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Summer 2021

Dear Friends,

I really loved writing this book. I know an author is expected to say that about every book she writes. If you were to ask me why this one was special, I’m not entirely sure I could explain it, other than to say it comes directly from the lives of several of my friends. We are at an age when our children are grown and starting lives of their own. It’s time to coast, travel, and enjoy ourselves with our partners. Except in far too many cases, my friends have found themselves either divorced or widowed. Just when they were set to retire and do the things they had planned for years, all their dreams and hopes went up in smoke. At an age they never expected, they had to start again. I’ve watched what happened to them and their children, especially if they remarried. The family unit, as it once was, is forever gone. From these experiences was born the idea for It’s Better This Way.

This book is dedicated to Rick Enloe and Gino Grunberg. If you subscribe to the Welcome Home magazine, you will recognize Rick’s name, as he writes a regular column. Rick and Gino lead the church where Wayne and I attend. It’s better this way is something Rick says so often his family has threatened to have it etched on his gravestone. It’s a way of saying that life turns out the way it’s supposed to, one way or the other.

Thank you for your faith in me as an author to tell a good story and for investing your hard-earned dollars in this book. I hope you’ll come away blessed and encouraged, that although life sometimes slings mud at us, in the end, when we can see past the hurts: It really is better this way.

Your comments are always appreciated. You, my readers, have been the guiding force of my career. I appreciate everything you have to say. So thank you in advance. You can reach me online on my website, on Facebook, and on every other social media. Or you can write to me at P.O. Box 1458, Port Orchard, WA 98366.

Blessings,
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Prologue

[image: image]

Julia Jones sat at her desk, the divorce papers in front of her, shouting at her to pick up the pen, sign her name, and put an end to this insanity once and for all. Her heart ached, and she held her breath to the point that her lungs felt as if they would explode. Reaching for the pen, her hand trembled with the weight of what she was about to do. Closing her eyes, she set the pen back on the desktop.

She’d fought so hard to save her marriage. She loved Eddie. There’d never been anyone but her husband. When he tearfully admitted he’d fallen out of love with her, she intuitively knew he’d become involved with someone else, although he adamantly denied it. She could understand if another woman had fallen in love with her husband; Julia loved him, too. Even at fifty-three, Eddie was handsome, athletic, and charismatic.

Unwilling to give up on her thirty-one-year marriage, she pleaded with him to try counseling. To his credit, Eddie agreed, although reluctantly. However, after only five sessions, he said it would do no good. He admitted to the affair with a woman named Laura, someone he’d met on the golf course. He no longer wanted to make his marriage work. He wanted out to start a new life with this other woman.

Still, Julia was unwilling to give up. She was determined. Dedicated to her husband and her marriage. Even after Eddie quit counseling, she continued, seeking ways to build a bridge that would bring her husband back.

Back to their family.

Back to the good life they had created together.

Back to her.

They were a team. Or had been. Julia had shared nearly every important life experience with Eddie. Marriage. Children. The death of her father. Triumphs. Discouragements. He’d been her soul mate.

Julia met Eddie in college. They were young and in love, full of ambition, all set to make their mark in the world. They married, encouraged, and supported each other as they pursued their individual careers. Eddie became a professional golfer, and when his career faded, he became a country club pro and later opened his own shop.

Julia had graduated with a degree in interior design. Her own business had become a success, and she was a sought-after designer, working with contractors from across the state. After marrying and investing their talent and time in building their careers, they’d waited ten years to start their family. Julia was thirty-two before she had Hillary, and Marie a year later. Eddie loved his daughters. They were the pride of his life.

Even now, Julia didn’t know how this affair had happened. She’d been completely blindsided. She’d assumed they were happy. They’d been together all these years and were at the point when they were about to enjoy the fruits of their labors. Their nest was empty. Both girls were in college, Hillary was about to graduate, and Marie was a year behind her. The two shared an apartment near the University of Washington, where they attended classes. Hillary was studying to be a physical therapist and played tennis for the college team, just as Julia had while in school. Marie planned to be a respiratory therapist.

