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  Thanks, Marcia. You came through for me yet again. I knew nothing about horses before I created a character who loved them. My confidence to plunge ahead came from knowing I had a world-class equestrian to go to with questions. And as always, you came through with the answers. If something slipped through, it’s entirely my fault.


  A second thank-you really needs to be added to the above—this one for being the world’s best veterinarian and taking care of my literary companions with dedication and loving skill, even the one who showed no appreciation at all and had everyone at the clinic terrified to come near her.


  A loving thank you goes to John, Sidney, and Cassidy for guiding me through teen waters. You’re the best research assistants ever!


  Finally, there’s Samantha Spurlock, an extraordinary young woman who is an example of everything good and caring in her generation. You give me hope.


  PART ONE


  


  June
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  Chapter 1


  [image: ]Breathtaking.


  Alison Kirkpatrick was at a loss for any other way to describe the view from the back deck of the beach house. She considered calling her friend Linda to tell her about it, but Linda had little interest in the world west of the Hudson River.


  Alison needed new friends. Especially now that her best friend, her widowed daughter-in-law Nora, had remarried, and her grandson Christopher was about to go away to college. There were nights it was all she could think about. No matter how long she stayed in bed, sleep was as likely as any real bipartisanship in politics. She either grabbed her iPad and read one of the books she had on her digital bookshelf or wound up in the kitchen digging through the freezer for the Ben and Jerry’s she liked to tell herself she bought for Christopher. She’d never understood people who turned to alcohol for solace when there was ice cream.


  As weary of her self-imposed moodiness as she was her increasingly boring life, she purposely put aside the reason she was spending the next month in what had turned out to be a surprisingly delightful rental with an incomparable view and went back into the house to finish unpacking. The doorbell rang before she made it to the bedroom.


  Standing on the porch, flashing an orthodontist’s dream smile, was a girl Alison guessed to be near the same age as Christopher.


  “Mrs. Kirkpatrick?” she asked.


  “Yes ...”


  “Hi. I’m Grace Wells. I live next door”—she pointed to her right—“the house on the other side of the walkway.”


  “Hello, Grace Wells,” Alison said. “How can I help you?”


  “Hopefully, I’ll be the one helping you. Not that I expect anything to go wrong,” Grace added quickly. “But if it does, I’m your contact person while you’re here.” When Alison didn’t respond, Grace prompted, “For the house? In case you have any questions? Or problems? You know—like how something works or what the dinging sound coming from the refrigerator means. By the way, the dinging means one of the doors is open.”


  “Oh yes. I remember now. Your name was on the contract Julia sent. I was expecting someone ... a little older.” More to the point, she’d expected a rental agency with limited hours and voice mail. How nice to discover she’d been wrong.


  “I have backup should anything really big need fixing. And my dad’s really good with the smaller stuff.” She shifted from one foot to the other. “I just came by to introduce myself and give you this.” Grace put her hand on the binder she had tucked under her arm.


  “Would you like to come in?” Alison opened the door wider and stepped to the side.


  Grace hesitated. “If you’re busy, I could come back later.”


  “Actually, your timing is perfect. I’d like some company.” Alison led the way into the living room. “I assume you’re the one I have to thank for the orchids?”


  “My dad has a commercial nursery in the valley. The yellow phals are my favorites. He has a thing for the whites.”


  Alison indicated a chair beside the fireplace. “I’m sorry I don’t have anything to offer you except water. I haven’t had time to go to the store yet.”


  “I’m fine,” Grace said, settling on the edge of the cushion.


  Alison sat on the sofa and pointed to the binder. “You brought that for me?”


  “It’s nothing special,” Grace said dismissively. “I made up some lists of places I thought you and Mr. Kirkpatrick might want to visit while you’re here. There’s the usual tourist stuff, but I included places no one writes about, places the natives go, like Garrapata Beach. It’s great for picnics and not nearly as crowded as the beaches by the wharf. Or if you’re into golf, according to my uncle, DeLaveaga is one of the best public courses in California. And someplace hardly anyone goes is Fremont Peak State Park. It has the best views from anywhere around here, especially if you’re into photography. My sister won first place at the state fair with a picture she took there.”


