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      THE OTTER BAY NOVELS: Three novels with three different heroines, all who live, laugh, and love in the quirky town of Otter Bay on California’s central coast. The town may be fictional, but you’ll recognize some of its landmarks. After reading Sweet Waters, A Shore Thing, and Fade to Blue, you’ll want to pack your bags and move west!

      Book 3 is for you dreamers, the ones who hold on and never let go of that dream—no matter what. You’re the ones who look toward your dreams like a faraway star. Though the earth may move beneath you and that star fades from view, you hold your ground. Chin up. Eyes focused. Trusting God.

      

      Fade to Blue  (Book 3)

      Accomplished artist, Suz moves with her child across the country to California's central coast, and lands a dream job restoring priceless art for the historic Hearst Castle overlooking the sea.

      But even dreams have shocking twists. To her surprise, her old flame, Seth, works at the castle and jumbles the new aspirations in Suz's heart. While sorting through their past and a palette of spiritual differences … an even bigger brush with yesterday awaits.

      

      "Wonderful story about the dreams we hold onto. Though life may detour us ... God's grace and forgiveness will bring them back." - LinCast, Amazon

    

  


  
    
      
        
        In loving memory of Alice M. Carobine,

        beloved wife, mother, and grandmother.

        Thank you for leaving such a rich legacy of love.

      

        

      
        To everyone in need of a second chance,

        and to the Good Shepherd who provides them.
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      The fumes had overtaken me. There could be no other explanation. Of all the people I might have imagined seeing today through the windows of this graying warehouse, Seth Russo hadn’t made the top ten. Not even the top ten thousand.

      A ladder stretching two stories high cast a long shadow across the workstations, and over my heart. Memories of the life I once led and the one I longed for still—stable, nurturing, and uneventful—flashed onto the screen of my mind as sure as that man on the ladder resembled Seth. And yet I knew it wasn’t him. It couldn’t be. If it was, how could I face him again after all the mistakes I’d made?

      “He’ll be done soon enough, Suzi-Q.” My mentor’s voice startled me, and I forced myself to refocus on the job before us. Fred’s round eyes peered over his wire rims, “All those northerly windows are a blessing to the artists, but when the sea winds kick up sand and dirt, they can be a curse too.”

      I nodded before flicking another glance toward those windows. Maybe I was hallucinating. Maybe the stranger only resembled my first love. Surely the aromatic swirl of oil paints and glossy finishes could have such an effect on a person. I drew in a shaky breath and tried again to focus on my boss at my side.

      With his cherry red cheeks, featherlike white hair, and round spectacles, Fred Abbott, art conservator and my new boss, reminded me of jolly old Saint Nick. Considering the array of raw materials spread all around us on every shelf and tabletop, this drab building could pass for a toy shop too. Without all the elves and hilarity, of course.

      “Now see these here?” He pointed to a tray of metal tools in varying degrees of size and sharpness. “Each one has a purpose all its own.” He placed a cold strip of metal in my hand. “Go ahead and roll it around in your palm.”

      I glanced at the object, trying to memorize its size and shape while also predicting the type of work I might use it for some time. “It’s heavy.”

      He nodded. “That it is. You’ll want to use that mainly for wood. If you try to wield it across anything lighter, you’ll be in danger of damaging the piece.”

      Heavy. Has its own purpose. Got it. There was something decidedly comforting in knowing and understanding one’s purpose. After what felt like a lifetime of anguish, I had determined mine and taken the steps necessary to see it through.

      I would not—could not—stop until I provided a safe, uncomplicated life for my son. And for myself.

      Outside, the ladder scraped across metal, sending out a high-pitched screech. It took all my willpower not to turn and gawk at the man again, the one who carried a bucket and wielded a squeegee. A turn in my stomach made me want to bolt, but I fought it off. If I didn’t turn soon, though, I might continue the notion that the man I left in haste all those years ago had found his way to Otter Bay. The idea was . . . well, it was crazy.

      My nose tickled. “Ah . . . achoo!”

      A whirling concoction of fuchsia-colored fabric and cinnamon-laced perfume lofted into the studio and landed next to me. Letty and I had met less than a week before, yet who could tell? She was blunt and honest, too much so to mess with surface pleasantries. She had given me the two-minute version of her life story—thirty-five, of Spanish descent, and devoted to her art—then assessed me in one long, flowing stroke.

      “You are a people pleaser. And you have stars in your eyes.” She reached over and thumbed through my portfolio, the one I’d pulled together in a valiant effort to acquire a job restoring art at the famed Hearst Castle. “Mercy, you can paint, though.”

      I let her believe what she wanted. No need to tell her the gritty details of my past. In the brief time we had known each other, Letty made biding my time here as a restoration artist apprentice much easier. Failure to move to the next level—which included permanent employment and the loss of the word apprentice behind my job title—was not an option.

      Now Letty stood close, her black hair wrapped in a chocolate-tinted scarf, the spiciness of her perfume tickling my nose. “You do sushi?”

