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      To Kelsey

      

      Thank you so much for being my Bragg sister. You’ve been here through thick and thin, and I can honestly say you’ve been one of my favorite parts of this duty station. Lordwilling, this won’t be the last place we get to do this milspouse thing together.
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Bragg

          

          ALEXANDER

        

      

    

    
      By the time I approached the main base entrance, my heart was thumping so hard I had to pull over and get out of my truck. I felt stupid, of course. All that resilience training the Air Force had poured money into should have prepared me for this, or at least let me sail through the ID checkpoint without having a panic attack. Stupid or not, though, I needed a minute to collect myself before driving through those gates. 

      I hoped a few lungfuls of fresh air might make me feel better, but the crunch of old asphalt beneath my boots made it only feel more real.

      The last time I’d been standing here, I was a broke teenager with secondhand clothes and nowhere to call home. But now...five years later, I was driving my own truck, wearing a uniform I’d earned with blood, sweat, and tears. 

      So why did I feel like I’d just been sucker punched in the gut?

      Probably because I’d just driven by the mall I’d taken my high school girlfriend to so I could work up the courage to ask her out under the guise of getting her one of those dumb bears that you pick out and stuff yourself. Or it could have been when I’d passed the baseball fields my dad had coached me on when I was six. Or the turnoff that would inevitably lead to the house of horrors I’d somehow escaped, unknowingly sacrificing everything and everyone I loved in the process.

      With over four dozen Air Force bases around the world, how on earth had I gotten sent to Fort Bragg? It was one thing to get moved to the place you vacationed at as a kid. It was another completely to get transferred to the one place you’d been trying to escape your entire adult life.

      The only thing that got me back into my truck was the reminder on my phone that I had a meeting with my base sponsor in fifteen minutes, and I had to drive across base to find him. Somehow, I made it through the gate and, following my phone’s directions, found the building my sponsor had told me about over the phone. Once in the parking lot, I took one more moment to glance at the paperwork he’d sent me to prepare me for inprocessing.

      His name was Luis Martinez, and he’d promised to show me around the base and help me get the rest of my transfer paperwork done when I got there. He was my rank, and from what I gathered on the phone, was probably about my age, too. Hopefully, he’d be more helpful than my last sponsor from when I’d been stationed out in Vandenberg. In spite of being assigned to show me around, he’d somehow forgotten that he’d be on leave when I arrived. The last text I’d gotten from him had been slightly less than helpful.

      

      You’re arriving today? Sorry, dude. I’m in Florida for the next two weeks. Ask the AFRC for directions. You’ll be fine.

      

      Like I’d known where the Airman Family Readiness Center even was.

      But no. I wasn’t that lost kid straight out of basic training anymore. And I wasn’t the poor kid from down the road this time. I could be whoever I wanted to be. I was a senior airman checking into my new duty station. I was from California, for all anyone knew.

      Shaking my head, I climbed out of my truck and went inside. Thankfully, my fears seemed unfounded. Just two minutes after getting there, before I’d even finished signing in, I heard the sound of boots approaching in the hall. I looked up to see a guy in Air Force MultiCams walking my way, and on his chest was the patch that said, Martinez.

      “You must be Alexander Calero,” he said.

      I nodded and reached out to shake my sponsor’s hand. He was slightly shorter than I was, with sharp dark eyes and a slight Hispanic accent, and he walked as if he owned the world. I liked him already.

      “Thanks for showing me around.”

      “Luis Martinez, at your service.” He looked through the glass front door. “That your truck?” He pointed to my blue Ford. 

      “Sure is.” 

      “Then let’s take that for your base tour, if you don’t mind. Mine died this morning after I got here.” 

      So we went back outside into the December chill, and I climbed into the driver’s seat. “Just tell me where to go.”

      “How long have you been here?” 

      I checked my rearview mirror before backing out. “Just got here now. Drove in from Georgia today. This is the first place I went. ”

      “Well, welcome to Bragg.” He gave me a smile that might have been slightly mischievous. “Home of the world’s okayest average everything.”

      I smiled and shook my head. “The beach is only two and a half hours away. And Raleigh’s just over an hour.” I nodded at the street. I almost added that Downtown had been revitalized recently, not to mention all the historic sites. But I’d given too much away already.

      He tilted his head slightly. “I thought you’d just gotten here. You’re from California, right? Turn left here.” 

      I paused slightly as I considered how to answer. Hopefully, he’d think my hesitation was due to focusing on the road as I turned onto a busy street. 

      “Yeah, I’m coming from Vandenberg.” Technically, it wasn’t a lie. I was transferring from my position at Vandenberg Air Force Base to Pope Army Airfield. What he didn’t know, however, was that I probably knew the city surrounding the base better than he did. He also couldn’t see—hopefully—how my heart went off like gunshots every time I thought about the girl that lay beyond the base gates as well.

      “So how are Pope and Bragg related?” I asked, hoping to throw him off my trail.

