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Chapter One
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It had been a matter of time. But that knowledge didn’t lessen the hollow ache that welled up inside Julia De Luca as the mourners dropped roses into the hole where her mother’s coffin lay. The priest’s pale, lined face appeared white against his dark robe. Head tilted skyward, he lifted his eyes and one hand as he pronounced his final prayer for Gianna De Luca. 

Julia’s fingers, moist under the August sun, clutched the slick stem. She stepped forward and let her rose fall to join the others. Silently, the petals hit the wooden coffin. She lifted her eyes from under a wide-brim straw hat and panned the small cluster of mourners. Her mother’s friends from church, some long-ago colleagues. No relatives. Only her.

“She’s in a better place, Julia, you know that,” came the soft words from Sylvia, her mother’s former best friend. No. Julia corrected herself. My mother’s best friend. Just because her mother’s last years had slipped away as a result of Alzheimer’s didn’t make Sylvia any less of a friend. The woman had visited her mother at least monthly over the last three years.

Julia offered a half smile and a nod. The women leaned toward each other for a tight, lingering hug. When they pulled apart, Julia said, “Thank you for being there for her, Sylvia.” From experience, she knew it was hard to visit the memory care center and make conversation with someone who stared at the wall without speaking or slept through the visit. It was required of a daughter, but not of a friend, bless her. Sylvia had been her mother’s faithful friend for over thirty years.

Sylvia shook her head, as if dismissing the gratitude. “You were there nearly every day, Julia, especially toward the end, despite running a successful business. I don’t know how you did it.”

Julia shrugged. It hadn’t been a choice. It was her mother. “We all do what we have to. I knew we didn’t have much time together and I wanted to be there as much as I could. I have competent employees who kept the ship afloat on the business side of my life. They were very understanding, too.” 

Despite the cold block still weighing down her insides, a stray thread of contentment pushed through her sadness like a stubborn seedling. Her interior design business had kept her sane over the last years of her mother’s decline. She’d thrown herself into projects and new designs, her sadness driving her to risky, out-of-box creativity, and it had paid off. Her reputation had shot well above obscurity in the last year and a half, to the point that she was sought by local celebrities, big hotel chains, museums, and event spaces. 

Her work was a satisfying anesthesia, an effective pain-blocker, at least during working hours, which extended far into the evening on most days. “I’ll be taking the next couple of weeks off to regroup and go through Mom’s storage unit.” She swallowed. What would that be like without her anesthesia for two weeks?

Sylvia nodded, but her brows knitted with sympathy and concern. “I hope you’ll get some rest as well. And don’t be alone too much, Julia. I know you do that sometimes. Call me if you want to talk or be with someone.”

“I will.” She laid her hand gently on Sylvia’s shoulder. “Thanks for the reception you prepared. You didn’t have to arrange all that. It was a lot of trouble.” 

“No, not really. And it was my honor. For Gianna. She was a treasure to me for over thirty years. Friends like that don’t come along every day. I’ll miss her. I have missed her.” As she looked away, her eyes filled and her face took on a misty expression that suddenly made her appear older. She looked back at Julia and the upbeat thrust of her voice seemed forced. “And don’t feel like you have to stay at the reception for too long. I think people will understand.” 

Julia was grateful for Sylvia’s acknowledgement of an accepted fact, that post-graveside receptions were difficult for family members. She’d have to spend a minimum of time, nonetheless. 

She hugged Sylvia more tightly the second time. “See you in a bit.” 

Turning away from Sylvia, Julia stared at the hole where her mother lay, a last gaze before she closed her eyes. “Bye, Mom,” she whispered. When she opened them, several tears spilled down her cheeks. Her mouth and throat were dry and perspiration trickled between her shoulder blades. She shifted her gaze to the stone alongside her mother’s fresh grave. A grave for Joe Connelly, the disembodied name of a father she’d never met. Her mother had wanted to be buried next to Joe, concluding the ending chapter of the Joe Connelly thread of their lives. 

It was about time.

Julia’s gaze roved over the remaining guests in Sylvia’s living room. They chatted quietly or refilled their paper plates from a table with canapes, quiche, fruit, and mixed nuts. During nearly two agonizing hours of the reception, she’d hugged mourners and answered questions about her mother. Some attendees hadn’t seen her mother much since her retirement over ten years earlier. Most hadn’t seen her at all in the three years since she’d moved to the memory care facility.

“Wasn’t your mother really young to have Alzheimer’s?” The question came from one of her mother’s former hospital colleagues whose name escaped her.

“Not really. It was within the normal range. She was seventy-five when she was diagnosed and seventy-eight when she passed.” Julia swallowed on the hard words, still too fresh. She’d done research on the disease and none of it had been encouraging. “My mother also struggled with emphysema, which likely made everything worse.” And sped up her departure.

When the woman wandered away back to the food table, Sylvia sidled up to Julia and said, “You need rest, Julia. You’ve been through a lot. Why don’t you go on home? Of course, I don’t mind if you stay. It’s up to you, but don’t feel obligated to stay.” 

