special connection.”

“They really didn’t want to sell, but Joe had had a stroke that used up his and Maggie’s savings, and they really needed the money. Ken was renting the place at the time and told them that if they would carry the note themselves so that he wouldn’t have to look for outside financing, he would give them the summer months to do with as they pleased for as long as he owned the house.”

“I wondered how the place had become a summer rental—Joe and Maggie used it to supplement their income. Now it makes sense.”

“Actually, Joe gave the money to Ken.” Again she smiled. “He was so proud of himself for figuring out a way to help Ken financially that Ken didn’t have the heart to tell him he didn’t need it.” Every September for eighteen years Joe and Maggie and Ken had gotten together for dinner. Joe would give Ken the rental check, even after he realized Ken was long past needing financial help—and Ken would give a toast to their friendship. When Ken and Julia were married, Joe and Maggie came as honored guests. At the end of summer the September dinner reservation went from three to four. It was as if Julia had always been a part of their little group.

“They sound like special people.”

“They are. But then so are the others. Joe was very selective in whom he chose as renters.”

“It will be nice to see someone there. The place was getting pretty desolate looking.” It took half a second for what he’d said to hit. “Jesus, I’m sorry, Julia. I shouldn’t have—”

“It’s all right. The same thought hit me when I drove up.”

“How about some coffee? It would only take a minute to fix.”

She shook her head. “I should probably call it a night. I’ve got a big day ahead of me tomorrow.”

“I’ll walk you home.”

Deciding that protesting would take more effort than giving in, she let him see her to her front door.

“Thank you for dinner.” She stepped inside and turned to face him. “It was wonderful. You really know your cans and packages.”

“Someday I’ll have to show you what I can do with bakeries. There isn’t one within a five-mile radius I haven’t tried.”

“Now you’re stepping on my territory.”

“Restaurants?” he asked.

“I have a drawer full of menus.”

“Delis?”

“Kosher or non?”

He held his hands up in defeat. “I yield to your time and experience.”

She smiled. “Thanks again for the plumbing lesson.”

“Anytime.” He stepped up to the landing, leaned forward, and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek.

Julia waited until she saw him cross the road, then went inside and closed the door. The thought hit that she was as alone as she had been that afternoon, but not as lonely. Progress could be a funny thing sometimes, coming not only when one least expected it, but from a direction never imagined.





Chapter 3

[image: images] Eric zipped his jacket against the early morning fog as he stopped to examine a sand dollar that had washed up on a wave. The last time Jason and Susan spent their weekend with him at the beach, Eric had blithely promised Jason he would collect the fragile shells for him so that he could surprise his mother with a homemade wreath for her birthday, never suspecting how hard it would be to find them unbroken. In three days he’d be in Sacramento for their twice-a-month visit, and the box Jason had left to be filled held less than half a dozen shells.

Susan had requested he bring her a starfish, orange like the ones she’d seen in San Francisco with her mother and her mother’s new “friend,” Roger. He’d already found a nice big one for her in a shop near the boardwalk in Santa Cruz.

Even after being divorced almost two years, Eric had still felt a moment of possessiveness when he heard about one of Shelly’s dates, especially if that date involved the kids. Now she was engaged and about to be married, and he’d been forced to accept that they were never going to get back together. Still, he couldn’t picture her with someone else. Just as he couldn’t imagine himself ever loving another woman.

Some people were meant for each other.

He turned over the sand dollar, saw a large hole on the crown, and returned the shell to the sea.

And sometimes one of them was too blind, or too stupid, or too preoccupied, to realize that even something predestined needed nurturing to survive.

Behind him a lone gull landed in the cream-colored foam left by a wave. For several seconds it explored the popping bubbles, then shook its head and flew away, disappearing in the fog. Before he’d moved into Andrew’s house, Eric had never considered himself an ocean person, preferring to spend his free weekends in the mountains, his vacations in Europe. But in the months he’d walked the beach and listened to the waves, he’d come to understand the lure and, finally, to be taken in by it.