Even knowing her husband was involved in an affair, Julia had stubbornly held on to her marriage. Eddie was her best friend. He’d wept with her when her father passed, had been a good father and partner, cheering her successes and comforting her when she faced disappointments. They had been a team, each celebrating the other. They had a good life together, and she wasn’t willing to flush it all away.

Julia missed her father terribly. Dad would have been stunned and disappointed in Eddie. Countless times over the years, when life had thrown her an unexpected curve, he’d tell her: It’s better this way. He’d said it so often that before he died, her mother threatened to have it chiseled on his tombstone.

She remembered the first time he said it was when she was six. She’d been invited to her best friend’s birthday party, but had gotten the flu the night before, and couldn’t go. Disappointed, she’d wept in her daddy’s arms, and he’d comforted her by telling her it was better this way. She hadn’t believed him until the following Sunday, when she was feeling better and Heather brought her a piece of her special birthday cake. Later, her dad drove her and Heather to the circus, and they’d had a wonderful time. It had been better than sharing her best friend with everyone in her first-grade class.

Again and again over the years, when Julia had suffered disappointments—a prom date who disappeared in the middle of the dance, a missed business flight to New York—she would be naturally frustrated and upset, until she remembered her father’s words of wisdom.

Right then, with her marriage at stake, it didn’t feel like anything would ever be better again.

Hoping Eddie would come to his senses, Julia begged him to wait six months, praying with all her might that he would change his mind about this divorce. They would find their way through this. Start again. Forgive each other.

All she wanted was those six months, convinced he would come to his senses.

Eddie hesitantly agreed, although he made sure she was fully aware that this was his time limit. After six months, she would willingly sign the divorce papers. With a wounded heart, she promised to abide by his stipulation.

At Eddie’s insistence, they spoke with an attorney. Everything would be ready for when the time came. The settlement agreement had been amicably set in place. He kept his business and she kept hers. She promised, at the end of those six months, that they would put the house on the market. Julia would sell her dream home, the very one she had lovingly decorated. They would evenly split the profits. Of the furnishings, there were only a few pieces Eddie wanted.

Four months into the six-month waiting period, things had gotten ugly. It seemed Eddie’s lover had grown impatient and wanted matters resolved so they could move on together. She was eager for them to put down roots.

When Julia held firm to their six-month agreement, Laura got involved, forwarding Julia photo upon photo of her and Eddie together, dining out. Selfies on the golf course. Even one of them in bed together. As best she could, Julia ignored the pictures, refusing to take the bait.

When she refused to respond, Laura tried another tactic and sent her ugly text messages, reminding Julia that Eddie no longer loved her and wanted out of the marriage.

You are only delaying the inevitable.

You are being so selfish and mean-spirited.

Why are you beating a dead horse?

You’re a jealous witch.

For a couple weeks, Julia resisted, until she couldn’t take it any longer. Before she could stop herself, she responded with ugly messages of her own, letting Laura know exactly what she thought of her in words that made her blush now. She hated herself for lowering to Laura’s level. She regretted every word of those texts, furious with herself. She wasn’t that woman.

At that point, their daughter had gotten involved. Julia had never meant for her daughter to see those texts. When she did, Hillary had gone ballistic. Both their daughters were already furious with their father, and this behavior from Laura didn’t help.

Without Julia knowing what she had planned, Hillary confronted Eddie and Laura at Lake Sammamish on a family outing and called her every ugly name in the book. Using the same language Julia had used earlier. Not willing to tolerate Hillary and Marie’s outrage, Laura’s two sons verbally confronted the girls, and a shouting match ensued. Like a California wildfire, the situation had exploded, as both families attacked each other. Eddie got involved, demanding that his daughters respect his future wife. In the heat of the moment, he said words he would live to regret. If Hillary and Marie couldn’t accept Laura, then they could no longer be part of his life.

