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DISCLAIMER

	 

	 

	This book is a memoir reflecting the author's recollections of experiences over time. Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals. Some events have been compressed or reordered for narrative purposes. Dialogue represents the author's recollection of the substance of conversations and may not be word-for-word accurate. The author has made every effort to ensure the accuracy of the information presented, but memory is imperfect and subjective.

	 

	The strategies and opinions described are the author’s personal experience and interpretation of information and are not intended as legal, financial, medical, or structural-engineering advice. Readers should consult qualified professionals for guidance on their situations.

	 

	 

	*This memoir includes discussions of trauma recovery within a narrative of survival and adaption, including non-graphic reference to past sexual assault.
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	For Landon and Fay,

	 

	When you read this, I hope you feel how fiercely I love you both and how hard I tried to protect your peace. You are the pulse behind every page and the home I never lost.

	 

	I love you to the moon and back, around the world, a million times infinity, plus 1.

	 

	Mom

	***

	And to my husband Greg,

	 

	For the weight you carried, the trenches we dug, and your quiet steadiness that held when the walls didn’t. This book is the chaos we survived and the rhythm we rebuilt in the dark.

	 

	Forever and always,

	 

	Ashley
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	PREFACE

	 

	 

	This isn’t the kind of story that comes with a clean arc.

	There is no tidy beginning, middle, or end.

	 

	I wanted that.

	I still do.

	But that’s not what happened.

	 

	What happened was, we lived through it…

	Twice.

	 

	Two hurricanes flooded our home on the Gulf Coast of Florida, north of Tampa, in just over a year. Hurricane Idalia hit in August 2023. Thirteen months later, Hurricane Helene arrived. And the devastation didn’t stop just because the rain did.

	 

	What happened was, we rebuilt.

	And we broke in more ways than one.

	 

	Then we rebuilt again.

	But this time, from the inside out.

	 

	You might wish for more light moments.

	So did I.

	 

	You might want to see more resolution.

	So do I.

	 

	This is what it looks like to keep going when everything you counted on gives out beneath you.

	 

	This is what it looks like when survival is quiet.

	When the cavalry you wanted doesn’t come or can’t stay.

	When the reporters move on to the next story.

	When viewers change the channel.

	When you learn to carry the aftermath because no one else will.

	 

	And when you start writing in the middle of it all unfolding.

	 

	I spend a lot of time inside my head. 

	Come join me. 

	 

	Welcome to Flood Logic.

	This is what remains.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	1.

Plan E, Version Two

	 

	 

	 

	Prepared but never ready.

	 

	“No! Mom, why is this happening to us again?" our daughter, Fay, cries out.

	 

	"Honey, it will be okay. We will be okay. But right now, I need you to go to your room and lift all of your things," I tell her. 

	 

	I make eye contact with our son Landon across the hall. His face is blank, but he nods and moves toward his little sister. "It’s okay Fay, we will lift everything, we will save more this time.” he says, as they head into their bedrooms, gathering their most cherished belongings.

	 

	The news currently predicts there is six to eight feet of storm surge heading to our area. I think I would be even more frantic if this had been the first time we'd read these words. 

	 

	But honestly? 

	We are more prepared this time.

	 

	I walk into my husband’s office and tell him the news. I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and shut off everything in my head telling me it's time to break down and scream. 

	 

	There isn’t time for panic.

	No room for sadness or pity over the current situation.

	 

	But anger?

	Maybe I can use that. 

	A surge of adrenaline to be used for what lies ahead.

	 

	I rush to the kitchen. I’m not about to rebuy all these small kitchen items. 

	 

	Not again. 

	 

	When you think about the high-value objects in your home, you might assume it’s mostly the electronics. But if you do the math, calculate the cost of each item along with its size and storage needs, you quickly realize how fast those little kitchen gadgets, utensils, and accessories add up. I can fill a Rubbermaid tote with hundreds of dollars' worth of essentials in under five minutes.

	 

	I clear the countertops and start consolidating, pulling out lower drawers and placing them on higher surfaces. This is the prep work for packing it all up later. I unplug the microwave and coffee maker. These two things will be essential in my future temporary kitchen.

	 

	I move onto locating our essential documents and most important keepsakes, already packed away in waterproof storage. I take out my insurance documents, social security cards, birth certificates, marriage certificate, house and insurance paperwork and place them in my overnight bag by the front door. I grab my phone and begin photographing as much as I can of the interior and exterior of the home.