Selfishly he liked having the beach to himself, which was why he came there in the early morning when it was him and one or two fishermen. He also came late at night, when he would happen upon the occasional lovers, but they were as oblivious of him as of their surroundings. Neighbors had told him how dramatically things changed in the summer, how the tourists filled every campground, hotel, and rental house in the cluster of small cities between their small cove and Santa Cruz, how they would come to the beach to stake out a section of sand for their day-long homage to sun and surf. He’d been forewarned about music that blared from untended radios and how often free-flowing beer led to strutting and puffing and the occasional fight between young men seeking to impress.

Eric always listened with what he hoped was a properly concerned expression. Although summer would mean the loss of privacy and his solitary walks, in a strange way he found he was looking forward to the change. In reality, he wasn’t so far removed from those years himself that he’d forgotten their sweet misery or felt the need to condemn their excesses. Perhaps when his own children neared that age his fear would make him less tolerant and he would feel compelled to bluster and warn. Until then he would bask in the memories.

A wave lapped at his feet, reminding him why he was there. He toed aside a tangle of kelp and went back to searching for sand dollars.

 

Julia came to the previous night’s high-water mark and stopped to roll up the pant legs to her khaki slacks before she stepped onto the cold, wet sand. She wasn’t normally out and about this early, but the fog and the empty beach had been such a welcome sight when she’d looked outside that morning that she’d been lured to go for a walk even before she’d had her first cup of coffee.

Shoving her hands into the pockets of her sweatshirt, she moved forward to let the waves wash over her feet. As the water retreated, it stole sand from beneath her feet and forced her to readjust to keep her balance. It reminded her of the way her life had been since Ken’s death. Every time she felt herself on sure footing again, something happened that left her scrambling to stay upright.

The Wednesday of the first week in December, when she’d actually begun to believe she would make it through Christmas without him, a package had arrived that Ken had ordered a month before he died. It was a Faberge piece he’d bought at auction, a lily of the valley spray made out of diamonds and pearls propped in a glass made out of clear topaz. Without question the miniature had cost a fortune, but for her the value came from the care he’d taken to find the gift, knowing how the flower would please her.

She’d waited until their anniversary in March to scatter his ashes at sea, believing the symbolism would help her say the good-bye she’d missed on the roadside. Instead she’d gone home that night with the quiet conviction she and Ken were bound by ties that could never be broken. Only in death had she come to realize how truly perfect a match they had been, fulfilling each other’s needs with a joy that made the giving seem a gift. From the day they met they had inhabited a world of their own making, where understanding was expressed with a look and love with a smile.

It was her luck and her misfortune that they had found each other. Had they never met, she might have been able to settle for something less in another man. But now, having known the love of a lifetime, she realized more clearly with each passing day that she was destined to live the rest of her life alone.

Sometimes in the middle of the night when she couldn’t sleep, an irrational anger would steal into her feelings of loss. She would question how Ken could abandon her after spoiling her for any other man. Why hadn’t he told her that he had a grandfather and uncle who had both died of heart attacks before they were fifty? She would have forced him to take better care of himself, made him go to the doctor for more frequent checkups. Hadn’t he known that it wasn’t just his life he’d held in his hands, but hers, too?

She dug her toes into the sand to reclaim her position. The receding wave snatched the grains she’d disturbed, leaving her toes exposed again. Somewhere in the battle was a lesson, but she couldn’t summon the energy to figure out what it was.

Something solid washed over her foot. She reached down and captured a plastic top from a six-pack of soda as it made a second pass. Before stuffing it in her pocket, she automatically tore the loops to keep some seagull or curious otter from inadvertently choking itself to death.

Was this something Ken had taught her, or had she always known?

She had no idea anymore where she began and he left off.

Her gaze fixed on the fog-shrouded sea, she froze when she heard her name being called, seemingly carried on an incoming wave. Rigid with anticipation, she waited to see if she would hear it again. When it came a third time, she realized with a stab of disappointment that the voice was coming not from the sea, but from somewhere to her left. She looked and saw a man heading toward her. For the length of a heartbeat she let herself believe it was Ken.

But it wasn’t.

“I thought it was you,” Eric said as he drew closer. “Beautiful morning, huh?”

She studied his face to see if he was serious. “My favorite kind.”

“Me too.” He stopped beside her and brushed back hair the same color as the fog from his forehead. “I love mornings like this almost as much as a good storm.”

“I understand you had plenty of both last winter.”