Unsure what to do, Julia once again consulted the counselor, seeking his advice. She could identify with her daughters’ outrage. She’d been angry, too, going through well-documented stages of grief, only in this instance the loss was the demise of her marriage.

Sitting in the counselor’s office, wringing a damp tissue in her hands, Julia explained what had happened.

“I’m so sorry, Julia.” His expression was full of sympathy. “I know how badly you wanted to make your marriage work.”

“I never meant for matters to get so nasty.”

“I know.”

“Should I sign the divorce papers?” she asked, praying he would give her the direction she needed.

He was silent for several moments and seemed to carefully consider his response. “I can’t tell you what to do. I will say this, though: Love that isn’t faithful has little value. It really isn’t love at all.”

With a heavy heart, Julia left the appointment, knowing what needed to be done.

She had put up the good fight. The time had come for her to lay down her sword and accept defeat. Eddie was never coming back. This was the end. It was time to let go.

Let go of her husband.

Let go of her marriage.

Let go of her dreams for their future together.

Tears streamed down her cheeks as she stared at the document in front of her, the words blurred through the moisture that clouded her eyes.

With her heart in her throat, she reached for the pen a second time and signed her name.

As she did, she told herself: It’s better this way.




Chapter 1
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Nearly six years later

Julia woke, glanced at the clock on her nightstand, and wondered how long it would take for her to sleep past six. Old habits die hard, even though she no longer had any need to set her alarm. For more years than she could remember, she had risen at six every morning. Her business, West Coast Interiors, had been sold, and she was easing into retirement, working part-time as a consultant.

The decision to sell had been a weighty one and followed on the heels of her mother’s passing. As Julia neared sixty, she felt she had plenty of good years left. Then an offer had come through that was far and above her expectations. Julia didn’t feel like she could turn it down. She wasn’t ready to give up her work entirely, which was why she’d made continuing as a consultant part of the agreement. The buyers had asked her to stay on, as well. She could work as much or as little as she wanted. After finishing this latest project, she’d decided to take a few days off and test what semiretirement felt like.

This certainly wasn’t how she’d once anticipated retirement. There’d been a time when she’d hoped to travel the world with her husband. Julia longed to explore Europe and Asia. As of now, traveling alone held little appeal. Perhaps one day.

As she knew it would, her dream home had sold less than a week after it had been listed. So many changes had come into her life. After her divorce was final, she’d rented an apartment before making a decision on her new home. She knew she wanted to remain living in Seattle, and possibly in the downtown area itself.

The city was her home and there had been enough upheaval in her life without facilitating another major life change. Her girls were close, as was her sister and her family. She waited a year to start looking, and then the search had taken on a life of its own.

For three long years, Julia was on an endless quest to find a place she felt she could call home. The Heritage was an older brick condo building, built in the 1960s, that was filled with warmth and character. So many of the newer high-rise buildings were steel structures, with little to no personality or charm. Set in the heart of the city, it was close enough for her to walk down to Pike Place Market for fresh produce and seafood. The 5th Avenue theater was nearby, as was plenty of shopping. As a bonus, there was a coffee shop next door, as well as several restaurants on the block.

The instant she stepped into The Heritage and viewed the large fountain in the center lobby, Julia sensed this was the place for her. The building, with only twelve floors, rarely had a vacancy. Julia was patient, and in time a unit became available. She’d lived here a little over two years now and loved the community of friends she’d made. Because it was an older building, The Heritage didn’t have many of the amenities of the newer condos that attracted the techies from Amazon and Microsoft. This move was a new beginning for her. A fresh start, and she had settled in comfortably.

Tying the sash on her silk robe, she wandered into the kitchen and brewed a cup of coffee. Lazy mornings generally happened only on Sundays, when she attended the late service at church. She needed to create a new schedule for herself—or, on second thought, no schedule at all.

She’d just taken her first sip of coffee when her phone rang. It was her sister, Amanda.

“Hey, you’re up early,” Julia said by way of greeting.

“I didn’t wake you, did I?”

