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Cassidy, Gina, and Michael–
a special, joyful welcome to the family!
Marge–a sad farewell. We miss you.

A big thank you to Alan Koch for his generosity in time and spirit. He answered a hundred questions when he only had time for two and took the mystery, but not the beauty, out of orchids.
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Prologue

  THE BEACH HOUSE NOW STOOD EMPTY, PAtiently waiting for another summer, when its shutters would be removed and sunlight would once again fill its rooms. Built in 1905, it has been silent witness to nearly a century of love and hatred, and withstood fierce storms, violent earthquakes, while hosting generations of visitors.

Location tied the house and the Santa Cruz boardwalk as much as longevity. Though neither was visible from the other, they had formed a symbiotic relationship: one drew the children, the other drew the adult the child would one day become.

Several small cities separated them. The largest, Santa Cruz, was California condensed to its purest form. To live in a place where high surf took precedence over work required tolerance, liberalthinking, and a love of the unusual. To visit such a place, T-shirts and shorts and sandals sufficed.

Considered useless property by the man who had inherited it, the five acres of rock and forest abutting the ocean changed ownership in a poker game at the Hard Luck Saloon during a turn-of-the-century celebration. The next year a farmer traded a team of horses for the land and that winter began clearing the ground at the edge of the fifteen-foot cliff. He built a rustic, one-room cabin, where a few years later he took his bride on their honeymoon.

Farming was good, and the farmer added rooms to his vacation home as his family grew. Three of his five children were conceived in the cabin. He instilled a love of the land and ocean in them all, filling their heads with stories of a future when they would bring their children and grandchildren to this beloved cottage.

The farmer was nearing sixty when the Great Depression settled across the country. The price of crops dropped below what it cost to produce them. To pay the bills, the farmer sold the five acres that surrounded the beach house to a developer. The developer divided the land into lots and sold them at a 300 percent profit.

The Depression lingered, and the farmer’s children and grandchildren left to find work in the city. He fell behind on his taxes. To save his farm he sacrificed the seed for the next year’s crop, hoping for a miracle. His “miracle” arrived in the form of a traveling salesman who offered to trade the beach house for a season’s seed and fertilizer.

The salesman repeated the story of his incredible good fortune to the other farmers on his route in the long, fertile Salinas Valley. However, he failed to note how those farmers stared at the ground as they listened to his bragging. They put in a call to his competitor as soon as he drove away, and eventually the salesman had to add another territory to earn enough money to keep his bounty.

With two territories to work, the salesman was too busy to spend much time at the beach house. Rather than sit alone at home, his wife spent all her time there. At her insistence, the salesman added another bedroom to accommodate her mother. The next year he added a larger kitchen and new fixtures for the bathroom.

Adding yet more territory to his route to pay for the improvements, the salesman went for weeks without seeing either the house or his wife. Five years later, his wife divorced him, telling the judge his long absences made her feel as if she’d been abandoned. She asked for and received the beach house in the settlement, living there until she was killed in a cable car accident on a trip to San Francisco several years later.

Joe and Maggie Chapman were in Santa Cruz celebrating their anniversary when they took a walk one afternoon and happened on the island of houses in the sea of forest. It was Maggie who first saw the real estate agent take a FOR SALE sign out of his car. They stopped to talk and struck a deal before the sign made it into the ground.

Joe and Maggie put the love into the house they had saved for the children they had failed to conceive. Looking forward to the day Joe would retire and they would live there full-time, they expanded the living room and added a deck. Then Joe had a stroke, and it was everything Maggie could do to take care of him and the house in San Jose. They found a renter, a young man named Ken Huntington, who’d hitchhiked from Kansas because it was his dream to swim in the Pacific Ocean.

Ken was a mystery to Maggie, unfailingly courteous and always on time with the rent, but forever locked away in the house playing with something he called a personal computer. She tried to listen when he told her the magical things that she would be able to do with her own computer one day, but it was impossible for her to summon anything but polite interest.

Joe’s slow recovery from his stroke wiped out his and Maggie’s savings. They were left with the beach house and their home in San Jose and a desperate need for income. Ken offered to buy the house, but only if Joe and Maggie would carry the note. In exchange, he would give them the summer months to do with as they pleased.

Unaware that Ken was one of the original Silicon Valley computer geniuses, Joe and Maggieentered the agreement, believing they were helping a fine young man buy his first home while solving their own money problems. They kept July for themselves and rented June and August, proudly presenting the checks to Ken at the end of their first summer, “to help with the mortgage payments.”

For the next seventeen years, even as Ken’s business grew to be one of the world’s leaders, the summer rental agreement continued. The beach house acquired new windows and paint, hardwood floors and a laundry room. Dry rot was discovered in the bathroom and the fireplace chimney developed a crack. Repairs were made, appliances replaced, and a new brick path installed through the garden.