      I sniffled. “I can honestly tell you I do not.”

      “Do not what?”

      “Do sushi.”

      “Well. It is a shame.”

      I owed her a snappy comeback, but my attention stood divided. How stupid. What was I thinking? That man could not be Seth. Seth’s hair had length and wave and, well, it was always rather moppish. A trademark look for him. But this man wore his hair short in soft spikes.

      To better highlight his eyes.

      I swallowed my own gasp and flashed Letty a stilted grin. “But I’m happy to give sushi a try. For you.”

      She puckered her nose and mouth. “Don’t put yourself out on my account.”

      “Come on, Letty. You angry with me?”

      She plunked herself into a chair and twirled the fringed edge of her scarf. “Me, mad? No, no. I just like to see you squirm.” She rested her chin on curled fingers. “You are such a Goody-Two-shoes. I will break you of this yet.”

      I laughed and slid a look at Fred, who only offered a brief shrug and no comment. “Oh, brother. Who says ‘Goody-Two-shoes’ anymore? And what does that have to do with eating sushi anyway?”

      “Was that a spark of fire that crossed your face?” she asked, her voice nearly-taunting me. She turned to our boss. “I think I may have finally offended our Suz here.”

      Fred scratched his head, leaving a plume of feathery hair to stand aloft on his crown. “Doesn’t look offended to me. Did you want to offend my newest apprentice?”

      Letty leaned back and laughed into the rafters before jerking herself upright. “Okay, you and I are going to do some sushi. Tonight. I know the cheapest dive in town. The only place I can afford. Well, it is the only place I ever dine out.”

      Fred’s mouth quirked downward in defeat. “I think this would be a good time for a break, Suz. I’ll return in twenty minutes with a picture of the cabin, if you’re interested.” He shuffled off.

      Letty’s dark eyes narrowed. “Cabin?”

      “I’m hoping to move soon, and Fred mentioned that he and his wife own a cabin they rent out.”

      “The one in the woods?” Letty’s voice rose. “Isn’t that occupied?”

      “The renters are leaving soon. A job transfer, I think.”

      I set down the tool I’d been rolling over and over in my hand until every bit of its cold surface turned warm. Letty watched me in silence for once, her eyes piercing, as if wanting to know more about my desire for new digs. The reason was simple, but I wasn’t about to divulge it. Not now.

      “Tell you what. I promised Jeremiah I’d take him to the Red Abalone Grill tonight. Not so sure about sushi being on the menu, but everything’s good. Want to come?”

      She hesitated, her usually expressive face a mask. “Sure he won’t mind me butting in on your date?”

      “He’s four. He’ll get over it.”

      She sighed, the lines of her face softening. “The elbows on the table, the toothless grin, the eating with the mouth open . . . Hmm, it has been a long time since I have had dinner with a man.” She smoothed a hand across the surface of the workbench. “I will take it.”

      “Hey, thanks for all the compliments on my parenting skills.” Even as I said it, a slight twist tugged at my insides. “See you at six thirty?”

      A thump against the wall drew our attention to that expanse of windows. Seth’s look-alike stood at the base of the extended ladder and slid it sideways, his eyes drawn upward. Shadows played down the length of his arms exposed at the elbows by upturned sleeves, his muscles moving reflexively. I remembered the strength in Seth’s arms when he held me in his embrace. He was always a hugger, the kind of man who’d pull you close and hug like it meant something to him.

      A shiver of warmth traveled through me and I flinched. What am I thinking, letting my mind wander back like that? Those days lay buried—as they should.

      “My,” Letty said without answering my question. “I think I need to call a man about some windows.”

      “Really?” I almost didn’t recognize the breezy, distracted tone of my own voice. “Thought your landlady had the whole house done last weekend. Or did they miss your room?”

      Letty’s black eyes flashed. She pushed her chin forward. “I do not rent a room. It is a cabana, Suz. A cabana.”

      Letty felt embarrassed about her rooming situation. Check. At least she could say she paid her own way and didn’t have to rely on a generous older brother to provide shelter for her. And her child. “It was a joke. Sorry.”

      Letty batted a hand. “No apologies. Just consider yourself lucky. If I had not committed to dinner with you and that little one of yours, I might have turned to a handsome window washer instead.”

      “Well then, I must live right.” I stuffed down rising alarm over Letty’s interest in the man who reminded me of my past.

      She fixed her eyes on the windows again. “Then again . . .” Letty gaped at me. “Can you explain why that guy is ogling you?”

      Until now I had been toying with thoughts from the past the way a cat bats at a ball of string. I’d been musing about the man outside the window, wondering if he could be my old love yet unwilling to garner his attention, examine his face, and come to a conclusion. Were my wanderings brought on by a life not working according to plan, not to mention the finger-numbing hours spent in this stark warehouse? Or had Seth somehow managed to land in the same small town as I had just a few months ago?

      The man stopped his work and peered through the window, one strong arm still propped against the ladder, the other pressed against clean glass. And I knew . . . it was him.

