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PART ONE
THE EDUCATION OF
SEBASTIAN



PROLOGUE

I’ve often wondered why brides-to-
be speak with such excitement of their
wedding day —the best day of their
l[ives. Doesn’t that imply that it’s all
downhill from then on?

My own wedding day was the
culmination of the briefest of romances,
if you could call it that. My husband was
not a romantic man. He was not many
things. Perhaps if he had been many,
perhaps if he had been more, things
might have turned out differently
between us. Then again, perhaps it
would have been exactly the same.

Despite what happened later, I can’t



bring myself to regret the events of that
summer.

=

I think it was the uniform. My
husband dazzled me in his US Navy
whites and with his flashy sports car that
was so low to the ground, it seemed to
skim along the road like a pebble on a
lake.

David was a medical officer in the
US Navy, newly promoted to Lieutenant
Commander and assigned as a flight
surgeon. He was 11 years older than me.
He seemed urbane and sophisticated and
to a girl from nowhere who had seen
nothing, he was every wish fulfilled.

My mother smelled a good catch and



my dear, sweet father was talked over
and down by the two women in his life
who vied for his attention.

Competition with my mother was
relatively new. She had always been
rather ashamed of her plain, gawky
daughter, who seemed to have no
breeding and no wish for it; but at the
age of 17, I blossomed, quite literally,
growing breasts almost overnight, and
attracting the attention of young men who
had formerly cast their glassy-eyed
looks at my elegant and glossy mother.
Suddenly, I was interesting, the sexy
one, and she loathed it. Of course, she
couldn’t and wouldn’t admit to that, so
we fought. My father hated it and would
descend to the basement to listen to



Puccini or Rossini, and wonder why his
‘two best girls’ were at each other’s
throats.

So when David came along to sweep
me off my feet, my mother couldn’t help
a quick shove to speed the process and
send me on my way.

She’d never thought of college as an
option for me—consequently there was
no college fund. She’d always told my
father I wouldn’t last a single semester:
‘too  weak’, apparently. Besides,
marriage was supposed to save me from
all that tedious studying.

“He’s too good for you, of course,
Caroline,” she said, “but we’ll do the
best we can.” Well, I shall do my best to



make you attractive, although ‘pretty’
is too much to hope for you. “Oh, you
look so much like your father.”

My father was short and dark and
very Italian. I inherited his bright hazel
eyes, thick, uncooperative hair that
rippled in waves down my back, his
olive skin and quick, passionate temper.
I also inherited certain hirsute qualities
that meant I was waxing my legs from
the age of 10 and my armpits from the
age of 12. But for all that, I blessed the
deity who made me, that I had inherited
little from my mother except her slender
build, and height.

I used to wonder why she and my
father had ever married because she
undoubtedly despised his immigrant



Italian ancestry and flaunted her own
WASPishness at every opportunity. Her
hair was blonde and coiffed, her eyes
blue and sharp, her complexion
strawberries and cream.

It didn’t surprise anyone, least of all
me, when I jumped the moment I was
pushed, and found myself a bride at the
age of 19. The year was 1990.

What David saw in me is less easy to
understand. A young wife with European
aspirations perhaps, fluent in Italian and
with an appreciation of wine that was
unexpected and, later, unwelcome. I was
different enough from the other Navy
wives to mark him out for distinction
and myself for alienation and loneliness.



The other wives tried very hard to
include me in their artificial social whirl
——coffee mornings, lunch dates, baby-
sitting, play dates for children I didn’t
have, and ‘drinks with the girls’.

They weren’t unkind, merely satisfied
with their lives; happy at home and
fulfilled with their roles in a way I could
never be. I was too young, too myopic
and too self-contained to see the pitfalls
of my willful isolation. I went to their
book club once, but when I found they
preferred bestsellers and romances to
the chilling wildness of Hemingway, or
the maverick prose of Nabokov, I had
nothing to say and we merely stared at
each other with fragrant disdain.



There was one thing about me that
pleased my husband—I was athletic. He
taught me to sail a dinghy and later a
yacht; I could shoot almost as well as the
Corps’ best marksman; [ was fearless of
heights and I could dive from the top
diving board at the Base swimming
pool.

Those were the only things he liked
about me, and even that was limited to
the first twenty months of our marriage.
He hated the way I dressed, the way I
spoke, what I spoke about and the things
that interested me to speak about. In the
end, the irony was that he wanted me to
be more like the other wives, while
relishing my alienness. It was confusing



and wearying and I didn’t know how to
be myself. I think that during those early
years I forgot how. So I wore the clothes
he liked and kept my mouth shut ... a
slow descent into silence.

By the time we realized that children
weren’t going to happen for us, well, for
him, I had undergone a number of
invasive and unpleasant examinations
and, blaming each other, we had both
lost interest in procreation; fortuitous
happenstance, 1 suppose. Sex was
desultory and uninspiring. [ was
uninspired. I was dull.

After two years of marriage, David
was transferred to the Naval Medical
Center in San Diego and he very much
wished me to be friends with the wife of



his new CO. Estelle was everything that
I was not—poised, charming and
perfect. She was also cold, controlling,
and a snob. I loathed her. The feeling
was mutual. But for the sake of
appearance, we cultivated a chilly
friendship. It was easy for her to fake;
less so for me. I pitied her child,
perhaps feeling some kinship with his
loneliness. Sebastian was eight years
old; I was 21.

He was cursed with sensitivity, and
with his bitch of a mom and his monster
of a dad, he was damned twice.

Between us there arose a sweet and
gentle friendship. Sebastian got into the
habit of dropping by after school to tell



me about his day. I’d pour him an
alcohol-free limoncello made from
Sorrento lemons, when I could find
them, syrup and soda. We talked about
books that he’d read and I would suggest
stories he might enjoy—the stories I had
read as a child that were far removed
from the anodyne books his mother
thought suitable. Together we worked
our way through the casual brutality of
the  Brothers Grimm and easy
psychopathy of  Hans  Christian
Andersen, whose little mermaid felt the
pain of knives slicing into her feet when
she walked, and whose angelic voice
was bargained away for love.

At about this time my dear father
came to stay. My mother, of course, was



too busy—involved with her clubs, her
Bridge, and her good deeds for everyone
but her family. It was a relief to us all,
although David was determined to
remind us of, and lament her absence at
every meal. Such a fine woman.

Sebastian and my father adored each
other and happily spent hours together
making model airplanes and blowing
them up with the powder extracted from
fireworks. David disapproved, of
course, so—from him—they hid most of
their activities. It was their special time,
innocent and childish, if typically
destructive play.

One day Sebastian entered my kitchen
when we failed to hear his knock.



‘Madame Butterfly’ was playing at full
volume and my father and I were wailing
along to the wonderful lyrics of ‘Un Bel
Di’.

“What are you singing?”

“Sto cantando in onore di Dio,
giovanotto,” said my father.

Sebastian frowned and my father
looked puzzled. “I don’t understand what
Papa Ven is saying.”

“You’re speaking in Italian, papa,” I
said, smiling. I turned to Sebastian. “He
says he’s singing to God.”

“Ah, cara! Italiano! The language of
Dante! The language of cooking! The
language of love!”

Thereafter, every day of my father’s
visit, Sebastian learned a few more



words of Italian; not all of them were
entirely suitable for a child of his young
years, but my father had a wicked streak
in him. As it turned out, one that I
inherited.

I was reasonably happy in San Diego.
[ became involved with the Base’s
magazine and helped out on open house
days at the Base or the hospital. I had
even put in an application to go to
evening classes in journalism, one of the
few individual forays I had ever made. It
was at this time that David informed me
he’d been assigned to Camp Lejeune in
North Carolina, and that we were
leaving. It was another sideways move
for an officer who had failed to live up



to his early promise. David chose to see
it as a promotion, but then he would.

Within 48 hours, David had
disappeared to the far side of the
continent, and I had a week to watch the
contents of our little home being packed
into containers.

Sebastian came to see me every day;
every day he cried.

And then, on a Tuesday in September,
I was gone.



CHAPTER 1

The sun was warm on my skin, and
the book had become heavy in my hands.
I’d missed the California sun; it felt
good to be back, even under these less
than 1deal circumstances.

I tossed the book aside, pushed my
sunglasses up to my hair, and rested my
head on my arms, soothed by the warmth
of late morning.

I wasn’t entirely sure I’d wanted to
make this return journey with David. I
had friends 1in North Carolina
independent of Navy life; I had a job I
enjoyed as an administrative assistant on
a small but respectable local paper, and
had finally gotten my English Lit degree



after six years of night school.

But at the same time I was feeling
restless, and ready for a change. Turning
30 had shifted my world view somewhat
and, a little surprised to find myself still
married, I felt ready to try something
new ... or something old, as it turned
out, because we were back in San
Diego. It was a prized location and
considered a step up from Camp
Lejeune. In any event, David was
happier, which made my life easier.
We’d found a way to coexist that was
not unpleasant. He wasn’t always an
unkind man, or so I told myself, and I
wasn’t a faithless wife; we were just
fundamentally unsuited to each other.
We’d grown apart.



