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      The day Julia Salinger admits to her girlfriends that she has a drinking problem, she vows to do something about it. Spending time in a recovery center helps. So does attending AA meetings and therapy. But the thing that saves her, day after day, is fixing breakfast for strangers.

      It’s routine. It gets her out of bed every morning.

      While she and her husband, Mark, had dreams of operating their Old Louisville B&B together, her drinking put an end to that dream—and their marriage. And while Mark still shares in the business venture, the running of the inn is Julia’s responsibility.

      And all goes well, until it doesn’t.

      Despite therapy, Julia wrestles with the cause of her drinking—her difficulty coping with the loss of their stillborn child, months of bourbon binges covering up her grief. But now that she’s sober, grief surfaces in other ways.

      Her father pressures her to return to the family law firm. A friend from AA dies of an overdose. She hears a baby crying in the attic and is certain her Victorian era home is haunted. She craves the sweet oaky taste of bourbon and caves to a night of binge drinking.

      She doesn’t get up to fix breakfast the next morning.

      Mark gives her an ultimatum.

      That’s when Julia decides her best therapy is the beach, and heads to Tuckaway Bay for solace, healing, and her girlfriends. A secluded cottage at the end of the Sea Glass Inn Resort becomes her sanctuary, where she lets very few people into her life for weeks—except for the older man who surf fishes in front of her cottage every day.
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      “Good evening. My name is Julia, and I’m 192 days sober. For those of you who are new, welcome, and keep the faith. If I can do it, so can you.”

      Julia Salinger silently scanned the room, absorbing the mood. Six people sat in the circle, plus her. The physical space was as expected, church basement cinder block walls with thick gray-green peeling paint. There were posters of Jesus with children scattered about the walls, covering the bigger peelings, she suspected. A statue of Mary was positioned in a corner—a Madonna, the Catholics called her—eyes downcast. A crucifix balanced the room on the opposite wall.

      God grant me the serenity…

      Not overly religious, Julia viewed the images and relics in the room as memories, or perhaps reminders, of her past. She’d grown up with Sunday School and Vacation Bible School in a Methodist Church. Her parents still went there. She stopped going during college, much to her mother’s distaste. What decent southern girl didn’t go to church of some sort?

      Well, she didn’t. Not anymore.

      Her meetings, in this church basement, were about as close as she would get.

      She frequented several groups, all with different moods, setting dissimilar tones. The early morning group took place in a Starbucks—an entirely different atmosphere. Her noon group, located in a meeting room at the hospital downtown, was convenient to her office. The evening groups were generally at one of the churches.

      She centered her attention on the two newcomers. Homeless, or close to it, she suspected. Maybe here for the cookies and coffee.

      A woman sat to her right, mid-thirties she’d guess, nicely dressed in a skirt and sweater, heels. On her way home from work.

      A man sat directly across from her, older, graying, beard—one might describe him as a silver fox. Attractive and knows it.

      Two regulars, friends of hers, sat side-by-side to her left. Gretchen, a twenty-something, pink-haired server at a downtown eatery battled pills and booze. You’re way too thin, Gretchen. Are you using again? Larry, a real estate agent from the east side, came all the way downtown for meetings so he wouldn’t run into friends or colleagues. Not a great plan, Larry. But at least he was there.

      …to accept the things I cannot change…

      The leader of the group, Bill Martinez, stood silent with a coffee mug outside the circle, listening intently. Carefully observing. Part of Julia’s growth was stepping up and taking a leadership role occasionally. That’s what she was doing tonight. Bill was her sponsor.

      They locked gazes for a split second, then she refocused, zeroing in on the woman to her right, who fiddled with a small object in her lap—a child’s pacifier. Shit. Julia’s gaze rose to her profile, where a tear begged to spill over a lower eyelid.

      …courage to change the things I can…

      Julia turned back to the group. “My story is exactly like yours and nothing like yours,” she began. “While how we got here is different for each of us, we’ve all followed the same repetitive, addictive, hopeless, and hopeful process, time and again, before we stepped through that door—or through any AA door anywhere.”

      All eyes were on her, except for Working Woman, who stared into her lap.

      The look on Silver Fox’s face was overly intent.

      She blinked away.

      Gretchen’s troubled gaze caught her eye, and Larry heaved a sigh.

      “My story involved a horrible personal tragedy, then bourbon, lots of bourbon, and kicking my husband out of the house. In between, there was much more. So much more. I’m still there, now,” she told them, glancing about the group, making brief eye contact with anyone who would make it back. “I’m in that space in between. I could be here for a while but that’s okay because that is where I will grow and heal. And so will you.”

      …and the wisdom to know the difference.

      “My advice to you tonight, for anyone who needs to hear it, is to find joy in the dark moments, if you can. That might sound odd but try it.” She paused, glancing about. “Tonight’s topic is patience. But first, let’s do some introductions. Would anyone like to share?”
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      May,

      213 days sober

      

      I should have paid more attention to the muffins.

      Julia glanced at the sideboard and grimaced at the slightly burnt edges of the blueberry muffins. They weren’t perfect but they would do. Tomorrow she’d try eighteen minutes rather than twenty. Eventually, she’d get the hang of the new gas oven.

      Perhaps she should have baked a practice batch yesterday.

      I can do that this afternoon.

      While she had loved the vintage look of the old electric, stacked wall ovens, Mark had not. He’d insisted on new appliances, and of course, that’s what one does when renovating an older home for a bed-and-breakfast. She had balked then, standing her ground and being difficult, cherishing the retro look-and-feel of the older double unit. A new refrigerator, she was all in for—dishwasher and microwave too. And she’d be lost without her premium, restaurant-grade, six-burner gas cooktop with griddle and grill combo.