      

      The diner bustled for a Tuesday night. As usual, Mimi wove in and around booths, swinging a coffeepot, but both Peg, the diner’s owner, and her niece Holly, who helped run the place, still hung around.

      Holly pulled up in front of us at the hostess stand, gathering menus. “The three of you tonight? Then follow me.” She whisked us to an open table along the side wall where windows offered a glimpse of the bubble and churn of the sea. Though fall had begun, the sun had yet to make its descent.

      “Hey there, Jeremiah. Bet you’d like some hot chocolate with marshmallows on top.”

      Jer looked at me for quick approval, and when he received it, he nodded vigorously at Holly.

      She laughed. “All right, and for you, ladies? Suz, you usually like chai about now, am I right?”

      “Perfect, thanks.”

      “I’ve seen your friend around town but never in here before.” She smacked her order pad on the table and reached out a hand. “I’m Holly. Welcome to my home away from home.”

      “Thank you. Letty. And I will have a cup of your strongest coffee. Black.”

      Holly nodded, then picked up her order pad again, drawing my attention to her unusual clothing. I was glad for the distraction. Since spotting Seth this afternoon, I’d thought of little else. “You’re not wearing your uniform tonight, Holly. Pretty dress. Going somewhere?”

      A blush crossed her face and she dropped in a minicurtsy. “Thanks for noticin’. Yeah, I’ve got a date.” She glanced over toward the kitchen. “Tryin’ to get out of here, but my aunt Peg’s got a bee up her bonnet tonight for some reason.”

      “Sorry to hear it.”

      “Eh. It’s less and less these days so you won’t hear me complainin’. I already went home once but she called me back. Anyway, I hope to get to the back office soon.” She patted her head. “Have to do somethin’ with this mess of hair.”

      Letty leaned forward, her face animated. “Tell me you are kidding! Don’t you know how much women pay to have hair like that? No, no, no, do not give in to the comb and brush. Just leave that tousled look as is.”

      Holly smiled. “You think?”

      “I do not think—I know.”

      “Well, then. Thank you. Considerin’ he’s pickin’ me up here any sec, I’m relieved to hear it.” Her smile brightened. “I’ll be back in a New York minute with all your drinks.”

      Letty glanced at me. “That was fun.”

      “She’s a character. With that bubbly personality of hers, Holly’s known for snagging all the eligible surfers in town, but she’s too precious to resent.” I tipped my head to the side. “Not like I’m into chasing surfers or anything.”

      Jer bounced on the vinyl booth. “She’s nice. She makes good pancakes—with whipped cream!”

      Letty’s eyes flashed wide. “Whipped cream? Maybe I will have to order that for my dinner.”

      Jer dropped his head in an avalanche of giggles. “You can’t have whipped cream for dinner.” He poked me with one tiny forefinger. “Tell her, Mama. Whipped cream is only for dessert.”

      “And breakfast?” Letty asked.

      Jer smacked himself in the face with his hands. “Oh yeah. For breakfast!”

      Holly appeared with three drinks on a tray. “Here we go. Jer, your chocolate is just the right temp’rature for you.” She served us our drinks. “I’ll be takin’ your orders now, and Mimi will be bringin’ them to you. But don’t you worry, you’ll be in good hands.”

      After scribbling down our orders, she took off in a hurry. I played with the handle of my mug but didn’t take a sip. Jeremiah ate two marshmallows off the top of his drink.

      Letty stared. “You want to talk about the window washer with the sizzling eyes?” She leaned into the table, zeroing in on me. “The one who ran off like a wounded buck after taking one long look at you?”

      Jer slurped his chocolate. “What’s a buck?”

      Letty patted his hand. “A wild animal. Drink your chocolate, honey.”

      I took a sip, allowing myself time to answer, but I knew she wouldn’t let up. “He’s . . . he was an old friend.” I sighed. “We didn’t part on very good terms, though.”

      “But I thought you weren’t from around here.”

      “I’m not.”

      A coy smile raised the corner of her mouth. “So, perhaps he followed you.”

      I shook my head. “Not possible. He didn’t know I was here. It’s all just a . . . a fluke.”

      Jer had already emptied half his mug of chocolate, much of it on his upper lip. “What’s a fluke?”

      Letty thrust out her chin. “There is no such thing, young Jeremiah. Everything is part of the plan with a capital P. The man upstairs—he knows what he’s doing.”

      Jer scrunched up his face. “What man’s upstairs?”

      “I meant God, Jeremiah. He knows what he is doing. You know that, right?”

      My son furrowed his baby soft brow. Fluke or chance, it was a deep concept to explain to a four-year-old, especially when mixed with theology. “She means that God is in complete control of our lives and that we shouldn’t worry about things that happen.” The words fell off my tongue like a rote prayer, making me wonder if I believed it. I looked to her. “Isn’t that right, Letty?”

      “Yes. Amen. Make sure you always believe that.” Letty watched me. “So. Will you be talking to him?”