At least I was enjoying the beach.
Point Loma was seven miles from the
hospital and patronized by nearly all the
Base personnel, a finger of land that
separated the ocean from San Diego
Bay. The less popular part was at the
north end of Adair Street; here, I thought,
I was less likely to be disturbed.

Perhaps fate was watching, but I
suppose the meeting would have
happened sooner or later, if not that day.

“Hello, Mrs. Wilson.”

I didn’t recognize the light, tenor
voice. I twisted around and cupped my
hand over my eyes, squinting against the
sudden brightness of the sun.

“Yes?”



Two men of about 20 were standing
awkwardly a few feet away, and a third
was leaning over me, dripping onto my
beach towel.

“It’s Sebastian.”

“Who?”

His radiant smile faltered.

“Sebastian Hunter.”

My mind unraveled. Little Sebastian
Hunter—all grown up.

“Oh, my gosh, Sebastian! I ... I didn’t
recognize you. Wow!”

I rolled over and sat up, resisting the
urge to yank up my bikini more firmly.

“I heard you’d come back. I was
hoping I’d see you,” he said, smiling
again.



The sweet, sad-eyed boy of eight had
become a truly handsome young man.
His light brown hair was long for the
son of a Navy officer, curling nearly to
his chin, and bleached to a dark gold by
the California sun. He was slim,
muscled like an athlete, with broad
shoulders and narrow hips.

A bright blue surfboard was tucked
under one arm and he wore deep red
swim shorts that were heavy with
seawater, pulled down to show a sliver
of paler skin at his waist, highlighting
the tan on the rest of his body. The
thought passed through my mind, He
must have his pick of girls at school.

“Look at you, Sebastian. So grown



up. It’s good to see you. How are you?
How are your parents?”

His smile faltered.

“Oh, they’re fine.”

I didn’t know what to say; it was so
strange to see him again after all these
years. With a stretch of the imagination, I
could just see the child I had known in
the young man before me.

“Well ... that’s great. I’'m sure I'll
see you around the Base. Um ... do you
guys need a ride back?”

I looked wuncertainly toward his
friends, unsure how I’d manage to load
three full sized surfboards on top of my
old Ford.

“No, we’re good thanks. Ches has got
a van.” He nodded to one of the boys.



“And we’re going to catch some more
waves. When I saw you, I just wanted to
... come say hi.”

“Okay, well, good seeing you,
Sebastian.”

He smiled again, hovering tentatively.
“I’1l see you again, Mrs. Wilson?”

His voice held a question.

“Yes, I expect so. Ciao, Sebastian.”

He beamed. “Ciao, Mrs. Wilson.”

I watched him walk away, drops of
seawater dewing on his muscled back.
Good Heavens! Little Sebastian Hunter
—and not so little. How old was he?
Seventeen? Eighteen? Certainly not
twenty. I frowned, trying to do the math.
He’d really grown into a fine young man.



Amazing, considering his wretched
parents.

Oh, God, I’d probably have to see the
rancid Estelle and the monstrous father,
Donald. The gloomy thought killed my
good mood, and I scowled at the
writhing, hissing ocean.

Sebastian and his friends strolled
toward another group of surfers hovering
on the shoreline. I could see they were
laughing at him about something; I
guessed it was to do with me. I shook my
head—teenage boys ... they don’t
change.

I watched as they paddled out, a
small flock of brightly plumed beach
rats, disappearing abruptly behind the
rising surf. I could just pick out a bright



blue board weaving along the leading
edge of a breaking wave. I gasped as the
rushing water suddenly swallowed the
boy, then relaxed when I saw his head
break the surface, and he swam back to
his board, paddling again toward the
line-up.

For perhaps half an hour I continued
to watch as they took turns racing across
the hills of green water before being
engulfed by the roiling froth, then
paddling back to chase the next wave,
over and over. It was pointless and
beautiful and utterly mesmerizing.

Reluctantly I checked my watch; time
to head back to the Base. I was
expecting a delivery of some more of



our belongings. I couldn’t be late; it
wasn’t worth the ensuing argument if all
was not ship-shape before David
returned from the hospital.

I slipped a yellow sundress over my
bikini and headed back to the car. It was
super-heated of course, the air inside
parched. I rolled down all the windows
and drove back, singing along to
Figaro’s aria on my temperamental CD
player.

When I pulled up, the delivery guy
was pounding on my door, frustrated by
the lack of response.

“Sorry! Sorry! I’'m here now.”

He glowered at me. I smiled
pleasantly and offered him a cold beer.

“Well, ma’am, I wouldn’t say no to a



cold soda if you’ve got one.”

He stood and poured it down his
throat in one swallow, wiping sweat
from his glowing face. Then he happily
deposited two large crates in the garage
and drove away.

I stared sourly at the boxes,
wondering if my withering gaze would
force them to unpack themselves. But no.

Three hours later, dirty and sweaty,
and with aching muscles, I admitted
defeat with one-and-a half crates still
left to unpack. Tomorrow would have to
do, although 1 knew it would mean a
fight. But I just didn’t have the energy.

At 6 pm David drove up in his pride
and joy—a newly purchased silver



Camaro, vivid symbol of his promotion.
He frowned at the unpacked crates, and I
waited for the dissection of my day—
where had I been, what had I done, who
had I seen. But instead he tapped his
watch, a habitual gesture of irritation.

“We’re due at the Vorstadts’ in an
hour, and you’re not dressed.”

“Who?”

“Captain Vorstadt has invited us for
drinks.”

“You didn’t say.”

“I put it on the calendar, Caroline.
Didn’t you check the schedule?”

No, sir. Sorry, sir.

“I thought you might have mentioned
it, that’s all, David.”

“I want to leave at 1850. Wear the



green cocktail dress.”

I hated 1t when he ordered me around
—which was most of the time,
admittedly. But it was really grating on
me.

“'m tired, David. I’ve been
unpacking crates for the last three hours
—it’s exhausting.”

“Making life and death decisions all
day is exhausting, Caroline. For once,
could you just do something to support
me? I don’t ask for much, considering
the lifestyle I give you.”

I bit back the retort that sprang
forward. What was the point? We’d
been here before. I’d never won an
argument with him yet. It was so damn



tiring to even try.

“Fine. I’1l go shower.”

I dressed quickly, applied a little
eyeliner, mascara and some clear
lipstick: the minimum makeup I could get
away with. David liked women ‘to look
like women’—that meant heels and
make-up. Not really my look, inasmuch
as | had one. He wore his favorite sports
jacket and an open-necked shirt. He still
looked handsome, I suppose.

“What did you do today?” he said,
breaking the silence as we drove the
short distance to the party.

“Before I spent three hours unpacking
crates?”

“Just half a crate, I noticed.”

Pedantic ass.



“I read a book at the beach. Before
the crates were delivered. Oh, I bumped
into Sebastian.”

“Who?”

“The Hunters’ boy. You know, from
last time we were here.”

He grunted, which could mean
anything, but I suspect it meant he didn’t
remember. David wasn’t good at
remembering people; something of a
handicap for a doctor. It gave the
impression he was cold.

“Who’s going to be there tonight?”

“I wasn’t given the guest list,
Caroline.”

Jeez, I was only asking.

Mrs. Vorstadt met us at the door of



her townhouse.

“David, how lovely. And you must be
Caroline. I’'m Donna.”

Donna was a  strong-looking,
attractive woman in her fifties. She
kissed me on the cheek. Her breath
smelled of gin and tonic.

“Do come in.”

The room was crowded and noisy,
people spilling out into the large yard at
the rear of the house. A barbecue was
spitting away under an awning—men
gathered in little groups drinking beer
from bottles and laughing loudly; women
huddled together sipping Manhattans,
their high heels sinking into the recently
watered turf. I was glad I’'d worn my
flats, despite David’s frown of



disapproval.

I mentally prepared myself for an
evening of tedium. But it was worse than
that.

Donna furnished wus with the
mandatory beer for David and cocktail
for me, then ushered us toward a couple
who seemed vaguely familiar. When the
blonde turned, I recognized her icy
smile.

“I believe you know the Hunters from
last time you were in San Diego.”

“Caroline, dear,” said Estelle in a
cool voice. “And David, you haven’t
aged a day.”

We air-kissed insincerely; the men
shook hands and Donald wandered off to



speak to some of the other officers.
“Hello, Estelle.” I spoke mildly
without inflection. “I saw your son

today.”

She stared at me in disbelief.
“Sebastian?”

“Yes. At the beach. It was a nice
surprise.”

“He was at the beach?”

For God’s sake, I'm not talking
Serbo-Croat.

“Yes.”

Her eyes narrowed, and I had the
distinct impression that I’d somehow
given away his secret.

“Sebastian!” Her clipped vowels
carried across the yard, and several
people turned around to stare.



I followed her eyes and saw him
again, leaning against the deck, by
himself. He was taller than I’d realized
now that I was standing, too: as tall as
his father; taller than David. This time
Sebastian was more formally dressed in
khaki chinos, a white shirt, sleeves
rolled up his strong forearms, and a
loose, black tie around his neck. He still
looked more casual than the majority of
the men.

“Mother?” he said, his eyes wary.

“Caroline said you were at the beach
today.”

He smiled suddenly and walked over
to join us, his expression lighting as he
saw me. “Hello, Mrs. Wilson. I said



we’d meet again.”