      But the health department wouldn’t pass inspection until they replaced the unit. No choice. She had guests booked and breakfasts to serve.

      Damn Mark for being right.

      Overruled twice, a new premium gas oven unit now graced her kitchen—the reason she had burnt muffins.

      While she couldn’t deny the new appliances were literally awesome, convenient, and safe, there was something about the old-fashioned ovens that she’d liked. Predictable. Familiar. Authentic.

      No, not authentic. The house was well over a hundred and fifty years old. Why would she want to hang on to a 1970s avocado, double-stack wall unit?

      Not getting rid of old stuff was a bad habit.

      Welcome to my life.

      Separating from Mark hadn’t been easy either. Fortunately, he no longer had a say over how she ran her bed-and-breakfast. While he technically remained as a partner in the endeavor, the bottom line rested with her.

      The upside to the muffin fiasco was that most of the breakfast spread looked delicious, if she did say so herself. She was getting the hang of this daily domestic ritual. Fresh-squeezed orange juice, sausages, a baked egg dish, coffee, and assorted teas.

      And the muffins, of course.

      It would do.

      The clock struck eight. Let the morning begin.

      Glancing through the open pocket doors of the dining room and into the foyer, she looked at the elegantly carved Victorian newel post and spindled banister at the base of the massive stairs. Funny, she half expected her guests to come bolting down the curved stairwell like they were kids late for school. They never did, of course. That was her own bit of private humor.

      Smiling, she headed back to the kitchen. One step inside and the phone rang. She picked it up. “Good morning. Old Louisville B&B.”

      It was routine.

      It was a good thing.

      It got her out of bed every morning.
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      “How long did you say you’ve been here?”

      Julia peered up from the flower bed, setting her trowel and a flat of pansies aside, and shielding her eyes with a forearm. The sun was unusually bright this morning. “Mr. Kelley? That you? Hello.” The glare silhouetted his body. She straightened, angling to get a better look at him.

      The older gentleman had arrived yesterday, requesting the Four Roses Suite on the second floor. Four Roses, like the bourbon—the sleeping rooms were all named after local distilleries. She’d done it as a joke at first, a dig at Mark, since he despised her love for bourbon, but her decorator thought it was a great idea, and it actually fit with the history of the house.

      The idea stuck.

      There was the Woodford Reserve Room, her favorite suite in the house, located on the first floor. It was the only bedroom unit there. Their goal was to make it handicapped accessible and ADA compliant. The second floor housed the Old Forester, Heaven Hill, and Wild Turkey rooms, in addition to the Four Roses Suite. The third floor, which used to be the attic, was her personal space—a bedroom, bathroom, and another small room she didn’t use. At one time it would have been the nursery. Not now. When she finished the rest of the attic renovation across the hall—which wouldn’t be until next year—she’d name that the Pappy Van Winkle Suite.

      Kentucky loved its bourbon. There was a time she did, too.

      “Only a couple of years,” she replied.

      “You’ve done a fine job with the place.”

      That made her smile. “I’ve lived here that long, but the B&B has only been open a few months,” she admitted. “Since New Year’s. But I think you already knew that.”

      “Well, it’s beautiful.”

      She glanced about. “It’s getting there.”

      “I’m sure it’s a lot of work.”

      Not work. Therapy.

      She nodded and fully stood, peeling off her garden gloves and tossing them onto a stack of mulch bags. “Let me show you the carriage house. If you are interested? You might want to stay there sometime with your grandchildren.”

      He beamed. “Oh yes. I’d love to see it.”

      “It’s not quite ready yet for public consumption.”

      “I can already see the potential,” he offered.

      She liked this older gentleman. This was his second stay with her, and she was already getting accustomed to his warm smile and kind heart.

      They ambled toward the back of the property. “I had hoped you would give me a tour back here,” he told her. She smiled and grasped his elbow to steady him as they stepped onto a brick walkway.

      “Watch. Some of those bricks are uneven,” she told him. “Be careful with your cane.”

      He stopped and looked up at the two-story structure. For a moment, he was silent. “Did I tell you I worked here as a child? It was a stable then. I might have been ten years old.” He paused, silently staring. “It was not long after World War II. The Mulvaney’s, the owners then, still had horses. I mucked the stalls.”

      Julia watched as his gaze played over the structure. “No, Mr. Kelley, you didn’t. I would love to hear more about that. I’m very interested in the history of this place. I plan to do some research when things slow down with the renovations.” That was one thing about living in Old Louisville, the place smacked of history and stories. Some of them rather sultry and others, a bit on the eerie side of things. The home next door was supposedly haunted, she’d heard, and she’d even wondered a time or two if her own home had spirits.

      He dropped his head in a nod, and they moved forward. “Another day. I’d like to just look around now if you don’t mind.”

      “Absolutely.” She gripped his arm a little tighter. “The door should be open. Let’s be mindful of things lying about on the floor.” To be honest, she was second-guessing her decision to bring him inside today. She didn’t want him to trip over loose boards, piles of old plaster.

      Turning, she took his arm and pushed the carriage house door inward. “Now, the house was built in 1866,” she started. “But the carriage house wasn’t added to the property until 1872, or so the deeds and other paperwork indicate.”

      Mr. Kelley nodded, listening intently.

      “But you may have already known that.”

      He smiled and nodded again.

      “We’ve gutted the thing, basically. The plan is to keep the exposed brick inside and those lovely heavy beams up above. I just love the old features, don’t you?”

      He patted her hand tucked into his elbow. “I do. Tell me more.”

      “Well, there will be two bedrooms, a kitchenette, living area…” They headed into the center room, which would eventually become the large great room.

      The older gentleman gave her his undivided attention, listening intently, and holding on to her every word.