  Grace put the binder on the coffee table and opened it to the first page. “I made a list of restaurants too. Since I don’t have a lot of experience eating at really expensive places, I had to ask my parents’ friends for recommendations.” She smiled. “Don’t worry, they’re the kind of friends who go to the snooty boutique wineries for the new releases and read the Wine Spectator the way an evangelical reads the Bible.” She added, “My dad’s words, not mine. Anyway, these people know good restaurants.”


  Alison had never been interested in anything about wine beyond whether it was red or white, or sweet or dry. She glanced at the sample menus in the vinyl sleeves as Grace slowly turned the pages. Some were prix fixe, not the best choice for a soon-to-be-eighteen-year-old suddenly grown finicky. Others offered more standard yet elegant fare, everything from portabello sliders to wild-caught salmon with Béarnaise sauce.


  Grace turned several pages at once, skipping the last of the high-end restaurants. “This next section has places I know really well and can recommend because I’ve been there. For instance ... you can’t do better than Pizza My Heart. It’s a chain, but don’t hold that against it.” She flipped the page. “And hands down, the best place for a hamburger, fries, and milkshake is Carpos. They have a great salad bar too.


  “I saved the best for last,” she said with a grin. “The bakeries. We have a lot of them around here, but I’ve whittled it down to the ones that are so good you don’t care how many calories are involved.”


  Alison glanced at the dividers that had been labeled with Day-Glo tabs. It was impossible not to respond to Grace’s enthusiasm. “Do you have recommendations for the mundane things too, like grocery stores?”


  “In the back.” Grace flipped the pages to the final tab. “It’s in the section called ‘Necessities.’ You’ll find things like pharmacies and cleaners, and there’s a couple of camera stores too. I included some maps to the best organic farmers’ markets. At least the ones my mom thinks are the best.”


  “I’m impressed.” Alison smiled. “I don’t know how to thank you for all the work you’ve done.”


  “It was fun.” Grace stood. “Let me know if there’s anything else I can do. Or if there’s anything else you need.”


  “I can’t think of anything. But if I do, I’ll call you.”


  Grace had already made Alison’s time at the beach house infinitely easier than if she’d had to discover all these places for herself. Then it hit her. She’d spent the morning trying to arrange a rental car for Christopher and had come away from every agency, even one that was the equivalent of Rent-A-Wreck, not only frustrated but empty-handed. She either had to get creative or spend the next thirty days wearing a chauffeur’s hat.


  “You wouldn’t know a good used-car dealer by any chance?” Alison asked.


  “Sorry, no. But my dad might know someone. He and my mom are recycle fanatics and bargain hunters. They hardly ever buy anything new. I’ll call him and let you know what he says.”


  She headed for the door, then stopped and turned back. “I almost forgot—if you or your husband are into surfing or would like to hire a boat for the day, I have a lot of that kind of information that I didn’t include in the folder. I also have a book with maps of hiking trails I’d be happy to loan you.”


  There it was—the husband thing. It was a natural mistake, but one that Alison always dreaded. She took a deep breath—might as well get it over with.


  “I’m a widow.” Even after more than a dozen years, her throat still tightened a little saying the words, knowing the question that would inevitably follow. “The other Kirkpatrick you were told to expect is my grandson, Christopher. He’ll be here in a few days.”


  Before Grace had a chance to say any of the usual platitudes, Alison immediately went back to her need to find a car. “Whatever you can come up with that would interest an almost eighteen-year-old boy would be appreciated. I’d love to entice him away from the horse stables he’s come here to visit. At least for a few days.”


  “Horse stables?”


  “He competes in dressage. His favorite horse went lame a couple of months ago, and he hasn’t been able to find one to take her place. His coach heard about a couple of horses out here that were considered promising and capable of going to the next level with Christopher. So here we are. Well, here I am. Christopher had a show he had to attend before he could join me.”


  “So you’re not actually here on vacation?” Grace asked. “You came all this way to look at a horse?”


  “That’s why Christopher is coming. I’m here to keep him company.” If Alison were being completely honest, she would admit that her “company” explanation wasn’t as altruistic as it sounded. She’d jumped at the chance to spend what would probably be her last full summer with her grandson. Once he started college, his life and the demands on his time, even the focus of his thoughts and energy, would change. In her heart she knew he would always think of her as his second mother. But he’d been sitting on the end of the branch strengthening his wings in mock flight for a long time now. He was ready for his first journey. Solo.