“You were right. How was the surf?”

“QGreat, thanks! We...”

“Sebastian!” interrupted Estelle in a
low, furious voice. “You were supposed
to be studying for your advanced
placement tests. You need to pass these
if you’re going to be a semester ahead,
for God’s sake. You’ve got your college
credits to think about. Do you want your
Associate degree early or not?”

He shrugged nonchalantly in that
infuriating way that most teenagers learn
simply to annoy their parents the most,
but I could see that he was anxious, too.

“I studied this afternoon,” he replied
softly. “There was a good swell this
morning, Ches...”



“We’ll talk later,” she hissed. “Your
father will want to hear about this.”

She marched away, leaving an
embarrassed silence behind her. Donna
steered David away and I was left with
Sebastian.

“I’m so sorry about that—I wouldn’t
have said anything if I’d realized I was
going to make trouble for you.”

He shrugged again and smiled. “I’m
always in trouble, so it doesn’t make any
difference.”

“Oh, well then ... here’s to trouble!”
I raised my glass in an ironic toast.

Sebastian grinned at me, his eyes
crinkling happily. I realized they were
blue-green, the color of the ocean. I’d



forgotten. How apt.

“Have you been surfing long? You
looked pretty good.”

“Did you see me?” he seemed
delighted. “There were some really
gnarly tubes.”

“I have no idea what that means! But I
did watch for quite a while; you looked
very graceful.”

He blushed suddenly and looked
down.

“How’s school?” I asked, changing
the subject.

“Oh, okay. I graduate a week from
Thursday...”

That would make him 18, I guessed.

“And then off to college in the Fall?”

“Maybe. Dad wants me to enlist, but



Mom wants me to get my degree first.”

“What do you want?”

He looked surprised, as if no one had
asked him that question. Then he smiled
wickedly.

“I want to surf.”

“Of course. The perfect career path—
a beach bum. Perhaps we should drink to
the endless summer.”

He laughed, a carefree sound that had
me grinning back at him.

“I could drink to one of your special
limoncellos.”

I must have looked puzzled because
he clarified his comment immediately.

“You used to make them for me—
alcohol-free!”



“Oh, yes. When you were a kid.”

He frowned, as if something about
what | said didn’t please him, but he
quickly threw off the thought.

“Do you go to the beach a 1ot?” he
asked, his eyes surprisingly intense.

“l did a little in North Carolina,
although I had a job, too. But we’ve only
been back here a week; today was my
first chance. I’ve still got a lot of
unpacking to do.”

I shuddered at the thought of those
one-and-a-half crates in the garage.

“I could help you. Unpack, I mean.
Carrying stuff and that.”

“Oh, well, thank you. But I expect I’ll
manage; it’s not that much really.”



“I’d like to help; it’s great having you
back.”

I was nonplussed by his offer and his
comment, although part of me
acknowledged it would be useful to have
someone to do all the carrying. No, he
had studying to do, it wouldn’t be fair.

Over his shoulder I saw Donald
Hunter stalking toward us and a shiver
ran through me: he looked furious.

My expression must have alerted
Sebastian because he turned to see what
had caught my attention.

“Your mother says you were at the
beach again this morning,” barked
Sebastian’s father, without preamble. He
gripped Sebastian’s arm, spinning him



around to face his wrath.

Sebastian blanched. “Yes, but...”

“I fucking warned you what I’d do if
you did that again when you should be
studying.”

I was utterly shocked that even this
foul man would speak to his son like that
in front of me, a virtual stranger.

“Dad, I...”

“Quiet!” he snarled.

People were staring. And I was
caught in a horrifying paralysis, unable
to tear my eyes from this nasty little
family drama.

“You can kiss your surfboard
goodbye—and no more beach. No son of
mine is going to waste his life being a
beach bum.”



Sebastian tugged his arm free and
faced down his father.

“I studied 1n the afternoon, Dad. And
I paid for that surtboard; I worked for it.
It’s mine. You can’t touch it.”

Donald’s face turned an ugly puce,
and I thought he was going to hit his son.
At the Ilast second he recollected
himself.

“This isn’t over,” he hissed, then
marched away.

Sebastian stared at the ground,
humiliation and anger vying for
dominance on his face.

I felt terribly guilty; this was all my
fault.

“Pm so sorry, Sebastian,” I



whispered. “I had no idea...” My words
trailed off lamely.

He shook his head. “He’s just an
asshole. I really hate him. I can’t wait to
leave home,” he said, fiercely. “The
sooner the better.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. I
just nodded sympathetically. After all,
hadn’t T left as soon as I could to get
away from my mother? I fished around
desperately for a change of topic, but my
brain was unwilling to cooperate. Donna
returned quickly, looking suitably
irritated at Donald’s outburst. Such bad
manners, 1 could see the thought
flickering across her face.

“Can I refresh your glass, Caroline?”

Without realizing it, I'd downed the



cocktail already.

“Oh, yes, thank you.”

“Sebastian, more soda?”

“No, thank you, Mrs. Vorstadt,” he
muttered, then left abruptly, his
expression mortified.

Donna shook her head. “That poor
boy. What he has to put up with.”

“Is his father always like that?” I was
still shocked.

Clearly the answer was ‘yes’ but
Donna didn’t want to commit herself to
anything too definite—or damning.

“Oh, well, Donald is Donald. I'm
sure you must remember.”

I stared after Sebastian, recalling
other instances of Donald’s bullying



from when his son was a boy. I was
amazed Sebastian hadn’t turned into a
monster himself. He seemed just as
gentle and sweet as when I’d known him
all those years ago.

The rest of the evening passed with
uninteresting small talk, as wusual. I
stayed away from Estelle and Donald;
Sebastian seemed to have disappeared,
and David and I ignored each other, as
usual.

I was relieved when he decided it
was the right time to return home.



CHAPTER 2

The next morning the damn crates
hadn’t miraculously unpacked
themselves. I was staring at them with
antipathy when I heard a car pull up.

Donna Vorstadt stepped out of her
new Chevy and waved when she saw
me.

“Hello, Caroline, dear, I thought I’d
just come and see how you’re settling in.
Goodness, I think you’ve got your work
cut out there.”

She smiled, commiserating, and I
warmed to her a little more.

“Have you got time for a cup of
coffee, Donna?”

I didn’t usually feel the need to



socialize with the wives of my
husband’s fellow officers, but she
seemed genuine, and I still knew how to
follow some of the niceties of Base
behavior.

“Sure, that would be great.”

I realized too late that the breakfast
dishes were still scattered across the
counter. Oh well, I’d blown my chance
of pretending I was perfect.

“Cream and sugar?”

“Just the cream. Do you have skim
milk?”’

I cleared a space, and we sat down to
drink our coffees.

“So, how are you settling in? It’s a
pain moving, isn’t it?”

“I don’t mind the physical aspects of



moving ... it’s just ... T had a job I really
liked back in North Carolina.” Oh, too
personal. “Mind you, those crates won’t
unpack themselves.”

I sighed and she looked sympathetic.

“I have to run to the shops now, but I
could come by this afternoon and help if
you like.”

Before I could reply, there was a
knock at the front door. I hoped to hell it
wasn’t another wife come to help by
drinking my coffee.

“Hi, Mrs. Wilson.”

Smiling hugely, Sebastian stood
there, dressed in torn jeans and a plain,
white t-shirt.

“Oh, hello! It’s nice to see you again,



Sebastian. What can I do for you?”

“You said you had to unpack crates; I
thought I could help.”

I was taken aback by his offer.

“That’s very sweet of you, Sebastian,
but I don’t think your parents would be
happy if they knew you were here
instead of studying.”

“Im taking a break,” he said, his
lovely smile slipping at the mention of
his parents.

“Pm sure they won’t object to
Sebastian helping a neighbor,” said
Donna, appearing behind me. “That’s
very thoughtful of you, Sebastian,” she
continued, kindly.

Sebastian reddened when he saw her,
and he looked down.



“Well, T could certainly use some
help,” I said, feeling flustered.

“QGreat!” said Sebastian, his smile
returning. “I’1l go get started.”

“Thank you,” I muttered to his back.

Donna winked at me. “I think you’ve
got an admirer there,” she whispered.
“Thanks for the coffee. Call me if you
need anything.”

I watched her drive away, and then
headed for the garage. Sebastian had
already made inroads into the second
half of crate number one.

“You really don’t have to do this, you
know,” 1 said, shaking my head in
bewilderment.

“I want to,” he said simply.



I decided I’d let him help for half an
hour, then kick him out and send him
back to his parents before I caused any
more trouble for him.

It was darned useful having him there
—he heaved tables and chests and boxes
full of who knows what, and before I
knew it, two hours had flown by.

“Oh crap! It’s nearly lunchtime.” I
said, looking at my watch, horrified.

“Did you have to be somewhere?”
Sebastian asked, looking concerned.

“No, no, I’'m worried about you. Your
parents ... your studying.”

He shrugged. “No sweat.”

“Look, I'm not going to be
responsible for you flunking out. I’'ll fix



you some lunch and then you must go
study. Deal?”

“Okay, deal!” he said happily.