	 

	Luckily, 

	or maybe not, but I’m going to go with it,

	a good amount of our things are already stored in totes. 

	 

	We were getting ready to put the house on the market next week. I had just finished staging it after a year-long home renovation we did ourselves, a restoration project following last year's flood from Hurricane Idalia. 

	 

	Did I mention we did almost the entire rebuild ourselves?

	 

	My hands have touched every piece of material reinstalled in this house. 

	 

	Deep in my bones, I know, 

	I just know, 

	I will be tearing it all out again.

	 

	When you go through something traumatic, it’s hard not to worry it will happen again. Well-meaning people in your life will try to support you in the ways they know how. But unless they’ve been through what you have or are some kind of expert in the specific trauma you have experienced, most will never truly understand.

	 

	They say things like:

	 

	You are so strong.

	Like I had a choice.

	You’ve made it through.

	As if that means it’s over.

	It can’t possibly happen again.

	But it can. And it will.

	The worst is behind you.

	You don’t know that.

	Focus on the future.

	What if I am? What if that’s why I know better?

	 

	Here’s the thing, I’m not wired like most people. My mind works differently. It’s something I’ve struggled with. It is something which frustrates me more often than I would like to admit. For most of my life, I’ve felt like it holds me back.

	 

	Right now, though? My autistic brain is what will get me through this.

	 

	I’ve been crunching the statistics for a year now. Numbers and math usually soothe me, but in this case, they serve as informed preparation. When I told people I knew this would happen again, that it was a matter of when, not if. That the only “if” was whether or not we would still be here when it did…

	 

	They called it a trauma response. Fear, hopelessness and despair.

	 

	What they couldn't see was, 

	that it wasn’t self-pity.

	It wasn't negativity.

	 

	It was pragmatism.

	 

	If they had been crunching the numbers, if they had been following the statistics, the science, the locality factors… maybe they would have felt differently. 

	 

	Maybe they wouldn’t have kept telling me:

	“Just don’t think that way.”

	“Stay positive.”

	 

	Being stubborn, as some may call it, I wouldn’t let it go. I had been preparing for this scenario since the last flood. Since the moment we started rebuilding. The web of paths to take, the plans and backup plans, and backups for my backups. They are always being spun in my head, constantly shifting, adapting to new information. 

	 

	To outsiders, it might look like overthinking.

	But to me, it’s just thinking.

	 

	What's happening now though, this is why I strategize.

	This is why I plan, with contingency versions.

	 

	PLAN E, Version Two in action:

	 

	We have finished rebuilding our home, but it is peak hurricane season again. The building permit closed last week. The final installment of the insurance money from our Idalia flood claim was released to us last month. We still have a mortgage we can't afford to pay off without a sale. The realtor has been chosen but the house hasn’t been listed yet. Packing has begun. A storage POD sits on our front lawn.

	 

	And the water is coming.

	Again.


 

	 

	 

	 

	2.

Against the Water

	 

	 

	 

	“I’m not sure how I’m supposed to keep over ten feet of water out of my house.” I texted someone, half-joking, half-daring the universe to blink first.

	 

	It was hurricane season again.

	In Florida, it sometimes feels like it always is.

	 

	There’s a joke that we have four seasons: summer, more summer, hurricane season, and Christmas lights on palm trees.

	 

	But there’s no real punchline when you know what it’s like to live through a hurricane. When you know what it’s like to have lost everything and still have to get up and prepare to lose it again.

	 

	The thing about hurricane season is, for people like us who live here, it’s not an event.

	 

	It’s a ritual.

	 

	We stock our essential hurricane supplies year-round. Buying water, canned food, battery packs, crank radios, flashlights, and fans for when the air turns still and the AC dies. We keep go-bags ready with our paperwork in large Ziploc baggies. Test generators throughout the year. We have evacuation plans, rendezvous points, and communication trees already drawn out like battle strategies.

	 

	During peak season the additional prep starts small, because it always does. 

	 

	Watching the forecasts daily. Tracking the storm model updates when they appear. Waiting for local sightings of the Weather Channel's meteorologist Jim Cantore to surface …as most Floridians do. 

	 

	Trying to tell the difference between a blip and a threat, when both come wrapped in the same media-issued tone of urgency. 

	 

	We had doubled down on our prepping for peak hurricane season early this summer. It was the only thing which helped with the nausea that came every time I heard the word “storm.” I had bought extra flood barriers in batches, tucked them away like someone stocking a bunker. Slowly, quietly, almost superstitiously.