      “So Pope,” he pointed through the windshield, “is that way. It’s kind of like the hole in the giant doughnut that is Fort Bragg. The airstrip is there, and most of these buildings still belong to the Air Force from the old days, before they turned it back into an Army airfield. We’ll be working in that one.” He pointed to an old building with white stucco and black wood siding. 

      We came to a stop in front of the building. I grabbed the folder with my orders in them and we headed inside. 

      In the building, I was introduced to my supervisor, as well as a few coworkers. My papers were in-processed, and I was ready to go several hours later. To my surprise, Luis followed me outside.

      “Hey, where are you staying tonight?” 

      I got back in the truck. “The TLF.” The temporary living facilities weren’t the ritz, to be sure, but at least I knew they would be better than some of the motels just outside the base gate. 

      “And after that?”

      I paused again. This question was one I’d been avoiding since getting my orders and realizing that of all the places in the world, the Air Force had sent me home. Except I knew better than to just show up at the house I’d grown up in. And I couldn’t go to Carly’s house without a bullet-proof vest.

      “I guess I don’t know,” I said slowly. “I need to see what’s available.”

      “Dude,” he said. “I’ve got somewhere better.” He tilted his head and studied me for a moment. “I’m looking for a roommate. Someone who can paint and do basic odd jobs around the house.” He gave me a strange look. “Can you do all that?” 

      I laughed. “My dad owned a maintenance company for home repairs. So yeah, I think I’m a little handy.” That much was true. At least, it had been when he was alive.

      He beamed. “Perfect. Hey, it’s Friday, and we don’t have to be back here till Monday. How about we go celebrate?” 

      I laughed. “What kind of celebration?”

      “Look, I’ll take you all over the base later. But for now, let’s get something to drink. Then I’ve got one of the fights purchased already. We can go to my place and watch, and you can decide if you’d like to stay with me.”

      “What? Like as a roommate?”

      “Why not?” Luis threw up his hands. “I’m flipping the place. Bought it for dirt cheap. We can split the cost and save a buttload on BAH.”

      I laughed. “All right. Saving on housing allowance. Sounds good.” I almost forgot my cover and quickly added, “Where to?” It might look really odd if the new guy from California drove off the base and straight to the nearest liquor store without even turning on his GPS.

      “Go through the Manchester Gate.” He leaned forward and pointed. “Then we’ll turn right on Bragg Boulevard. The store will be like a block up the road on the right side.”

      I knew what store he meant, and it wasn’t my favorite. But I wasn’t about to ruin his fun and tell him that. It was easier to let him think this was all new and to let him welcome me in whatever way he wanted. He’d been awesome so far, offering to let me move in and split the rent. Besides, he was helping me see the town through new eyes. And that was what I wanted more than anything else. 

      Well, almost anything. My heart leaped into my throat as we crossed over the base boundary back into the town. Carly was here. Somewhere. At least, I still hoped she was. I glanced at Luis out of the corner of my eye, hoping he couldn’t see the way my nerves were suddenly tripping over themselves. Was she still here? Was she okay? 

      Had she found someone else? My heart thumped unevenly, and I had to work to focus on the road. I’d purposefully gone the long way that morning to get to the base, so I could avoid seeing most of Fayetteville. Sure, I’d known I’d have to leave base sometime. But I wasn’t ready to face it alone. Not yet.

      If it weren’t for Luis and his joyous ignorant bliss, I wouldn’t be doing this now.

      “See that hotel right there?” Luis jolted me from my pining as he pointed at the crumbling foundation of some sort of building that had once spanned a long patch of land across the road from where we were emerging. “Well, that was a hotel. But it was taken out in Hurricane Florence.”

      I frowned. “Hurricane Florence took that out? We’re like two hours inland.”

      “Naw, man.” He shook his head. “The river that flows right behind it...the Little River, I think it’s called, overflowed and washed half the building back into the water. The thing was a mess. They had to bulldoze whatever was left over. This whole street was covered in water. That church on the corner basically had to start over. They lost their piano and organ and pews and everything. You can see where the water level topped off on the white paint on the side of the building there. And the ammo store was closed for weeks because they had to basically tear everything out and start again. It missed my Lupe’s house by like a street.”

      “Lupe?” I asked.

      “Oh, my girlfriend. She lives like four blocks from here. But that wasn’t even the worst of it.”

      I listened quietly as we pulled up in front of the liquor store. Florence had been a horrible week. I was gone by then, but I’d spent countless hours thinking about the people I knew who were still here. Carly, in particular.

      Would I see her today? Could I run into her? If I did, what would I say? More importantly, what would she say? 

      “You’re quiet,” Luis said as we got out. 

      I took a deep breath and did my best to smile. “Just tired. California to North Carolina’s a long drive.”

      He nodded. “Amen to that. I drove from New Mexico when I moved here...”

      He continued his story as we went inside. Soon talk turned to the task at hand as we browsed. Luis went for the Lager. I settled for a whiskey that looked like it would mix well with the Coke I’d picked up at the last gas station I’d stopped at. And for the first time since arriving that afternoon, I began to realize I was enjoying myself. I wasn’t the poor kid from the bad side of town who was destined to follow his mother’s choices. I was a grown man going out for a drink with my buddy. I had my own car, my own savings account, and I was stashing away money in my Thrift Savings Plan for retirement. 