“Thanks, I am pretty tired.” She gave Sylvia a grateful smile and didn’t wait for the suggestion to come again. Soon on the freeway, she put distance between herself and sadness. Just then, home wasn’t the destination in view nor a place where her heart would receive solace. 

Instead, she wove through the suburb into the next town and sought the familiar brick building. A few shoppers and strollers roamed the sidewalks. She parked along the street and unlocked the metal door of her shop, De Luca Interiors. She stepped through the doorway, leaving the busy sounds of Saturday out on the streets. The air inside was stuffy, since the shop had been closed for a couple of days. Just being within its walls lifted a weight from her chest. 

Her design shop was a world apart from the cemetery and from her mother’s memory care center, where she’d spent countless hours over the last year. In the gray dimness, her fingers fumbled and found the switch. Light flooded the space. It had the feel of a living room, with comfortable beige chairs in soft leather around a low table covered with design books. Underneath the seating area sprawled a huge oriental rug in beige and navy blue. Off-white counters, tables, and racks displayed samples of color, texture, and patterns. One entire wall built from multicolored used brick created a trendy yet vintage-looking backdrop for framed photos of Julia’s designs of homes, hotels, and offices.

Julia crossed the store to the color palettes on the far wall. She stood and stared at them. Sighing from a deep place inside her, she allowed the soft turquoise and dusty rose to penetrate her like a balm. She smiled and relaxed her shoulders as tension released like a metal lock suddenly opened. 

Her appreciation of color was cheaper than a therapist and more effective. It had always been healing for her, going back to her childhood. She’d grown up the only child of a single mother who’d immigrated from Italy in her twenties. Even then, Julia had been the one to decorate their sequence of small apartments in New York. She remembered clearly how much she’d craved the virtual “excitement” that color could bring to a drab, inexpensive urban dwelling. Her mother had often taken her to fabric stores where she chose bright patterned lengths of cloth to cover their shabby furniture, the coffee and dining tables, the windows. Every surface she could beautify. If it wasn’t suitable for fabric, she used paint.

She’d also put together outfits from her mom’s thrift store purchases. “You have the flair, my Giulia,” her mother would say, her still-strong Italian accent so familiar and charming to her. “You can make anything out of everything, my amazing child.” No one was surprised when Julia attended design school in New York and began working at a large design firm there while still in her twenties.

A lifetime ago. The memories turned like pages of a scrapbook, those of a rising career, a failed marriage, friends come and gone—these were filmy images, no longer sharp in her mind. Her mom had always been there in the background, supporting her, offering sage advice when asked. She’d been a solid presence during some hard experiences, both for herself and for Julia.

Julia could say she’d miss her mom, but Gianna had been “gone” for the last three years. It was as though she’d lost her back then, gradually. Of course, along with mourning there was relief. Relief that the indignity and waste of her mom’s final state were over. And if Julia were honest, it would take her time to recover from the rhythm she’d had to keep, stretched between her mother’s needs and her own company and employees. But taking off two weeks might not have been the best idea.

“Seemed like a good idea at the time, Mom.” Her words filled the quiet of the empty shop. She’d have to go through her mother’s storage unit, something she should have done ages ago. Her mother hadn’t needed anything inside it for years, but Julia had put off the task of emptying it out. That was one thing she could do during her time off, which would likely be much too long.

In the pocket of her linen dress, she felt a vibration. Someone had just texted her. For the last few days, she’d received sporadic showers of emails and text messages—condolence from her employees, acquaintances, and friends. Those messages did bring comfort, diluting the sting of her aloneness. Especially consoling were the frequent messages from Marissa, Eden, and Sydney, women who’d become like sisters. The four of them had been friends in college twenty-five years earlier. Years of sparse contact followed, threaded together only by Christmas cards and Facebook updates and the occasional phone call. But in the last couple of years, following the loss of their marriages, whether through widowhood or divorce, they’d begun getting together twice annually for a girls’ weekend. That bi-annual retreat was a lifeline for each one of them. Too bad the next one wouldn’t be for another three months at Thanksgiving.

She’d heard from her friends at least three times each that week. The current text was possibly one of them checking in on her, aware that her mom’s service had taken place that day. Julia typed the code into her smartphone and scanned her text messages. Two from her employees, Crystal and Jake, one from Billy, a suitor who wouldn’t take no for an answer, and Eden. She clicked on Eden’s message.

You are right now at this very moment in our thoughts and prayers, Julia, with truckloads of virtual hugs and kisses. A thread of warmth snaked through her grief as she read Eden’s message. She couldn’t stop a slow smile from stretching across her face. Especially now, their friendship was vital. She kept reading: But that’s not quite enough for our Julia. So, we’re all coming to see you. Tomorrow, in fact. 

Julia’s mouth dropped open. “What? They’re coming tomorrow?” Her eyes kept scanning the message. I hope that’s okay with you. We’ve been on the phone together discussing what we can do to support you during this time and we decided there was no substitute for hands-on hugs and loving on you! So, let me know when you get this. Eden.