Then Ken met and fell in love with a woman who opened the world to him. They were the couple written about in love songs and sonnets and romance novels. They were forever. Only death could separate them.

Ken left Julia on an ordinary commute to work. Julia blindly passed him as he lay dying on the side of the road, oblivious to all but the massive traffic jam Ken created when he lost control of his car during a heart attack.

A sadness settled through the house. Over the near century it had stood sentinel on its rocky outcropping, there had been times when weeks had passed with no one in residence. But not once in all those decades had the doors remained locked and the windows shuttered for so long as they did that year.

During those desolate eight months a timer kept the garden watered, but no one tended the flowers or cleared the cobwebs. The bleeding-hearts, foxglove, cosmos, plume poppy, and alumroot spilled from their beds and collapsed onto the brick walkways. Worn-out, abandoned spiderwebs filled with wind-strewn debris hung from eaves and fence posts, shutters and lights.

As if through an unspoken agreement, the neighbors steered clear of the beach house that winter. When they did happen by on their way to somewhere else, they kept their heads dipped, their eyes averted.

Finally, on a warm May evening, a car appeared on the narrow asphalt road that led to the house. The woman behind the wheel drove slowly, passing houses with unshuttered windows and families gathered around dining room tables for the evening meal.

She pulled into the driveway but didn’t go inside. Instead, she took the public path beside the house that led to the beach, stood at the top of the stairs, and stared out to sea. Finally, she removed her shoes, set them under a boxwood sorely in need of trimming, and descended the stairs. She walked south, away from the houses toward the rocky outcropping that marked the southern end of the cove. When she returned, the sun rode low on the horizon.

With windblown hair, eyes swollen from crying, and designer clothes damp and wrinkled from sitting on a lichen-covered rock, she did not look like the woman of wealth who had driven there in a Mercedes to say good-bye to the man she’d loved well, but not long. Believing the memories too poignant for her to keep the beach house, she’d come there to ready it for a final summer of renters before putting it on the market.

It would be Joe and Maggie’s last July. That summer they would say good-bye to each other and the house that had given them shelter through a lifetime of joy and sorrow. Their leaving seemed to mark the end of the long season of love lavished on the beach house.

But Julia couldn’t sell. The lives of those who had gone before permeated the walls and reached out to her when she tried to walk away. One more summer, she told herself, convinced another season would give her distance and make it easier to let go. It would have to be an ordinary summer, one without life-altering changes to the people who came there, one without the magic that had touched those who came before.

When that happened, she would sell.
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1

  THE ODDS WERE AGAINST HIM. ANDREW Wells knew this as well as he knew his chances of winning the California state lottery. Of course, you had to play to win, which he didn’t. He figured the lottery was on a par with tossing money in a fountain and expecting good luck.

He was, however, willing to gamble something far more valuable to see Cheryl Cunningham again–his pride. The slim possibility she might attend their twenty-year class reunion was all the encouragement he’d needed to return the invitation, a check attached. Now, an hour into the meet-and-greet portion of the evening, it was almost impossible to sustain the hope that had brought him there.

Andrew took risks as a matter of course, always willing to live with the consequences. Some considered the risks he took lunatic. But from his perspective, hang gliding off a mountaintop, running class-five rivers in a kayak, chasing tsunami-size waves with a surfboard, and sailing around the world with only a stray dog for company had more to do with philosophy than danger. He believed if he wasn’t living on the edge, he was taking up too much space.

He looked at the melting ice in what was left of his gin and tonic and tried not to show the strain he felt listening to a group of his old football buddies trying to top each other with exaggerated stories of financial success and brilliant progeny. Glancing first at the door where he’d registered and then at the glass slider that led to the deck overlooking the eighteenth green, he began planning his escape route.

“First liar doesn’t stand a chance.”

Andrew smiled, immediately recognizing Roger Blanchette’s wry sense of humor and halting voice. Best friends for eight of the ten years they attended school together, the paths they’d taken afterward never seemed to cross at a convenient time for either of them. Turning, he clasped Roger’s outstretched hand with genuine pleasure. “Which is why I’m still waiting to add my two cents.”

Roger laughed. “You’d think their biggest problem was finding a space to park their Learjets.”

If anyone from their Santa Cruz High School class of 1981 could lay claim to a Learjet, it was the man standing in front of him. The years had been good to Roger. No longer plagued by acne or a mother who bought his clothes at garage sales and thrift stores, he could easily pass for exactly what he was, one of the startlingly rich computer moguls of Silicon Valley. He was still new enough to his riches to wear an obscenely expensive watch and bargain wedding band. “You’re the last person I expected to find here.”

“Exactly what I was thinking about you.”

“Well?”

Roger nodded toward a stunning blonde holding court with a cluster of ex-cheerleaders. “Mary wanted to come.”

Andrew did a double take. “That’s Mary?”

“Shows you what a bitchy magazine writer and a willing plastic surgeon can do to a perfectly fine woman.” He shrugged it off and changed the subject. “So, what’s keeping you busy these days?”