      “One bedroom will be down, the primary suite. The other bedroom will be in the loft, with a bathroom up there, too.”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      “I’m excited to see the finished project.”

      “As am I.” He grinned and patted her hand.

      Thirty minutes later, she waved at Mr. Kelley as he rode away in his daughter’s car. She’d called to pick him up, and Julia instructed her how to pull around—via the alley behind the house—and had whisked him off for lunch. She found it interesting that the older gentleman didn’t live in Louisville, where he’d grown up, but his daughter did. He lived in Chicago, for some reason. Maybe she’d ask him about that one day. He had to be eighty years old or so, and she wondered why he didn’t move closer to his children and grandchildren.

      Likely family dynamics. She could understand that.

      Rounding the carriage house, she spotted Pamela, her assistant, and halted. The younger woman—younger than her forty-two years, anyway—pushed a wheelbarrow full of topsoil toward another flower bed.

      Julia called out. “Can you finish the flowers, Pamela? If there are plenty, let’s put some in the urn on the front porch too.”

      Pamela nodded. “There should be plenty. I’ll take care of it.”

      “Great.” Julia smiled. This is a good day. “I have some lawyering I need to take care of this afternoon—a meeting downtown—after I shower and get lunch.”

      “No problem, Mrs. S. I’ve got this.”

      Smiling, she headed toward the house, then turned back. “Oh, before I go. I want to make sure we are clear on the plans for next week? They are still tentative, but I should know more later today. You can still come by Sunday night and stay through Thursday morning?”

      She’d been looking forward to getting away next week. While the trip to North Carolina was for her friend Maggie, it also felt like she was clearing her soul of something. What? She wasn’t sure yet. There were a few things to choose from.

      Straightening, Pamela grinned. “Yes. I’m looking forward to it. Thanks for letting me bring Caleb, too.”

      “Being a single mom isn’t easy, I’m sure.”

      Pamela nodded. “He’ll be in school during the day, and here only at night. I’m so thankful you trust me.”

      “Hey, I trust you with the pansies and petunias. I can trust you with breakfast and making a few beds and dusting.”

      “And laundry.”

      “There is that.”

      “And the guests.”

      They both laughed. “Right. Is it too much?”

      “Absolutely not,” Pamela quickly replied.

      Good. This woman is a godsend.

      Julia took a deep breath, and quickly blew it out. “By the way, I didn’t book the downstairs suite next week, so stay there. Make yourself at home.”

      Pamela smiled. “Thanks. We will.”

      This would be a test, to see how well Pamela handled things while she was gone. She needed a backup and hopefully, this would work out perfectly. Selfishly, she wanted Pamela to get the routine down pat long before August—and beach week—rolled around.

      Beach week was non-negotiable. If she didn’t feel comfortable with Pamela taking over by then, she’d close down the inn for the week. Nothing interfered with beach week with her best girlfriends.

      “All right. I need to get to my meeting. Oh, and I made pimento cheese this morning so help yourself. And there is a cucumber and onion salad in the fridge.” She looked back to catch Pamela’s eye.

      “That sounds good on a day like today.”

      “Well eat up. And thanks. You always do great work.”

      Pamela stabbed a bag of soil with her trowel, splitting the plastic. “I love working here with you, Mrs. S.”

      “Don’t you think it’s time you called me Julia?”

      Pamela grinned. “All right. Thanks, Julia. And call me Pam.”

      The girl focused on her work.

      Julia stood there for a moment, pondering why she’d not previously asked if she preferred to be called Pam or Pamela. Well, she knew now.

      Glancing about the courtyard and garden, situated between her Victorian home behind her, and the carriage house facing her, she felt a keen sense of accomplishment.

      All hers. It was all hers. To run with as she pleased.

      That thought halfway scared the shit out of her.
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      Julia rushed from the elevator, glanced at the Salinger & Salinger sign to the left of the double glass door, and pushed through to the outer office. Granting Jayna Lindon, their receptionist, her brief attention, she breezed by her desk. “He in?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      “He has a meeting in five minutes.”

      “I’ll be brief.”

      No doubt about that. She was always direct when it came to conversations with her father. To the point, no beating around the bush. She’d learned that before she was six years old.

      Don’t waste time, Julia. Get it done. Don’t dally. Say what you want. Don’t sugarcoat.

      She knuckled two knocks on his office door and pushed inside.

      Nick Salinger looked up from a spread of paperwork on his desk. The silver streaks at his temples caught the sunlight steaming in the window behind him. She glimpsed a coal barge drifting down the Ohio River out the window, fifteen floors down.

      “Julia? Nice surprise.”

      “It’s Wednesday. I always work on Wednesday.”

      He slid his gaze to the clock on his desk. “It’s one o’clock in the afternoon. Short day?”

      “I’ll be working more than a day next week. That’s why I’m here.”

      She and her father had an agreement. While she was getting the B&B off the ground, she’d still log billable hours at the firm—just in case things went south with the inn, and she had a desire to get back into lawyering full time again.

      He still had hopes.

      She had her doubts.

      He sat back, studying her. She settled into a chair on the other side of his desk.

      “I’m likely running down to North Carolina for a few days early next week. The Oliver case. That is if I can get in touch with her this afternoon to confirm. Just letting you know.”

      Leaning forward, he held her gaze. “Maggie’s divorce? This is all cleared with the board, right?”

      “It’s all good, Nick. I’ve handled it. Reciprocity, and all.” She’d always called him Nick. At first, it was just at the office when she started working for him right out of college. Seemed easier that way. But as the years rolled on, she called him by his given name all the time.

      “A few days is a lot of pro bono work.”

      “It’s Maggie.”

      He shifted. “I get that, but you have to start pulling your weight soon, Julia.”