  Grace shook her head. “I knew there were places around here where they raised horses, but I had no idea the horses were anything special. I need to pay more attention. Horses like that must be—never mind. It’s none of my business.”


  “Expensive?”


  “It really is none of my business. It’s like I have a loose wire between my brain and mouth sometimes, and there’s a disconnect where it’s supposed to tell me about things like boundaries. My mom has these hand signals she gives me when I’m headed in that direction.”


  Unconsciously, Alison ran her thumb over the base of her ring finger, as always, feeling a quick jolt of surprise to find it bare. “I’m wired the same way. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve said something at a dinner party that turned a lively conversation into dead silence.” She gave Grace a smile accompanied by a what-can-you-do shrug.


  “I honestly don’t know what price level Christopher’s coach had in mind when he sent him out here. I leave that sort of thing to him and his mother. What I do know is that dressage horses are a little like cars—they go from the equivalent of a Smart car all the way up to a custom-made Bugatti. Maybe when Christopher gets here he can explain to both of us why he had to come all the way to California to find a horse when there are trainers up and down the Atlantic coast with rink-ready animals for sale.”


  “I’d like that. What I know about horses you could put in a tweet and have a hundred and forty characters left.” Grace stopped to clear a eucalyptus leaf from the porch with her foot. “I almost forgot—the gardener comes on Thursday,” she said. “He usually shows up right after lunch. And the water runs on Tuesday and Saturday at four o’clock in the morning. I’ve never been in the house when the sprinkler is running, so I don’t know how loud it is. If that’s too early, I can have my dad make it later. But not after ten. The city has rules about when you can water.”


  “I’m sure it will be fine.” Grace’s intense attention to detail reminded Alison of what it was like to revel in the trust and responsibility of a first job.


  Grace gave a quick wave and headed down the moss-covered brick pathway through the flower garden and out the gate. Alison watched her leave, mentally noting how she seemed to glide rather than walk the short distance between their houses.


  On impulse, Alison followed the same brick walkway Grace had taken, opened the gate, and turned left to go down the wooden stairs to the beach. With the exception of a scattering of sunbathers, the beach was nearly deserted. They, too, would undoubtedly disappear if the fog sitting offshore rolled in.


  The half-mile-wide cove was bordered on each side by rocky outcroppings, lending to the feeling of isolation. A half dozen logs washed in by past storms lay high on the beach, mute testimony to the power of the waves that had deposited them.


  Despite the presence of other cottages ringing the cliff and another set of stairs a couple of hundred yards to her right, she sensed that this was a beach bypassed by most tourists, one where she could leave footprints that wouldn’t be disturbed until the next high tide played eraser to a constantly transformed shore.


  She left her sandals at the base of the boulder-reinforced embankment, then headed for the shoreline.


  A salt-laden breeze tousled her pixie-cut hair, a style she’d only lately adopted and was still getting used to. Christopher said her new look “rocked,” and Nora insisted she looked fifteen years younger.


  How she wished that were true. How differently she would live her life if she had those last fifteen years to do over. Especially the first two when Dennis and Peter were still alive—when she was still a wife and mother, in addition to a mother-in-law and grandmother. She would make love more often—spontaneously and with abandon. The bedroom would be secondary to a secluded forest clearing, or the pool house at a friend’s party, or in Dennis’s office behind a locked door and in front of a window that overlooked the Statue of Liberty. She wouldn’t stay home from a quick trip to London because she had a board meeting at the museum. Weekends with the family would be sacrosanct.


  But without knowing what was going to happen, would she live those years any differently? Were there days or weeks or months she would change?


  And what if she had known what was ahead? Could she have borne relinquishing even one day knowing it meant their time together was ticking away like some macabre clock? Could she have maintained her sanity?


  Better that it happened the way it did. Impossibly naive in contentment one minute, devastated the next.


  She came to the ocean’s edge and stopped to let a wave wash over her feet. It was cold. No wonder there were so few people in the water. She thought about the current that had brought the frigid water to sunny California, how it had swept past glaciers and picked up calved ice filled with microscopic nutrients. It was the beginning of a food chain that ended with the largest mammal on earth, the blue whale.