He followed me into the house and I
showed him where he could wash his
hands. I was stretching up to get some of
the tall glasses when I heard him come
into the kitchen.

“I’1l get those for you,” he said.

His sudden proximity behind me
made me jump as if an electric shock
had jolted through me. It was the
strangest feeling; I suddenly felt almost
nervous as he reached past my shoulder,
lightly brushing against my back. I took a
step away and turned to find him staring
at me, a glass in each hand.

“Thank you,” I said, awkwardly.



He didn’t reply and I had to look
away first. The intensity of his gaze
made me feel uncomfortable—and in my
own home, too, damn it! Yes, and
annoyed. I took refuge, hunting through
the refrigerator, trying to restore some
equilibrium.

“I’ve got soda or a lemon pressé,” my
voice was half swallowed by the fridge.

“Ive never had a lemon pressé.
What’s that?”

“Oh well, just lemon juice and
sparkling mineral water.”

“I’ll try that, please, Mrs. Wilson.”

The tension left my body and I smiled
at him.

“Sebastian, you can call me Caroline.



Mrs. Wilson is so formal ... and it
makes me feel ancient.”

“Okay, Caroline,” he grinned at me.

“Now, I can make you a chicken
salad sub or ... tricolored salad.”

“Insalata tricolore, per favore.”

I turned to him in surprise.

“IPve been learning Italian,” he
announced proudly. “A correspondence
course. My high school only offered
Spanish.”

“Really? Molto bene!”

“And I’ve been listening to opera,
too. I like Verdi.”

“The fallen woman.”

“Excuse me?” he gasped.

“La Traviata: 1 presume that’s what
you mean when you say you like Verdi.



Or maybe Aida? Rigoletto?”

He let his breath out in a gust. “Yeah,
all of those.”

“I thought teenage boys only listened
to heavy rock music,” I teased him.

He looked wounded and I regretted
my comment. He was obviously trying to
impress me.

“I'm glad you like opera; my father
loved it.”

“I remember. I remember you and him
singing opera in your kitchen.”

“Really, you remember that?”

He nodded, serious. “I remember
everything.”

I sighed. “That was a great visit when
Papa came to stay.”



Sebastian smiled. “Yeah, he was fun.
We blew up a lot of things.”

I rolled my eyes at the memory. “Yes,
David wasn’t very happy about it.”

Why 1 mentioned David at that
moment, I couldn’t say.

Sebastian frowned. “How 1is your
dad?”

And the painful memory lanced
through me. My dear father, lying
shrunken and in pain, tiny and helpless in
a hospital bed; the morphine failing to
tame the pain of cancer that devoured
him whole.

“He passed away—two years ago.”

I could barely speak the words, taken
by surprise at the crushing force of the



memory. [ felt tears hot in my eyes.
Ridiculous, I scolded myself.

“I’'m sorry. I didn’t know,” Sebastian
whispered.

He looked like he wanted to say
something else, but now I was craving
his absence. I heartily wished 1 hadn’t
offered him lunch.

“Thank you for your help this
morning, Sebastian. It was really very
thoughtful of you, but I’'m going to have
to insist that you go and do some
studying as soon as we’ve eaten. I don’t
want to get you into any more trouble.”

He pouted, suddenly looking his age.
It made me want to laugh, but I truly
didn’t want to hurt his feelings.
Especially not when he’d been so



helpful. I changed the subject.

“Will you go surfing with your
friends again soon?”

He sighed. “Maybe. I’'ll have to
borrow a board.”

“Oh, what happened to the blue one?”

“Dad trashed it—snapped it in half.
Said I wasn’t to waste any more time
surfing.”

He said the words casually, but I
could hear the anger and hurt beneath
them; I remembered his father’s threat at
the barbecue.

“That’s awful. And it’s all my fault. I
should never have said...”

He interrupted me, speaking softly.
“It’s not your fault that my father is a



sadistic bastard, Caroline.”

My hand fled to my mouth as he
spoke, my eyes fixed on his.

“'m so sorry.” My words were
whispered and faint.

He shrugged. “No big deal. I'm used
to it.”

“I must buy you a new board,
Sebastian. That’s all there is to it.”

I tried to lighten the mood.

“Thanks, Caroline, but it’s cool. I can
always borrow one of Ches’s. His dad
surfs, t00.”

“Well, let me give you a ride home
after we’ve eaten. It’s the least I can
do.”

He grinned at me, and the tense
moment had dissolved.



I sliced some mozzarella and
tomatoes, diced the avocado, drizzled
virgin olive oil, and ground some black
pepper. I was irritated that I hadn’t had
time to buy any fresh basil to shred over
it. It would have to do.

I found some bread I was going to use
for bruschetta, and put a plate in the
middle of the table; I imagined a teenage
boy would eat a lot more than me.

He tucked in with gusto, swallowing
everything in sight.

“Boy, you really can cook, Caroline.”

I laughed at his enthusiasm. “This
isn’t cooking, Sebastian.”

“Mom never cooks anything,” he
said, raising his eyebrows at me. “Dad



thinks she does, but it’s all store
bought.”

“Hmm ... well, anything you say or
do can and will be held against you in a
court of law.”

He looked horrified. “Don’t tell her I
told you!”

“What’s it worth?” I teased him.

“My ass!” he said, forcefully.

The expression on his face made me
laugh out loud.

“Oh, Sebastian, you’ve left yourself
open to blackmail now.”

“You can blackmail me anytime,
Caroline,” he said huskily.

His eyes were suddenly intense, and [
blinked at him in surprise.

“Time to go,” I said blandly, and



began to stack the dishes.

He stood and watched me uncertainly
for a moment, then helped me clear the
kitchen table.

“That insalata was good,” he said,
shyly.

“Thanks. Glad you liked it.”

I looked at my watch, a not very
subtle gesture. “I’ll get my car keys.”

I played the same CD that I’d listened
to yesterday, but I didn’t feel like singing
now; the atmosphere in the car was
uncomfortable again. I was having
trouble keeping up with Sebastian’s
mood swings. It must be a nightmare
living with a teenager, I reasoned, even
one as seemingly mature as Sebastian.



Or maybe it was just men in general—
David’s mood swings could almost be
set by a metronome. The thought made
me grimace.

“Can you drop me here?” he said
suddenly.

“But we’re not at your place yet?” I
said, confused by the request.

He twisted his mouth in the
semblance of a smile. “There’ll be
fewer questions this way,” he said.

I felt guilty again—he’d spent the
whole morning helping me when he
should have been studying. And it was
obvious his mother had no idea what
he’d been doing. I hoped Donna didn’t
mention anything to her.

I pulled the car to the curb and waited



for him to get out.

He sat for a moment, fiddling with his
seatbelt.

“Will I see you again?” he said.

I frowned, puzzled by his odd
question. “I expect so. Everyone bumps
into everyone on the Base. Now,
promise me you’ll study this afternoon.”

He forced a muted smile. “Okay,
Caroline. See you later.”

“Bye, Sebastian.”

I drove away. I couldn’t help
glancing in the rear-view mirror; he was
still watching.

Donna’s words came back to me:

You've got an admirer there.
Oh hell. Just what I didn’t need—a



teenager with a crush on me.

Irritated, I returned to my duties in the
garage. By the time everything was put
away and each assorted oddment had
been found a home, I was bone weary. |
was grateful to Sebastian—I would
never have finished so soon without his
help. I didn’t have much experience of
boys his age even when I was his age,
but in my opinion he seemed different ...
more mature than I would have expected.
I wondered if he really did like opera,
or whether that was just for my benefit.

God, what 1t must have been like
growing up with those parents. Although
Estelle was disturbingly like my own
mother, at least I had one parent who’d
loved me unconditionally.



I poured myself a glass of water, and
took it to the yard to sit in the sun for a
few moments of peace. I felt curiously
adrift, as if the ties to my life were
unraveling one by one. My mother, long
absent by mutual choice, my father dead,
my job gone; even David was AWOL in
spirit.

And I was a shadow.

Oh, stop being so melodramatic.

I blamed my father: the Italian genes.

I needed to get out of the house, off
the Base, and do something.

I threw myself in the shower, washing
off the grime, and pulled on jeans and a
t-shirt. That was deliberate—David
hated seeing me in jeans, but today, right



now, I wanted to feel like me—just for a
few, precious hours.

I pulled out of the driveway and
drove, too fast, down the road and past
the hospital. From the corner of my eye,
I recognized the figure walking away
from me. I almost drove on, but
something made me stop.

I leaned over and rolled down the
passenger window.

“Hi. You need a ride somewhere?”’

Sebastian’s face lit up.

“Yeah, thanks.”

He climbed in, folding his long legs
into my compact Pinto, and grinned. |
waited for him to give me directions, but
he just leaned back in his seat and
smiled.



“So, where can | take you?”

He shrugged. “Anywhere.”

“Excuse me?”

“I just needed to get out of the house
—you know, get some space. Mom s ...
well, Mom.”

“Oh, okay.”

[ felt awkward. I wouldn’t have
offered him a ride if I’d imagined he
was just out for a walk.

“Did you finish your work?”

I really didn’t want to be responsible
for him neglecting his studies twice in
one day.

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Well, T was going to go downtown.
You want to come?”