“No, I was up. I can’t seem to sleep past six. What’s going on?”

“It’s Carrie,” her sister said.

Julia’s niece, an only child, was especially close to her parents. She suspected what was coming. Carrie still lived at home, and the failure to break out on her own was a thorn between Amanda and her husband, Robert.

“Robert and I had another heated discussion about Carrie last night,” her sister said with a groan. “He wants Carrie to move out. I mean, she’s twenty-eight. It’s time. Past time,” she added in defeat. “The problem is: How do we tell her?”

“Glad it’s not up to me.” As Carrie’s godmother, Julia dearly loved her niece. She understood her sister’s concern. Carrie had graduated from college with a degree in French literature. A degree that didn’t offer much in the way of career opportunities. Never one to be idle, Carrie had applied for several jobs, many of which had lasted only a few months.

Since her graduation from college, Carrie had steadily drifted from one position to another. She’d been a receptionist for a real estate company, worked for an accountant, had done a stint at an employment agency, sold cosmetics at a department store as a beauty specialist. And those were only the jobs Julia could remember. Except for that brief time when Carrie had sold high-end knives, of which Julia had a set. Her niece wasn’t lazy, she just wasn’t particularly employable. Six years after graduating from college, she still hadn’t found a job that suited her unique set of skills.

Carrie was great with people, caring and conscientious, and a good employee while she lasted. The problem was that wherever Carrie worked, she didn’t earn enough to support herself, and then she quit when she grew bored. Consequently, she lived at home.

“I was hoping you had some pearls of wisdom to give me.” Amanda sounded utterly defeated.

“Sorry, you’re on your own with this one, little sister.”

“Grrr.”

Julia smiled. “Failure to launch.”

“I remember the movie.” Amanda continued, “The parents plotted to convince their son to move out of the house. I don’t know that Robert and I could do that. I know he’s right; we aren’t helping Carrie move forward in life. Only I don’t know what else to do. She’s such a wonderful daughter and always has been. It’s not like we can kick her out. She’s our daughter.”

Julia didn’t know, either. She felt bad for her sister and wished she knew how to advise her. “Just be honest with her.”

Amanda sighed. “You make it sound simple and it isn’t.”

“I know.” Julia sympathized and wished she had a solution to offer. She knew Robert had offered to pay for an apartment for Carrie. She’d refused. Carrie insisted she would make it on her own or not at all.

“There’s another reason I called,” Amanda said, her voice brightening.

Simply by her sister’s tone, Julia again knew what was coming.

“I have someone I want you to meet.”

“No,” Julia said and moaned inwardly.

“Julia. I haven’t even told you who it is.”

“Not interested.”

“Come on. Don’t be so stubborn. Okay, so you’ve had a few dating disappointments …”

“A few, yes. More than enough to know that whoever it is, I’m not interested.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really.” This was an unwelcome subject.

“Do you seriously want to live the rest of your life alone?”

“Amanda, please, you know how I feel about this.” Following her divorce, Julia’s sister and other friends had made continual efforts to introduce Julia to a variety of single men her age. Most were divorced and carried more baggage than an international airline. She’d suffered through these attempts until she decided to give up dating entirely, even if it meant living the rest of her life single. She was content, happy, and had moved on, for the most part, without bitterness or resentment. The first couple years following her divorce had been a struggle until she wrote Eddie a long good-bye letter. Although she’d never mailed it, the process had given her a sense of closure. Even more, it helped her accept her life as it was; she didn’t need a man to feel complete. The letter and the aftermath had freed her, changed her outlook, which allowed her to move forward.

Eddie appeared to be happy. She spoke to him only about matters that involved their daughters, which were rare, now that both Hillary and Marie were in their twenties and on their own.

“Are you sure?” Amanda asked again. “Frank is perfect for you. Please reconsider.”

“Amanda, please. I’m not interested.”

“Okay, then, but you’re missing out.”

“Maybe I am. Maybe I’m not. It doesn’t matter. I’m happy as I am.”