      “You mean like make amends?”

      “That is one way to break the ice, I guess. I would stick an olive branch in my teeth if it meant I would be invited up close and personal to a handsome one like that.”

      I allowed myself a brief smile but shook my head. “It’s been too many years. We were kids who fell in love before our time, and that look you saw on his face told me all I needed to know.”

      “And what might that be?”

      “That of all the places he could have landed in this great country of ours, why’d he have to pick the one with the most wretched woman from his past?”

      Jer’s empty cup fell over. “What’s wretched?”

      Mimi blew toward us with a full tray of steaming food. “Here we are.” She placed the food before us. “Can I get you anything else— Oh, looky here.”

      We all turned. Seth had just walked into the diner, alone, looking tall and sharp in dark pants, a denim blue shirt, and a casual blazer.

      Letty reached for my hand. “Invite him to sit with us.”

      I jerked my hand away and dropped my gaze to the chopped Cobb salad in front of me. Twice in one day? What was he doing here?

      Lord, I’ve prayed for you to show me the transgressions that have gotten me to this place in life, but I never expected this.

      I had my reasons for choosing another man over Seth. What about those? Or have you chosen this public place for me to make amends with a man I once hurt?

      Letty’s sudden, deflated “Oh” pulled me from my thoughts.

      Holly greeted Seth. They exchanged some words, and although I tried, I couldn’t make them out. Then he held the door open for her. Just before leaving, Holly turned her head toward us and, with a wide smile, mouthed the words: This is him.
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      The waves rolled in layers toward me. The pages of my diary flapped free, like sweet memories, like the days I longed to recapture when life was at its simplest.

      From this spot on the beach where the tide rushed free and exposed undersea lands, I turned to glimpse the towers of Hearst Castle extending above the clouds. I’d chosen this spot between my two favorite worlds—one undulating and peaceful, the other meticulously planned and stalwart—as the place to unleash my long-locked-away thoughts onto the page.

      The only thing that had made its way onto the page, however, was an image I’d sketched as hastily as it appeared in my thoughts: a spattering of glowing sea anemones, similar to the ones I bravely touched soon after moving west. I found them easy to sketch, especially with a mind preoccupied by the sudden, unexpected appearance of an old flame on an otherwise uncomplicated day. Seeing him again had not only washed me in happy memories, but also dredged up the reasons for our parting. My heart beat as if a battle waged within.

      The morning sun’s brightness dimmed and I peered upward, my left hand shading my eyes.

      “You’re out early. Glad to see it.” Fred stood above me wearing a rumpled cotton button-down shirt, tails out over his faded Dockers, and hiking sandals.

      I dropped my hand to my diary, laying it across the page. “Too beautiful of a day not to spend some of it outside.”

      I cringed after saying it. Would he think me ungrateful for my apprenticeship at the warehouse?

      “’Course it is. That’s why I’m out here on a jaunt myself.” Hands in his pockets, he crooked his head toward the castle. “When’s the last time you took a good look around?”

      My face burned. “Haven’t actually been up to the castle in person, Boss, but I’ve read all about it. And I’ve studied some of the art pieces online. Fascinating history.”

      “I suppose you’re right about the history and all, but now I understand.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “No apology necessary. I understand now something in you. There’s curiosity in your eyes, and while that may be dandy and fine enough for some folks, no one can get work done that way. You need a tour to cure you of your wonder for the place.”

      Cure me of my wonder. Wouldn’t climbing La Cuesta Encantada, “the Enchanted Hill,” and seeing the castle up close do the opposite? I gave Fred a smile, forcing any perceived look of curiosity from my face. Not that I’m not dying to walk every hall of that magnificent castle. But more than the castle’s elusiveness had been on my mind. It was far more likely that on this particular morning, Fred witnessed the sting of Seth’s sudden appearance in Otter Bay darkening the circles below my eyes. And just as I had taken steps to put old failures behind me too.

      “We’ll do it tomorrow.” Fred’s statement came tinged with hope and a helping of pride, as if he’d solved a problem and felt quite good about himself.

      I stood since there’d be no time this morning for jotting down freewheeling thoughts. “Thank you, Fred. I can’t wait to see it.”

      As he continued down the beach, I jogged up the stairs and hopped onto the cotton-candy pink bicycle my future sister-in-law, Callie, had given me when the camp where she worked replaced their equipment with new wheels.

      At home Jeremiah wore his favorite train pj’s, the ones with frayed and browning edges, and ate sugary corn flakes at the kitchen table. My brother had the coffee waiting. He turned to me holding out a cup. “You timed that well.”

      “It’s a gift.” The coffee burned its way down my throat, as if making sure that every nerve ending had fully awakened. “Thanks for letting me slip out this morning. I appreciate it.”

      He smiled and slipped one arm around my shoulder. “My pleasure. Did you accomplish what you set out to do?”

      Not yet. How I wished I could tell my big brother that we no longer needed his charity. Unannounced tears welled behind my eyes. For now, Jeremiah and I needed his help, and for how long was anyone’s guess. I cradled the cup in my hands. “I ran into Fred.”