  Looking past the obvious was a gift Dennis had given her. He’d been one of those rainbows-are-your-reward-for-going-through-the-rain kind of guys who remembered a hike not by how long or rigorous it had been, but by what he had seen. He took as much pleasure watching a hummingbird gather spiderwebs for her nest as he did witnessing a female lion introduce her cubs to the pride for the first time.


  She’d met him her first year of college and hadn’t understood then any more than she understood now what he’d seen in her. She was his complete opposite, caught up in fashion and parties and determined that her college years would be the best of her life. Dennis saw college as a means to an end and carried more units in a semester than she did in an entire year. Working the same shift at the campus bookstore served as their introduction. A shared, off-kilter sense of humor led to a first date.


  When she fell, she fell hard, waking up one morning and realizing she didn’t want to be anywhere he wasn’t. Their love never followed the prescribed ups and downs for such things. There wasn’t a day she longed for a break or a day she didn’t miss him when he went home to see his parents.


  When he died, she immediately understood what she’d lost. It was the irony of losing Peter too that almost destroyed her. Dennis had gone to work early that day, September 11, 2001, to welcome the firm’s newest employee—his son, his only child, his beloved Peter.


  She would not have survived the loss had it not been for Christopher and his mother, Nora. The depth of their need provided the lifeline to her sanity.


  Alison hugged herself as she gazed at the horizon, her vision blurred by unbidden, achingly familiar tears. It had been months since she’d had one of her private meltdowns. She knew what was happening now, and why, and allowed herself these brief, self-indulgent moments, though she was careful not to do so around Nora or Christopher.


  She shifted her gaze to a line of pelicans skimming the water and heading north, fleetingly indulging the fantasy of what it would be like to join them.


  We’re going to make it, Dennis. I’m not unscathed, but I’m able to see the beauty of a sunrise that you promised would be even better when I turned sixty.


  Nora met someone, just when I was beginning to think she would never get over losing Peter. His name is James Howard Duggan III. Luckily, he’s not as stuffy as his name, and he adores Nora. He arrived too late to be a father to Christopher, but they’ve managed to become friends, and I think he will be a good grandfather, if and when the time comes.


  What I’d hoped for and feared at the same time happened six months after they met. Nora and James were married in a small, private ceremony at his summer home on the coast of Maine. I cried, but you would have been proud of me. I had no trouble convincing everyone they were happy tears. And for the most part, they were.


  I’ll miss my time with Nora. Once we got past that really rough period, the six months after you and Peter died, she became more daughter to me than daughter-in law. Even though she’s found the second love of her life, she’s determined that nothing will change between us.


  But how could it not?


  Now I have to figure out how to keep her from feeling guilty when the inevitable happens and she becomes so busy that we go days instead of hours between phone calls. Guilt is the fertilizer that feeds resentment. I can’t let that happen, no matter how much I miss her.


  I could use some of your sage advice about now. Is there any way you could give me just a small sign that you’re paying attention? Of course, you’re going to have to tell me where to look for this sign. You know how obtuse I can be at times.


  A sanderling chased a receding wave and came running back toward her with its prize, almost stepping on her foot. She inwardly smiled at its antics as she carefully moved out of the way.


  One more thing—while you’re helping me get through this stretch, could you figure out a way to keep Christopher frozen in time? Not forever. Just long enough for me to get used to losing him too.


  Other than those first few weeks after you died, I’ve never been alone. Not once in fifty-nine years have I faced going home to a house that I know will never shelter anyone full-time but me. Would you mind adding that to the list of things I could use your help with?


  Chapter 2


  [image: ]Alison stood on the sidewalk across the street from Tanner Motors in Monterey. It was the fifth used-car lot she’d visited that morning, and she was pretty much convinced she was on a fool’s errand. The salespeople who had attached themselves to her the instant she entered each lot had wandered off as soon as she told them what she was after. Not only was no one interested in talking to her about a month-long lease, but two of the salesmen had actually laughed at her when she’d offered to buy a car outright—if they would put it in the contract that they would buy it back in thirty days.


  She thought she’d handled everything that they’d need to make sure Christopher could use his New York driver’s license in California, even making an appointment for him to get his nonresident minor certificate at the Department of Motor Vehicles within the required ten days.