She let the welcome news sink in. As she did, the weight rolled away and was replaced by an airy, carefree lift she hadn’t experienced in over a year. A chuckle escaped her throat as she typed, Yes! That’s okay! Let me know when you’re coming and I’ll be ready. I took off some time, so this is perfect!

A perfect way to put off the inevitable. Only a weekend, but she’d take what she could get. If ever there was a time when she needed to see Eden, Sydney, and Marissa, this was it.
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Julia stood by the full-length window in the dining room and scanned the street. The “girls” should be there any time. Eden had flown in to Dulles Airport from Indianapolis that morning. Marissa and Sydney were driving together, since they both lived in North Carolina. They’d picked Eden up at the airport so they could arrive together. Eden had artfully and passionately coordinated every detail to fit like a well-engineered machine.

Somewhere, a car door slammed but the street outside Julia’s suburban D.C. home was deserted, save two children on bikes. Truthfully, her mind had been in such a cloudbank yesterday, she’d had trouble remembering exactly what Eden had told her. But now, it was as clear as a mountain lake as she awaited their arrival. She’d at least gotten the time right, since Eden texted the details to her again the evening before. She was grateful for Eden’s efficiency, which was never without a healthy dose of humor and thoughtfulness. It had likely been her idea to pull this whole thing off. They’d all just been together at Marissa’s in May, a month before Julia’s mother had gone into a coma. The two months following that event were a painful blur. Now, the unscheduled arrival of her dearest friends was nothing short of an emergency heart intervention.

Just as she glanced through the wooden blinds again, Sydney’s blue-gray SUV came into view and pulled into her driveway. In an instant, Julia was outside, almost tripping down the porch as she hurried. The car doors flung open and out spilled Eden, her petite form rushing across the yard, her blond hair flying loose and longer than Julia remembered it. 

Eden quickly closed the space between them and wrapped her arms around Julia’s shoulders. “Our Julia! Dear Julia! We’re here to totally distract you!” Julia shut her eyes and returned Eden’s heartfelt squeeze. 

She heard Marissa’s calm voice beside her. “If that’s what you want, that is.” Julia opened her eyes and smiled at Marissa, who had joined them on the sidewalk. She, too, enveloped Julia in a hug. When they pulled apart, Marissa gently added, “Of course, Eden has good intentions, but it’s your time, Julia. Maybe you’ll want a more solemn weekend. You’ve been through a loss, after all.” 

Compassion shadowed Marissa’s face as she touched Julia’s cheek. Marissa understood loss, but for her it had been worse. She’d lost her husband two years earlier. Somehow for Julia, her mother’s long illness had allowed her to let go more slowly, as her heart adjusted day by day. And her mother had been seventy-eight.

Julia touched Marissa’s arm. Her friend’s pale face, framed with dark wavy hair, showed kindness and compassion. “It’s okay, Marissa. I’ve had enough sadness for a while.”

Sydney joined them. “Nope, no solemn weekend. Not with us, you don’t. Uh-uh.” She wore a straw hat—fashionably, as only Sydney could—her sun-tinted straight brown hair brushing her shoulders in a blunt cut. She flipped the hat back so that it hung down her back on a string and hugged Julia tightly, swaying her side to side. “We think you need some cheer, joy, and red wine.”

“Hear, hear!” Eden clapped. “And we brought all the food. I know you’re supposed to do that after a loss but, well, we went overboard.”

“Yeah, check the trunk,” Sydney said. “No, better still, let’s buy another fridge. We’ll need it.”

“I love your house, Julia!” Marissa scanned the front façade and corner porch. “I can’t wait to see the inside of our interior decorator’s home.” 

“Don’t expect too much.” Better tamp down their expectations. Julia loved her home, but it wasn’t the five-star elegance of some she designed. “I went for comfort, comfort, and more comfort.” Her home was small, but in a stylish neighborhood on the Maryland side of D.C. After her divorce from Nick almost eight years earlier, she’d wanted a house, not an apartment, to call her own. Not only had she spent her whole life in apartments up to then, but with a house, there would be more to decorate. 

“There’s lots more in the car—” began Eden.

“Come on in first.” Julia gestured to them and walked toward the house. “We can unload the car together in a little while.” 

“I’ll just bring a handful of fridge stuff.” Eden rounded the vehicle and pulled out a thermal tote and a paper grocery bag. The other women murmured agreement and filled their arms before heading inside.

As the women moved en masse toward the porch, Eden recounted her less-than-smooth flight and Sydney threw out one-liners. By the time they entered the house only seconds later, they were all laughing. What good medicine her friends were.

“Oh, Julia, it’s lovely,” Eden said, her eyes roving up and down through the foyer and open-space living room. “Your house looks so homey and comfy, just like you said. Yet, everything blends together perfectly. I’m enjoying just looking at your colors and special touches. If I disappear on you all, it’s because I’m taking the liberty to tour every room.” Eden touched the hand-woven tapestry from Morocco that hung on the entry wall. “This must be from one of your trips.”