      “And I will. I have a bit on my plate right now, with the renovations and…the other things. Maggie’s case is helping me get my lawyer legs back underneath me.” It had been a couple of years since she’d done much lawyer work. After she’d lost the baby, well, she’d also lost herself….

      Her father raised an eyebrow at that. “You okay?”

      She jerked a quick nod. “I’m fine.”

      “Good.”

      She continued. “I am also putting in hours on the Bledsoe case. That’s billable. I have a call with Jillian at two. Besides, Maggie needs me.”

      “Good on Bledsoe. Helluva mess Ralph got himself into.” He stood, towering over her. “I’m fine with you helping Maggie—she’s practically family and that husband of hers is an ass. But I need you, too. Since your brother baled on the business—who knows where he’s gone off to now—you have to step up. Sooner rather than later or I’ll have to change the name on the fucking sign.”

      Salinger & Salinger.

      Today was not the day for the partner discussion.

      She had to admit, the past couple of years had not been easy on her father. While she rolled around in the muck of her life, he’d had to deal with a daughter who was too hung over to get out of bed in the morning to practice law, and a son who had gone rogue. Her older brother, Nathan, had ditched his partnership to sail off on a catamaran near Cabo, or some other place south of the border. Both incidents left her father stranded, and the business failing.

      She had to wonder if Nick sat around and contemplated how he’d produced two fucked up children?

      Or previously fucked up. She was better now. Who knew about Nathan.

      And she’d agreed to come back one day a week—it was actually good for her, the sobriety thing and all. She’d had to alter her strict routine for the day, but change was also good, and of course, she had Pam. Handling change appropriately was even better.

      Her dad specialized in estate planning, social security disability, and tax issues. She focused on family law, divorce, and domestic violence. Nathan had practiced real estate law—they dropped that wing of the business a year ago.

      That’s when she knew Nick had given up on her brother and was expecting her to step up.

      Damn you, Nathan.

      Squaring her shoulders, she stood in a feeble attempt to match his stance. Thank God he had a meeting. She did not want to hash this out today with him.

      “Nathan has nothing to do with what I need right now. I’m rusty. I’ve been out of the game and Maggie needs my help. She can help me get my chops back. I can get her out of that abusive hellhole. It’s a win-win.”

      He exhaled and gathered up a file of papers on his desk. “Fine. I’ve got to meet with the Barnards.”

      She smirked. “That should be fun. Want me to sit in? I have thirty minutes I can spare.”

      He waved her off, circling his desk. “No. You have plenty to do. Take care of Maggie and Jillian Bledsoe and let me know how it goes.” He headed toward the exit, then turned back. “And would you please call your mother? Take her to lunch or something before you go out of town. She bugs the fuck out of me every day about how you are.” His glare meant business.

      She nodded. “I’ll set something up this afternoon.

      “Do that.” He bustled out of the office.

      Julia saluted the closing door. “Aye aye, captain.”
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      Her call with Jillian Bledsoe started late and ran longer than she had intended. Still, billable hours. Right? Her father would be pleased.

      “Make him pay,” Jillian bit out. “Squeeze every dime you can out of that perverted son-of-a-bitch. I want the college funds, the house paid for and in my name, and half his retirement. More if you can get it.”

      “I’ll do my best.” Glancing at the clock, Julia noted the time. She needed to move this along so she could catch a meeting downtown before heading home. “I think I have what I need. Touch base in a week? You have my cell phone should you need anything before then.”

      “Yes. That’s perfect.”

      “I’ll transfer you to Jayna to schedule the next call. Or, if you prefer to come to the office, let her know that. Talk soon.”

      Julia grinned inwardly and transferred the call. Rubbing her temples, she massaged away a potential headache. While Maggie’s divorce would be challenging, and exactly the type of case that got her juices going, the Bledsoe case promised to be a slam-dunk.

      Jillian Bledsoe was a prominent real estate agent who married up, maneuvered her kids into all the right private schools, traveled all the right social circles, and enjoyed her highfaluting, southern rich bitchiness lifestyle. And while Julia didn’t subscribe to such a life herself, and in fact had never really cared for Jillian, or wanted to be part of the Bledsoe’s circle—even if her parents did—Jillian was not at fault in this divorce.

      Ralph Bledsoe liked his extracurricular flirtations young and innocent. Unfortunately, several months earlier, he’d ventured into off-limits territory seducing a fifteen-year-old server from the clubhouse, resulting in statutory rape changes. Some local groups were calling him out for pedophilia—which was not a great thing to be called out for when one worked as an administrator in the local Catholic private school system.

      Ralph claimed the girl presented herself as older, and that she came on to him. But the girl, who got pregnant and subsequently suffered through a botched abortion—unknown to her parents at the time—denied his accusations and described Ralph as a perverted old man. Why would she be attracted to him?

      Her parents—both local attorneys—sued the hell out of Ralph, and rightfully so.

      Julia’s only worry with the Bledsoe case was whether Ralph’s money would run out before Jillian and the kids got any of it. A challenge, but she was on it.

      Of course, the entire gamut was the last straw for Jillian, who had suffered his infidelities for years—but how dare he ruin her reputation, too? She was ready to throw in the towel and call in her cards.

      All her cards.

      Logging off her computer, Julia gathered the Bledsoe and Oliver files, slipping them into her leather bag. She’d review a few things tonight and be ready to touch base again with Jillian in a week. In the meantime, she had to focus on Maggie.

      Speaking of which….

      Scrolling through the text messages on her phone, she realized it had been a couple of weeks since she’d chatted with any of her girlfriends. She typed a quick message to the full group—Lia, Alice, Maggie, Wren, and Willow. The six of them were close and had been for over twenty years since they lived together in college.

      They never excluded Wren and Willow from texts, even though no one had heard from the twins since last August. While that made them all uneasy, they had to trust that the sisters knew what they were doing and promised each other they would be patient.