“I’m back in the orchid business.”

“Back?”

Even though no one new had arrived in the past fifteen minutes, Andrew compulsively glanced at the door before answering. “I thought I had the nursery sold a couple of years ago, but it didn’t work out.”

“Wholesale or retail?”

“Wholesale. Mainly to high-end retailers and florists. The shows are my bread and butter.”

“Mary has an arrangement with a nursery in San Francisco. They take care of the plants when they aren’t in bloom and bring them to her when they are.”

“I thought about setting up part of my nursery for boarding plants but decided it was too labor intensive.” Again, Andrew glanced at the door.

“Expecting someone?”

“Not expecting,” Andrew admitted. “Hoping.”

Roger tossed him a questioning look. “Anyone I know?”

Andrew hesitated. He could evade the question or lie, but what was the point? “Cheryl.”

“I thought you two went your separate ways in college.”

“I’ve grown older and wiser since then.”

“In other words you finally realized what a jackass you were, and you’re hoping it’s not too late.”

“That’s one way to put it.”

Roger slapped a hand on Andrew’s shoulder. “It’s the only way to put it where Cheryl is concerned.”

Andrew had broken her heart. He’d known he would, but it hadn’t stopped him. At the time he’d honestly believed his reasons for leaving outweighed the inner voice that compelled him to stay. For a while he’d even managed to convince himself he had done her a favor. The man she’d fallen in love with was whole and healthy, one who could fulfill her dreams of home and hearth and family. He stopped being that man his junior year. Selfishly saving himself the look of pity he was sure he would see in her eyes if he told her, he’d simply walked away with what now seemed a callous explanation.

The calculated selfishness of his leaving was what had kept him from coming back when he finally realized how big a mistake he’d made. Then he’d heard through a mutual friend that Cheryl had moved to Montana and married a state legislator with eyes on the governor’s job. Over the years he’d found a way to let her go intellectually, but not emotionally.

“–don’t know where I’d be without Mary,” Roger said.

Realizing he’d missed most of what Roger had said, Andrew forcefully snapped himself out of his thick fog of memories. “My guess is that she’s over there saying the same thing about you.”

He shook his head. “A while back it hit me that, at best, love is lopsided. As long as a relationship is balanced out in other ways it–” He stopped, plainly embarrassed by what he was about to reveal. “Don’t get me wrong, life’s been good to me. I’ve got nothing to complain about.” A good-old-boy mask slid into place. “How’s your drink? Can I get you a refresher?”

“No thanks.”

Roger held up his empty glass. “My first–not near enough to get through the rest of this evening. I’ll catch up with you later.”

Andrew watched Roger make his way to the bar, knowing it was the last time they would talk to each other that night. While Roger might not have come to the reunion to impress anyone, he hadn’t come to embarrass himself with personal revelations either.

Sending one last look around the crowded room, Andrew absently noted how kind twenty years had been to some of his classmates and how cruel to others. With a mental shrug of acceptance, he acknowledged the depletion of his store of small talk, the lack of desire to search for more, the smile that had grown as uncomfortable as the overheated room, and the diminishing hope that had brought him there. While contemplating an unobtrusive escape through the exit next to the bathroom, he glanced up and saw Cheryl Cunningham standing at the registration desk talking to someone in an orange-and-pink polka-dot dress.

She stole his breath with the same gut-punch intensity she had that cold November morning when she’d first walked into his French class. He’d fallen in love with her that day–head over heels, illogical, down-to-his-toes love. He remembered that moment as clearly as he remembered the fog that had accompanied high tide that morning. The feeling was the first rock to tumble in an avalanche of emotion. Finally, he understood why he’d never been able to fill the emptiness with the freedom he’d sacrificed everything to attain. Only one person could cure the loneliness and ease the longing.

Still, one thing eluded him, one thing he would never understand. How had he left her? What words had he used to convince himself it was the right thing to do?

WITH THE VETERAN EASE OF A POLITICIAN’S wife, Cheryl Cunningham glanced around the crowded ballroom, hiding her desire to escape the woman who had rushed up to greet her behind a practiced smile. She had no business being here, had even had sense enough to throw away the invitation when it arrived. But two days later a compelling blend of curiosity and desire and a sense of unfulfilled destiny overrode her normal good sense. She retrieved the invitation and sent in her check that same day, knowing that if she waited even a couple of hours, she would change her mind.

The check was the key. She lived too frugally to pay for the reunion and not attend. Or at least that was what she’d told herself, and any excuse that worked was a good one. She would rather spend a year on the campaign trail, a job she hated more than any she’d ever had, than have anyone discover the real reason she was there. She’d lived through humiliation: pity she couldn’t handle.

“You haven’t changed,” the woman gushed. “Not one bit.”