      Even better, I smiled to myself, I was out at a liquor store with a single drink in hand. Not six or twelve, the way Carly’s father had predicted would happen after I joined the military. I was my own man, and I had more self-control than that son of a gun had ever had in his life. 

      And I was doing just fine. 

      Then my heart twisted slightly. If only Carly could be here to see it. Or better yet, be a part of it.

      “All right, I’m good.” Luis waved his six pack in the air and headed for the register. “You ready?”

      I grinned. “I am. And you know what? To celebrate, let’s stop at the grocery store after this. I’m making sliders.”

      “Now you’re talking!” Luis thumped the counter as I paid. We grabbed our bags, and he started chattering away about the fight we were going to watch that night.

      But when I spotted the familiar rusted green truck parked next to mine, I felt like all the air had been sucked right out of my chest. And as if the truck wasn’t bad enough, a man walked past me, the burning dove tattoo on his right arm stopping me dead in my tracks. As if reading my mind, the man turned, and his blue eyes met mine, and time stood still.

      For one long moment, I was there in high school again, staring up into those eyes, unable to breathe as I struggled for words. They’d been bloodshot and shiny that night as sweat dripped down his forehead. His words had been slurred, but they’d been clear as day just the same.

      

      Get out of my house, Calero. And don’t let me catch you on my doorstep again.

      

      “Well,” the man drawled, his gaze finally leaving my face and moving up and down my uniform with an exaggerated nod before finally coming to rest on the bag in my hand. “What did I tell you?”

      Whatever it was that had locked down my body and nearly set me shaking in my boots disintegrated like a sandcastle under a wave. Once again, I was a man, and this time, I had no reason to run and hide.

      “A whiskey and coke at home never hurt anyone.” I held up the bag as I held his gaze. “Four tequilas in one night, though…” I gave him a grim smile as I stared pointedly at his purchase. “That’ll certainly do a number on a body.”

      The next thing I knew, the man was in my face, his free hand clutching the collar of my uniform. “Don’t lecture me, boy,” he hissed, little droplets of spit sticking in his dark, graying beard as he spoke.

      I was deeply tempted to throw him off. In fact, I would have liked nothing more than to exchange blows with the man who had ruined my world. But in less than a second, Luis was between us. 

      “It’s a felony to assault a servicemember,” he snapped in the man’s face.

      The man looked at him for a moment before letting out a sour bark of a laugh. “You think I don’t know that? I was still serving when you were clinging to your mother’s thighs, boy.” He spat on the ground before letting go of me and backing up toward his truck. Luis stayed by my side as he opened the door.

      Before he got in, though, desperation got the better of me, and I heard my own voice calling out, “How is she?”

      He froze. Then his lips slowly curved into a malicious smile. “As if I would tell you.” He slammed the door and careened out. 

      And I realized with sickening horror that my only potential link to Carly was gone.

      “So…” Luis swallowed as he watched Wade peel out of the parking lot. “I’m guessing this isn’t your first time in Fayetteville?”

      “Nope.” I shook my head. 

      He nodded and looked as though he was about to speak. But before he could ask, I climbed in the truck and turned the radio up. So much for being the guy from California. 

      So much for finding Carly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Who We Are

          

          CARLY

        

      

    

    
      I walked up to the tall, yellow house and rested my grocery bags on the half-wall that enclosed the porch, giving myself a moment to catch my breath before digging through my purse for my keys. My throat tickled, and as I coughed, I shot a glare at the garage, where my grandfather’s car sat, useless. I wasn’t a car expert by any means, but I did know that it wasn’t supposed to be making the noises it made on the way home from dropping my grandfather off at the airport. I’d need to see what we had left in the car fund before deciding which repair man to hire. I knew towing was out of the budget, so it would have to be one of the two that traveled.

      The front porch wasn’t a bad place to take a breather, at least. Despite the snap of the early February evening, the ocean was beautiful, gentle and lapping. Even the typical rip current seemed to be taking a break. Parents led their young children in shell collecting expeditions in the sand and kite flying along the shore. In the direct sun, the air wasn’t as chilly as usual, and if my breathing hadn’t been giving me fits lately, I would have stayed outside.

      But February wasn’t a great time for someone to be out in the wind. If he’d been there, Grandpa would have scolded me something fierce for walking to the store as it was. So I sighed and dug out my keys and opened the door, and headed inside.

      Once I got the food put away, I would head up to my room with my painting supplies, then I’d work until dinner. I had a commissioned piece to finish and some online marketing to see to. One of the local emporiums was curious about one of my beach watercolor sets. I needed to get back to them before the end of the day. Tomorrow, I’d need to take several of my smaller pieces to Sugar Island, as the little baker-bookstore’s manager had requested to see a few pieces.

      When I stepped into the hallway, though, I was hit by the humidity, which was oddly higher inside the house than outside, and I was greeted by the smell of wet carpet, which set me to coughing again. Dang it. Not again. I needed to call the plumber. 