Part of me hoped he wouldn’t; things
were already awkward enough.

“Sure, that’d be great, Caroline.”

There was a short pause while I
thought of something to say. We’d
chatted so easily this morning in the
garage, but now I felt awkward. Maybe
it was the memory of his intense gaze,
the way his body had pressed against
mine as he’d reached for the drinking
glasses. I shook my head to clear it.

“How 1is the studying going?”

He shrugged, as if bored of that topic.

“Not a problem. On practice tests,
I’ve scored high. 1t’s all good.”

“What AP classes are you doing?”

He glanced sideways at me. “Math,



English Lit ... and Italian.”

“Oh, well ... that’s good.”

I knew 1 ought to ask why those
particular subjects—except [ could
guess, one of them at least.

“I want to do an Associate of Arts
degree. It’s only two years.”

“So [ understand,” I said, briskly.

He looked like he wanted to say
more, but instead turned to gaze out of
the window.

“Why don’t you put the radio on?” I
said, hoping it would provide a suitable
diversion.

“Okay,” he said evenly.

It'’s ridiculous that this 18-year-old
boy is more at ease than I am. Come
on, Venzi, pull yourself together. Even



after 11 years of marriage, there were
times when Caroline Wilson was still
Carolina, feisty daughter of the
immigrant Marco Venzi.

The radio hissed and crackled until
Sebastian found a reasonably clear
signal—Blue  Grass. His  choice
surprised me—from Verdi to this? It
made me smile.

“You like Doc Watson?”

“I like all kinds of music.”

I parked in a lot on Harbor Drive and
we wandered up the hill to Little Italy,
talking about music and food. I
remembered this area from when I’d
lived here before. There was a Mercarto
every Saturday, and I looked forward to



being able to buy Italian specialty oils
and vegetables that weren’t stocked in
regular stores.

“Do you want to grab a coffee?”
Sebastian said, sounding hopeful.

Mmm. Good Italian coffee. “Oh, a
real espresso. Yes, that would be
lovely.”

Tloo much enthusiasm. Don't
encourage him—no mixed signals.

But the day was too beautiful to be
half-hearted, and I found myself
delighted with all the pretty cafés,
gelateria, and ristorantes.

We stopped at a tiny coffee shop just
off India Street. The owner’s wife came
out to serve us and was ecstatic when |
spoke to her in Italian. She kissed me on



both cheeks and summoned the rest of
her family to come out and meet me.
Sebastian looked overwhelmed, then
offered a few careful Italian phrases and
was engulfed in the bosom of the family.
I couldn’t help laughing—their
exuberance reminded me so much of my
father.

They rattled out Italian like peanuts,
with such speed and vigor, each talking
over one another, that I struggled to
catch everything they said. Sebastian
probably only caught one word in fifty,
but he sat there grinning, only wincing
when the owner’s mother, a little, round
nonna of about eighty, grabbed him with
both hands and kissed him repeatedly.



Then they all pulled up chairs and
surrounded our small table, which soon
overflowed with affection. Someone
fetched half-a-dozen espresso cups and I
sipped happily at the thick, bitter coffee.
I was amused to see that Sebastian
added several spoonfuls of sugar before
he found the rich brew palatable.

Eventually some more patrons
arrived and the family scattered,
returning to their various roles of cook,
cleaner, chef and bottle-washer.

“Whoa! That was something else,”
said Sebastian, as we were left to our
own devices.

“Wonderful, wasn’t 1t?”

“They kind of reminded me of your



dad.”

I sighed and leaned back in the
uncomfortable chair.

“Yes, crazy—just like Papa.”

“I'm sorry,” he said softly, “I didn’t
mean to make you sad.”

Then he laid his hand on mine and I
felt his gentle touch. My eyes flew open
in surprise and I jerked my hand away.

“I'm sorry,” he said again, his cheeks
heating.

“No, that was rude of me. I was
just...”

Tension returned and to my horror, I
found my hands were shaking. I fumbled
in my wallet for some money and placed
the bills on the table under an abandoned
coffee cup.



“Pve got money,” he said,
awkwardly.

“No, it’s fine. I’ve got it,” I muttered.
“I have to get back now.”

Sebastian stood in silence, then
followed me back onto the main street.

“Aspetti, signore!”

The coffee shop owner had followed
us and was waving the notes I’d left on
the table.

I stared, bewildered as he forced the
bills into Sebastian’s hand.

“No, please. You and your beautiful
wife must come again. You are like
family. Please!”

Refusing to keep the money, he kissed
us both and trotted away smiling.



Sebastian’s bemusement turned into a
broad grin as he passed the money to me.
“For you, signora. Beautiful wife, huh?
Well, he was halfright.”

It was my turn to flush, but I tried to
laugh it off. “Free coffee always tastes
the best.”

“Yeah! We should definitely do this
again.”

I couldn’t return his puppyish
enthusiasm; [ simply smiled weakly.

“You know,” he said thoughtfully, “I
only got about one word in every
sentence. I thought my Italian was better
than that. Hell, I’ve been studying it for
four years. Maybe you could teach me; |
mean, just some Italian conversation



practice. That would be awesome!”

My automatic response was a big
NO, but I didn’t get the chance.

“Hey, Seb. What’s up?”

Sebastian’s face froze.

“What do you want, Jack?”

“Who’s your cute friend?”

A look of anger and deep dislike
crossed Sebastian’s face.

“Ah, come on, dude! I’'m just saying.”

I was pretty certain Jack was one of
the surf rats that ’d seen with Sebastian
the day before. He was slightly older
than Sebastian and his friends, with dark
hair and dark, feral eyes; I disliked him
from the first sentence he spoke.

“Caroline Wilson,” I said, hoping to
defuse the sudden tension.



“Howdy, Mrs. Wilson,” he said
slyly, his eyes swiveling from my
wedding rings to my cleavage.

We both looked at Sebastian, who
seemed very ill at ease.

“Well, it was nice bumping into you
again, Sebastian. Do you want a ride
back to the Base or perhaps you’d prefer
to stay with your friend.”

I waited less than a second before I
fixed an insincere smile to my face.

“See you around then. Ciao.”

And I walked away.

I was furious with myself. Why had I
pretended we’d just bumped into each
other? It had all been perfectly innocent,
so why lie?



And then I remembered the touch of
his hand on mine and my ridiculous
over-reaction.

Oh, this was not good, not good at
all.

My temper was free-wheeling by the
time I got back to the car. I was angry
with Sebastian, with myself, with the
loathsome Jack: stupid, pathetic little
shit. He’d made me feel ... guilty, and I
hadn’t done anything. I was used to
David making me feel guilty, but this
was insufferable.

I wound down the windows before I
got in, to let the heat escape, feeling
some release of pent-up energy in the
trivial task.



When I heard footsteps behind me, I
didn’t need to turn to see who it was.

“Caroline, I'm sorry, I...” his words
trailed off.

“What? What!”

The words came out more forcefully
than I'd meant. He stared at me,
wounded. I badly wanted to kick
something,

I took a deep breath, and reminded
myself it wasn’t his fault.

“Do you want a ride back?”

He nodded, still looking hurt.

I drove in a quiet rage. After a few
minutes, [ felt calm enough to risk a
glance at Sebastian; he was gazing out of
the window.



Eventually, he broke the heavy
silence.

“I’m sorry about Jack and what he
said.” There was a brief pause, then he
added, “The guy’s an asshole.”

I exhaled slowly, forcing some of the
tension and irritation from my body in
one long breath.

“Yes, he is, but don’t worry about it.”

He looked at me hopefully. “So, will
you help me with my Italian? We
could...”

“Sebastian, no. I don’t think that
would be a good idea.”

“Why not?”’

“It just isn’t.”

We sat mutely for several more



minutes before he said softly, “I had fun
today.”

So did 1.

But I didn’t reply.

=

I dropped Sebastian off near his
house and drove home, feeling irritated
and petulant.

I stomped around, finding places for
the final pieces of detritus from our
marriage; items that didn’t seem to fit
were unceremoniously shoved into a
closet in the guest room, metaphorically
as well as literally.

Out of some guilty urge, I fixed David
his favorite meal: lasagna and green
salad, with a heavy dessert of apple pie



and ice cream that he’d have to eat
alone. I sat on the porch facing out into
the yard and stared moodily at the
yellowing grass. It needed watering;
another chore. It was one of those days
when I wished I’d taken up smoking
years ago just to have something
meaningful to do with my hands—and a
purpose for being outside.

What was it about that boy? He
really got under my skin. It had been
simple when he was a child, and I’d
enjoyed his uncomplicated company.
Things had certainly changed. ['d
enjoyed his company today, until Jack
showed up. The thought was unwelcome.

When 1 heard David’s Camaro
outside, I pushed all thoughts of



Sebastian Hunter from my mind.

“Mmm ... something smells good.”

“Lasagna and apple pie.”

David looked pleased. “It was the
right decision coming out here again,
Caroline.”

If you say so.

“So what did you do with your day?”

“Puttered, mostly. Finished putting
things away. I thought I might see if I
could get some work—maybe writing;
I’d like to use my degree. There’s a
cool, local newspaper, City Bea t...
maybe [...”