	 

	We were ready.

	As ready as anyone could be, given the circumstances.

	***

	I’ve always been the one who tracks the forecasts. Who lays out plans. It made sense. Before all of this, I worked in operations and finance. I was used to keeping other people’s systems running.

	 

	Now I kept my own family moving forward, even as our world unraveled beneath us.

	 

	Storm surge predictions had just increased to over twelve feet.

	 

	I shifted the plan once again. 

	 

	My husband had filled 70 sandbags at the county fill station downtown. Sweat pouring off him, working in the heavy, soupy air that makes breathing feel like swallowing syrup. 70 sandbags looked impressive stacked in our driveway, after unloading the trunk of our SUV for the third time. Laid flat around only the exterior doors, they made a three-inch-high wall.

	 

	Three inches of hope against over ten feet of water.

	 

	It wasn’t enough.

	It never would be.

	 

	We gathered more sandbags from a friend on higher land. We installed the water-filled flood barriers around the doors as well. I painted flood sealant on the thresholds, laid thick flood tape along every seam of the doors. We built sump pump stations at the front and back entrances, that we prayed would buy us time if the river came inside.

	 

	We dug a trench around the whole perimeter of the house. Laid thick plastic sheeting against the foundation, stapled it to the wood siding, and pinned it into the earth with corrugated plastic panels.

	 

	It looked insane.

	It looked desperate.

	It was both.

	 

	It took six brutal days to finish. Six days in the crushing Florida summer heat. Stopping every hour to sit under the shade and sip lukewarm electrolyte drinks that barely made a dent. No amount of hydrating could replace what the heat took from us.

	 

	Last year, I did most of the prep alone. While my husband stayed stuck at his job, unable to leave his desk until the storm was approaching our doorstep.

	 

	Now, Greg’s hands were beside mine. We were coordinated. Grim, but moving like a team. Maybe not cheerfully, but together.

	 

	Inside the house, we continued lifting everything we could.

	 

	Electronics, furniture, appliances, anything that could be potentially saved if the storm shifted or weakened, elevated off the ground. Chairs stacked on tables, boxes laid on top of the lifted fridge and stove, bins packed and shoved into the loft. We unplugged sockets, turned off breakers, set up raised battery backups, trying to dodge the next power surge.

	 

	The house looked like it was mid-evacuation, long before we even finished.

	 

	But the house wasn't enough.

	 

	Out on the front lawn sat a giant metal storage POD we had rented when we started prepping to sell the house. Back when we thought the worst was behind us.

	 

	Now it had become another battlefield.

	 

	We had filled it wall to wall with boxes and extra furniture. Everything we had packed away in hopes of staging a clean, perfect home for someone else to someday live in.

	 

	We had stacked everything inside the container on folding tables in case this moment ever came. An extra 2 feet high of security. Still, we knew it may not be enough, we couldn’t unload everything in time. Where would we even put any of it? It wasn’t going to be much safer indoors. 

	 

	So we strapped it all tight against the storage container's walls with bungee cords and ropes until it looked like a spiderweb of desperation.

	 

	Every table, every chair, every bin was latched down, double-checked, then triple-checked. Not because it made the Pod invincible, but because we needed to believe we could still do something.

	 

	But it didn't look strong enough.

	Nothing did.

	 

	Paranoia sang under every knot we tied.

	Every rope we pulled tighter.

	 

	What if it's not enough? 

	What if it floats away? 

	What if everything we've saved breaks free and drowns without us?

	 

	There are few things more hollow than trying to save what you already know is lost.

	 

	Our neighbor Steve came over after finishing his own house prep. He helped us build the final flood barriers.

	 

	Our friend Sarah came too. Lifting boxes, carrying books, picking out clothes and cooking pans to save. She packed her car with as much of our life as she could fit to ferry inland.

	 

	Sarah’s house was just a twenty minute drive away from the river beside our home. Not far. But last year we learned, twenty minutes could mean a whole different reality.

	 

	She invited us to stay with her family again …well, more like insisted on it before we could even ask. Sarah, her husband Roger, and their son Cooper had already prepared a space for us.

	 

	They weren’t in a flood zone.

	Their roads didn’t swell into rivers.

	Their home didn’t move like it was breathing under pressure.

	 

	This is where we were evacuating to. It was far enough to be considered safe and close enough that we could still return to the house as quickly as needed once the hurricane passed.

	***

	Every hurricane season we field the frantic calls and texts.