      As I rummaged through the junk drawer for the little contact notebook my grandfather kept for emergencies and house repairs and such, my phone rang.

      “Hello?” I propped the phone between my ear and shoulder as I continued to search the drawer.

      “Hey, Kiddo.”

      “Grandpa.” A wave of peace washed over me as I stopped my crazed search and stood upright. “I didn’t think you’d be able to call.” I smiled as I spoke. The man wouldn’t use my cell to save his life. For some reason, he always called the house.

      “Unfortunately, this is probably the last time you’ll hear from me for a while. The director says we’re heading into some nasty territory. The documentary crew wants to find some African river monster I’m not convinced exists, but they don’t pay me to think, so I’m just going to lug the camera along behind them like a good boy.”

      I couldn’t help chuckling. For someone as skeptical as my grandfather was, you’d have thought he would be working for someone other than a legend-hunting documentary crew.

      “You said this is supposed to last, what? Four months?”

      He sighed. I could imagine him rubbing his eyes with the palms of his hands. “That’s what I thought, but you know how these things go.”

      I frowned. “So how long then?”

      “Mostly likely five or six months at least. The main money source is slightly obsessed with these animals, so I get the feeling we’ll be out here till we find one.” He paused. “How are you feeling?”

      “Oh, you know me. I’m fine anywhere.” 

      “No, you’re not. Now tell me the truth. How’s your asthma?” 

      I huffed. “It was a little annoying today after I walked to the store, but it’s windy, so it’s not like I didn’t expect anything extra.”

      “Why are you walking outside? Just take the truck.”

      I rolled my eyes and rubbed my face. “The truck started making weird noses on the way home from the airport.”

      My grandpa cursed under his breath. “I’m sorry, baby. I knew it wouldn’t make the long drive well, but I didn’t know it would go out right—”

      “It’s fine, Grandpa.” I started gathering as many cleaning supplies as I could reach. “The drive is over an hour and a half. I’m just surprised it lasted as long as it did, to be honest.”

      He sighed. “Okay, but the moment I’m home, that’s first thing on the list things to fix.”

      I made a face at the bubbling drywall in the hallway. “That’s not the only one, unfortunately. I found another water leak today.”

      He cursed again. “Look, hun. I’m so sorry. The last thing I wanted to do was leave you stranded in a leaky house.”

      “I’ll be fine.” I shrugged, as though he could see me. “You left the repair money for the house, so that should cover the leak. I’m just working on getting someone to come here and fix the truck.” 

      “And I’ll talk to my boss about getting some of the payment early.” I could hear him let out a deep breath. “Anyhow, I just wanted to say that I love you and miss you, Carly. I’ll try to call tomorrow if we can still use our phones by then. And in the meantime, if anything happens—”

      “Get Peg,” I recited. “I know.” I decided not to worry my grandfather further by telling him what I’d learned the day before, that our next door neighbor was going out of town soon to help her daughter with her new baby. It wasn’t like he could do anything about it in Africa.

      “I know you like to do things on your own, but don’t be afraid to ask her for help. And I mean that. Your asthma—”

      “My asthma is going to be fine. Just stay safe, okay?”

      After we’d hung up, I began to sing one of my grandfather’s favorite songs as I continued to look for the phone book. I kicked myself as I realized I should have asked him while I had him on the line. But before I got to the second verse, I gave up looking for the notebook and broke into another coughing fit and had to get my inhaler. After doing a few puffs on the inhaler, I resumed my search for the plumber’s phone number.

      My grandpa would probably obsess over the leak now. He’d only bought the house two months before he left, and at the time, it had seemed to be in pristine condition. The wooden floor slats were newly laid. The walls had been stripped of their paneling and replaced with drywall. The kitchen had been fully renovated. It was the house of his dreams. He’d said so the moment we laid eyes on it. After saving for years, he was able to pay for it outright in cash, and we’d moved in without a second thought.

      About a week after we moved in, though, we began to notice little problems here and there. This was the third leak to show itself, and I was pretty sure it was coming from the upstairs bathroom. Some of the floorboards were crumbling in places the furniture had been pushed up against the day we’d toured it. The heater had stopped working, and two of the faucets wouldn’t turn on. My grandfather had been more than a little put out at all the extra repair fees. 

      “Carly, when I get back,” he’d promised before he left, “the paycheck from this job is going to finance all the right fixes for this place. So if you can hang on till then, I promise you’ll be living in a beachside palace.”

      I’d promised him I could definitely wait. Really, who couldn’t in a beach house on the shore of Topsail Island? I would have lived in a shack if it meant staying here.

      And life had gone just as well the first week he’d been gone. But discovering the ceiling leak right over my bed the night before had been less than pleasant, and the emergency repair money my grandfather had left for me was quickly disappearing.

      I decided to see if the phone book, or rather, the little notebook with numbers all scribbled in it, had somehow gotten placed in one of the boxes we hadn’t yet unpacked. So I started with the boxes that had been shoved under my bed. 