“Good girl. Well done.”

And that was the end of the
conversation about me. Instead, I



listened to a blow-by-blow description
of his day at the hospital. Despite his
snide comment about making life and
death decisions while I played the little
woman, most of his work was with
orthopedic medicine.

After the meal, he leaned back in his
chair and folded his hands over his
stomach.

“I was talking to Donald Hunter
today. Seems that son of his is running
with a bad crowd.”

“Sebastian? Is that likely? He seems
such a nice boy.”

David frowned. He didn’t like having
his story interrupted. I stood up quickly
to clear the dishes—I didn’t have the
energy for either a fight or a lecture.



“He’s spending all his time at the
beach, surfing.” He sneered the last
word. “He’s wearing his hair long, and
Donald thinks he’s probably smoking pot
—he caught him with a lighter.”

I hid a smile. Didn’t most high-
schoolers do things like that? It hardly
seemed the crime of the century. But
David’s mantra was that rules were to
be obeyed. 1 preferred my Papa’s
version: ‘Rules are for the obedience of
fools and the guidance of wise men’. A
version which covered a multitude of
small sins.

“He says he’ll have to put his foot
down.”

“What does that mean?”



“He wants him to enlist—sooner
rather than later. I think it’s a good idea.
A young man out of control—he needs
some discipline. It made a man out of
me.”

[ didn’t want to start an argument so |
stayed quiet, for a moment, seething
inside. “Oh, I got the impression Estelle
wanted him to go to college first.”

David’s frown deepened. “Well,
Donald’s the one paying the bills, so
he’s the one calling the shots.”

And this was what it always came
down to. 1 became even more
determined to get some work—writing,
if possible. I wouldn’t mind serving in a
shop or a bar, but David would never



allow that. Pursuing my writing was
acceptable; a suitable hobby for an
officer’s wife.

I loaded the dirty plates into the
dishwasher and stacked the pans by the
sink. I liked doing the dishes; it meant |
could stay busy while David filled me in
on more of the dull trivia that completed
his day. I’d have washed the plates, too,
except then he’d complain about me not
using the household appliances properly.

I felt sorry for Sebastian; he’d
seemed so happy and carefree as we’d
wandered through Little Italy. It must be
awful living with a controlling bastard
like Donald Hunter—and Estelle, so
cold and heartless. Well, I didn’t have to
guess how it felt to have a mother like



that: I knew exactly.

Perhaps it would be a good thing if he
enlisted, if only to get away from his
damn parents.

I realized 1 was spending way too
much time thinking about Sebastian; and
I had enough concerns of my own. I
resolved to get my résumé up-to-date,
and to contact City Beat in the morning.
And then 1 had an idea—it was
something that might help Sebastian—
and it would definitely wind up his
father at the same time. Undoubtedly it
would irritate David, too; that was
practically a given.

Pleased with my idea, I finished up in
the kitchen and hunted down my notepad.



I wanted to sketch out my thoughts while
they were still fresh in my mind.

I sat cross-legged on the bed and
began to make some notes. I really
needed internet access, but we hadn’t yet
got around to hooking up DSL. David
expected me to take care of things like
that; for once I was in agreement with
him. In the meantime, I’d have to find a
café with Wi-Fi, or head to the library.

“What are you doing?”

Sometimes I wondered if it would be
simpler 1f I just gave David an itinerary
of my day rather than answer his endless
questions on how every hour had been
spent, or was going to be spent.

“Just jotting down some notes; I had
an idea for an article.”



“You look tan; it suits you.”

I looked up, recognizing the tone in
David’s voice: he wanted sex.

He took the notepad and pencil out of
my hands and tossed them on the floor.

“Come here.”

Dutifully, I stood up and went to him.
He unzipped my dress and lifted it over
my head, dropping it on top of my
notepad.

I started to unbutton his shirt, but he
brushed my hands away.

“Turn around.”

I followed his instruction and he
unhooked my bra, then briskly yanked
my panties down.

“Lie on the bed. No, face down. You



really have gotten some nice color
today; I can see your tan lines.”

I felt the bed shift as he lay down next
to me.

“I've always liked you with a tan,
Caroline.”

He ran his hand down my spine and
stroked my ass several times. I heard
him undo his zipper and I rolled onto my
side as he stroked himself, steadily
encouraging his erection.

“Do you want me to do that?”

“Okay.”

I carried on, watching his eyes close
and his mouth slacken.

“Okay, that’s enough.”

Then he lay down on top of me, his
weight forcing me into the bed, and



entered me carefully. He thrust half a
dozen times, shuddered, then stopped.

“Mmm!”

He lay back on the bed, smiling. I
stared at the sheets. I’d have to wash
those in the morning.

“What are your plans for tomorrow,
Caroline?”

“I’'m going to get my résum¢ together
and then contact that newspaper I
mentioned. Oh, and T’ll call the
telephone company to get DSL hooked
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up.

“Good idea. I’d like to throw a little
party for the guys at the hospital—a
week from this Saturday okay? About 7

29

PM.



“Sure. Canapés and red wine?”

“Better get some beer, too. And that
fancy pressé¢ you like, for the wives.
Maybe some of those little ... what do
you call them ... cannelloni?”

“Oh, cannoli siciliani? Sure.” Damn
it. It would take me all morning to
make those tricky little fuckers.

“Great. Thanks, honey.”

He heaved himself off the bed and
strolled into the bathroom. I heard him
pissing into the toilet bowl and, a
moment later, running the faucet to brush
his teeth. He flushed the toilet
afterwards—that had always irritated
me.

I knew from experience that I’d find



his uniform tossed onto the floor. I
pulled my nightgown out from under the
pillow, picked up my dress and notepad,
waiting for him to finish.



CHAPTER 3

David was up and out early. Getting
that promotion had made the world spin
his way, for a while at least. I hoped the
good mood would last. He was easier to
live with when he wasn’t mad at me all
the time.

I wasn’t keen on the idea of a party,
but it was something that was expected. I
looked forward to these little soirées
with the enthusiasm of someone going
for root canal.

I cleaned up the kitchen just in case
anyone decided to drop in for coffee,
then finished off the notes I’d started last
night. I wasn’t entirely happy with the
necessity of asking Sebastian for his



help, but I suspected he’d get a kick out
of my idea for an article.

When I’'d cornered the laptop and
intimidated it into crawling into action, I
updated my résumé. It certainly looked a
lot better than last time I’d had to do
this. Now I had solid experience under
my belt, sort of; not as much perhaps as
many women my age, but enough—I
hoped. I also knew that the fact of my
being a military wife garnered enough
cachet to get me through the door.
Civilians were always intrigued by the
idea of a world within a world: nearby,
but closed.

I called the phone company and they
agreed that I’d be hooked up by Friday;
they were usually pretty good at



attending to military folk. It made them
feel patriotic.

Having ticked off all my chores but
one, I was now faced with the tricky
prospect of contacting Sebastian without
raising his hopes—or getting him into
more trouble with his parents. I had no
idea how I was going to do that. But,
unwittingly, Donna Vorstadt was kind
enough to help me out.

The phone rang, loud and demanding.

“Hello?”

“Hi Caroline, it’s Donna. I just
thought I’d ask, if you’re not too busy
unpacking; some of the girls and I
usually get together on a Monday
afternoon and have coffee ... chew the



fat. I was wondering if you’d like to join
us? You'll know some of them: Penny
Bishop, Estelle Hunter, Margarite
Schiner.”

“Oh, that’s so kind of you, Donna, but
I’m just up to my ears in jobs. I have to
call the phone company to get DSL;
David is on my case about that. And I
have a thousand and one things to do.
Did he mention we’re having a few
friends over for drinks a week from this
Saturday? About 7 pm. Maybe we could
catch up then. And coffee another time—
for sure.”

She accepted my excuses with good
humor and said she was looking forward
to Saturday. We hung up on good terms
after she gave me Estelle’s number,



obviously surprised by my request.
Donna was easy company—I was
beginning to feel she was a woman I
could like.

Estelle, however, was something else
altogether.

I started to dial her number and, to my
surprise and chagrin, I felt a nervous
knot in my stomach. Oh, for crying out
loud. You're a woman of 30! 1 really
didn’t like having to ask her for help.

Irritated, I dialed the number.

“Hunter residence. May I help you?”

Sebastian’s voice was cool and
polite. I was so surprised, I couldn’t
speak immediately. I’d assumed he’d be
at school.



“Hello?”” he said again.

“Hi, Sebastian ... it’s Caroline,” 1
stuttered.

Over the phone I heard him take a
sudden, sharp breath.

“Caroline, hi! How are you?”

“Good, thanks. I was expecting to
reach your mother...”

“I had a free period—and I'm
graduating on Thursday anyway,” he
reminded me.

“Oh, well, as luck would have it ... I
wondered if you could help me—with an
article I’'m writing?”

“Sure, anything!”

I tried to ignore the obvious delight in
his voice.



“Well, when we were talking at the
barbecue the other day, you mentioned
that your friend’s dad surfed—I think
you said his name was Ches? Well, I
wondered if you could give me his
number; I’d like to speak to him.”

There was a short pause.

“You want to speak to Ches?”

He sounded hurt.