Julia nodded. She hadn’t taken many trips since separating from Nick. She’d always intended to start traveling again, but her default had become prioritizing her work to the point that the months flew by in a flurry of projects and obligations. That needed to change. One day.

“Feel free to look around. I don’t mind.” Julia grinned as Marissa and Eden peered into the kitchen and wandered over to Julia’s study in the next room of her single-story home. 

Sydney had collapsed into an overstuffed chair. “I know I’ve been seated in my car all day, but I had to try this deliciously comfy chair before taking the tour or bringing in our junk. And I do like your home, too.” 

Julia’s personal tastes and favorite artifacts were everywhere, in subtle earth tones and bold, colorful accents with lots of natural fibers. Alpaca, jute, Berber. It was the first time her friends had been to her home. That thought made her feel vulnerable and proud at the same time. The first visit was always a rite of passage, whether one was a designer or not. All the girlfriends had to admire and approve the first time they came to each other’s homes. Such a female trait, and she loved it, even more because it was her profession to make home spaces beautiful and welcoming.

Within a short time, the women lounged around a burled wood table now covered with snacks, mineral water, and wine glasses. “Try this aged cheddar on rice crackers. It’s my new addiction.” Eden slid the plate across the table.

“It’s wonderful to have you all here. I really appreciate your efforts.” Julia looked at each of her friends.

“Aww, efforts, schmefforts! Julia, that’s what we do for each other, especially at a time like this.” 

Though Eden’s tone was upbeat, her statement touched a fragile place deep inside and Julia’s eyes stung. She blinked at her tears but they didn’t obey, silently pouring down her cheeks unexpectedly, as if released from a dam.

Eden looked up from slicing the cheddar and froze. She laid down her knife, rose from her armchair, and squeezed onto the couch next to Julia. Without a word, she slipped her arms around Julia’s shuddering shoulders and pulled her close. Though Julia had no intention of letting the weekend be a maudlin display of grief, Eden’s arms felt warm and solid around her. She needed that moment of silent recognition.

Sydney spoke, her voice soft, lacking its usual jocular tone. “For a minute I forgot that this wasn’t our usual get-together. I’m sorry, Julia. I’m sorry for your loss and I hope you know how much we love you.”

Julia gave her a mute nod through a smear of tears. Marissa and Sydney both joined Julia on the couch and gave her a long hug, one at a time. It was healing, nourishing. Afterward, Julia looked around at their red faces and eyes. “I made you all cry. Now, stop it!” She smiled, deeply grateful for their care, but also ready to move on. “How about some of that Malbec?”

“I’ll pour.” Eden, who had returned to her chair, reached for the bottle and expertly removed the cork. 

Sydney grinned and gestured to Eden. “You did that so fast, Eden. Takes me a while every time, even though I have loads of experience.” 

The women laughed. Eden said, “I own a restaurant, remember? Anything to do with food, I’m all over it.” After she’d poured the wine, she turned her attention back to Julia. “How was the service, Julia? That is, if you feel like talking about it.”

“No, I’m fine. Much better now, really. I’m so grateful to you all.” Julia reached for a tissue and the glass Eden had poured for her. She took a deep breath as if to shake off her display of grief. She felt like she’d just had an hour of therapy. Lighter, more hopeful.  “It was a short graveside service. Not too many people came, but a few. People who’d worked with my mom or been members of her church. Some former neighbors. Her best friend did a little reception afterward. It was nice, considering the circumstances. I didn’t want to have a service or a viewing at the church. I didn’t see the point. She wanted to be buried next to Joe.”

“Oh, the famous Joe,” Sydney said.

“Who is Joe?” asked Marissa. “I don’t think I’ve heard about him.”

Julia sighed. “He’s my biological dad. He was killed before I was born and my mom never got over him. She even gave me his last name.”

“De Luca?”

“No, Connelly. Joe Connelly.” Julia leaned back against the woven cushions of the couch, not sure if she was in the mood to talk about Joe. “They met at the Catholic church they both attended. Fell in love. A few months later, they got pregnant with me, then engaged. Then when my mother was just a few months along, Joe was killed in a car accident on his way home from a work trip. My mom didn’t know for weeks that he’d been killed. She thought he’d just abandoned her because of her pregnancy.”

“Oh, that’s terrible!” Marissa’s hands flew to her cheeks. “How awful for your mother.”

“Yes, it was. I wasn’t born yet when it happened, but when I got older, she told me she’ d been beside herself, thinking he’d gotten cold feet and was backing out. But it was even worse when she learned he’d been killed.”

“Such a shame.” Marissa leaned forward. “So, back to your name. Did she name you Julia Connelly?” Marissa was a novelist, so maybe she was thinking of creating a story around the tale of Joe Connelly. Which would be fine, since poor Joe hadn’t had a chance to live his own story.