  But she hadn’t expected the other stumbling blocks she’d run into, and if she didn’t get them worked out, she was going to spend a good part of the next thirty days hauling Christopher around the countryside trying to entertain herself while he looked at horses—not exactly her idea of a great vacation, or Christopher’s. She loved watching him compete and had never complained during all the years she’d sat in a lawn chair reading a book while he practiced, but she drew the line at the long, drawn-out process of testing and buying a new horse. And he drew the line at knowing she was sitting and waiting for him everywhere he went. He needed his space, and luckily she’d learned to give it to him. It had kept their relationship going despite the forty-plus years that separated them.


  Just the thought of spending her days going from trainer to trainer was enough to goad her to get moving to find him a car. She checked for traffic and crossed the street, saying a quick prayer that jaywalking tickets weren’t a primary revenue source in Monterey.


  While Tanner Motors had the same basic setup as every other used-car lot she’d visited that day—red, white, and blue bunting flapping in the breeze, the price of the car or an upgraded feature written on the windshields, the “Hot Deal of the Day” sitting on a rotating raised platform—one thing was missing: a salesman.


  With that in mind, she took a deep breath and entered the dealer’s office, a converted modular home tastefully decorated in earth tones and early Spanish artwork.


  A man just shy of six feet tall, with salt-and-pepper hair and a pair of reading glasses perched on the end of his nose, smiled as he pushed his chair back from his desk and rose to greet her. “Good morning,” he said as if he sincerely believed it was. “How can I help you?”


  “I’d like to buy a car,” she said.


  “Hopefully, I can help you with that.” He dropped his glasses on his desk and held out his hand. “Kyle Tanner,” he said. “Owner, chief salesman, and part-time financial officer of this fine establishment.” It was said with an appealing twinkle in his eyes.


  She put her hand in his, expecting a softness that wasn’t there. Somewhere, at some time, Kyle Tanner had led another life that had nothing to do with sitting behind a desk. “Alison Kirkpatrick,” she replied.


  “How about we start with what kind of car you have in mind.”


  “Something for my grandson.”


  “A gift?”


  “Not exactly. We’re renting a house in this area for the next four weeks and won’t be going in the same direction most days. It would be nice to have two cars.” She considered his question again. “Does it matter?”


  “Only in giving me an idea whether you’re looking for a car that would look good with a big bow sitting on the hood or one that will keep money in his wallet when he pulls out of the gas station.”


  The phone rang. He looked to see who it was and let it go through to voice mail. “I’m going to assume you’ve already tried the standard rental route and there was a problem?”


  “It’s his age. He won’t turn eighteen until August.”


  “And no one will rent to someone that young,” he said, nodding. “Why don’t we start by taking a look at what’s on the lot. That way I can get an idea of what you think would appeal to your grandson.”


  She followed him out the door. “I should tell you up front that I’d like to work something out that you’ll buy the car back thirty days from now—at a fair profit for you, of course, plus something for your trouble.”


  “I guess that would depend on the car you choose. Pick one of the losers I’ve been trying to move for six months and it’s going to be pretty hard to talk me into allowing it back on the lot.” He softened the words with a chuckle. “I seem to wind up with a disproportionate number of vehicles with only a couple of years left in them. If you want to sell me a used car, attach a sad story to it and I’ll fall for it every time. I keep the better ones around for people who need cheap transportation. The others I junk.”


  “Then I’ll try to pick one that you’re sorry to see leave.”


  He stopped beside a Subaru. “Is this going to be your grandson’s first car?”


  “Yes.”


  “Is he more the athletic or academic type?”


  “Both, actually. But I really don’t care what we get as long as it’s reliable. It’s a thirty-day romance, not a marriage.”


  “What’s his sport?”


  “Dressage.” The only sport where the contestants competed in top hat and tails.


  “Ah, that must mean he’s come to California looking for a new horse?”


  “Yes,” she answered, surprised that he knew enough to ask. “Judging by the scores he received before his horse was out of commission, his trainer thinks Christopher should move to the next level. That requires a horse capable of moving up with him.”


  “Word is that there are a couple of exceptional Dutch and German warmbloods at Harden Stables. I imagine they’re on his list?”