“I missed most of the really good stuff. Things had settled down by the time I moved in. I was on my way up for some breakfast. Would you like to join me?”

She shook her head. She’d wanted to be alone this first morning at the beach without Ken, but she didn’t know how to tell Eric.

He didn’t push. “Guess I’ll see you later, then.”

Oddly, now that he was going, she wanted him to stay. “What’s that in your hand?”

He held up a lone sand dollar. “I promised my son I’d collect them for him, but I’m not having much luck.”

“Have you tried Sunset State Beach?” His puzzled expression told her that he didn’t know what she was talking about. “It’s the beach near Watsonville . . . where the Pajaro River empties into the ocean.” She still hadn’t placed it for him. “Anyway, you should check it out. I’ve been there when you couldn’t walk on the shoreline without stepping on sand dollar shells.”

“Thanks. Maybe I’ll give it a try this afternoon.” He smiled and started to leave. Turning back, he said, “Would you like to come with me?”

She answered before she even considered the invitation. “No—I have a hundred things to do and not much time.” She was doing the same thing to him she had the night before. “And there’s the plumber. I’m not sure what time he’s coming.”

“Have you called one yet?”

He knew she hadn’t. It had been barely six o’clock when she’d left the house. It couldn’t be much past that now. “No, but I looked in the phone book and there are several listed. I figured I’d just keep trying until I found someone who could come out today.”

He flashed an intriguing smile. “I’ll make you a deal.”

She had no choice but to respond. “What is it?”

“Come with me to find Jason’s shells and I’ll fix your faucet.”

Why was she resisting him? It was only a couple of hours he wanted from her, not the entire day. “I haven’t even brushed my teeth yet.”

“You’re going to have to help me out here. Does that statement mean you’re going to come with me as soon as you do, or is it supposed to be a reason for not going?”

“I’ll go. But I can’t be gone long. I really do have a lot of work to get the house ready before next week.” She spotted a piece of glass in the sand and reached down to pick it up.

Eric opened his jacket pocket. “You might as well put it in here with the rest of this stuff.”

She looked inside and saw that he, too, collected litter on his walks. “One more thing.”

“Yes?”

“Coffee . . . I can’t last the morning without it.”

He slipped his arm around her shoulder and gave her a quick, friendly hug before starting across the sand toward the stairs. “We’ll stop on the way. I know just the place.”

Panic gripped her. Before she could reason it out, she came to an abrupt stop and asked, “What place?”

He frowned. Slowly a look of understanding appeared. “In Soquel, down the street from Carpos.”

“I don’t remember a coffee shop there.”

“It’s only been open a couple of months.”

“Oh.”

“I take it you and Ken used to go out for coffee.”

“He had this thing for mochas.”

“With me it’s vanilla latte.”

She shuddered. “Real coffee should be strong and have a bite.”

“Could we talk about this on the way?” He motioned for her to get moving. “My last trip to Watsonville I got caught in a traffic tie-up because of that movie they’re filming over there.”

“They’re shooting a movie in Watsonville? What kind?”

“I think it has to do with migrant farm workers. Several of the people involved are renting houses around here, but they pretty much keep to themselves.”

“My brother is head of security for Kramer Studios. I wonder if this is one of theirs.”

“I’ve never heard of the people making this movie.” He considered what he’d said. “But then I’m not sure I could name half a dozen production companies if I tried.”

“Seems to me you’d better start doing your research. You don’t want your book sold to some second-rate outfit.”

He chuckled. “I’ll put it on my list of things to do—right after the laundry.” As he turned to leave her at her driveway, he said, “Bring your checkbook. We’ll stop by the hardware store on the way back.”

“You mean the faucet isn’t part of the deal?” Was this really her? She couldn’t remember the last time she’d actually teased someone.

He grinned. “I’m just a poor struggling writer, remember?”

“Who just happens to drink expensive vintage wine for every day.” She liked that he gave as good as he got and that he wasn’t intimidated or impressed by the empire Ken had built and left her. So many people were. When that happened, it created a barrier that obviated friendship.

“On the contrary, having you over for dinner was far from ‘every day.’ ”

“I’d be more impressed if you hadn’t opened the bottle before I knocked on the door.”

“Ouch.” He put his hand to his chest as if she’d wounded him. “I’ll pick you up in five minutes.”