Julia swallowed, stifling a grimace. She hadn’t wanted to dig up ancient history. So many doors better left closed. “Yes. I was born Julia Connelly. I should have told you all that at some point, but it didn’t cross my mind.”

“Julia Connelly is a beautiful name, too. Connelly is Irish. But you look Italian, not Irish. Bet that was confusing for a lot of people.” Sydney grinned.

“Except for the beautiful blue eyes.” Eden smiled, playfully lifting her eyebrows.

“I did get my blue eyes, apparently, from Joe’s mother, and Joe had them, too. My mom told me that.” Julia shrugged. “I never even met Joe and I certainly didn’t want a name that had nothing to do with me.”

“Were you angry about your name?” asked Sydney.

Julia let out a laugh that was sharper than she intended. “Yes, as a matter of fact. Very angry. My mom and I bickered about it frequently. I wanted to be a De Luca. That’s what my relatives in Italy were called. That was my mom’s name. Why didn’t she just name me De Luca, I used to ask her.”

“What did she say?” Marissa asked.

Julia paused, wishing she could erase this whole conversation. Why had she even mentioned Joe Connelly? Yet, it was right that her closest friends know her background. “She told me I was all she had left of him, so she wanted me to have his name.”

“Did you change it to De Luca after your divorce?” Sydney propped her crossed arms on her knees.

“Before then. When I met you all in college, I told you my name was De Luca because I’d planned to change it as soon as I could. Thought I’d save you some confusion that way. Since we didn’t have classes together, none of you learned about my fib back then. And I really didn’t think of it as a fib, because I’d internalized the De Luca name. I secretly had it changed as soon as I turned twenty-one. When my mom found out, she cried. But it was her history, not mine. I didn’t want the name of a man I’d never known.”

“I can understand that. Really, I can.” Marissa nodded and clasped her hands around her knees.

“But I get your mom’s point, too, especially since he was your bio dad and she loved him. To her, he was a real person.” Sydney said. “But she shouldn’t have gotten so upset. You’d spent your life with this guy’s name and he meant nothing to you.”

Julia felt the pressure rising in her chest from that old argument, her mom’s firm position about Joe. She took another sip of wine, too large a sip, and swallowed. There was a comfort in the burn that coated her throat. “The hardest thing for me was living with the ghost of Joe Connelly. My mother never went on with her life, never wanted to remarry.” Except for Doctor Sam. Another buried story better left alone. If her mom had remarried, it might have meant brothers, sisters, a dad, a family. Maybe her mother had desired it, but Joe’s memory had been a sufficiently compelling life purpose. Until she simply gave up. 

The lonely years were suddenly current and just as painful, just as empty. Julia pushed them away to the back of her memory. In their place weighed a metal clamp of guilt for thinking and speaking of her mother negatively. Her mother who’d dedicated her life to raising her young daughter, giving her what she could. The mother she’d just buried. She blinked away the sting that began in her eyes.

If only the conversation would move on.

“Hmm. I wonder why she never married anyone. You showed me that photo you carry in your wallet. Your mother was so pretty. Just like you are,” Eden said. “Do you look like her?”

Julia nodded and her smile returned. “Everyone in my Italian family always said I was a smaller version of my mom.” She heard it often, from Nonna Lucia, Uncle Giuseppe, and the other Italian relatives whose names she forgot, as well as her mother’s friends.

“Do you still see your Italian relatives?” Sydney reached for the wine bottle. 

Another closed box that hadn’t been opened in years. “Uh, no, I haven’t seen them since I was a child. We—we’ve lost touch.”

“That’s too bad. Just don’t follow in your mother’s footsteps and refuse to remarry.” Eden leaned forward and swatted Julia’s knee across the table.

“Look who’s talking, Eden!” Sydney laughed. “You’re the one who’s been widowed forever and never remarried. What’s it been, ten years already? You’re so darned adorable, you have to bite the bullet and make some man deliriously happy.”

Eden looked flustered at the turn of the conversation. “Well, I’ve had my hands full with the restaurant—”

“Which you’re about to sell, or so you’ve told us. After that, you’ll have time for other pursuits, like finding some male companionship.” Sydney cocked her head with a knowing smile then, with a laugh, threw a small cushion at Eden. “I’m just teasing you, Eden. Mostly, but a little bit not.”

Julia was relieved that the conversation had moved onto Eden’s love life instead of hers, though they’d followed the same path of avoiding the whole thing. She’d also had her hands full, between establishing a design business, which ended up being more successful than she’d imagined, and her mother’s declining health.

“I’ll have a couple more of those rice crackers, Eden.” Marissa’s voice was soft. Maybe she wanted to change the subject to rescue Julia and Eden both. Marissa would do that. Her well-timed sensitivity balanced clear appraisal and firm decision-making. “You’re right, this cheese is really good.” She lifted her head to Julia. “Do you have a church that you like, Julia? I was thinking it could provide some support for you.”