  She wasn’t sure whether they were or not. Christopher did most of his own research and negotiating using his trainer for advice when he felt he’d gotten in over his head. She limited her involvement to enthusiastic spectator. “You’re a rider?”


  He shook his head. “Just a longtime friend to someone who is. He and my daughter were engaged, but it didn’t work out. I think she got tired of coming in second place to a horse.”


  “I’ve seen it happen,” she said.


  Alison stopped to look at a metallic blue 2006 Mustang convertible. It was what Dennis would have called a muscle car, owned by someone who considered his transportation an extension of his personality. She tried to picture Christopher behind the wheel and couldn’t. He wasn’t the muscle car type. She started to move on when it hit her that maybe it was time her grandson tried something new. “How much is this one?”


  “Twenty.”


  “Thousand?”


  “This isn’t a six-month car. It has less than twelve thousand miles on the odometer, and according to the mechanic at the shop where I have everything checked, it’s not only show-room quality, it’s as sound as a twenty-dollar gold piece. I could ask another three or four grand, and it would still be gone by the end of the week.”


  “If you were going to buy this for your grandson—”


  “I wouldn’t.”


  She frowned. “Why not?”


  “It’s too much car for a seventeen-year-old. Especially a first car.”


  She peered through the window at the interior. It looked brand-new. “He’s very responsible.”


  “I have no doubt. Kids who do well in school and ride dressage rarely have enough time to get into trouble.” He pulled a yellow cloth out of his back pocket and used it to wipe a set of fingerprints off the hood. “Give that same kid a car that pouts if it’s driven under seventy and thirty days with little to do but run around looking for something to do, and you’re just asking for trouble.”


  “Christopher isn’t like that,” she insisted.


  Kyle laughed. “Every guy is like that. It’s in our genetic makeup, the same way it’s in the genetic makeup of preteen girls to be attracted to Justin Bieber. Neither one makes sense, at least not to me, but there you have it.”


  She was tempted to tell him that even as a young girl she’d never been drawn to the “pretty” Bieber type, that it was the raw sexuality of Bruce Springsteen that made her toes curl, but that was the kind of conversation you had with longtime girlfriends, not a man you’d just met. “Okay, you have my attention. What kind of car would you recommend?”


  He thought a minute. “How involved is he in the care of his horse?”


  “If he could, he would spend all day every day at the stables.” If it didn’t come across sounding so melodramatic, and if they hadn’t just met, she would have told him the truth—riding had saved Christopher’s life.


  After his father and grandfather died, he’d pulled deeper and deeper into himself until there was nothing left of the little boy who had charmed jaded cab drivers in Manhattan as easily as he’d captivated the men and women who worked in Dennis’s office. Struggling with their own grief, Alison and Nora did what they could to help Christopher, including sessions with the top child psychiatrist and grief counselor in Manhattan. Nothing stopped his decline.


  Finally, unable to fill her own void, Nora went back to work, leaving Christopher’s day-to-day care to Alison. He was eight, and on the verge of being lost to them forever, when Alison was invited to spend a week at a friend’s house in Dutchess County, near Rhinebeck.


  There, Christopher met Ransom, a black-and-white tobiano pinto pony rescued from a roadside petting zoo. Too proud and too stubborn to be trained with a whip, Ransom had been neglected, then starved, and finally abandoned to die in his stall. The magic moment between Christopher and Ransom had happened as gently as a fall leaf floats through the air.


  Ransom had crossed the paddock, stopped in front of Christopher, and nudged his hand. Christopher straightened his fingers and offered his apple, smiling for the first time in months when Ransom worked his muzzle to move the apple into his mouth.


  Somehow Ransom had recognized a kindred spirit in Christopher and was enticed to open his heart one more time. They formed what would become a lifelong bond at that first meeting. Before she and Christopher were headed back to the city at the end of the week, Alison had found and put a deposit on a neighboring horse property. At the time, she thought of it as a retreat from the city, a place where she and Christopher and Nora could escape old memories and create new ones, if only on weekends.


  She’d dipped into an account she hadn’t touched since Dennis died to pay for the property and house and full-time caretaker. To her surprise, she discovered that she liked seeing and experiencing an investment far more than looking at numbers on an investment account.