“If you say so,” Amanda said, her words heavy with doubt.

They spoke for a few minutes longer before Amanda ended the call.

Once she finished her coffee, Julia dressed and headed down to work out. The Heritage had an exercise room that, although small, was state-of-the-art. There were a couple treadmills and exercise bikes. Plus some weight-lifting equipment.

As a matter of habit, she exercised every afternoon, when she returned from work, walking off tension on the treadmill while listening to an audiobook or music. It was a good way to keep herself in shape. Before she knew it, she’d be sixty. She certainly didn’t feel that age. Not anywhere close. Her daughter had recently commented that sixty was the new forty. That was a stretch, but Julia would take it.

Most afternoons, the exercise room was empty. She wasn’t sure what she’d find when she altered her schedule to morning workouts. She preferred to have the room to herself.

To her disappointment when she arrived, she found a man, busily walking on the treadmill. He was big, easily over six feet, with broad shoulders. He wore a sleeveless shirt that was damp with sweat, as if he’d been going at top speed for some time, and shorts. She noticed how well defined his legs were. He had a full head of salt-and-pepper hair. Julia had seen him around though she didn’t know his name. As best she could remember, he’d moved into The Heritage about a year ago but hadn’t participated in more than a few of the social gatherings. The other times she’d seen him, he’d been dressed in a suit and tie and made for a fine figure of a man. As she recalled, there’d been some speculation floating around about him and the condo concierge. Julia didn’t generally listen to gossip and couldn’t remember what the story was, since it was none of her concern. What she did know was that the management was taking applications for a new concierge.

Seeing him, Julia hesitated before stepping into the room. “Morning,” she said casually.

He nodded in return.

She got on the treadmill next to him and put her earbuds in and started her routine. He finished and moved to the exercise bike. Julia walked three miles, and he was still going at the bike, leaning his well-defined upper body forward and pumping his legs at a furious pace.

The next morning and for the following three, they exercised side by side, never exchanging more than a simple greeting. She felt him glance her way on occasion, as if he wanted to start a conversation. Julia discouraged it, as she was there to exercise. Nevertheless, she noticed him, probably far more than she should. When he didn’t show on Friday, she was surprised to realize she was disappointed. Without exchanging a word, he inspired her to work harder and longer, and she missed the challenge.

When she arrived Monday morning of the following week, he seemed to be waiting for her. He stood next to the treadmill, a towel around his neck, looking more appealing than ever.

“Heath Wilson,” he said.

“I beg your pardon?”

“I’m Heath Wilson. I thought it was time I introduce myself.”

“Julia Jones.”

“I figured if we were going to exercise at the same time each morning, we should introduce ourselves.”

She smiled. “It’s nice to meet you, Heath.”

“Have you lived at The Heritage long?” he asked.

“A couple years. You arrived last year, right?”

“Right. A friend of my son’s lives here. Eric Hudson. Do you know him?”

Julia shook her head.

“Not surprising. Eric has a home office and works odd hours since he has several overseas clients. I don’t think he’s attended any of the condo functions. I’ve only attended a couple myself.”

“I love living here. It’s a fresh start for me.”

“Me, too. I hung on to the house following my divorce thinking I wanted to keep it. That was a mistake. So many memories and more room than one person would ever need. I decided it was time to move on.”

“I hear you. I’m divorced as well, over five years now.”

“About that long for me. Did you hold on to your house?”

“No. I needed to sell, as it was part of the settlement.” Putting her home on the market had been one of the hardest aspects of the divorce for Julia. “It was probably for the best.” Like Heath, the house held a lot of memories, and would have been a constant reminder of all that she’d lost.

Plugging in her earbuds, she set about her routine. When she’d finished, she gave a wave to Heath and headed back to her condo to shower. She intended to stop by the shop to advise the new owner at some point that day, and thought she’d head out early before it was too hot to walk the seven blocks to West Coast Interiors. Since Julia hadn’t taken time to eat breakfast, she decided to stop on her way for a latte at the Busy Bean, a tea and coffee shop next door to The Heritage.