      The first two boxes were full of things like CDs, paperwork, and all sorts of random junk I’d been avoiding this activity for specifically. I didn’t find the notebook in either, though, which meant I had to keep searching. But the moment I pulled out the third box, my heart jumped into my throat, and all thoughts of getting the leak fixed were gone. 

      I’d told my grandfather to throw this box away. But instead of listening, he’d packed it and unloaded it with all the rest. And to prove his guilt, he’d left a note on the top.

      

      Hey, Kiddo.

      

      I know you didn’t want this one to come with us, but I don’t think throwing it away is going to fix anything. We all come from somewhere. It’s what makes us who we are.

      

      I read the short note twice before looking back at the offending box. Just beneath his note were the words, High School.

      My throat felt extra dry as I lifted a small rectangular canvas from the top. It was a painting of a girl sitting on a pier, staring down at her feet as the waves lapped beneath her. Not my best work by far, but the first one I’d made in art class in ninth grade.

      My hands shook as I reached into the box again. This time, it was my yearbook I pulled out, where it sat on several of my senior projects and my cap and gown, which I’d never actually worn. For a long moment, I sat and stared at its bright colors, knowing I should promptly put it back and shove it under the bed again. I was already having trouble breathing today. The last thing I needed to do was make myself cry.

      But my traitorous hands didn’t listen, and before I knew it, I was staring at the faces of my past. 

      There weren’t many that elicited really strong feelings. I hadn’t had many friends senior year. I hadn’t needed them. I’d spent every waking moment with him. 

      One face did make me pause, and though it was probably immature, I stuck my tongue out at her as I passed her page. An even more immature part of me wanted to draw a moustache on her perfectly preened picture, but no. Shelley-Ann Burnz wasn’t worth my time or my very expensive felt-tipped pen ink. Flipping past Shelley-Ann brought me to the page I’d been looking for and dreading since I’d touched the yearbook.

      Alexander Calero stared up at me from the photograph. Without meaning to, I reached out and brushed my fingers over his face, as though doing so might elicit some sort of response. Obviously, it didn’t. Not from the picture, at least. That strong jaw remained resolute as ever, and his brown eyes with gold flecks remained steady as ever. 

      I, however, was not so resolute, and without my permission, my cheeks were suddenly wet, and I was hiccuping along with my coughing. What was wrong with me? I was an adult. I had my own art business, and I was running my grandfather’s house while he was away. My high school boyfriend should have been the last person I was worried about right now. I had real problems, like a water leak and a broken truck and the fact that my asthma was flaring up. I didn’t have time for this.

      I wiped my face on my shirt and slammed the book shut so hard a cloud of dust flew into my face, making me cough some more. As soon as I could breathe somewhat normally again, I shoved the book back under my bed and stomped out of the room, leaving the boxes exactly the way they were. I was getting dinner. In public. Where none of my ghosts could haunt me.

      Unfortunately, most restaurants on the little barrier island were closed during the winter. Topsail couldn’t really support the kind of rush in February that it could in August. Too many of the residents went south for the winter, and too few visitors wanted to come play on a barrier island beach when everything was freezing cold.

      I ignored the little voice in my head that said I should just stay home and eat. I had a perfectly good TV dinner that I’d picked up that afternoon sitting in my freezer. But I had to get away from the house and the memories that I’d hoped I’d left behind.

      The one restaurant that was open was small but not small enough for anyone to know my name. I ate my fish sandwich quietly in a corner booth, deleting random pictures to make space on my phone as I did. It was okay enough for a temporary distraction, but unfortunately, I couldn’t stay forever. Soon it was dark, and I could hear the wind howling outside again. So with a sigh, I paid and walked home again, trying not to cough the entire way.

      Instead of checking my business email, I went straight to bed. I just needed sleep, I told myself. I’d spent five years without Alexander Calero. That was more years than we’d been together. I was strong and independent, and didn’t need him butting into my thoughts. So I blamed my distraction on the stress of the recent move and my grandfather’s departure, the car breaking, and the water leaks. A good night’s sleep, and I’d be myself again in the morning. 

      But in those few seconds where I hovered between sleep and consciousness, I couldn’t help wishing his arms were around me as he whispered softly about how everything was going to be okay, the way he used to do. And though I couldn’t recall for sure in the morning, I may have cried myself to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            On My Own

          

          CARLY

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, I woke up coughing, but my heart felt lighter. I had things to do today, including still having to find the plumber’s number, which my high school yearbook had apparently knocked out of my memory the day before. I needed to walk a few paintings down to Sugar Island, and if time allowed, I’d start another painting like the one I’d sold the week before, the one of the pier. 

      I turned the radio up high as I got ready for the day. Getting dressed was easy, as I didn’t have many clothes. Jeans and a pink and white sweater would do just fine for that day’s activities. When it came time to do my hair, though, I stared at myself in the mirror.

      My usual hairstyle was a ponytail. But today, I felt like doing something different. Alexander had liked it when I let my hair down.

      So an updo it was.

      Besides, it made me look older, and I felt smug as I put in dangling earrings and did my makeup. If only he could see me now. He’d find his scared little girlfriend was gone. A new woman was standing in her place.

      And that woman didn’t need him.