“Make it ten.”

“Eight.”

Laughing for the second time that morning, she left without countering further. With the shutters still in place, the house was dark, the feeling oppressive. Yesterday she might have welcomed it as a respite from the ceaseless smiles and optimistic attitudes that assailed her everywhere she went at home. Today she felt a flash of irritation that the house didn’t share her newfound enthusiasm for the day ahead.

 

That afternoon the sun came at them from a dozen directions, off windows, and water, and the chrome strips on the Mercedes, as if trying to make up for the gray morning. Reluctant to be inside on such a glorious day, Julia worked on the flower beds while Eric took down the shutters. She’d picked up several new plants at the hardware store, ignoring the voice that questioned her reasoning. Not only wouldn’t she be there to enjoy the fruits of her labor, she’d be putting the house up for sale in September. Still, by the time she was through in the nursery, she’d filled the back of Eric’s car with flats of dianthus, snapdragons, zinnias, and dahlias, forgetting the other work she’d planned to get done in favor of being outside and digging in the dirt.

“That looks great,” Eric said as he came out of the garage.

She rocked back on her heels and looked up at him. “I’ve talked about replanting this walkway for ages. The nasturtiums were past their prime years ago.”

“Is that what I’ve got growing at my place—nasturtiums?”

“Andrew keeps them because they’re low maintenance.” She smiled. “And he likes to use them in salads when he has company.”

“That reminds me, I’m starved. How about you?”

“Yeah, now that you mention it, I could eat something.”

“Sandwiches okay? I know a great deli in Aptos.” Before she could say anything he added, “It’s the one in the shopping center at—”

“Sandwiches are fine. And I know which one you mean. There’s a take-out place down the road from there that’s even better.” She stood and brushed the dirt from her slacks. “My treat.”

He hooked his thumbs in the front pockets of his jeans and studied her. “This is none of my business—”

“I hear a ‘but’ coming.” She sent him a look she hoped would relay how weary she was of well-meaning advice.

He either didn’t pick up on her look or chose to ignore it. “From everything I’ve heard about you and Ken, he left you with hundreds of wonderful memories. Turning every place you went together into some kind of shrine could really be self-destructive.”

Her anger left her speechless. She’d known him less than twenty-four hours. What made him think he had a right to comment on the way she chose to mourn her husband?

“I can see that went over well,” Eric said. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“What is it about me? Do I have a sign taped to my back saying ‘Will work for advice’?”

“You make people care. And when they care, they want to help.”

“So it’s all my doing?”

“You don’t think I’m going to accept blame, do you?”

At the same time the idiocy of the argument hit, her anger dissipated. How could she expect anyone, let alone someone who hadn’t even known Ken, to understand what he’d meant to her or what it had meant for her to lose him? Despite a concentrated effort not to, she smiled. “If you think it’s fun to be around me now, you should see me when I’m really trying to be charming.”

Eric was caught off guard at the abrupt change. For an instant it was as if her abandonment of the battlefield had given him a glimpse into her mind. The depth of her loneliness shook him. She touched the “vanquishing hero” part of his mind, the childhood fantasy hero who told him all he had to do was wrap her tightly in his protective cape and she would be shielded from pain. Only the man he’d become knew there was no shelter from pain that came from inside. “Pickles?”

She frowned. “What?”

“Do you want pickles on your sandwich? I figured I’d go alone so you could stay here and finish the flowers.”

“Yes.”

“Yes what? The pickles or me going alone?”

“Both,” she said. “But not in the sandwich. On the side.”

“What kind?”

“Dill.”

“I meant what kind of sandwich.”

“Ham and cheese.”

“On rye?”

She nodded. “With lots of mayonnaise but no mustard.”

“Chips?”

“Barbecue.”

He made a face. “Anything else?”

“Macaroni salad.”

“What about dessert?”

She thought a minute. “Carrot cake. I’m willing to share, if you’d like.”

“No thanks. I’m having humble pie.”

She didn’t say anything for several seconds. “What happened was my fault. You got hit with something that’s been building inside me for months. It wasn’t fair, and I apologize.”

“Don’t. You were absolutely right to do what you did. I had no business interfering.”