Julia fought the urge to create a distraction and change the subject, turn it to someone else. It was too late to deflect. Might as well come clean on her failure. “There’s a church near me I’ve attended several times. I like it pretty well.” She paused to gather her thoughts, her words. “I guess I can tell you all that I don’t feel comfortable going there. First, it’s horribly lonely to sit on a pew alone in the midst of several hundred people who are all connected to someone.”

“Oh, I understand completely!” Eden’s hands fluttered in the air. “Totally. Widows don’t have their place either. At least it sometimes feels that way.”

Julia sighed. “I tried a women’s activity once, thinking I could get to know some people, but the fact that I didn’t have a husband or kids made me feel like I had two heads. I think some of the women had no idea what to talk to me about.” She recalled the uncomfortable silence and expression of either shock or sympathy, she hadn’t known which, when she answered the polite questions that always came at women’s events. Husband. Children. No, and no. And she wasn’t widowed, she was divorced. Even worse. Those conversations didn’t evoke pain anymore, just the nagging sense that somehow, she’d made a wrong turn in the pursuit of the kind of life she was supposed to have.

“Yeah, I feel that way sometimes.” Sydney nodded, a reflective look on her face. “I’m part of an “older singles” group, which is helpful. I like it. We can all be misfits together. Maybe you could find one of those in your church.”

Julia chuckled. “Yeah, maybe. Once things get settled again for me, I’ll check it out. I’ll look on the church website for the middle-aged misfit group and tell them I want to sign up.” Everyone laughed, though she sensed that for all of them the humor held a thread of painful truth. 

Online church was a lot simpler. Of course, it lacked a lot, and if loneliness was already a burden, watching church on her computer didn’t solve anything. But it did provide the comfort of coffee and slippers while tuning in for spiritual inspiration. Julia couldn’t complain about isolation from believers. It was her own fault.

“Sydney, your turn. How has your summer been, you unemployed bum?” Eden reached for a slice of chorizo and another rice cracker.

“Not all the fun in the sun that you’d imagine.” Sydney blew out a puff of air and stretched her long, tanned legs onto the end of the coffee table. “After I finished the school year and turned in my grades, I took Jessie to the beach but would rather have been with you all. A week at the beach with a sixteen-year-old isn’t what it’s cracked up to be. And now, I’m an unpaid taxi driver, to swim practice, to the mall, the movies.”

“Jessie will get her license soon, won’t she?” Julia asked.

“Gosh, I hope so! At the same time, I’m afraid to let her out on the streets. It seems like she’s still a child. So, you see, my life’s not that exciting. One day, maybe after Jessie’s in college, I’ll quit teaching and travel the world. Or maybe just go back to the beach and be a real bum.”

“That’s what you always say!” Marissa laughed.

“One day, one day. I want to hear from you, Marissa. You have some interesting news. What’s his name?” Sydney prompted.

Marissa’s normally pale complexion colored but she smiled. “Jarrod. It’s new, so all I can say is, so far so good.”

“Have you seen him much?” Julia reached for the carafe of water and poured a tall glass.

“Well, he lives in Asheville but he’s been to Raleigh twice.” Marissa paused and smiled shyly. “I really like him.”

“That’s wonderful, Marissa.” Julia turned to her friend. “At least one of us has some love life potential going on. And you have a new novel, too, don’t you?” Marissa’s book was likely a more comfortable topic for her than her budding love interest. She and Julia were more reserved than Sydney and Eden, so she recognized and understood Marissa’s subtle signs of discomfort.

As expected, Marissa brightened up. “I’m working hard on my new one. It takes place during the Civil War. It’s my first novel since my long writer’s block after Robert’s death. But it’s going well. I’m almost finished with the first draft.” The women murmured their affirmation.

“I can’t wait to read it,” Sydney said. “And to hear more about Jarrod. But we have all weekend. We’ll get it out of you sooner or later.” She sent Marissa an evil grin with a wink and they all laughed.

The sound of their mingled laughter pushed something airy and hopeful up through Julia’s sadness, like a fragile sprout. It softened her childhood disquiet about Joe Connelly and her mother’s decisions, whisking them back to their shelf in the distant past.

Her friends could only stay a few days, but it would boost her like a year of therapy and help her hobble more gracefully into the next phase of her life, one without Gianna De Luca.
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Chapter Three
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She was putting it off. As she poured a second cup of coffee and contemplated a second blueberry bran muffin, Julia knew that she was killing time, avoiding going to the storage unit. Not only would it unearth layers of memories when her grief was still too fresh, but it would be a long, tedious project. Boxes on boxes to the top of the storage unit. She could always just have them hauled away to a dumpster, couldn’t she?

Not even a question she’d entertained. She’d have to at least pry open each cardboard box and plastic bin to determine what should go where and to whom. Likely, the boxes didn’t contain much that she would want in terms of décor, jewelry, or clothing. If she didn’t at least see everything, though, she’d always wonder if a special keepsake had gone to the thrift store by mistake.