  Not for a moment had she considered the possibility that the house would become a home for her and Christopher or that she would slip into the role of surrogate mother when Nora started traveling again and found her own escape in fourteen-hour workdays.


  Kyle brought her back to the present when he pointed to the back of the lot. “I have something I’ve been saving for the right buyer.”


  She followed him to a multi-stall garage, where he pressed a coded keypad. The door closest to them opened. Inside, Kyle proudly explained, was a 1949 Chevy five-window truck, a classic for a collector, especially one itching to do the minor restoration work remaining that would make it his own.


  Alison managed to hide her disappointment as she walked around the truck, noting the small dings and scratches and chipped paint that went with a vehicle that was over sixty years old. Why would he offer her something like this? “A little on the tired side, wouldn’t you say?”


  “Wait for this.” He popped the hood and stood back with a broad grin. The engine compartment and motor looked brand-new. “It belonged to a friend of mine who had to liquidate for a divorce settlement. He worked on it frame off, personally cleaning, replacing, or restoring every piece. He was getting ready to send it out for paint, but put it back together to sell. Everything’s done but the body.”


  So the truck wasn’t a loser he was trying to get rid of. “I’m not sure why you think Christopher would


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Epilogue


  [image: ]The end of February arrived with a gentle breeze and a scattering of cotton-tufted clouds in an azure blue sky. For two weeks the single universal topic of conversation in the Santa Cruz area was the beautiful weather. Unspoken, but recognized by those who lived in a water-thirsty state, was the underlying feeling of guilt that permeated time spent enjoying the sunshine on the patios of restaurants and taking long bicycle rides along the shore.


  More often than not, whenever the people who called the area home were outside, they sent quick glances to the horizon, looking for the gray that would indicate an incoming storm. As two weeks turned into three, they stopped talking about how lucky they were to live in such a mild climate and turned on the news each night for updates on the weather.


  By the middle of March, water and fire districts were holding special meetings on how to deal with what they foresaw as an upcoming drought season.


  And then the end of March arrived—not on slippered feet but in hobnailed boots. A storm that meteorologists had tracked and predicted would hit the Bay Area and bypass the area from Half Moon Bay to Monterey entirely, stalled offshore and then veered right.


  Trees were uprooted, shingles stripped from rooftops, and streets flooded. Entire neighborhoods were isolated. People benefited from the generosity of those living around them or went hungry.


  The beach house stood firm, protected by the original shutters that had been stripped and painted and reinforced during the refurbishing the year before. The walls withstood hits by a half dozen branches from a neighbor’s eucalyptus tree, but the flower garden lost most of the perennials.


  Andrew and Grace took inventory as soon as there was a lull in the storm, checking for cracked windows and any leaks that might have developed around the chimney. It became a routine for them as storm after storm hit, all the way through April and into May.


  A three-week break was followed by another round of storms, not as fierce as the first, but without even a day’s break to clean up.


  Julia called several times, and Andrew reassured her that all was good with her beloved beach house.


  What neither he nor Grace had been able to see was the cracked shingle near the valley in the roof that separated the kitchen from the living room. For three months water had been entering the crack and running along the support beam above the kitchen cupboards, dripping behind the drywall, saturating the insulation, and warping the plywood flooring under the travertine tile.


  Grace discovered the hidden damage when she tried unsuccessfully to open one of the kitchen cupboards. She grew sick to her stomach the more deeply she looked and the more damage she discovered. For the rest of the afternoon she tried to convince herself that it would be better if her father called Julia to tell her what had happened. She was sure to have questions Grace couldn’t answer.


  In reality, Grace couldn’t face Julia’s dismay—not so much because of what had happened to the house, but over her disappointment in Grace.


  But she couldn’t do that to her father. This was her job. She’d received the paychecks. What had happened was her responsibility.


  Thankfully, Julia was home when Grace called. It wasn’t a phone call she wanted to make twice.


  “The whole back wall in the kitchen?” Julia said in response to Grace’s initial description of the damage.


  “And the cupboards. I took out the dishes and put them in the dining room just in case.”


  “Thank you,” Julia said. “And you’re sure it isn’t something that could be fixed easily?”


  “I don’t think so,” Grace answered, a catch in her voice.