      And Maggie? Her communications were sporadic, at best. Occasionally, they had to add a new cell number to the group text because she kept switching out burner phones. While Maggie claimed that Max, her husband, hadn’t forbidden her from talking with her girlfriends, she risked using the burner phones on occasion so she could communicate more freely.

      That was her story, anyway. The thing was, Maggie had been pretty closed mouthed about her home situation for several months.

      Julia: Hey. I know it’s only April but any decisions yet about beach week? Same week? Location?

      She drummed her fingers on her desktop, staring out the window over the traffic on I-64 by the river, thankful she didn’t have to fight that mess on the way home. Living close to downtown had its advantages, and traffic was high on the list.

      Lia: Hey back! Tequila Sunrise is unavailable for the summer, renovations. Don’t think it will be ready by beach week. But we left two cottages open for the last two weeks of August—the Pelican and the Gull. That work?!

      Julia: Ok by me. You and Zach are working so hard on the properties. Too bad about TS.

      Lia’s happiness seemed to ooze through the text messages. She and Zach had inherited Sea Glass Inn Resort at Tuckaway Bay last fall when Zach’s Aunt Grace passed away. At times, Julia had experienced a few pangs of jealousy that the newly married couple had accomplished so much in such a short time. Meanwhile she and Mark had floundered in their attempts to get the B&B renovated and open.

      Lia: You too! On yours, I mean!

      Alice: The cottages are lovely. Next to each other. Right?

      Lia: Yes!

      God, Lia loved her exclamation points.

      Julia: I like the sound of that. Works for me. Maggie?

      Lia: Wren? Willow?

      The message string lay stagnant for several seconds while they waited. Of course, nothing from Wren or Willow, but she’d been hopeful a message from Maggie would pop into the conversation.

      Alice: I’m sure it’s fine with the others. I hope everyone can make it this year.

      Alice was hopeful, but Julia didn’t share her friend’s enthusiasm. Maggie’s life was hanging in the balance, so to speak, and Wren and Willow were just fucking AWOL. She wished she knew where they were so she could figure out how to help them.

      God, Julia, you can’t fix everyone.

      Julia: I can’t wait to see you all. <smiley emoji>

      Lia: Same!

      She had to wonder if Wren and Willow ever saw the texts. Were they covertly monitoring their friends from a distance? There’d been trouble in their lives when they left beach week abruptly last August, and while she had expected to hear from them before now, after so many months, it bothered her.

      Where were they?

      Did they escape whatever it was they were running from? Or did they run head-on into it?

      Her phone binged again. This time, a private message.

      Alice: Heard from Maggie lately?

      Julia: Two weeks ago. Plan to make contact later tonight.

      Alice: Good.

      She waited through a pause, sensing Alice had more to say. After a minute, the three dots started jumping: Alice is typing…

      Alice: Sort of worried. She’s quiet.

      Julia: Yes. Too quiet.

      Alice: Let me know if you talk to her. Okay?

      Julia: Definitely. Heading out. Meeting. Talk soon.
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        * * *

      

      She was five minutes late—something she strived never to be—so Julia covertly slipped down the basement stairwell of the Catholic church and pushed the swinging door into the meeting room. She paused, standing in the doorway, and let the heavy door bump against her backside, preventing it from slamming against the metal frame. Nothing could break a mood faster than a slap-jolt-bang from behind when one finally mustered up the courage to bare their soul during an AA meeting.

      There were several people in the circle, and she didn’t stop long enough to peruse who was there, but instead, spotted an empty seat off to the left and headed for it. As unobtrusively as possible, she lowered herself onto the seat and stared at the floor. Bill sat across from her—that was his usual spot—but he was not the one speaking.

      She purposely didn’t make eye contact—with anyone. That was her usual M.O. when in a meeting and others were talking. Not that she had anything to hide, or felt shame for them, but that she could empathically feel their pain and looking into anyone’s eyes not only hurt her gut, but she worried it made the other person nervous. Especially for anyone new to the group.

      She also tried hard not to disrupt the flow of the meeting. She didn’t want to pull Bill, or anyone else’s attention, from whatever was going on with the woman talking at the moment.

      Listening intently, she kept her gaze downcast, staring at the dark spot on the dull tiled floor. Coffee, perhaps. Or maybe ground-in mud. What did it matter?

      The woman droned on, speaking in short quiet bursts, pausing, sniffling, and then speaking up again. She’d not long been sober, Julia could tell. Maybe even had relapsed. Funny, she heard the woman’s speech, but hadn’t really absorbed her words.

      Too much on her mind?

      Perhaps you’ve become numb to all of this, Julia? Maybe a bit desensitized?

      Maybe. But that wasn’t fair to everyone else in the room, all of them likely going through their own crises—however big or small.

      Lifting her gaze finally, she slowly looked toward the woman speaking. Familiar. Yes. The young woman from a week or two ago. Working Woman.

      Julia’s gaze fell to her lap, where yes, her fingers fiddled with a pink pacifier.

      Her gut clutched with nausea.

      Suddenly, the woman snorted and sobbed. “I can’t do this anymore,” she wailed. “I give up. I need to feel numb just so I can get through the day. How do I do this? I can’t function with or without a drink. I don’t know where to turn.”

      “You turn here, just like you did.” Julia quietly rose and went to the woman. Kneeling in front of her, she took the woman’s hands, softly folding them and the pacifier in hers. She side-glanced at Bill, who sat watching her. This was probably going out of protocol, but what the hell. The woman was in pain.

      “Hi,” she said. Though she kept her eyes downcast, Julia persisted, and spoke softly. “I’m probably the only other person in the room who could say I know how you feel.” She paused and the woman sniffled again. “I know that’s cliché. I know you are in pain. And I know as you do how it feels to make the hurt go away by dulling the pain in our brains and bodies with booze.”