“Well, I really wanted to talk to
Ches’s dad,” I said hurriedly. “I'm
writing an article about Base personnel
who go surfing. I thought it would make
a great piece for City Beat.”

“Oh, right.” He sounded ridiculously
relieved. “Sure, I can get you that. We
were going to hang out at the beach this



afternoon. There’s a swell coming in off
the Pacific that looks awesome. Mitch
was going to ride with us. You want to
come, too?”’

“Mitch?”

“That’s Ches’s dad. He’s a Staff
Sergeant.”

“Well, that would be great. What time
were you going to go?”’

“About 3:45 pm. We could pick you
up?”’

“Um ... are you going to Point Loma
again?”

“Maybe ... we were going to sort of
drive around till we found the best
break.”

Oh, well...

“In that case, yes, I’d love a ride. Are



you sure it’ll be okay with Mitch and
your friends?”

“Sure!”

He answered so quickly I couldn’t
help a small chuckle escaping. “Well,
okay, but I’d feel happier if I could talk
to Mitch first.”

With some reluctance that had me
smiling to myself, Sebastian gave me his
friend’s number and confirmed three
times that he’d see me after school at
3:45 pm.

I hung up, still smiling. Then I
redialed for Sergeant Peters. A woman
answered.

“Hi there, Peters’ residence.”

“Oh, good morning. My name is



Caroline  Wilson—I'm  Commander
David Wilson’s wife. I was wondering
if I could talk to Sergeant Peters.”

“Oh. Good morning, Mrs. Wilson.
This is Shirley Peters. I’'m afraid Mitch
isn’t available at present. May I take a
message?”

“Yes, thank you. This will probably
sound a little odd, but I understand Mitch
is taking the boys surfing this afternoon
and [ wondered if I could tag along.”

She hesitated long enough to let me
know that this sounded more than just a
little odd. I rushed to fill in the blanks
for her.

“It’s just that I used to write some
stories for the local paper back east,” |
said, exaggerating slightly, “and I hoped



to try and do the same here—I thought an
article on Base personnel who go surfing
would be interesting. I was hoping your
husband could give me some tips.”

“Oh, I see. Well, I'm sure that Mitch
will be just fine about that, Mrs.
Wilson.”

She still sounded surprised and I
knew why—officers’ wives didn’t have
much to do with the families of the
enlisted ranks. A distinction that had
always rather offended me.

In the end, we agreed that Mitch
would call me if there was a problem,
otherwise I was to be ready to go at 3:45
PM.

“Um, Mrs. Wilson, that van is pretty



old; the boys use it for all their surf stuff.
It’s got half the beach in there. Well, I
wouldn’t want you to ruin any of your
clothes.”

I was touched by her thoughtfulness.

“Thank you, Mrs. Peters. I’'ll wear an
old beach dress then. Thank you so
much.”

After that, T felt full of energy,
delighted with how the day was panning
out. I drove over to the library, got
online to check up on the local surt
spots, and also to find out a bit more
about what kind of stories City Beat ran.

I just had time to stop by the Kwik
Shop to stock up on groceries for supper
and, as an afterthought, picked up a
dozen focaccia rolls before running



home to change into my old, yellow
sundress and pick up my notebook.

I filled the rolls with pastrami, lettuce
and tomatoes, and was finishing
wrapping them up in kitchen paper and
loading them into a cardboard box when
I heard a horn honk outside. I grabbed
my camera and notebook, swiped a
bottle of pressé from the refrigerator and
scooted out to meet my surf Svengalis.

Sebastian had already leapt out of the
van, smiling hugely.

“Hi, Caroline!”

He looked so thrilled to see me; I
didn’t have the heart to be cool.

“Hello, Sebastian. Could you help me
with this? [ brought some sandwiches for



you and your friends.”

“Wow, thanks!”

He tucked the box under one arm and
opened the passenger door. “This is
Mitch, um, Staff Sergeant Peters.”

Mitch Peters was a thick-set man of
medium height with the trademark
Marine buzz-cut. “Mrs. Wilson, pleased
to meet you.”

“Oh, call me Caroline, please.
You’re doing me the favor. I really
appreciate you letting me crash your surf
safari.”

He smiled and his face immediately
relaxed. “No problem, Caroline. It’ll
make these beach bums mind their
manners. Right, boys?”

Then he introduced me to his son



Ches, Sebastian’s friend, whom I
recognized from a few days back; Bill,
Mitch’s buddy; and another boy they
called Fido, for some reason.

I sat in the front, sandwiched between
Mitch and Bill, and the boys crowded
into the back of the van among a motley
collection of surfboards, body boards,
wetsuits, and strange, shiny t-shirts that I
was told were rash vests.

“To stop the wetsuits rubbing around
the neck and under the arms when you’re
paddling out,” explained Mitch. “We
won’t need them today—the water at this
time of year 1s around 63°F.”

I made a note of that and snapped a
quick photo of the back of the van with



all the boys pulling faces and flipping
the bird.

“Caroline brought food,” Sebastian
announced happily.

They must have all been starving
because the rolls evaporated like water
in the desert, and the pressé was passed
around between them. I was sure I could
have brought twice as much food, and it
would have disappeared the same way.

We drove across the spectacular
Coronado Bridge, then headed south,
stopping occasionally for a surf check.

Mitch explained that they were
looking for a steady swell and offshore
breeze to hold up the waves; the best
conditions for producing long, workable
rides.



In the end, Mitch pulled up at the side
of the road near Cays Park and the boys
spilled out of the back, their reckless
enthusiasm catching. Mitch and Bill
were somewhat more circumspect, but I
couldn’t tell whether that was because of
their seniority, or because 1 was
inhibiting them from the whole male-
bonding ritual.

“Just forget I’'m here,” I added,
somewhat helplessly. “I’ll just watch
and soak up the vibe.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Bill, smiling at
me, as he tugged off his t-shirt to reveal
a barrel chest, thickly coated with
reddish-brown hair.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw



Sebastian scowl at him, yanking off his
own t-shirt. His skin was the same
beautiful, golden color that I
remembered, but I’d not noticed before
how well muscled he was. All those
hours of surfing had left him with long,
lithe muscles, and a marvelously toned
body. In fact all of them were in great
shape. I wondered if I should get into
surfing, although 63°F didn’t sound that
warm to me.

Mitch handed Sebastian a garish red
and yellow board, smiling kindly. It was
then I remembered that Sebastian’s own
father had destroyed the blue surfboard
I’d first seen him with.

I took some more snaps as they posed



for the camera, and then watched as they
sprinted into the water and paddled out
beyond where the waves were breaking.
[ knew from my half-hour of research
that this was called the line-up. They sat
there, a gaudy flock, waiting for their
wave. As the swell approached, they all
started paddling, their arms stroking
through the sea, the green water lifting
them up; they raced down the shoulder of
the wave, so graceful, so powerful. It
took my breath away to watch them.
Then, inevitably, the wave broke and
they all dived off in different directions,
bobbing to the surface seconds later.
After I'd watched for a while,
Sebastian caught a wave that carried him
into the beach, and he jogged over to



join me, flicking his hair out of his eyes,
skin glistening.

“You finished already?”

“I thought it might help if I explained
some more—for your article.”

“That would be great—it all looks
kind of the same to me.”

He laughed lightly. “Not really. See,
Mitch is using a long board with a
rounded nose. He can work the smaller
waves with that, and do some hippy shit
like hang ten. Ches is riding a short
board, so he can slash across the wave,
catch some air and do the more radical
stuff.”

I had no idea what he’d just said to
me—it was like learning a foreign



language, but for some reason his words
made me smile.

“What sort of board do you have—
have you borrowed?”

“This 1s a short board, a thruster;
same as Ches and Fido. See how fast
they’re going there? You can’t do that on
a long board.”

I began to see what Sebastian meant
about the surfing styles as he patiently
pointed out the differences, then named
and described the different maneuvers. |
made copious notes and was pretty sure
I could turn this into a workable article.

“How many guys on the Base surf?”

“Quite a lot: once you’ve got your
board, the ocean 1s free. You can be an
individual out here—you know, different



from military stuff.”

I got what he meant immediately:
there were no rules out here, no
regulations, no one barking orders at
you.

“Well, there are some rules,”
Sebastian said, seriously. “Firstly, you
don’t drop in and steal someone’s wave.
That’s bad etiquette. The guy who takes
off first—that’s his wave.”

“And the second?”

“You go help anyone in trouble.”

Obvious, when you think about it.

“Sebastian, don’t let me keep you
from your friends; ’'m quite happy to sit
here and watch.”

He shook his head and looked at me



intently.

“I can surf anytime; I’d rather be here
with you.”

I stared down at my notepad, unsure
what to say, but absolutely certain that if
I looked up I’d be caught in the net of his
blue-green gaze. But I also needed to be
clear.

“I wish you wouldn’t say things like
that, Sebastian. I’'m a married woman. It
makes me ... uncomfortable.”

I still hadn’t been able to look up. I
dug my toes further into the sand, as if
burying one small part of my body could
hide me from him.

“I really like you, Caroline,” he said
softly.

I felt his hand touch my arm; he was



trembling.