Cheryl struggled to connect a name with the face. Her family had moved to Santa Cruz her junior year, which left her little more than a year and a half to form these lifelong bonds with her graduating class. Twenty years was a long time to remember pass-in-the-hall friends.

“You haven’t either,” Cheryl ventured.

The woman laughed. “Tell that to my bathroom scale. But I’ll bet you haven’t gained a pound. How do you do it?” Before Cheryl could answer, the woman added, “Do you have kids?”

“No,” Cheryl said without elaborating. Finally, she managed to catch the name tag on the woman’s ample breast. Lynn Littrell Sawyer. It didn’t help.

“I have five.” She brought up her hand to display five fingers, hitting her other hand and sending a piece of ice sailing from her highball glass. “I did okay with the first three. But everything went to hell in a handbasket after the twins.” She bent to retrieve the ice. “Max said he’s going to trade me in for a couple of twenties when I turn forty if I don’t do something to get the weight off. I told him there wasn’t one woman–let alone two–who was going to have anything to do with him once she discovered he was paying alimony to me and child support to five kids.” She grinned. “Shut him up real fast.”

Lynn put her hand on Cheryl’s arm. “So tell me about you. Still making those clay things?”

“I gave up sculpting when I got married.” She glanced toward the bar and saw a man looking back. Not the right one. Why was she doing this to herself? What did she hope to gain?

“No time, I’ll bet. I’m not surprised. A bunch of us girls got together a couple of months ago, kind of a prereunion thing, and Julie Thompson said you had to be the most famous person in our class. She said she saw a picture of you in USA Today at some party and that you were there with Tom Cruise.”

Cheryl knew the photograph. It was five years old. “I wasn’t actually with him, we–”

“What’s he like? Is he as handsome in person as he is in the movies? I read somewhere that he’s really short. Is that true?”

The moment captured by a photographer as she and Jerry entered an award ceremony at the Kennedy Performing Arts Center was as close as Cheryl had come to a conversation with Tom Cruise. But that wasn’t what Lynn, or others who asked such questions, wanted to hear. “He’s very nice,” she said.

“Is your husband parking the car?”

“Jerry isn’t with me,” she said, resigned to what would follow.

“Oh.” Lynn tried, but couldn’t hide a look of disappointment. “When I saw you I was hoping he’d be here, too. It’s not every day someone like me gets to meet someone like your husband.” As if realizing how insensitive she sounded, Lynn quickly added, “Of course seeing you again is wonderful, too.”

“Jerry and I are divorced. USA Today wrote about that, too. You must have missed it.”

Lynn’s jaw dropped. “You’re kidding. When did that happen?”

“Two years ago.”

She recovered enough to sputter, “How awful. Goodness, I’ll bet you were devastated.”

She had been, but not for the reason Lynn undoubtedly believed. The assumption was that no woman in her right mind would walk out on Jerry Walden, a man whose publicity photos made him out to be the Marlboro Man without the cigarette. Movie-star handsome, charismatic, powerful, rich, he looked as good in jeans as in a tuxedo, was adored by women over sixty, lusted after by their daughters and granddaughters, and drooled on and over by the stroller set.

But Jerry hadn’t walked out on her; the decision to divorce was hers. The telling clue to his own apathy over the marriage was how quickly he agreed, not even ordering a poll to see how it would affect his career until she’d made an appointment with an attorney.

When they’d met, Jerry was on a calculated search for a young, vibrant woman he could marry who could help jump-start his stalled political career. She had to be someone who could pull in the male voters without seeming threatening to their wives. Without knowing she was being tested, Cheryl aced the exam, even winning the approval of the political consultants who hovered around Jerry like gulls around a shrimp boat. Caught up in the frenetic excitement of his campaign for reelection and the heady ego of not only being needed but told so nightly, she mistook passion for love and ignored the inner voice that warned about the long fall from such heady heights.

She’d anticipated an adjustment period after the divorce, a time to settle into the cocoon of solitude. It never came. Sadly, she realized she’d been alone the entire time she and Jerry had been together.

Lynn’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, now I know why you came here tonight.” She smiled like a Jeopardy! contestant who knew the final answer. “I told Margo I thought it was strange that you and Andrew were both coming to this reunion when neither of you have ever come before.” She moved in closer. “Who told you he would be here?”

“No one,” she answered truthfully, feeling a momentary sense of violation at having her motive so easily exposed.

“But you were hoping.”

“Of course,” she admitted. “Isn’t that the reason we all come to these things? It’s an opportunity to see old friends.” She couldn’t tell if her attempt at casualness had worked and wasn’t sure if she cared. Did it really matter if a woman she hadn’t seen in twenty years and would likely never see again knew she’d come to the reunion to find the man who’d broken her heart and never bothered to find out if she’d survived?

Lynn swung around to study the crowd. “I saw him by the pool talking to Joan earlier.”

“Joan Beatty?”