      Gage’s brow lifted.

      “My boss.”

      Understanding lit his face and he nodded, turning back toward the sink to slosh running water into his coffee mug.

      “He’s going to arrange for me to take a tour of the castle tomorrow.”

      Gage looked over his shoulder and winced.

      “What?”

      He set the mug into the sink, grabbed a towel to wipe his hands, then reached out and rubbed my shoulder. “Sorry, Sis. It’s been on my list to take you there myself, but with the new project I’m on and, well, all the costs I incurred on the old one . . .” He paused. “Anyway, I really should have done that for you before you started the apprenticeship.”

      A fissure fractured the dam of emotion swelling within me. “That wasn’t your responsibility,” I snapped.

      He sighed and leaned back against the sink, looking very much like a father ready to scold his wayward toddler. Could I blame him? At thirteen years my senior, he’d often drifted into the parenting role. “Something going on I should know about?”

      I poured Jer a cup of apple juice. “I’m just saying I’m a big girl and it’s time I act like one. As soon as possible, I plan to move out and give you your privacy back.”

      He crossed his arms. “When have I ever made you feel unwelcome?”

      “You haven’t. But you’re engaged. Don’t you think Callie would prefer to marry a man without so much baggage?”

      “Callie loves you, and she’s never said—”

      “Of course not, and I wouldn’t expect her to. But she’s not marrying all of us—just you.” I let out a harsh breath. “Look, I can’t do it yet—we both know it—but it’s my goal to get out of your hair. And hers.”

      He stared at me, his forehead creased. “Feels a little unfair of you to say that.”

      I swallowed the sharp lump in my throat. Jer climbed down from his chair and picked up his bowl and spoon, as he’d been taught. As he padded across the kitchen floor, his spoon flipped out of the bowl, landing with a clatter and spraying milk on the tile.

      “Uh-oh.” He watched me with moon eyes.

      I took the bowl from his hands and set it in the sink. “Go put on your school clothes, Jeremiah. Mama will be right up.”

      He scampered away.

      Gage grabbed a wet rag and crouched down, scrubbing the droplets and puddles from the tile floor.

      “See? This is what I mean. You shouldn’t have to deal with things like this until you have your own wife and kids underfoot.” An overreaction, maybe, but everything inside me stood poised to burst.

      Gage grunted and threw down the rag. My big brother, who took us in and had never uttered a negative word about it, glared up at me. “What’s gotten into you? I thought you liked living here with me. Have I done something to offend you?”

      I clenched my fists. “Stop being so nice to me! I’m the one who’s screwed up, and I’m just trying to set things right for the first time in my life.”

      He reached out for me. “I haven’t seen you like this since . . . since . . .”

      I wrenched away from him. “Since you found me in a sobbing mass—like a fool—the day Len sent a letter telling me he wanted a divorce?”

      He pulled me into a hug. “Stop. Whatever it is, I can help you. You haven’t screwed up your life. Sometimes, it’s just plain hard, but you and I, we’ve always been in this together.”

      Maybe it was his crushing hug, or maybe the years of mistakes raining down on my head, but I couldn’t breathe. The weight of my predicament, of living a life that looked nothing like I had dreamed, had a way of draping itself about my shoulders like a steel cape.

      He released me, concern creasing his brow. “Right, Suz?”

      I nodded, still unable to speak. I had no real means of leaving soon and had been frivolous to suggest otherwise. “I’m sorry. You’re right.”

      “Don’t apologize.” He rubbed my shoulder somewhat awkwardly. “Just go back to being the dreamer you’ve always been, squirt. Always admired that in you.”

      I pulled away. Dreamer? Seth used to call me that too. I shut my eyes a moment. It unnerved me to have him showing up in my thoughts with sudden regularity.

      Gage eyed me. “Promise me you’ll tell me whenever something’s bothering you—before it overtakes you. Will you do that?”

      I pushed the image of Seth greeting Holly in the diner right out of my mind and gave my brother the best conjured-up smile I could. “Sure. Of course.”

      He smiled back. “Good. I’ll take Jer to school for you this morning so you can have more time to get ready for work.” He paused a full three seconds. “Before I go, though, I have to tell you something.” He pulled an envelope out of his back pocket and handed it me. “You received a letter yesterday from Heinsburgh. The guy’s got lousy timing, as usual.”

      Heinsburgh Valley Correctional Facility. The return address shone, emblazoned in lyrical black script. Why would they bother? “Thanks.” I took the envelope and stuck it in my purse on the counter.

      He quirked that eyebrow again. “You gonna open it?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “I could open it for you.”

      I glared at him.

      He shrank back. “Your divorce is final so whatever that guy has to say, he should be saying through a lawyer.”

      “He’s Jer’s father.”

      “And a criminal.” My brother raked his hand through his wavy, brown hair. “Look, he chose a path that’s unhealthy and dangerous. You couldn’t possibly want Jer to have that kind of influence in his life.” He paused, his eyes unwavering. “Tell me I’m right, Suzanna.”