I had to look up. His face held such
an expression of longing, mixed with
anxiety. | slid my sunglasses from my
hair to cover my face and stood up,
abruptly.

Walking along the beach and
breathing deeply helped restore some of
my stolen equilibrium.

Why the hell did he have such an
effect on me?

But I knew why: I was attracted to
him. He was beautiful and sweet and
kind—and he liked me. I had no idea
why. I mean, I was nothing special—just
an insipid, boring woman who lived
down the road from him. What on earth



was there to interest someone like him?

Why had he touched me like that? He
said he /iked me—what did that mean?
What did he want?

I was irritated with myself as I
stalked up the beach. It was beyond
ridiculous. / was beyond ridiculous.

For fuck’s sake. Hes just a kid.
Write your damned article and you
won’t see him again.

The thoughts were a warning siren
blaring through my skull.

I was relieved when Mitch paddled
toward the shore. I made certain I asked
him endless questions, about surfing
being so resolutely non-military and a
way for Base personnel to relax. I
wasn’t giving anyone else a chance to



talk to me—certainly not Sebastian.

“Well, the thing is, Caroline, there’s
just no point to surfing,” said Mitch
thoughtfully. “It isn’t like skiing; you
can’t use it for anything. You might get
military skiers like they have in those
Nordic countries, but the military
doesn’t have any use for surfing. Plus
there’s a certain kind of rebelliousness
to surfers. Call it individualism or what
you will, but some people sure don’t
like it.”

“Donald Hunter?” I said quietly.

Mitch’s eyes narrowed and he looked
around quickly to make sure Sebastian
couldn’t overhear him.

“He’d be on the list,” he said shortly.



I knew better than to pursue that line
of questioning.

I glanced at my watch and realized
with horror that it was already 6 pm. I
couldn’t believe how the time had
flown. David would be on his way
home; he wouldn’t be pleased to find an
empty house. With a sinking feeling I
realized that he’d also loathe the fact that
I’d been spending time with a non-
commissioned officer. He felt it
reflected badly on him in some way.

“You okay, Caroline?” said Mitch.
“You look kinda worried.”

He was too observant.

“Oh, not really. I just realized how
late 1t had gotten. Enjoying myself too



much.” I gave him a weak smile. He
understood me instantly.

“We’ll get you home, on the double,”
he said good-naturedly.

He yelled toward the ocean, parade-
ground loud, and gave the time-honored
time-out signal.

Ches was the last to surf in,
complaining bitterly that he just wanted
to catch one more wave.

“We’ve got to get Mrs. Wilson
home,” said Mitch, looking pointedly at
his son.

The look and his tone was enough.

We walked back to the van together,
Sebastian unnaturally quiet, while the
rest analyzed the afternoon’s surf, talking
about tubes, green rooms and wipe outs.



I turned my back while they peeled off
their surf-shorts and dried themselves
with old beach towels, pulling on t-
shirts and jeans for the drive back.

I could barely listen to their cheerful
banter, tension filling me up like an
overflowing drain. I did manage to pull
myself together enough to ask Mitch if he
would read through my article once I'd
written it.

“Oh no!” he shook his head laughing.
“I don’t do words, Caroline, not reading
and writing words. You should ask one
of the boys—that’s more their thing.”

“Sebastian will do 1it,” said Ches,
throwing a teasing look at his friend.

Fido  snickered quietly while



Sebastian scowled.

“Okay with you, Seb?” asked Mitch,
restoring order swiftly.

“Sure,” said Sebastian quietly.
“Whenever you like, Caroline.”

I felt bad, he looked so miserable; but
better like this than ... I couldn’t bring
myself to think of the alternative.

Twenty minutes later Mitch dropped
me off. I raised my hand in a small wave
and sprinted to the house. The small
burst of speed didn’t make any
difference because David’s Camaro was
already parked in the driveway.

I fished in my beach purse for the key
and tentatively unlocked the door.

“Caroline?”

Who else?



“Hello, David. Sorry I’'m late getting
home.”

He was waiting for me at the kitchen
table. He didn’t look happy—irritation
rolled off him in waves.

“Where have you been? Your car was
parked out front.”

“Sergeant Peters gave me a ride; he
was helping me out with an article I'm
writing for City Beat.”

“Peters? Which one is he?”

“Um, he lives out on Murray Ridge.
He’s a Staff Sergeant. His wife is
Shirley.”

“You know I don’t like you mixing
with the non-coms, Caroline,” he said,
with finality. “When will you understand



that it undermines my authority if my
wife hobnobs with the enlisted men—
and their wives?”

“I’m sorry, David, but he really was
very helpful. He...”

“Im not interested in your excuses,
Caroline.”

I felt the control on my temper
starting to slip.

“Im not making excuses. I’'m very
grateful for Staff Sergeant Peters’ help
today.”

A chilly silence descended.

“I’1l go make supper,” I muttered.

“Don’t bother,” he said sharply.
“While you were absent, I made other
arrangements. I’'m meeting one of my
colleagues in the mess. Don’t wait up.”



He strode out of the house and I heard
the Camaro screech down the road.

I knew what this meant: David was
going on one of his rare drinking binges.
He’d probably be falling out of a taxi at
two in the morning, breathing his beery
fumes in my face.

[ was glad when he went, but I knew
I’d have to face his wrath at some point.

I tried to settle down and type up my
notes, but the yawning absence of his
disapproving presence made me
restless.

It was starting to get dark, with stars
appearing in the east. I dug a coat from
the closet, pulled on some sneakers and
headed out for a walk.



I took a circular route, wandering
toward the park, when I realized that it
might not be the most sensible place to
be as darkness approached. I looked
across and could see a man sitting on
one of the benches, his sweatshirt hood
pulled over his head.

I was alert but not overly worried:
not yet. The quickest way home was to
walk past. I debated whether this was
the smart thing to do and, in the end,
decided that as he wasn’t looking at me,
I’d risk the most direct route.

As I got closer I realized the silent
figure was Sebastian. What was he
doing out here by himself? I almost
walked past. I really didn’t need another



uncomfortable encounter with him. I had
enough on my plate dealing with David’s
petulance. But he looked so alone, that I
decided to risk a quick word and make
sure he was okay. I wondered if he’d
had another fight with his father. I hoped
it wasn’t because of me again. Or,
rather, because of the surfing.

“Sebastian?”

His head jerked up and he looked
directly at me before dropping his eyes
to the ground.

I gasped. He had a bruise across one
cheek, and his lower lip was split.

“Oh, my God! Are you all right?”

What a dumb question: any fool
could see he wasn’t all right.

“What happened?”’



He didn’t answer, but hunched his
shoulders and carried on staring at the
ground, as if the answer would spring
from between the scraggy blades of

grass.
Without any conscious decision, I

raised my hand and lifted his head
carefully.

He jerked his face away. “Don’t look
at me,” he whispered.

“Did your father do this to you?”

He nodded, and a slow burning anger
began to build in me.

“Sebastian, let me see. I want to make
sure you’re not hurt too badly.”

“Im okay,” he said in a hollow
voice. “I’ve been hurt worse than this.”



The pain in his voice was more than |
could bear.

I stroked his face and felt tears
beneath my fingertips.

“Don’t cry, Sebastian. It’ll be okay.”

[ didn’t feel any force behind my
words; we both knew they were empty.

I walked around to stand in front of
him. Finally he looked up and met my
eyes.

“Come back to the house. I’'ll fix you
up and drive you home. Okay?”

My words seemed to sink in slowly.
He stared for a moment longer, then
stood up.

He walked as if dazed, in silence,
unseeing. Twice I had to stop him before



he plowed into the road at an
intersection. His behavior was starting
to get me really worried.

When we finally got back, the house
was dark. 1 was intensely grateful for
David’s continuing absence; [ was
certain he would have insisted on
phoning Sebastian’s parents had he been
there—and no way would anything good
result from that.

I opened the door, switching on lights
as [ went and led him into the kitchen. |
pulled out a chair and, after a moment’s
hesitation, he sat down.

I had to ferret around several drawers
before I could remember where I’d put
the antiseptic cream. More urgently, |
needed a cloth to fill with ice to try and



take down some of the swelling. I
smashed the ice tray on the counter and
saw Sebastian jump.

“Oh, sorry!” I said softly. He still
didn’t speak.

Gently, I placed the ice pack against
his cheek and lifted his hand for him to
hold it in place.

I pulled down the hood of his
sweatshirt and an involuntary gasp
escaped. Someone—Donald, I guessed
—had hacked off chunks of Sebastian’s
hair.

“Your father?”

He nodded, his eyes flicking to mine
briefly, then away.

Fury coursed through me.



“Because of the surfing?”

He closed his eyes and nodded again.

“Because of me?” I said, my voice a
whisper.

His eyes blinked open. “No, it would
have happened anyway. I’d already
planned to go out with Ches and Mitch
today. It’s not your fault...”

But it felt like my fault—I felt guilty.

“Do you want me to fix it for you?”

He didn’t seem to understand my
question.

“Do you want me to turn it into a
buzz-cut?”

It was the only viable option, short of
shaving his head completely.

“Okay.”



I led him upstairs, through the
bedroom and into our bathroom, pulling
out a chair for him to sit facing the
mirror.

“I don’t want to look at m