      The woman lifted her gaze slightly, making eye contact. “You don’t understand.”

      “Maybe not.” Julia gave her a half smile and whispered. “Tell me your name?”

      After a sigh, she said, “Marsha.”

      “Hi, Marsha. It’s tough. One day at a time. Remember?”

      The woman squeezed her eyes shut briefly, tears escaping, then opened them again to look at Julia. “I lost everything.”

      “I know. I did, too. It hurts.”

      “My husband left me.”

      “I pushed mine away because I could.”

      “It was my fault, you know, that the baby died. I don’t know if I can live with that for the rest of my life. I don’t know how to live anymore, knowing that my baby is dead.”

      Oh, shit. Was this a hint at suicide? This was going deeper than she had anticipated. One thing she’d learned from Bill was to recognize when things were escalating beyond what an AA meeting could handle. “Marsha, I’m so sorry.”

      Suddenly, the young woman looked up and glanced about, the terror in her eyes rising as she made eye contact with several of the others in the room. “I’ve already said too much. You all will hate me.”

      Julia grasped her hands tighter. “No one hates here Marsha. We help each other.”

      “So, I’m supposed to admit what I’ve done, right? Okay, so I killed my daughter. I left my baby girl sleeping in the hot car. I was late and busy and I had a hundred things on my mind and I forgot about her—forgot about my baby, who does that?—and went to work. All day.”

      Abruptly, Julia recalled the news reports from several months back—so this was the woman? “Marsha, that is a lot to handle.”

      “I’m a terrible person.”

      Julia stood, knowing things were rapidly accelerating beyond her capabilities. She held out a hand and sidled a glance Bill’s way. He didn’t stop her, so she continued. “Let’s go chat. There’s a room over there where we can talk, just you and me. How about that?”

      Marsha jerked and took Julia’s hand. As she led the young woman to the private room, she caught Bill’s eye. He gave her a shallow nod.

      She had no clue if this was the right or wrong thing to do. Going with her gut seemed her only choice at the moment. They entered the private room and Julia shut the door behind them with a soft click.

      Thirty minutes later, after she had convinced the young woman that she might need more support than Alcoholics Anonymous could provide—in addition to AA, she emphasized—Julia scribbled the suicide prevention hotline on the back of one of her business cards, then added her therapist’s number on it as well, and placed it in Marsha’s hand. With a hug, she asked her to join the group again, if she was ready.

      Marsha refused, and said she preferred to slip out the back door, if it was all the same to her.

      She had to let her make her own decisions, so Julia didn’t stop her. After Marsha left, she sat there for a while, absorbing the silence of the empty room, then she rejoined the group.

      Bill stood by the snack table, talking with an older gentleman. The ending part of the meeting was always social. Glancing about, Julia looked for Gretchen and didn’t see her. Larry sat in the circle, talking with an attractive woman about his age. Realizing she was exhausted, she decided to head home.

      She finger-waved at Larry while she passed. He grinned back.

      Bill appeared engrossed in conversation, so she bypassed him and headed for the door. In the parking lot, she was about to push the button on her key fob to unlock the door, when someone called out behind her.

      “Julia! Wait.”

      She turned. Bill.

      He jogged up to her. “You okay?”

      Was she? She wasn’t sure, to be honest. “I just feel a little numb. That was more than what I bargained for tonight.”

      “You did fine.”

      “She needs help. I’m hopeful she will be back, but I’m not sure.”

      “That’s not on you.”

      “I know that. Still….”

      Bill grasped her hand. “Julia, how are you? Really?”

      With a sigh, she squeezed his hand back. “I’m busy. Tired. There’s a lot going on with the inn, plus picking up work at the office. But I’m fine. Maybe I helped Marsha a little, I don’t know, and that feels good. But I’m not desperate, Bill. And I’m not going to drink.” She was rambling, several thoughts exiting her mouth in that one brief speech.

      He grinned. “I didn’t think you would.”

      “But you just wanted to know how I was feeling.”

      “Yes. Emotions can be crazy things.”

      “Tell me about it.” Stepping forward, she laughed a little and hugged him. “Thank you. I’m fine.”

      Pushing back, he held her at arm’s length for a moment. “Good. See you soon.”

      “Will do. Thanks, Bill.”

      He turned and headed back into the church, not saying the unspoken words. Call if you need me.

      Heaving another sigh, Julia unlocked the car.
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        * * *

      

      While her private suite was her favorite area of the bed and breakfast, the first floor was Julia’s second-best place to be. She often spent afternoons in her sunroom, looking out over the courtyard garden. Or later in the day, in her office, after the guests had either settled into their rooms for the evening or were out and about seeking downtown nightlife.

      The nice thing about Old Louisville, where the inn was situated across the street from Old Louisville’s Central Park, was that it was just off of the downtown business and entertainment districts. While she never recommended walking to downtown—there were some shady streets and blocks along the way—it was a quick drive if one wanted to pay for parking, or better yet, grab a speedy Uber or Lyft ride.

      One could seek out a concert at the historic Brown Hotel in the theatre district, or dine at the Gatsby-era Seelbach Hotel, or at many other popular restaurants along Fourth Street Live. A visit to the museums and Whiskey Row never disappointed. Baseball fanatics came to see the Louisville Slugger Museum or take in a game at Slugger Field. The Mohammed Ali Museum and Kentucky Center for the Arts were huge draws as well. Ghost and garden tours were offered in Old Louisville seasonally, and paddleboat dinner cruises on the Ohio River via the Belle of Louisville were available some evenings.