      I stared back at him, knowing I needed to take control of my life again. It was the only way I’d find what Gage and I’d had as kids: a stable, God-loving home unmarked by upheaval until, well, until both our parents were gone. Still, I knew better than to toss out my faith in the process. “Our marriage may be over, but I pray every day that he will come back to God and that he can be the father—the person—he was created to be. God hasn’t given up on him, so I have no right to.”

      Gage blew out a long, measured sigh. He watched me in silence.

      “What?”

      “You’re our mother all over again. She had the hardest time saying anything against anyone.”

      I paused. “Is that so wrong?”

      “That’s a hard one to answer, squirt. Just do me a favor.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Be careful.”

      “Aren’t I always?” I said the words, knowing I needed to be more than careful. I needed to be smart.
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      Letty’s perfume tickled my nose as she hissed into my ear, “How did you manage to get a private tour so soon?”

      I shrugged, because I hadn’t a clue. One minute I sat on a lonely beach peering up at the over sixty-year-old castle, the next my boss gave me the day off to see the architectural treasure up close. We bumped along the winding path toward the castle in an old Jeep, Fred and the driver up front, Letty and me in the back.

      She leaned toward me again, her voice still a whisper. “I can’t believe he wasn’t going to invite me to go along too.” She paused. “Thank you for saying something.”

      I nodded as we hit a bump so hard my head grazed the ceiling. I gripped the seat in front of me, pulling myself forward. “Is this okay? Going up privately, I mean?”

      Fred stared straight ahead, but his jowls shifted, the grizzled whiteness of his cheeks rising into a smile. “All protocol has been followed. Sit back and enjoy the scenery.”

      I sat back. Letty’s whisper took on a hisslike quality. “I have been training for more than two years, and all I’ve gotten is a ride on one of those tourist trams with piped-in music from the forties.”

      I patted the back of her hand that also gripped the seat in front. “I’m jealous. If I could have afforded to, I would have done the same months ago.”

      She was quiet for a moment. We both took in the rolling hills, listening as our tour guide and driver, Clem, yarned on about Mr. Hearst’s former collection of wild animals.

      “And over here’s the area where they roamed free over two thousand acres. All kinds of wild critters—water buffalo, yaks, emus, ostriches, elk, zebras, llamas, oh and deer. Lots of deer of all types.”

      Letty clutched her purse closer to her body, as if protecting herself should a dangerous animal charge our open-air ride.

      Toward the top, Clem pointed toward some vague spot on the other side of the hill. “They say he even kept polar bears over there, where it was cooler. Made concrete pits to keep the ground cold and to hold ice hauled in on hot days.”

      Her mouth fell open. “Polar bears in California? That is loony, if you ask me.”

      Different, maybe, but I was charmed. The higher we climbed toward the romantic castle on the hill, the more I let my worries and stresses melt away. No ex-husband to worry about or old flame who bolted at the sight of me, just a fairy tale of a day walking the halls of history. If I shut my eyes, I could imagine the castle in its heyday, the merry images playing out on a drop-down screen. “I wish I could’ve been here.”

      Letty bumped my shoulder. “Why? So you could risk seeing your flesh torn right off your bones when some wild animal decided it was feeding time?”

      “You’re gross.”

      “No, I am realistic. All I can say is that it is a good thing those roaming animals were sent away to the comfortable confines of an upstanding zoo somewhere.”

      “Oh, brother.”

      Letty shook her head, an expression of feigned disgust on her face as she repeated my words, “I wish I could’ve been here . . .”

      I laughed. “C’mon, Letty. Aren’t you the least bit excited about viewing the castle again, seeing all those famous art pieces up close, walking the halls where political dignitaries and Hollywood’s biggest names once partied?”

      “I have said it before—someone has stars in her head all right.”

      I shrugged. “Well, I’m excited.” I held up my notepad. “This is a learning experience for me and I intend to treat it as such. My degree has been put on hold, so I consider this an important part of my education. So much fine art from all over the world in one place!”

      “Yes, it is rather like a museum, is it not?”

      “The castle’s too romantic to be thought of as just a museum. Not that I don’t love a good stroll through an art museum, of course. It’s just . . . oh, I don’t know.”

      “Ah, I see where this is going. Suz has romance on the mind, and dare I say, I did not notice this about you before that irresistible window washer appeared in your viewfinder yesterday like some wounded cowboy.”

      I bumped her shoulder harder than she had mine, and then glanced at the men bouncing along in front of us. “Stop it. Seeing Seth was a shock, yes, but then again, why should seeing an old friend from the past be that way? And besides, didn’t you see him run off with Holly last night?”

      “They were not exactly running, my dear. They had a simple date. The whole scene was rather old-fashioned too—he with his overcoat, she in her sparkly dress.”

      “Jealous?”

      Letty glared at me. “Ever notice that it is always the blondes who have all the fun around here?”