Julia reached to her throat and touched her necklace, a heart-shaped gold locket with delicate swirls carved into the surface. It was a perfect example of why she needed to open every box. Her mother had given it to her for her sixteenth birthday. It had belonged to Nonna Lucia, and her mother before her. It reminded her that she was part of a larger family, as distant as they seemed. There might be other treasures in those boxes, as well as links with her mother, clues to her life, even if their discovery was painful.

Minutes later, Julia drove toward the storage building. Speed and the wide-open road lifted her spirits slightly, as the balmy morning air slipped through a partly open window. All too soon, she had to flick her turn signal and turn toward the ramp. As she sat at a light, her phone rang. She hit the Bluetooth button and saw the name of Crystal, her star employee. The efficient young woman who was currently holding everything together. “Hi, Crystal. Thanks for your sympathy message. It was very sweet.” 

“Oh, of course, Julia. I hope you’re doing okay. I know it’s hard to lose a parent, even an elderly one.” 

Did Crystal know anything about that? She was about twenty-seven. She was kind, nonetheless. Though the call from her employee probably signaled a snag somewhere in the business.

“Thank you, Crystal. I appreciate the thoughtfulness of all of you. Everyone’s been really sweet. I’m doing okay, really. I had a visit for a few days from some dear friends and that perked me up.” She’d spoken no truer words. Sydney, Marissa, and Eden had landed on her doorstep at the perfect time. They’d given her the strength to head to her current destination. “Is everything okay at the store?”

“Yes, everything’s fine, don’t worry about a thing. We’ll keep the building from burning down in your absence.” Crystal chuckled and Julia winced. “Just kidding, of course. I wanted to let you know that Pearson decided that to save money on the rehab of the lobby, they’d keep the same chandeliers.”

Julia bit her lip. “Yuck. Their chandeliers are hideous. And they have about sixty years of filth on them, too.”

“Yes, I agree. Totally. It will save them some money, but will possibly kill your design. I know you’re off work now, but I had to ask about that so I can get back to them. Sorry to bother you with it.”

Julia parked in front of the storage company. She made an effort to silence the deep sigh that escaped from her chest. Pearson Hotel was a big account, but she’d known they’d be difficult. They’d been pinching pennies from the start. 

“That’s okay, Crystal. It’s an issue for our design, but I think I can convince them to agree on an alternate idea. When I get home later, I’ll send you a link for a line of chandeliers that are modern but in a better price range. They’ll see that it won’t be a lot more expensive to update. We can cut down the cost on something else, maybe reduce the size of the waterfall or something, so it won’t be much of an overall increase for them.”

“You’re so smart, Julia. It’s no wonder you got where you did with your company. I’m learning a lot from you.”

“I appreciate that, Crystal. With all the years and different situations, the solutions get easier.” 

If only they’d get easier in other parts of her life. Julia hung up and stepped out of the car to face her next challenge. The two-story storage unit had always reminded her of a Soviet era hotel, like a large, square box lacking any design whatsoever. The key to her mother’s unit dangled from her hand. If she had siblings, they could all do this together. Or uncles, or anybody. It would provide a moment of shared remembrance, but also divide the workload. She wouldn’t ask friends to help. It was too laborious. She alone was the one to make those decisions, to evaluate each item and choose its fate. And it would take days.

Julia set three large plastic bins near the doorway of the storage unit. One for things she’d give or throw away, one for items she wasn’t sure about, and the third for what she’d definitely keep. She was certain she wouldn’t keep much, if anything, aside from a token or two. She’d probably have to trash entire boxes of things. At least there was a dumpster in the parking lot where she could empty trash right away. For the rest, it would be handy to have Sydney’s SUV for a trip to Goodwill instead of her sporty Honda. 

She stared at the first box, sure to contain fresh reminders of her mother. Her stomach tightened. Maybe it had been too soon to come here after losing her mother. On the other hand, it might be therapeutic to open each box and comb through the past. One thing was sure, she’d come this far and she wouldn’t walk away until the job was done. Then she could do something fun to reward herself. Such as paint a bathroom.

Exacto knife in hand, she went to work. The first boxes held old papers and files. Likely, they could all be trashed. A box of her mother’s nursing uniforms. Why had her mother saved them after she retired? Her mother had put herself through nursing school while working full-time. Those years had been even more barren for Julia, because she saw her mother so little. But it was for both of them, Gianna would say. To have a better life. And they did. But it had been hard. Very hard.

Then there were tablecloths and cloth napkins, faded from many washings. Julia should have given those away years ago when she’d donated so many of her mother’s clothes. The black marker she’d brought came in handy. She wrote a big “T” for “toss” on the top of the carton.

She slit the packing tape on the next box and removed carefully-wrapped knick-knacks and dishes. Memories trickled from the past, images of dinners with her mother night after night until her mother started nursing school. Then, she shared more meals with a neighbor, Regina. 

Julia touched the brass candle holders that had always sat on the sideboard in the dining room, unless they had company, which wasn’t often. Framed photos of her as a child, both alone and with her mother, then as an adolescent. All of those, she’d keep.