      Make reservations in advance, she always told potential guests when they called. As far ahead as you can. While she loved knowing that the inn would be full and bringing in the income she needed, she also knew the city was fast becoming a destination getaway spot. One didn’t lack for authentic Louisvillian experiences when visiting the city.

      Of course, the bourbon trail and thoroughbreds were unique draws of their own. For many, they were the primary destination. Kentucky Derby season and the festival had proved to be extremely profitable the past few weeks—the inn fully booked for the month of April through mid-May—with no sign of letting up. Next year she would plan better and have the carriage house and the attic room ready for guests.

      That’s a fantastic goal, Julia. You could double your income by next Derby season if you can make that happen.

      Pulling her thoughts away from the inn, she settled her gaze on the open notebook on her desk, and the flickering screen of her laptop.

      Generally, her afternoons involved taking care of the rooms and linens, evenings spent doing paperwork, planning breakfast menus and grocery lists for the coming week, reviewing and filing the receipts from the construction firm, and keeping track of the financial ledger.

      Tonight, she was doing just that, trying to get ready for her week in North Carolina.

      If she could get in touch with Maggie.

      Looking up from her menu book, she drummed her fingers on the desktop. Having tried Maggie twice in the past week with no answer, she was concerned. The last time she’d spoken with her was two weeks ago by text message. She’d not seen her since last August, when Julia and her girlfriends had watched Maggie leave their beach house with her bastard husband and her smug, bratty teenage daughter.

      Maggie hadn’t wanted to go with Max. She’d told him earlier that week she wanted a divorce. When he arrived though, along with their teenage daughter whom Maggie had thought was missing, he gave her no choice. She went home with him because of his threats to take away her children—and to be honest, Julia was unsure how Maggie could support them on her own. No doubt she loved her kids, and they were well taken care of, but she’d not worked in years, and had no money to her name.

      And that’s the way Max wanted it.

      Typical, classic, control freak, abusive husband—if I can’t have you, I will see to it that no one else can either, he’d said. That worried her. She’d heard those warnings too many times in the past, and sometimes, the outcome was not good.

      She didn’t want that for Maggie.

      While Julia was a top-notch divorce attorney who catered to women in impossible situations, Maggie’s case was slightly different because of their close friendship—and because she also knew the kind of manipulative ass a man like Max could be.

      She had to tread carefully.

      To say Maggie was up shit creek was an understatement.

      And now, Julia was concerned. Too long since they’d had any kind of meaningful contact.

      She’d promised Maggie last summer she would handle her divorce. However, nearly nine months had passed and only the preliminary work had been done. While she had filed the necessary reciprocity paperwork to practice in North Carolina, and she and Maggie had talked extensively once after the first of the year, their communications were brief. That’s why a few days with Maggie next week was so important.

      Of course, Julia had been somewhat to blame for the delay in getting started.

      After she’d returned to Louisville from Tuckaway Bay late last August, Julia had checked herself into Healing Hope, a live-in detox and recovery center located on the outskirts of Louisville. She’d stayed a month, gotten herself clean and sober, and her head on semi-straight, before heading back to the inn. Healing Hope is where she met her therapist, Melinda, who specialized in grief and addictions, and where she was introduced to Alcoholics Anonymous.

      While she was gone, Mark had supervised the work on the bed-and-breakfast, putting the construction efforts on a better path, with enough of the renovations finished to plan an open house for the week after Christmas—starting the new year off with guests on New Year’s Eve.

      Consequently, Maggie’s divorce was on hold until she got her shit together. Meanwhile, Maggie wasn’t ready to separate from Max, and was trying to figure out how to cohabit with him in some sort of cordial manner, while shielding the kids from the issues and protecting them from any potential violence.

      Julia could only guess that Max was making Maggie’s life a living hell—but she had no clue how she could help her, until she got a handle on her own life.

      Flipping over her cell phone, which had been lying face down on her desk, she scrolled for Maggie’s last text and typed in a quick message. Hello. Checking in. Still on for next week?

      Immediately, the words “undeliverable” flashed beneath her message.

      “What the hell?”

      She checked the number she’d texted again. It was Maggie’s latest burner phone, she was certain. Impulsively, she called the number.

      The person you are calling is not accepting calls at this time, or this service has been disconnected.

      She clicked off the call. “Fuck. What does that mean?” Maybe she got a new burner and just hadn’t had time to get the number to them. That would make sense.

      Maybe.

      Standing, she jerked open a desk drawer, searching for an old Franklin planner she’d kept which had an index of phone numbers from years past. She flipped through the pages until she found Maggie Oliver’s name, and the number for her house landline.

      Quickly, she dialed that number, hoping it was still workable. She didn’t care how late it was.

      “Hello.” It was a kid, a girl. Carol, the teenage daughter. Maggie’s other daughter was too young.

      “Hi. I’m calling for Maggie Oliver. Could I speak with her please?”

      A sigh came from the other end, then she heard the girl shout out. “Da-ad. It’s someone for mom again.”

      She heard some shuffling, then a man’s gruff voice spoke into the phone. “Yes.”

      “Hi. May I speak with Maggie, please?”

      “Who’s calling.”

      Immediately Julia wished she’d not called from her cell phone because of caller ID. Maybe she should get a burner too. She had to make a split-second decision whether to fake the call or actually say who she was. Max would be an ass either way.

      “It’s Julia, from Kentucky. Just calling for Maggie. We’ve not spoken in a while.”

      “Yes, well, I doubt that.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Maggie can’t come to the phone right now.”

      “Is she okay?”

      Max paused. “I’ll tell her you called.”

      “Right.” Julia bit her lip. “Please do and thanks.”

      He hung up before she could utter another word.

      Didn’t take her long to process that something was wrong.