      Just as I was about to start the walk to the bakery, though, I realized that the leak in the wall had made it to the carpet. So with a sigh, I put my paintings down and got out a rag and cleaning supplies. 

      From the moment I smelled the chemicals, I should have known something was wrong. Within two minutes, I was breathing more deeply, and within three, I was coughing like my lungs were about to fall out. 

      Panic surged as I stood to search for my inhalers. But standing too fast made my head spin, and I had to grab onto the kitchen counter to keep from toppling over. 

      I needed my inhaler. This wasn’t just a cough. This was a full-scale asthma attack. I thought back angrily to the cleaner as I stumbled around, still coughing, looking for my inhaler. Stupid cleaner. I should have tested it first, but there wasn’t time.

      I found the inhaler and promptly took two puffs. But all that happened was my heart rate jumped again, and tears threatened to spill as I tried desperately to control my own breathing. I bit my tongue to keep the sobs at bay.

      My phone. I needed my phone. Of course, I couldn’t remember where I’d left it. Thirty long seconds later, I found it near the cleaning supplies and dialed 911. But by the time the man on the other end answered, I was coughing too hard to give him the entire address.

      Stumbling out across the yard, I half-fell into the neighbor’s door. I banged on it with my fist, praying she would be home. Because I wasn’t sure I would make it across the street to the gas station to find help.

      Much to my relief, she answered after three bangs. Her eyes opened wide, and she let out a little cry as I held up the rubber medical identification bracelet I wore at all times. Thankfully, Peg was familiar with my health issues, and she understood immediately.

      Snatching the phone from my hand, she held it between her shoulder and ear as she helped me sit down in her porch chair beside the door. “We need an ambulance at 6 Topsail Road, zip code 28460. My neighbor is having an asthma attack.”

      Help arrived no less than four minutes later, but they were the longest four minutes of my life. I kept trying to use the rescue inhaler, but it hardly helped at all. Even when the paramedics got me hooked up to the oxygen mask in the ambulance, I kept my eyes closed and focused on breathing in and out, in and out.

      The stretcher jolted and bumped beneath me as we sped along the uneven roads on our way to the hospital. I could hear the paramedics talking to one another, but instead of trying to follow their rapid medical jargon, I did my best to shut the world out and keep my mind off everything but counting my breaths. 

      And yet, those haunting what-if questions arose in my head anyway.

      It wasn’t supposed to be this way.

      If everything had gone as planned, I would have been married by now. In fact, I would have been married for four years. Instead of riding alone, my husband would have either been with me, or if that wasn’t allowed, he would have been following along behind us, rather than my neighbor. And knowing Alexander, he would have been driving like a madman trying to keep up. Maybe I wouldn’t have even had this attack if we’d moved somewhere that was better for my lungs, somewhere dry. 

      But who was I kidding? Alexander was gone. I wasn’t married, and there wasn’t any use in wishing life were any other way. 
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      “Well, Miss…” The doctor paused and squinted at his clipboard. “Williams. Are you ready to go home?” 

      I smiled and nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      He chuckled. “I should think so. A day of our food, and a lot of our folks are magically cured by the time they’ve been here as long as you.” He paused. “Don’t tell them I said that.” 

      I shifted in the hospital bed. Peg, my neighbor, hadn’t been able to stay with me, but she promised the moment I was released, she’d come pick me up. “So I can go?”

      “Not so fast.” He sat on the edge of my bed and looked at his notes again. “I’m going to be blunt. This was a bad asthma attack. And I’ve seen my fair share.” He removed his glasses and looked at me, all signs of joking gone. “You said you’re living alone?” 

      I nodded faintly. “My grandfather is gone for work right now. Usually, I live with him.”

      “I see. Well, unfortunately, life is going to be a bit more complicated for a while.”

      “How so?” I shifted slightly.

      “Well, for starters, you said you don’t have a working truck right now?”

      “I’m working on finding someone to repair it.”

      “That’s good,” he said, “because walking long distances is going to be out of the question for a while, at least until it warms up a bit. Cold air is bad for asthma as it is, and after that attack, you’re going to have to be really careful not to have another one.”

      I blinked. “What if I do?”

      “To put it simply, you might die.”

      “Oh.” I swallowed hard.

      “Look, there are ways around this. They’ve got all sorts of grocery delivery services now. You can order almost anything online, and since you said your...what kind of business do you have again?”

      “I sell my art,” I said softly.

      “Okay, well, since I’m assuming you do most of that online as well, that should be fine. But you’re going to be pretty fragile for a while. You’ll need to avoid most physical exertion, anything that causes any sort of deep breathing.” He paused. “Honestly, I’d feel a lot better if I knew you weren’t living alone.”

      I gawked at him. “But my grandfather is gone for five months at least.” Honestly, probably more like seven or eight or even more, but I wasn’t about to tell him that.

      He sighed. “Do you have any other family or friends who could at least check in on you? Or make runs to and from the store if you needed?” 

      “Um…” I picked up my phone and began to scroll through my contacts. The list was ridiculously short. Sure, I had friends on social media, but most of them had either moved or wouldn’t be able to care for me.