      I began to comment, caught sight of a loose strand of my long chestnut locks, and then flapped my gaping mouth shut when we crested the hill. I took in the grandeur of this castle that took almost thirty years to build. The cloudless, azure backdrop served to heighten its magic. Peace continued to drape itself over me. I felt lighter, as if weights floated off of me and into that great expanse of blue above.

      After we parked, Letty and I followed Clem and Fred to the entrance where we climbed the stone steps. Standing in front of the mighty castle, I took in the patterned tile at our feet, the soaring edifice, but strangely enough, the rush of water from the marble fountain and sounds of calling birds enchanted me as if I’d just stepped into the pages of The Secret Garden.

      Letty fished around in her bag and handed me her compact mirror. “Take a look, Suz. That angelic swoon on your face reminds me of Snow White. I am half expecting to see your prince storm by on a white steed followed by bouncing bunnies and happy little chipmunks.”

      I ignored her. “Wow. It’s . . . it’s even more magnificent than the pictures.”

      Letty watched me, then whipped her gaze to the castle entrance, shielding her eyes from the rising sun. “Well, it was designed by a woman, you know.”

      True, architect Julia Morgan had supervised the construction of Hearst Castle and the surrounding buildings. It had been said that she was hired to create “something that would be more comfortable” than tents. Talk about creative interpretation.

      I stood there, thinking about the freedom Ms. Morgan must have enjoyed. This place cost millions and took many years to build. I pictured her at the top of this hill, sketching away, inspired by the high altitude and forever views of the West Coast and beyond. We were sojourners here, but at the moment, nothing felt so temporary.

      The groan and growl of a four-wheel drive climbed the road below us, interrupting the fantasy. A truck carrying three men pulled to a stop next to our Jeep. Two hopped out, their hiking boots landing with harsh clomps against the roadway.

      Seeing Seth among them, my lungs constricted. Letty swiveled her pointed chin at me, her mouth agape. “Are you asking me to believe that this is all one big coincidence? That, my friend”—she pointed one French-manicured nail at the man who had become familiar to us both—“is a sign from God himself.”

      I slid a look her way. “I’m not blaming this on God.” Although even I had to wonder why, after all these years, Seth had turned up three times in less than twenty-four hours. And how I’d managed to avoid speaking to him . . .

      Clem greeted the men as they approached. “Good to see you.” He stuck out a beefy hand to the one in a park ranger uniform.

      Seth didn’t seem to notice me, his eyes roaming over the castle’s entrance. Of course, I didn’t help, hiding behind Letty and Fred as I did. The awkwardness of the moment threatened to derail the magic of this impromptu tour of Casa Grande.

      I shifted sideways, pretending to examine the flowing fountain, the one with water cascading in a soothing rush. Letty would have none of it and moved away from my side as Seth took a step in my direction. When I turned back around, our gazes collided, nothing between us but oxygen—and the memory of time.

      “Hello, Seth. You look good. It’s been a long time.”

      He nodded and opened his mouth, as if to return my hello. Instead he let it shut again.

      Heat reached my cheeks. I swallowed the lump in my throat and a little pride too. “Well . . .”

      “Suz.”

      “You remember.”

      His eyes pierced me. “Some things are harder to forget than others.”

      I mulled over his words—and the way he delivered them. Everything about him was familiar and yet different at the same time. The same diamond-shaped face with a dimple at the southernmost point, penetrating gray-green eyes, and high cheekbones that gave him that chiseled look. Yet something was missing. The warmth he once exuded so richly had vanished.

      The park ranger tapped Seth on the shoulder. “Ready to go?”

      Seth gave the ranger a quick nod, and then turned back to me. His gaze seemed to hover for the slightest moment, then he gave me the same businesslike nod he’d given the ranger. And then he left. Just like that.

      I watched his back and exhaled slowly, fighting off the compulsion to lower myself to the ground in a crumpled mess.

      

      “That had to hurt.”

      I didn’t look at Letty, unwilling to let her see in my eyes what she already knew.

      For the next hour we wandered around the castle, through the same areas designated for tourists. Occasionally we would come upon a group of people crammed into the various rooms, their gazes traveling over the walls and floors and priceless furnishings while a patient tour guide filled them in on details and offered anecdotal tidbits from the Hearst days.

      My energy for exploration had dulled since we arrived, my mind occupied with meeting Seth again and his quick dismissal of me. When we found ourselves ushered into Hearst’s old movie theater, relief flowed through the taut muscles of my neck and back. I sank into one of the old padded seats, hardly listening as our guide told us about the ornate screening room. Hearst, he said, treated many guests to private showings of black-and-white films, many featuring his girlfriend Marion Davies.

      I winced. Wasn’t Hearst married at the time?

      A large gray screen dropped before us, imprinted with the ghosts of movies past, and I tucked away my thoughts on Hearst’s past. Vaguely I recalled Fred turning to me and whispering something about his knees aching and would I mind if we took a respite and enjoyed a Hearst-era film?