      Again, she scrolled her phone, this time for Alice’s number. Pacing now across the creaky wooden plank floorboards, she traveled the short distance from the desk to the window several times, finally pausing to stare out the window at the street. A couple stood under the streetlight across the street at the park, kissing.

      “Julia?”

      She wasted no time. “Alice? When was the last time you talked to Maggie?”

      “Well, hello to you too. Didn’t we just talk about this?”

      Julia shook her head, although that was ridiculous since Alice couldn’t see her. “Not really. Just wondering how long it’s been since any of us have actually heard her voice.”

      “She called, not texted, about a month ago, I think. We had a long conversation while she was getting groceries. Why?”

      “Just tried her cell. Disconnected. Called the house number too. Carol answered and handed me off to Max, who said she was unavailable.”

      “Damn. You talked to Max? Was that wise?”

      She huffed out a breath. “Probably not but I panicked when my text didn’t go through. Carol said to her dad something like, it’s someone for mom again. Again? What the hell does that mean?”

      “Maybe she is taking a nap?”

      “Alice,” Julia’s voice raised. “You know goddamned well that something is wrong if Max won’t let her come to the phone.”

      “Don’t go borrowing trouble, Julia. When we talked, she said they were trying to make a go of things. That they were working on their marriage. I imagine there is a simple explanation.”

      “No. Max doesn’t do things simply and Maggie doesn’t want to make a go of anything. It’s all a front she’s been playing to keep the kids safe, and frankly, herself.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      Shit. Alice and her Pollyanna attitude. “What the fuck, Alice? Not every couple should try and save their marriage. You certainly aren’t planning to save yours so why are you pulling for Maggie to save hers?”

      Alice didn’t immediately respond. “Well, the kids are young, and Maggie has no means of support….”

      Julia impatiently paced away from the window. The couple across the street had left now. Sometimes it seemed that the world was full of couples. She turned away.

      “Then Maggie will just have to find a job, get skills. It’s what people do.”

      “You’re right.”

      “Damn straight, I am.”

      “Are you working on her divorce?”

      “Covertly. In a way. It’s been difficult to get Maggie alone on the phone for any length of time. That’s why I need to go down there and see her face to face.”

      “Do you think Max somehow found out that you were coming? Talking to her? Maybe read her text messages? Cut off her phone?”

      Julia shook her head and leaned her backside against her desk. “I don’t know. Next week was to get things started. Supposedly Max was going to be out of town. But honestly, I want to know that she is okay. Seeing someone can be a lot more telling than texts and an occasional call. Now, I wonder….”

      Another sigh from Alice. “You want me to go check on her. Don’t you?”

      “Can you?”

      “Oh, Julia. I don’t know.”

      “You’re closer.”

      Alice didn’t say anything.

      “Alice? Please?”

      “I can’t, Julia. I’ve got things here I’m dealing with. Ella is about to graduate. George and I are trying to figure out the next phase of our lives. Marilyn wants me to go on the campaign trail with her and frankly, I’m about at the end of my rope trying to juggle it all. You understand. Don’t you?”

      She didn’t. Not really. Alice was two hours away from Maggie, and Maggie was in trouble.

      Julia was convinced. Sensed it. Maggie and Alice were two of her oldest friends, and they always took care of each other. While Alice was close, it would take Julia a day to get down there, ten hours at the minimum driving straight through.

      But maybe she should.

      “Fine,” she said. “No problem, Alice. I understand.

      “Julia?”

      “It’s good, Alice. I’ll handle it and let you know.” She didn’t care if Alice sensed her frustration.

      “It’s just that… Well, things are a bit cockeyed here, too.”

      Of course, they are. Your perfect life is taking a dive.

      Alice was juggling a husband and a lover and a family about to implode.

      We all have our problems, don’t we? Shit. “Got it. I’ll let you know if I talk to her.”

      “Okay, call me.”

      Julia clicked off.

      Sure. The minute I fucking know something. Not.

      But she would. They all stuck together—the six of them. Even with the odds stacked against them. Even when some of them were AWOL.

      She’d figure this out.

      Tomorrow was Thursday—if she could get Pam on board, perhaps she could leave a few days earlier.

      A message notification sounded from her phone.

      She glanced down.

      Nick: Call your mother. Lunch tomorrow.

      “Crap.” Why the hell couldn’t her mother communicate this herself? Well, that was Denise Salinger, for you.

      Her fingers flew over the small keyboard. Will set something up with mom soon. May have to go to North Carolina tomorrow. Will be in touch.

      Nick: Lunch tomorrow. Jeff Ruby’s. I made a reservation.

      Julia: Sure.

      Just ignore what I fucking said, Dad.

      Nick didn’t respond.

      Fine.

      All the better.

      With a sigh, she scrolled and pressed to make one more call.

      Pam answered. “Hi Julia.”

      “Sorry to call so late. Look, I might have to leave earlier than expected for Rocky Mount. We can discuss tomorrow, but just for my peace of mind, I wanted to touch base tonight. Can you take over a few days earlier? Something has come up. We can go over all the details in the morning.”

      Pam hesitated slightly. “I’m sure you forgot. I’m off tomorrow, Julia. And Friday through the weekend. Remember? My parents are in town.”

      Oh, that’s right. Shit. “Of course. Listen, don’t worry about it. I’ll figure out something else.”

      “What about Mark?”

      Fuck me. Mark? “Oh, no. That won’t work.”

      “He’s the only other person who knows the routine.”

      True that. Hell. “I’ll think about it. Thanks.”

      “I can be there Sunday night late, or Monday morning early.”

      “Got it. Pam, sorry to interrupt your evening. Have a great weekend with your parents.”

      “Tell Mark to call me if there’s an emergency.”

      “Sure.” Like, she’d already decided to call Mark.

      Hell, she had to call Mark. Fuck a damn duck.
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