      “What about your neighbor?” the doctor asked kindly, his deep voice penetrating my thoughts. “The one who brought you.”

      “She’s actually leaving in a few days to go take care of her daughter when she has her baby in Charleston.” I searched my social media profiles in vain as I spoke, praying for some new option to present itself. “And most of my neighbors are gone. They only live there in the summer.” Snowbirds. One of the downsides of living on an island where life all but shuts down in the winter.

      “I see.” He was quiet for a moment. “What about your parents? Where do they live?”

      My throat clenched up for a moment, but not in a life-threatening way. Just the kind that hurt my heart. “My mom died when I was thirteen.”

      “And your father?” His brown eyes searched mine.

      “I haven’t talked to my father in over four years.”

      “Ah. I see.” He paused. Then, as he slowly stood, he turned to face me. “I don’t know what your relationship with your father is, and I would definitely caution you against returning if you feel at all in danger with him.” He gave me a sad smile. “But as a father and grandfather myself, in the off-chance that he’d be able to help prevent another one of these attacks, I’d wager that whatever drove you two apart wouldn’t be able to keep him from running back if he knew what you really needed.”

      He left soon after that, but I sat, staring at the top number in the sad contact list on my screen for a long time. To say I didn’t want to talk to my father, much less ask him to help me, was a gross understatement. It was because of him I lived with my grandfather in the first place. Calling him now would be like admitting the last five years had all been my mistake. It was like agreeing with his drunken accusations that I was weak and needed his help to live my life. The small business I’d grown from my grandfather’s spare room would be for naught, and once again, I’d be that helpless eighteen-year-old with a hundred and fifty bucks to her name and nothing but two suitcases to call her own. And five years ago, I’d sworn to myself that I would never be that girl again.

      No, I was going to do this on my own. I had to.
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      “I don’t think this color’s going to work.” I squinted at the backsplash sample Luis was holding out. 

      Luis looked at it again and frowned. “What’s wrong with it?” The deafening beeping of a forklift truck backing up made it impossible to answer at first. I shook my head and waited until the truck was on another aisle of the home improvement store. 

      “Look,” I finally said when I could hear myself again, “you’ve already chosen to make the kitchen over in blacks and grays. This,” I grabbed the swatch of neon yellow square tiles, “will be loud and distracting.” 

      “It’s my kitchen.” Luis snatched it back.

      “Yeah, the kitchen you want to sell.” 

      Luis huffed. “I can’t please you with anything. First, you didn’t like the flooring I was going for. Now you don’t like my backsplash.” He scowled at me. “What makes you such the expert anyway?” 

      “Um, the fact that my dad was a contractor?” I took the backsplash back from my friend and placed it back on the shelf. “Here. Try this one.” 

      Luis grumbled, but he eventually did choose a slightly less alarming tile for the wall behind the stove. 

      “I thought you’d done this before,” I said, giving him a sideways look as we made our way to the next aisle over.

      “I took a class.” 

      I snorted. “A class? On flipping houses? How long was this class exactly?” 

      Luis lifted his chin. “Two days.” 

      I snickered.

      “What?” He glared up at me. “I wasn’t doing too bad until you showed up. And I’ve been working on this place for six months already.” 

      “Look, I’m sorry for laughing.” I held my hand up. “Scout’s honor. But really, if you let me help, I can make this thing go a lot smoother.”

      He gave me a look. “I might believe you if I knew a little more about your family.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Are we really going to go there?” 

      “Hey,” he held up his hands, “I’ve tried to be respectful of boundaries and all that junk. But you’ve lived here a month now, and if I hadn’t seen your ex’s crazy dad, I would have thought you were an orphan with no family or friends. Like...you just appeared one day and the Air Force took you in.” He paused for a minute and chuckled. “I probably should have asked this before letting you move in, now that I think about it.”

      “You wanted to split the rent. And I said I would help you flip the house, and since I got here, I have done just that, so don’t act like every motivation was saintly charity.”

      “True.” He nodded. “But you could still tell me now. That way when my mom calls and wants to know about you, I can tell her you don’t come from a line of serial killers or anything like that.”

      I knew he was trying to lighten the mood, but I sighed and turned down the window aisle. “I promise, it’s not really that interesting.” 

      “Try me.” He sat down on a random bench near where they cut wood and patted the seat next to him. I gave him a look but sat down as well.

      “So,” he said, quite pleased with himself, “who are the great Alexander Calero’s parents?”

      Did I really want to tell him? No. Now, if he’d asked about Carly, I could have spent hours going on about her. How her hair got curly when it rained, how she was really good at memorizing random factoids, or the way she hated tapioca pudding. But my family? The less I thought of them, the happier I would be. But he had a point. I was living with him and paying way less money for rent than I would be if I was still in a base dorm. He deserved to know a little about the guy who was sharing the same roof.

      “My dad was a great guy. And a great contractor.” I studied the tube of caulking that was in my hand. “He died of cancer when I was in junior high.”

      Luis’s face fell. “Dude, I’m so sorry.” 