      The music started, a piano piece, jaunty and light. My mind wandered to the past, but not the yesteryear portrayed on the screen. One I knew. Seth’s face appeared before me. Only this time instead of a cold gaze, his eyes radiated warmth. We both had reached for the same sad-looking Christmas ornament at a church bazaar.

      “Excuse me,” he said.

      I laughed. “No, excuse me. You take it.” While other booths were overrun with customers, this sparsely decorated one had been passed over again and again. I noticed from across the gymnasium and couldn’t stand it, determining then that I would march over and reach for the most hideous item I could find and buy it.

      Apparently Seth decided to do the same thing.

      The woman behind the table beamed. Her salt-and-pepper hair fixed with a velvety red Christmas bow hung near her cheek as she bobbed her head. “You don’t need to fight over it. I’ve got more where that came from.” She reached behind her and brought out a box nearly full of the homemade ornaments: golf balls with the eeriest smiles painted on their pock-marked surfaces.

      I bit back a smile until my lip ached, especially after noticing Seth wince at the appearance of so many of the awful things.

      “I’ll take them all,” he said.

      I gasped and they both looked at me, so I faked a cough. A harsh, wracking cough.

      The woman patted my back. “There, there. You really should see a doctor about that.”

      Seth paid for the items—including one for me—and thanked the woman, offering her liberal praise for her artistry.

      “My compliments.” He handed me one as we scooted away from the booth.

      “I really should pay you.”

      “Don’t bother. That show you gave over there was payment enough.”

      I giggled as we strolled through the crowd. “She’s so sweet . . .

      I couldn’t bear the thought of her not getting any business, but if these aren’t the ugliest things I’ve ever seen.”

      “Fine way to talk about my first gift to you.”

      I stopped and looked up at him. “Well, then, I suppose if you’re planning to buy me fine gifts, we ought to officially meet.”

      He grinned, his ocean-green eyes making it difficult not to stare. “I’m Seth. Nice to finally meet you. I’ve seen you in church.”

      I leaned my head to one side. He noticed me as I had him?

      I reached out my hand. “Suzanna, but most everyone calls me Suz. Good to meet you too, Seth.”

      The music drifted off and another voice caught my attention.

      “And . . . fade to black!”

      I whipped my chin to the side to see Letty watching me. “What?”

      “The movie. It’s over already. And if you ask me, it was much too long anyway.” She nudged me. “Were you sleeping or something?”

      I shook my head. “No, not at all. Just thinking.” I picked up my purse from the seat next to me and set it on my lap.

      Letty pointed at the envelope sticking out of my purse with Heinsburgh Valley Correctional Facility emblazoned in the corner. “What’s that?”

      I sucked in a quick breath. “Something I’d like to forget.” I stuffed it down into my bag and snapped it shut. “Have you ever wished you could have penned your own life story, Letty?”

      “Now that is a thought. But I do not believe so, no.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I believe the good Lord can come up with something better than I could on my own.” She touched my arm. “Not that he’s done all that much yet, but I’m sure he will. Someday.”

      Her words humbled me. “You’re right.” I batted the air.

      “I was just being silly.”

      “We all have our pains from the past, Suz, and though I can’t imagine writing my own life story, I’ve got nothing against asking God for a rewrite!”

      I laughed at this, the sound of it working to dislodge any lingering sadness. By now, Fred and our tour guide stood by the exit, hands shoved in their pockets, their gazes flitting around while waiting for us.

      I followed Letty out, thinking about meeting Seth all those years ago and how quickly our relationship blossomed from its random beginning. I wasn’t sure how appropriate it would be to ask God for a rewrite, yet in this moment,

      I decided one thing: Although my romance with Seth had long ended, our friendship deserved a second chance.
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      At twilight, I ventured toward the steep cliff at the end of our block of colorful cottages with second chances on my mind.

      I maneuvered down the wooden stairs before hopping onto the pebble-like sand that made a muffled whoosh upon landing.

      Several beachcombers made their way along the shore, and part of me wondered if the soothing ripple of the ocean would prove to be a distraction rather than the aria I longed to experience while sketching.

      Breathing in the briny, moist air, I found a dry spot on a smooth rock to settle on for a while. Despite a less-than-hopeful start to our castle tour this morning, I had managed to fill more than eight pages of my sketchbook with images from throughout Casa Grande. I hoped to study them more closely and perhaps write through some of the angst that had attempted to disrupt my day.

      A girlish laugh caused me to raise my head.

      “Hey there, Suz!” Holly’s long, blonde, spiral hair bounced when she walked.

      Seth trailed behind her, slowing when Holly spotted me. If facial expressions could be translated into story, I’d have to say Seth’s took on the air of mystery, with a dark draw to his eyes and a gaze that darted around.

      I snapped shut my sketchpad. “Hi, Holly. Seth.”

      Holly froze and sucked in a breath. “Glory be! You two know each other?”

      I stood. “We’re old friends from back East.”

      Holly cast a glance at
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