  “Don’t do that,” Julia said. “Don’t you dare feel guilty over what happened. It wasn’t your fault. You can’t fix what you can’t see.”


  “But I should have—”


  “Okay, I’m going to tell you something that I don’t want you to tell another soul.” Julia paused. “Promise?”


  Grace nodded and then realized Julia couldn’t see her. “Promise.”


  “This whole thing happening the way it did is like some screwy gift that I didn’t deserve.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “I hated that kitchen.”


  Grace turned to look at the polished granite counters, the sleek walnut cupboards, and the stainless steel stove. “Me too,” she said, incredulous. “It doesn’t fit the house.”


  “There was no way I could tear it out and start over once I realized what I’d done. I was afraid I was going to have to live with it for the next twenty years.”


  Grace grinned. “Not anymore.”


  A loud crashing sound came from the kitchen.


  “What was that?” Julia asked.


  Grace peered around the corner. “The cupboard over the stove.”


  “Time for you to get out of there. Tell your dad that I’ll call him when he gets home from work.”


  Julia sat at her desk for several minutes after reassuring Grace again that nothing she’d done or hadn’t done had caused the leak. Her hand still cradling the phone, she thought about the upcoming home show she’d seen advertised in the newspaper. It wasn’t often that second chances like this one came along, and it was hard to believe it was pure coincidence.


  While she didn’t believe in ghosts or spirits—never had, never would—it was comforting to imagine Joe and Maggie having a hand in what had happened at the beach house.


  Comforting was good.


  She’d go with that.
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  About the book


  The Story Behind the Book


  BETWEEN PHYSICAL and mental research, I’ve spent a couple of years exploring the central California coastline for the Beach House Series. It finally reached the point where I could close my eyes and feel what it’s like to be there, even when I was baking in the unrelenting sunshine and heat of California’s Central Valley.


  Which, I suppose, is why I’m so in love with this Beach House Series. It’s not only necessary to go back to the coast to do research for each new book, but it’s fun to explore a place I’ve been to a dozen times and search for a new way to see it. The Boardwalk in Santa Cruz looks entirely different when you’re sixteen than it does when you’re forty or sixty. And for someone who’s never been athletic—ME—it takes a lot of observation and thought, not to mention imagination, to describe what it’s like to surf.


  With this book, there was yet another reason to go back a second time—to film a promotion piece for Return to the Beach House. I hope if you have a chance you’ll drop by my website, www.georgiabockoven.com, and take a look. You’ll recognize a lot of the places mentioned in the book, just not the beach house itself. I like leaving that to my imagination—and yours.


  Happy reading!


  Georgia [image: ]


  Reading Group Discussion Questions


  1. What are your impressions of the book’s format? Did you like reading three completely different stories tied together by location and time?


  2. Do you think that having each of the stories deal with a different form of life’s transitions works as a theme?


  3. Andrew, Grace, and Rebecca are constants at the beach house who are directly tied to two of the three stories. Do you feel that their characters add continuity?


  4. The beach house itself assumes the role of another character in the book. Do you get a sense of place when you read the stories, or would you have liked more description?


  5. Do you have a favorite story among the three? Why?


  6. The first story, about Christopher and his grandmother Alison, explores the impact of tragedy on people’s lives according to their age and circumstance. Whose reaction to the deaths of Dennis and Peter do you feel is the most compelling?


  7. How do you imagine the relationship between Christopher and Grace will progress? Do you see Alison and Kyle being an influence in their future?


  8. The second story deals with four college friends, all of whose lives, almost twenty years later, are in transition. Are you sympathetic to the idea that Angie, Bridget, Carrie, and Danielle have all been so busy that they have neglected their friendship? Do you agree with the premise that social media can be too superficial to rely on when it comes to maintaining deep bonds or sharing complex emotions?


  9. How do you see these life-altering stories progressing? Have you been given enough information about these women as individuals to know whether they will succeed in the new paths they’ve chosen? If not, what do you feel is missing?


  10. The third story contains the most dramatic transitions. Do you understand Lindsey’s descent into post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and her reluctance to share what is happening to her with Matthew?


  11. How do you think the story would have been different had Matthew been the one covering the wars in the Middle East instead of Lindsey?


  12. Does the epilogue provide a satisfying conclusion to the kitchen dilemma? [image: ]
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