“It’s Joan Fisher now–or at least it was last week. She’s either on her fourth or fifth husband. I lost track at three. Wait till you see her. She’s every woman’s nightmare–buns of steel with boobs to match. I hate her. I’m going to take charge of the invitations next reunion and make sure hers gets lost.”

Cheryl laughed harder than the comment deserved. She needed a drink, something to hold in her hands beside her purse to keep them busy, something to put to her mouth to bridge awkward silences, something to bolster her flagging courage. “And she says such nice things about you.”

“Yeah, I’ll just bet she does.”

Cheryl’s gaze settled on a man standing at the bar with his back to her. He was the right height, weight, and hair color but was wearing a plaid jacket she knew Andrew would never wear. She should have questioned knowing this: seventeen years was a long time. People changed. Knowing Andrew as she had, having him so integrated into her mind and heart that thoughts of him still intruded into the most ordinary moments of her day-to-day life, was a burden she had come there to shed.

Slowly, she began to sense a change in the air around her. It was as if it had grown heavy, sending gentle, insistent ripples charged with electricity against her skin. Unbelievably, she was still intune to Andrew’s presence, could still feel him before seeing him, was still drawn to him without a word being spoken. The feeling was so compelling, so powerful, so deeply familiar that she knew she’d been right about seeing him again. It was the only way to find a way to forget him.

“I was afraid you weren’t coming,” Andrew said softly.

In a room echoing with talking and laughter and raised voices, Cheryl heard the whispered words as if he had shouted them.

She turned.

He was no longer the boy she’d held frozen in the recesses of her mind, but a man she had not accurately imagined. His lean body and confident posture, the premature wrinkles on his forehead and at the corners of his eyes, the threads of gray in jet-black hair were all expected. What she hadn’t foreseen, what nearly stole her composure, was the pain and loneliness she saw in his eyes and in the unguarded way he looked at her.

“I almost didn’t,” she said.

Moving to Cheryl’s side to turn what had become a one-on-one into a triangle, Lynn said, “Twenty years seems to be a magical number. The reunion planner who helped us said we could expect a lot of people who’d never attended.”

Andrew studied Lynn. “Lynn Littrell? Didn’t we have chemistry together?”

She nodded, a smile showing she was pleased that he’d remembered.

“You married Max Sawyer.”

“Eighteen years this October. And five kids,” she added. “Have you seen him yet?”

“Only for a second. He was looking for you.”

“Really?” She glanced around the room. “I wonder why.” Obviously torn between going and staying, she said, “I guess I’d better find out what he wants.”

When Lynn was gone, Cheryl said, “Max wasn’t looking for her.”

Andrew gave her a questioning look. “What makes you think he wasn’t?”

“Because I know you.” The simple truth was an acknowledgment that cut through the years. For a time after Andrew left her she’d managed to convince herself that love wasn’t singular, that the belief two people were destined for each other and no one else was poetic fantasy.

When she married Jerry and still dreamed of Andrew, she’d dismissed those dreams with the reasoning that a first love was never forgotten. Then, after the divorce, when she was alone again and found herself looking for Andrew in every man she dated, she accepted that he would always be a part of her. Acceptance gave an illusion of peace…. until the invitation arrived. She knew then that she would never have any real peace until what had once been between her and Andrew was resolved.

“I heard you were divorced,” he said.

“I heard you never married,” she countered.

He looked at her, his gaze a connection. “A long time ago I made a mistake. I’ve had to live with the consequences.”

“Am I supposed to know what that means?”

“Are you saying you don’t?”

“How could I possibly know what consequences you’ve lived with?” She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “But then, I didn’t come here to listen to how hard your life has been.”

“What did you come for?”

“An apology. Better yet, an explanation–one that I can believe this time.”

“You deserve more than me telling you how sorry I am,” he said with heart-stopping humility. “And I don’t know how to explain something I no longer understand myself.”

“Why did you come here tonight?” She fought to maintain her emotional footing, to remember the pain he’d so easily inflicted on her, to remind herself that if she let him, he would have the power to hurt her that way again.

“I wanted to see you.”

“Just me?”

“Just you.”

In the background she heard someone announce that dinner was being served. Panic set in at the thought of spending the next hour making small talk between bites of salad and prime rib. Cheryl glanced at the double doors leading to the dining room. “Do you want to stay?”

He shook his head. “Do you?”

“No.”

“Let’s get out of here.”

“Where?”

“I don’t care. Anywhere we can be alone to talk.”

She didn’t know anyplace. She’d only been back to Santa Cruz twice since her parents moved sixteen years ago. So much had changed since the earthquake, she hardly recognized what had once been favorite haunts. “The Last Wave?”

“Closed down a couple of years ago.”

“Wilson’s?”

“Never reopened after the earthquake.”

“You choose.”

“What about my place?”

“You live here?”

“Twenty minutes away.”

Her immediate thought was to say no. But then she questioned her reasoning. Why not his place? “I’ll follow you.”