She lifted another frame from the stack and stared down at a photo of Joe. Her father. Her mother had kept the photo in her bedroom. He’d been handsome, with clear blue eyes, curly brown hair, cropped close, and a deep dimple which, unfortunately, Julia hadn’t inherited. Should she feel something for this man whose genes she carried in her body? She couldn’t. She turned the frame over and placed it back into the box. Then an impulse overtook her and she removed it, pried off the back of the frame, and slid out the photo. She didn’t value it, but maybe one day would wish she had one photo of the man whose bloodlines she shared. For most of her life, it had been a sore subject for her. But if she discarded the only photo she had—well, one just never knew.

Why don’t you date someone, Mom? You might find someone like Joe. 

Why do you want me to marry someone? You have me all to yourself now! Her mother would grin playfully, as if that would please Julia. 

I wouldn’t mind having a dad. 

You have a dad, my Giulia. 

At that point, Julia would roll her eyes as only an adolescent could do. Her frustration would thrust out of her.  I don’t care about Joe! I don’t know him. He’s gone! You need to go on with your life.

Then her mother would get a sullen look and shake her head. She’d never understood Joe’s lack of relevance for her daughter. And Julia had never grasped how her young, beautiful mother could be satisfied with only a memory of love rather than the real thing.

That was before Dr. Sam. Julia’s mother had started working at the hospital as part of her nursing practicum when Julia was about eight. Dr. Sam noticed Gianna right away and his attention must have touched a hungry place inside her creating a happy fantasy until it all abruptly evaporated in a cloud of pain. After that, her mother closed her heart to love. Twice was enough. 

Julia’s sigh billowed out from a deep cavern. They never talked about Dr. Sam again. But her mother used to tell her to guard her heart. It was too risky not to.

She swallowed the hard lump that had formed in her throat. Maybe the next box would distract her from those memories. When she neatly cut through the packing tape and pulled open the flaps, she saw the Christmas decorations and realized there was little chance of that. She’d trade one set of painful memories for another.  

The ornaments, she’d keep for sure. After removing crumpled tissue paper, Julia fingered the delicate Italian hand-blown glass angel that had survived the years. It unleashed a new stream of memories, taking her mind vividly back to childhood. There were several more ornaments with different designs in a wooden box. She set it aside next to the doorway where the ornaments wouldn’t get damaged. 

Christmas had been the hardest time of year. Julia had envied her classmates who had so many relatives, so many gifts. Not so much for the gifts, but for the number of people who cared enough to give them. She’d been a shy child. Having relatives might have helped her out of her shell.

Several times during her childhood, her mother took her to Italy where she’d grown up. There were lots of relatives there. Nonna Lucia, Uncle Giuseppe, Uncle Flavio. She couldn’t remember the other names because they stopped going there when Julia was about ten. Probably too far and too expensive, or her mother had too much work at the hospital. Those relatives were the closest Julia ever got to having a real extended family, but she hadn’t seen them in nearly forty years. Now, she was alone. No Gianna, no husband or kids, no siblings or extended family. Alone.

Julia closed her eyes as that realization washed over her like polluted water. A surge of old anger trickled in, but just for a moment. How could she be angry with her mother when she’d just lost her? Tears stung her eyes then silently slid down her cheeks. “I’m sorry, Mom. I know you did the best you could. And I miss you.” 

A fresh wave of grief came with a shudder then quietly left. Julia fished a tissue from her purse and mopped her face. Her childhood was what it was. And she’d choose the memories of her mother she wanted to keep. Like these dusty heirlooms.

Two hours later, Julia pulled into her driveway with a long sigh. The first day was done. Though emotionally difficult, she’d accomplished more than she’d expected and tomorrow would be easier. She’d confronted the past and felt stronger to encounter it again before being able to fold it up and put it away for another decade or so. She might finish the whole project in just a day or so more. Then she’d have to decide what to do with the remaining time she’d taken off from work. She was determined not to go back early, though it would be tempting if she felt at loose ends around her house. She needed a break, that was sure. But beyond taking care of her mother’s affairs, she hadn’t planned out this blank period of time.

In her backseat and trunk were the three labeled bins. She would put their contents in her guest room until she finished then haul everything to the Goodwill. Before leaving the storage unit, she’d also grabbed two smaller, lightweight boxes labeled Italia, which she could easily sort through in the comfort of her living room. 

Back home, her house felt empty, silent. She’d finished her scheduled chore for that day, but the lack of a new focus weighed on her. She recalled Sylvia’s words at her mother’s graveside and dialed her number. “Hi, Sylvia. Just wanted to hear a human voice. You said to give you a call if I felt too alone. I’ve been at the storage unit all day.”

“Oh?” Sylvia’s voice was tentative. “And how did that go? Are you okay?”

Julia swallowed. “Yes, I’m fine. There were some hard moments and a bunch of memories, of course, but I got a lot accomplished. It had to be done, so I thought I’d get it over with.”
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