      I shrugged. “At least I know he was great. What I can’t figure out for the life of me is why he married my mother.”

      “Whoa, dude! That’s your mama you’re talking about!”

      I shrugged. “It is what it is. My mom isn’t a healthy individual to be around.” That was the understatement of a lifetime. My mom could guilt a rock into doing something against its will. I shuddered by accident, something I hoped he missed. “And her family is just as screwed up as she is. It’s part of why I joined the Air Force.” I laughed a little. “I honestly never thought I’d be sent back here. That was a weird set of orders if I ever saw one.” I’d been so shocked that night that I’d forgotten to eat dinner. And since arriving, I’d made sure to avoid all of her favorite hangouts, those few places she went when she dared to leave the house.

      “What about your dad’s family?” Luis asked softly. 

      “They’re nice, but they live really far away. Like in Montana or something. They don’t approve of my mom, surprise, surprise, and in retaliation, she banned them from the house.” I paused. “Actually, I don’t think I’ve seen them since I was like, four.”

      “Couldn’t you get emancipated or something, though, when you were a teenager?” Luis pressed, his dark eyes bright. 

      “Yeah, I could have. In fact, I even thought about it seriously at the beginning of freshman year.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      I smiled a little in spite of myself. “I met Carly.” 

      Oh, Carly. I’d even had the emancipation paperwork half-filled out the day before I met her. But one look into the depths of those sad, brown eyes, and I’d known within the week that I couldn’t leave. Not if it meant leaving her behind.

      “She’s the reason you drive in circles at night, isn’t she?”

      “What?” I looked up. “Sorry, I didn’t hear you.”

      “Three or four nights a week, you go out driving. I know because I see you circling the neighborhood and then leaving before coming back to do it again.”

      I swallowed and looked back down at my hands. 

      “You’re looking for her, aren’t you?” he whispered.

      “Hey, we’d better go pick some paint out for the cabinets.” I stood. “The store will be closing soon.”

      Luis gave me a long look. The store wasn’t closing for two more hours since it was a Saturday. But something thick had lodged itself in my throat. The faster we got back on the kitchen reno, the better it would be.
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      I checked myself out of the hospital that afternoon. The nurse gave me a look that made me unable to meet her gaze, but I was determined. Sure, I’d have to slow it down a bit. But that was okay. It would just get me to call the mechanic faster. The repair money would have to come from my business funds, which weren’t much to call home about as it was. It would all be okay, though. Everything would be okay. Doctors, I assured myself as I climbed into Peg’s car, were always overly cautious anyhow.

      He was probably just giving me the worst case scenario. I’d be careful and take it slow, and everything would go back to normal in a few weeks. I could work from my house and really step up my business marketing instead of selling locally, at least for now. I’d call my customers and ask them to come look at the art at my house, and they could buy it there if they wanted. Lots of people shopped online for art, though. It wouldn’t hurt anything to focus on the online portion of my business for a while. I could still make money and take care of myself.

      And it worked for a few days. I called the plumber, and he assured me everything was fixed up properly again. The mechanic wasn’t quite so easy, as finding a budget-friendly company that would come to our location was a lot harder than I thought it would be. Still, I could make it work. There was always a way.

      There had to be a way.

      That way, however, came crashing down when I got the hospital bill five days later. I stared in disbelief at the number at the bottom of the page as the blood drained from my face. My skin felt cold and sweaty at the same time, and I rubbed my eyes to make sure I was seeing the number right. 

      Unfortunately, I was. And as we had no insurance, since my grandfather worked for hire, it was very close to the highest number in his bank account. Or to put it into perspective, three times what I had in my business account. Sure, I had enough to pay it now, and they would probably even let me draw out the time period I had to pay. But even with small payments, there would be little left for food or utilities, let alone art supplies or money for advertising.  

      I could feel my chest begin to rise and fall faster and faster, and a small voice in my head said I needed to stop this panic attack, or it would just turn into another visit to the hospital. 

      I needed to get out of here, somewhere I could think. I reached for my house keys and went to get the art pieces the shop owner had been interested in the last time she’d seen them. Then I stopped.

      I wasn’t supposed to be walking outside, especially not in February. It was too cold and windy. But I also needed to eat. And at the moment, my grocery budget for the week was looking like it would amount to a whopping ten dollars and fifteen cents.

      The decision made itself for me, and moments later, I was heading to Sugar Island, paintings in hand. I would go slow, I assured myself, and rest when I needed to. I’d have asked Peg to take me, but her daughter had gone into early labor the morning before, so it was just me now. I was okay with that, though. 

      At least, I was until I got halfway to the bakery and the coughing started back up. And it didn’t stop. My chest and shoulders were racked with pain as I leaned on my canvases so I wouldn’t fall over, and I stayed that way for five minutes. Every time I thought the coughing was done, it would start again. 

      One foot forward. I could see the bakery from here. If I could just put one foot in front of the other, until I got there, I would be out of the wind and have a place to sit. 

      All thoughts of preserving the paintings, much less selling them, fled as I used my canvases as a crutch. It was slow, and I had to stop often to use my inhaler. Eventually, I did make
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