She turned toward the door. He put his hand in the small of her back. The casual, intimate gesture stole her breath. She stopped and stepped away from him.

“What’s wrong?”

“I don’t want you to get the wrong idea. I’m not going with you for anything but conversation.”

“It’s me, Cheryl,” he said softly. “I know why you’re going with me. And no matter how much I wish it were different, I know what to expect.”

If so, he was a step ahead of her.
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  CHERYL LEANED AGAINST THE RAILING that surrounded the small, flagstone deck at the back of Andrew’s house and tasted the Chardonnay he had poured for her. She stared at the ocean from the vantage point of being on top of a fifteen-foot cliff, took a deep breath, and let a sense of homecoming fill her mind. She knew this beach; it was one she and Andrew had come to when they wanted to escape the crowds at Santa Cruz. Every memory they’d created here was a good one. Nothing painful had happened that she could summon to use as a shield if she felt herself slipping too close to forgetting the years between then and now.

The beach beckoned. She could almost feel the warm grains of sand between her toes. She knew exactly how the water would feel as it hit her legs,how free she would feel if she dove into a wave and released herself to its power. From the day her father had moved the family from the mountains of Idaho to the beaches of Santa Cruz and she saw the ocean for the first time, she knew she’d found her spiritual home.

Andrew came to stand beside her. “I can see it still holds you the way it used to.” He put his hand on the railing next to hers, close but not touching, and turned to face her.

She both loved and hated that he knew her so well. “How long have you lived here?” More than that, she wanted to know why he lived there. Why this house on this beach?

“Twelve years, off and on. When my grandfather died I wound up with a great deal of money that no one knew he had.”

“Your grandfather was still alive all the time you were in foster care?”

“He and my mother were estranged. Or at least that’s the way the lawyer put it. Seems he didn’t know I existed until the detective I hired to find my mother showed up on his doorstep.”

Andrew had refused even to consider the possibility of looking for his mother when Cheryl had suggested it. What could have happened to make him change his mind? “Did you find her?”

“There was nothing to find. She died of a drug overdose when I was two.”

“What about your father?”

“He could have been any one of a dozen men she hung around with at the time, or a stranger passing through with drugs and willing to trade for sex.”

She winced at the flat retelling of something that must have devastated him at the time. “I’m sorry.”

“It wasn’t what I’d hoped to find, but I’ve learned to live with it.”

“Did you get a chance to know your grandfather?” She told herself that she was asking as an old friend, nothing more, that she was interested more out of politeness than caring.

Andrew let out a short, harsh laugh. “He didn’t want anything to do with me. At least not while he was alive. I guess it satisfied some hidden sense of family to leave his money to me when he died. But then it was either me or the local men’s club if I decided I didn’t want it.”

“Are you happy?” This came from curiosity and a raw need to believe he hadn’t walked away unscathed.

“I have my moments.” He turned to look at her. “What about you?”

“Most of the time.” The truth would make her too vulnerable.

They slipped into an awkward silence. Cheryl turned her attention to a man racing a small boy across the sand. They were headed toward the stairs that led to the path beside Andrew’s house. Laughing and out of breath when they reached the landing, they paused for one last look at the ocean.

“I don’t wanna go yet,” the boy said, tugging on the man’s hand, trying to lead him back to the water.

“Mom’s waiting for us.”

“She won’t care,” the boy coaxed. “She likes us to have fun. She told me so.”

“How’s this for fun?” He reached down and lifted the boy, swinging him around and up to sit on his shoulders.

Not trusting herself to look at Andrew, Cheryl watched the man climb the stairs, the boy hanging on to his ears as he twisted to have one last look at the ocean. “I always imagined you with children,” she said.

“And I thought for sure that you would have a houseful of your own by now. You and Jerry must have been happy in the beginning. Why didn’t you–” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the railing, staring at the palate of oranges, pinks, and reds coloring the horizon. “Forget that. What happened between you and Jerry is none of my business.”

Jerry had told her up front that children were a part of the package. He insisted he wanted them even more than she did. Only later did she discover he wanted them for completely different reasons. Along with producing an heir, he saw the media attention and photo opportunities that having children would bring. She saw an end to her loneliness. As disheartened as she was when all their physical and medical efforts to conceive failed, she was glad the end of the marriage was uncomplicated and she could walk away without ties.

“I do have kids in a way,” she said. “They don’t go home with me, but I get to see them almost every day.”

“You’re a teacher?”

“A social worker with a private agency. We’re funded by endowments and a trust.”

The man stopped at the top of the stairs and turned to face the ocean. “Say good-bye,” he told the boy.

“We’ll be back,” he said instead, leaning over and pressing his cheek to the side of the man’s face.

“I know how he feels,” Cheryl said, anger rising in her like bubbles in a pot of boiling water.

Andrew looked at her. “I’m sorry.”

She avoided his gaze. “For what?”

“Everything.”