Three people were in line in front of her. Her phone beeped, letting her know she had a text message. Taking it from the outside pocket of her purse, she saw it was from her niece, Carrie.

Can u talk?

Julia called and Carrie answered right away.

“You okay?” Julia asked.

“Not really.” She sounded as down as Julia could remember. Carrie was generally upbeat and happy.

“You want to tell me what this is about?”

It wasn’t uncommon for Carrie to seek Julia’s advice. Her niece was like a third daughter. Carrie was the same age as Marie, and the three girls were tight, having grown up together. Carrie often claimed she had two mothers.

“I’d rather do it in person.”

“Great. How about lunch tomorrow?” Her niece had been on her mind ever since last Monday’s conversation with her sister. And when Heath had introduced himself, she’d gotten an idea. The condo was looking to hire another concierge, and Carrie would be a perfect fit. Plus, a small apartment was offered with the position.

“Sure, I can do lunch.”

“How about the Thai place,” she suggested, knowing it was Carrie’s favorite. “Noon?”

“That would be perfect. Thanks so much, Aunt Julia.”

If this panned out, it would solve a big problem for Carrie, and her sister and Robert.




Chapter 2
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“What’s got you so down?” Marie asked Carrie.

Carrie sat with her knees bunched up beneath her chin in the middle of her cousin’s apartment. “It’s Mom and Dad,” she said, releasing a slow, frustrated breath. Rarely had she been more depressed.

“Your mom and dad,” Marie repeated, her eyes widening with alarm. “They aren’t splitting up, are they?”

Carrie supposed this was a natural assumption after what had happened with Marie’s parents. Even now, after nearly six years, Carrie found it hard to believe that her uncle Eddie would leave a woman as wonderful as her aunt Julia.

“Not yet,” she said, “though I have a feeling if I don’t find a job that pays me enough to move out, they might consider it.” That would be the extreme, but after hearing their argument, she couldn’t discount the possibility. Her parents rarely raised their voices at each other. The shock of hearing them argue had hung over her head for a week now. They were miserable, and so was Carrie.

“They were fighting about you?”

Carrie nodded. “They didn’t know I was home. They hardly ever argue; it shook me to hear them yelling at each other.” They must not have heard her come in, and she didn’t think it was a good time to interrupt. Sneaking up the stairs, she silently went to her room without letting them know she was home from work. “Their raised voices were amplified from the foyer like it was being broadcast throughout the house. Dad insisted that it was time I move into my own place. He was adamant they weren’t helping me by letting me live at home.”

Marie lowered herself from the sofa and sat on the floor next to Carrie. “What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know. Dad’s right. It’s time I accepted responsibility for myself and had my own life.”

“You could always move in with Hillary and me,” Marie suggested.

Adding a third person in a two-bedroom apartment wouldn’t work. Carrie had a good relationship with her cousins. Becoming their roommate had catastrophe written all over it.

“Where would I sleep or put my things?” she asked, hoping the question was answer enough. Carrie’s cousins were close, both in their late twenties. Living together wasn’t ideal for them, either. But the cost of housing in the Seattle area made it nearly impossible for each to rent their own place.

“It wouldn’t surprise me if Blake and Hillary announced their engagement soon,” Marie offered. “I’ll be looking for a roommate once they get married. Do you think you could wait a few more months?”

“No way. I need to find a solution as soon as possible. Besides, even if they do get engaged, it could be months before the wedding.”

It did cheer Carrie to hear her cousin was ready to make the leap with Blake. They’d been dating for more than three years. Marie had once mentioned that Blake had hinted at marriage a year earlier. Only Hillary claimed she wasn’t ready.

“Yeah, I know.” Marie drew her knee up and rested her chin there, mirroring Carrie’s position.

“I’m happy for Hillary. Blake’s a good guy.”