“But you were right about what you said. The strange thing is that at home I’ve almost made it a mission to go back to all the places Ken and I frequented. I knew if I didn’t, they would wind up holding power over me, and I refused to let that happen.” She turned away from him, put her hand up to shield her eyes, and looked at the ocean. “Then I came here and it’s as if I’m starting all over again.”

“As busy as you must have been, you probably forgot all about this place.”

“No, I didn’t,” she said softly.

Finally he understood. It hadn’t been business or friends or family that had kept her away from the beach house. This was the one place she could not face without Ken.

Yet she had.

While Julia was looking away from him, Eric took the opportunity to study her. He tried to imagine the way she had been with Ken, before the sadness had stolen even the small joys that made up a day. He’d seen traces of what he’d assumed was the old Julia as they’d searched for sand dollars, both in her smile and in the way she’d accepted his challenge over who could collect the most unbroken shells. At times the looks she’d given him held questions; at others, mischief. But they were fleeting moments, gone before he could respond.

He wondered about the woman Ken had known. Was she hiding somewhere inside, or had that part of her died when Ken did?





Chapter 4

[image: images] Julia heard a sound behind her and, thinking it was Eric back from the deli, said, “It’s about time.”

“I would have come sooner, but I didn’t notice your car until just a few minutes ago.”

She let out a squeal of delight as she dropped her spade and got up. “Peter—how wonderful to see you.”

He took her in his arms in a hug that lifted her off the ground. “I’ve been worried about you,” he said, putting her down again and looking directly into her eyes. “I haven’t heard from you in weeks.”

“I kept telling myself I should call, but it’s been crazy at work lately. You wouldn’t believe what I had to go through just to get away this week.”

“Well, no matter. You’re here now and you look wonderful.”

Peter Wylie was Ken’s oldest friend in California. Tall and fit with a square jaw and intense blue eyes, his black hair untouched by gray, he looked more like a construction worker than an artist. He’d been the one she’d called to clean out the refrigerator and close the beach house that past winter, knowing he would understand why she couldn’t do it herself. Born and reared in the area, he’d taught Ken to surf and sail and helped instill a California attitude that left him sounding and thinking like a native. They’d been drinking buddies back when they had to scrounge through car ashtrays and sofa cushions to come up with the price of a six-pack. Peter had sold his first watercolor the day Ken sold his first computer program. Their celebration had lasted for days.

Now Peter’s watercolors were handled by some of the finest galleries in the country and collected by as many investors as fans. He could afford to live anywhere, but for ten months every year he resided in the small five-room house he’d been living in when he and Ken first met. The other two months he escaped the summer crush of tourists by going on the road to visit galleries and friends.

A couple of years ago Julia had asked him why he left for June and July and then returned in August every year in the height of the summer season. His only reply had been a shrug, as if it were a mystery to him, too. She had looked to Ken for an answer, and his response had been as inexplicable. In the end, she’d put it off as one of those “guy” things.

“Are you packed and ready to go?” Julia asked.

“Just about.”

An unfamiliar awkwardness overcame her. She didn’t know what to say. For as long as she and Peter had known each other, Ken had been a part of their friendship. Since his death they’d been like two legs of a three-legged stool. “I’m thinking about selling the house,” she blurted out.

He nodded. “I figured you might. When?”

“Not until after the summer. I wanted everyone to have this last year.” She still hadn’t decided how to break it to the families that had been coming there twice as long as she had. Telling Joe and Maggie would be especially hard. Ken had promised they would have their summer at the beach for as long as he owned the house. At the time he’d honestly believed his promise was good for as long as they lived. Somehow she would make it up to them.

“Let me know before you put the place on the market, would you?”

Julia gave him a questioning look. “Why?”

“I don’t know. . . .” He rubbed his hand across the back of his neck. “After all this time I can’t imagine having strangers living here.”

“You’re not thinking about buying it yourself, are you?”

When he didn’t answer, she pushed a little harder. “You couldn’t paint here. The lighting is terrible. You’ve told me so a hundred times.”

“I was thinking I could live over here and turn my place into a studio. They’re only two houses apart. I think I might like having some distance between where I work and live.”

The idea appealed to her, too much so. Had she told Peter about selling the house because she wanted him to come up with a solution that would make it easier for her to let go? “When
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