“That covers a lot of territory.” She wasn’t going to make it easy for him. She’d waited too long for an apology, needing one even though it would change nothing. “Are you saying you’re sorry I dropped out of school for two years before I went back to get my degree, that I married someone I didn’t love because I wanted to prove to myself I’d gotten over you, or that I’ve wasted half my life wanting something I can’t have. Just what is it you’re sorry for, Andrew.”

“That I was such a coward.”

At last she looked at him. “Oh, is that what happened?”

“I’m not the man I was then.”

“Too bad, I really liked that man. Actually, I loved him. With one small exception, of course.”

The anger didn’t bother him. The pain did. How easily he’d convinced himself the wounds he’d inflicted would heal and that she would be whole again and happy without him. “Do you ever wonder–”

She turned on him. “Don’t you dare ask me that. What I wonder, what I think about, what I feel are none of your business anymore.”

“Then I’ll tell you how it is with me.” He ached to touch her. Just holding her hand would be enough. It seemed impossible that he had once taken the hundreds of small, day-to-day moments they’d shared for granted.

“There isn’t a day I don’t think about you. There are times I’ll see a woman walking alone on the beach and let myself believe it’s you. Some days someone will knock on the door, and for the seconds it takes to answer I tell myself you’re the one waiting for me.”

“How long has this been going on?”

“I can’t say. I’m not sure when it started.”

“I know exactly how long it’s been with me.” She stared at the liquid in her glass, brought it to her lips, and finished the wine in two long swallows. “What happened that finally made you realize you’d made a mistake?”

“One day I took a hard look at myself and all the other men I knew chasing the endless summer and realized we’d bought into something that doesn’t exist.”

Her eyes flashed an antagonistic challenge. “I was hoping for something better.”

“I had to grow up to understand what I had lost. By then it was too late.”

“Lost? You didn’t lose me, Andrew, you discarded me.”

He flinched. None of the arguments he’d used to justify abandoning her made sense anymore. In hindsight he understood the fear that had consumed him the day he was told he had cancer. He remembered the growing, desperate need to grab hold of whatever time was left to him. Most of all he remembered the shame that came with the prospect of losing his manhood. Facing testicular cancer hit him harder than anything else ever had, stealing his youth and with it the belief that he was invincible.

He’d reacted the way he had reacted to every crisis he’d faced before he met Cheryl, pulling into himself and closing out those who would have helped him. He battled the cancer and chemotherapy and radiation alone, dropping out of college, coming up with excuses at the last minute not to meet Cheryl for holidays and birthdays, lying to her about difficult classes and intractable professors. He came through the experience so completely focused on himself all he could think about was his determination to savor every moment left to him, to experience everything life had to offer, to refuse ever again to settle, or compromise, or bargain.

Cheryl turned back to the man and boy and watched them until they went inside a house at the end of the block. “If you realized you’d made a mistake all those years ago, why did you wait until now to look for me?”

“You were married. Happily, I thought.”

She nodded. “For a while we actually managed to convince ourselves that we were the perfect couple portrayed by the media.” She paused as if struggling with what she would say next. “But a marriage gets a little crowded when another person becomes involved,” she said finally.

“Jerry was unfaithful?”

She held up her empty glass as if to ward off the question. Andrew reached behind him for the bottle of wine. As he poured, he said, “I know you. There’s no way you would ever–”

“You knew me, Andrew,” she reminded him. “The breakup was my fault.”

The revelation stunned him. “There was another man? What happened? Why aren’t you with him now?”

She stood motionless, her gaze fixed on the horizon. “I am.”

“I don’t understand.” And then it hit him. “Me? I’m the other man?”

Instead of answering, she took another long, deep swallow of wine.

Andrew reached for her glass. “Talk to me.”

She pushed his hand away, looked at him, sighed, and then handed him the glass. “Liquid courage isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. It’s never worked before, I don’t know what made me think it would work now.”

A childhood spent in foster homes where he’d been on display like merchandise for childless couples had taught him that dreams were for others, for those who had the right looks, the right smile, the right words. Those who were left behind, the kids like him, learned to play the cards that were dealt them.

Still, he couldn’t stop the swell of hope that filled his chest. A lump in his throat, he took a chance. “I never stopped loving you,” he admitted. “You have been the standard I used to judge every other woman I met.”

Her smile was tinged in a bitter sadness. “I’ve dreamed of this moment. So many times I’ve lost count. It’s always the same. You tell me you love me and take me in your arms and all the hurt and confusion simply disappear.”

“It can be like that.”

“No, it can’t. It’s not why I came, Andrew. I don’t want to start over. I want to put you behind me. I want to forget I even knew you.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Don’t you see? We can’t go back. We can’t even start over. You can’t have a relationship without trust, Andrew. Or do you have a magic wand you can wave that will bring that back the way you think you can bring back everything else?”

He didn’t have an answer, at least not one good enough. “What would it take for you to trust me again?”