“He is. She’s lucky,” Marie agreed. “I think Hilly would have accepted his proposal last year if it wasn’t for what happened to Mom and Dad. They were married thirty-one years. Even now it’s a jolt, you know?”

“I do.” Carrie had been stunned when her mother told her the news that her wonderful uncle Eddie was leaving her aunt for another woman. While that was bad enough, it had deeply affected both Hillary and Marie. After the shouting match at Lake Sammamish, neither cousin had anything to do with their father or his new wife. From what Carrie had heard, Uncle Eddie had made several attempts to reconcile, only her cousins weren’t interested. The problem was, he insisted they meet and accept their stepmother, which Hillary and Marie refused to do. They considered the other woman to have ruined all their lives. That their dad had put this woman above them wasn’t something they were willing to forgive.

“Hillary’s convinced Dad never wanted girls.”

“That’s not true,” Carrie said, surprised her cousin would say such a thing. Her uncle Eddie had been a good father. He doted on his daughters, teaching them to play golf and taking them on skiing vacations. She’d often joined them on their outings. Carrie knew it must be hard on her uncle to be separated from them entirely. And especially hard on Hillary and Marie. But they were as stubborn as their dad was.

“I told her that, only Hillary doesn’t believe me. He has stepsons now and is constantly doing things with them. When she heard Dad took Laura’s sons to a Seahawks game, she blew a gasket. That was all the evidence she needed to prove he’d always wanted sons. According to my sister, we were poor replacements.”

“You don’t believe that, do you?”

Marie lifted her shoulder in a halfhearted shrug. “I don’t know what to think any longer. I miss Dad and then I don’t. This is what he wanted; he should be happy, only I know he isn’t.”

Carrie didn’t know what to think. She’d hoped that after all this time her cousins would be willing to move on and accept their father’s choices even if they didn’t agree with them. Then again, she wondered how she’d react if her father had left her mother for a woman far less deserving of his love.

“I don’t want to talk about my dad,” Marie said. “It depresses me. Besides, you’re the one with the problem.”

It was easier to get sidetracked than to deal with her own seemingly impossible situation.

“Didn’t your dad offer to pay for an apartment for you a while back?”

Carrie wondered now if she should have accepted. “I told him no. Dad has no idea how much a studio apartment costs these days.” She refused to drain her parents’ savings account because she couldn’t find a job that would support her on her own.

“Do you have any other ideas?”

Carrie wished she did. “Justin suggested we move in together.” As if that was going to happen! He lived with his mom, and with them both working jobs that paid slightly above minimum wage, they would never make it financially.

Marie’s head came up and she looked aghast. “You aren’t going to do it, are you?”

“I’m not that dumb. Justin is …” She paused, not knowing how best to describe her sometimes boyfriend.

“Not the one?” Marie offered.

“Not even close.” They got along fine, shared expenses whenever they went out, and could laugh together. Carrie could never see the relationship going beyond what it was—on her end, at any rate. Even though Justin was thirty, he acted more like someone in his late teens. Life was a party. Responsibility was for someone else. Carrie knew if they were to get an apartment together, she’d be left worrying about paying their rent and utility bills because Justin couldn’t be bothered.

“I’m meeting your mom for lunch tomorrow,” Carrie said. “I’m hoping she might have an idea of what I should do. I feel like such a disappointment to my parents.”

Her frustration was overwhelming. Carrie didn’t know what she’d been thinking to major in a subject that didn’t lead to a career. Her love of all things French had led her down a dead-end path when it came to finding employment. The only viable option was to teach, which would mean returning to school for an additional degree. She refused to put that financial burden on her parents, after they’d already paid for one degree. Besides, knowing herself as well as she did, Carrie accepted she didn’t have the temperament to be in a classroom all day.

“Mom will think of something,” Marie said confidently. “She’s good like that.”

Carrie sincerely hoped so, as she was at her wit’s end.

At 11:50 the following day, Carrie arrived at her favorite Thai restaurant ten minutes before their scheduled meeting time. She’d been eager to get out of the house and spend as much time as was comfortable away, hoping to give her parents breathing space.

The restaurant was only a block from The Heritage, where her aunt lived. She loved that building. Her aunt claimed it felt like home the instant she walked inside. Carrie understood; she’d experienced that same warmth and welcome. Very few buildings built of brick remained in the Seattle area. Not with the constant threat of earthquakes. The Heritage was set in the middle of a thriving neighborhood, filled with restaurants and small businesses. The location was ideal for her aunt, as she could walk almost anywhere in the downtown area.

The server handed her a menu and Carrie ordered a pot of jasmine tea. Even though she never ventured beyond her favorite avocado-and-shrimp green-curry dish, she scanned the front and back of the single page while she waited for Julia to arrive.

“Carrie,” her aunt called as she approached the table.

Carrie set aside her empty teacup and slid out of the booth. “Aunt Julia,” she said, cheered by the warmth of the greeting. Carrie enthusiastically hugged her aunt.

Julia sat opposite her, and Carrie poured them both a fresh cup of tea. Her aunt quickly scanned the menu and made her choice before setting the menu aside. She had her own favorite dish and they often shared.

“It’s good to see you,” Julia said.

“You, too.” Despite her joy at seeing her aunt, her shoulders slumped.

“I think I know what you wanted to see me about.” Julia reached across the table and gently squeezed Carrie’s hand.

Carrie looked up. “Did Mom call you?”

Julia nodded.

“I heard them arguing. They think it’s time I got my own place, and I agree. Only how can I ever afford one on what I make? As it is, I’m hardly able to make my car and insurance payment. Mom has me on their phone plan, and I give her money for that, and I contribute what I can toward groceries.” That was all she could afford. She had a measly hundred dollars in savings, and that wouldn’t last a millisecond in a real emergency.

“Your mom is in a tough spot.”

Carrie was aware of her mother’s feelings on the matter. “I feel awful about this, I really do. It’s just been so hard for me to find a job that pays me enough to afford to move out.”

The server stepped forward, cutting in to their conversation, and they placed their order.

Carrie waited until he left before continuing. “Hillary and Marie were smart in their career choices.” As a physical therapist, Hillary could work as many hours as she wanted. And Marie, a respiratory therapist, had skills that were in high demand. She could have her choice of work in any one of the area’s hospitals.

“Don’t say that,” Julia said. “You graduated magna cum laude.”

“It doesn’t feel like it,” Carrie whispered.

Their food was delivered, and as eager for Thai as Carrie had been earlier, she no longer had an appetite. Reaching for her fork, she rested her elbows on the table. “What did Mom say?” she asked.

“She loves you, Carrie, and wants what’s best for you.”

That was a given, seeing how long Carrie had been living off her folks.

“I have an idea for you, though.”

Carrie looked up from her plate as a fleeting sense of hope filled her chest. “You do?”

“Have you ever considered being a concierge?”

“A concierge?” She frowned and shook her head. “You mean like in a hotel, booking reservations at restaurants and such?”

“Sort of. The Heritage is looking to hire one.”

Her interest was piqued. She loved the idea of working at The Heritage. “What would I be doing?”

“I don’t have a full job description; the only thing I can tell you is what my experience with the concierge has been.”

Leaning slightly forward, Carrie was eager to listen.

“When I first learned a condo was up for sale it was the concierge who showed me around. My real estate agent was with me, but the concierge is the one who answered my questions. She collects packages and handles all the details for scheduling repairs. I’m sure there’s much more.”

Carrie listened intently. “Do you think I could do all that?”

“Of course I do. In fact, I think you’d be perfect. You’re a natural with people and have a way of smoothing ruffled feathers.”

Carrie was willing to admit she enjoyed her role of peacemaker. “It sounds good; I just wonder if I’m qualified.”

“With your broad experience, I think you’d be fine. The board is gathering résumés this week. I would encourage you to apply.”

“Can I do it online?”

Julia hesitated and appeared to give it some thought. “You
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