She considered the question. “I’m not sure that’s possible. Even if I were willing to take a chance.”

“Time?” he prompted.

“I don’t know.”

“It’s yours. As much as you want.”

“What if it took years?”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“Seems to me I’ve heard that before.”

He put his hands on her shoulders and brought her around to look at him. “I let you go once, there’s no way I’m going to do it again. At least not without a fight.”

She started to say something. He put his finger to her lips to stop her. “Do you still love me? Even a little?”

“It doesn’t make sense for me to love you, and I don’t do things that don’t make sense anymore.”

“I don’t care whether it makes sense or not–do you love me?”

For long seconds she looked into his eyes, trying to decide whether it was the man she loved or the memory. “I’ll give you this much–there’s something unfinished between us.”

He nodded. “That’s enough–for now.”

It wasn’t enough for her. “So where do you see us going from here?”

“If it were truly up to me, I would have you move in with me tomorrow.”

“Just like that?” she snapped. “What about my job? My friends? My life in Oakland?”

He gave her a slow grin. “Like I said, if it were truly up to me.”

She was at a place she’d imagined, but never truly believed she would be. Andrew loved her and wanted her. Wasn’t this the answer to her dreams? Or was it a reminder that she had to be careful what she wished for?

He could break her heart again as easily as he had broken it before. She wasn’t the tower of strength, the battle-scarred worldly veteran she wanted to believe she was, that she wanted him to believe she was. “I don’t know….”

“Where we go from here is wherever we feel comfortable going.” He stepped back and hunkered down to look her directly in the eyes. “Right now, a walk on the beach would be nice.”

It was exactly what she needed–time. He knew her as well as he’d ever known her, and it scared her as much as it connected her to him.

“Of course, unless you have a suitcase in the car or are willing to wear something of mine, you probably don’t agree.”

She’d spent an entire week’s salary on the midnight blue designer dress she was wearing. The narrow strapped high heels had set her back another two hundred. Sand would ruin one, salt water the other. “My suitcase is at the motel.” He looked the same size he’d been in college, and his shirts had swallowed her then. “What did you have in mind to lend me?”

“Shorts and a T-shirt?” He looked at her waist. “And a pair of suspenders?”

ALONE IN ANDREW’S BEDROOM, THE PROMised clothes on his bed, Cheryl questioned what she was doing. Doubts assailed her. She could feel her defenses slipping. How long would it take to recover if he walked out on her again? Would she ever recover? If not for her mother and father and their persistent efforts to get her on her feet again the first time, she wasn’t sure where she would be now.

Andrew’s power over her had been complete. She’d looked to him for her happiness, her dreams of the future, even her career, which she’d chosen to accommodate the children they would have one day.

She’d been so young and trusting and filled with conviction. Other couples might fight and break up and go their separate ways, but not her and Andrew. They were the perfect match. Everyone said so.

What was she doing? Was she out of her mind? She’d come to the reunion to put Andrew behind her, not start over again.

What made her think it would be any different this time? If she had any sense, she would thank him for the stroll down memory lane and get out of there as fast as she could.

Instead, she slipped out of her dress and into his clothes, tucking the T-shirt with San Jose Firefighter’s Chili Cookoff emblazoned across the back into the khaki shorts and rolling up the sleeves. She shortened the bright red suspenders and snapped them onto the waistband of the shorts, then went out to meet Andrew on the deck.

Andrew looked up. He’d taken off his jacket and shoes and socks and rolled up his pant legs. “Ready?” He held out his hand. She hesitated just long enough to let him know she still wasn’t sure about what they were doing. Andrew let the moment go, taking her hand as he would a friend’s, leading her out the gate and down the stairs.

A full moon had followed the sun into the western sky, marking its position with a silver trail across the water. Along the shoreline, waves deposited shimmering arcs of bubbles that glistened with moonlight. A gentle breeze tugged at a strand of Cheryl’s hair. She tucked it behind her ear.

They crossed the beach to the water in silence, the only sound the soft roar of the tumbling waves. Andrew stopped at the edge of the shore. Cheryl continued moving forward. She closed her eyes, listened to the wave break and roll into itself, and waited for the rush of water. When it hit, she put her head back and looked up to the stars. I’m home, she told herself.

The receding wave pulled the sand from beneath her feet. She dug in her toes to maintain her balance and laughed when she teetered to one side. Opening her eyes, she discovered Andrew beside her.

“I’d forgotten how much I love your laugh.”

She put her hand in his again and started walking toward the south side of the mile-wide cove, where a rocky promontory isolated the area from the next beach. Only twenty-five private homes and the state of California shared this cove. With the state the primary landowner, the dense forest of pine and eucalyptus surrounding the houses had remained undeveloped. Only a
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“BOCKOVEN IS MAGIC. DON'T MISS ANOTHER SUMMER.”
New York Times-bestselling author CATHERINE COULTER