	 

	“Please leave!”

	“Are you going to evacuate?”

	“Where will you go? Please get as far away as possible!”

	 

	“Think about the kids.”

	 

	As if we weren't already thinking about them.

	As if we ever stopped.

	 

	The concerned outsiders don't see us tracking, making calculations, and whispering late-night contingency plans over maps. After over a decade living in Florida, we know things outsiders don’t.

	 

	Evacuating isn’t a button you just push.

	 

	It’s an informed gamble. Leave too early, and the storm could turn and chase you into a worse disaster. Go north, it could curve. Go south, it could ricochet back. Go across the state too soon, it could follow you there too. Go too late and risk getting trapped in gridlock, stuck in your car with your kids when the wind hits.

	 

	And then there's gas shortages and people having to leave cars stranded on the side of highways. There’s a small window where decisions actually make sense and it’s narrow. Fractured by forecast shifts and road closures and infrastructure that collapses under the weight of a million fleeing souls.

	 

	Then there's the expense of evacuating “far enough away.”

	We save all year for the possibility.

	 

	We’re lucky we can.

	 

	Not every family can afford to leave. Not every family even gets the time off work to try. But even compromising and evacuating locally to designated public shelters isn't magic. I’ve seen the roofs of shelters peeled back like tuna cans.

	 

	I’ve learned to tell people early now. “We know.” “We’re watching.” “We’re preparing. I’ll update you.” “Trust us.”

	 

	Trust, we want to live just as badly as they want us to. 

	Trust, we are thinking about our children every second.

	Trust, that no one will protect us better than we will.

	 

	This is our home. 

	Our family. 

	Our lives.

	 

	No one else will pick up all the pieces afterwards. No one else will stand in the wreckage explaining to our kids how we lost everything. Again.

	 

	And this time, the stakes feel sharper.

	 

	Not just because of the flood maps or the forecasts or the endless doom loops on TV, but because we know what it really costs now. The price of survival isn’t just measured in luck. It’s measured in the breathless silence afterward and the hollowed-out spaces you have to live in.

	 

	Even if you make it.

	Especially if you make it.


 

	 

	 

	 

	3.

Built by Storms

	 

	 

	 

	We arrived by mid-afternoon. Sarah opened the door like we belonged there.

	 

	We headed to the guest bedroom. The kids set up their spot on an air mattress. Our cat found a pile of laundry and made it his. Greg and I collapsed on the bed from exhaustion. All of us, together in one room. A borrowed space. A stitched-together version of safety.

	 

	Outside, the sky dimmed and the storm moved in. But we weren’t afraid of the wind. We had learned by now, the wind is just the beginning. The damage doesn’t come in gusts for us.

	 

	It comes during the quiet exhale.

	 

	I thought about our house. Just last week, it had finally felt like it was healed from Hurricane Idalia. The walls were rebuilt. Floors repaired. Fresh paint. New lights. Even the smallest staging details like the framed chalkboard sign reading, “Welcome to your new home!” placed just so.

	 

	It felt like we were already halfway out the door. Hands on the doorknob ready to open it for new owners.

	 

	We had scrubbed it of our grief.

	We had made it clean enough to leave.

	 

	And now, here we were, lying in a friend's guest bed.

	Hoping we could still escape in the morning.

	 

	I watched the fan spin shadows on the ceiling. Greg beside me. Quiet. Still. But I could feel the tension in him, a current under the stillness. He was trying to sleep. I was trying to pretend I could.

	 

	I kept thinking about the last time. How, for a full year, I stayed moving. My hands busy, eyes forward. How he folded inward under the weight of it all.

	 

	We were built different.

	Not better. Not worse.

	Just… different.

	 

	His trauma taught him to retreat.

	Mine taught me to scan. To fix.

	 

	The last time this happened, we pulled apart, in ways I never thought possible. Since then, we have worked our way back. Not all the way but enough. Enough to be holding hands in the dark again. I worried what another hit would mean.

	 

	Not just to the house,

	but to us.

	 

	To the thread we’d been slowly reweaving. To the tenderness which had only just begun to return. Would we bend again? Or would we finally break?

	 

	He reached for my hand.

	I squeezed back.

	Not a promise.

	A presence.

	 

	And in that moment, it had to be enough.

	 

	The storm passed overhead. 

	Branches hit the roof.

	Phones buzzed.

	Power flickered.

	 

	But we had been through worse. When the radar cleared, we exhaled, but only halfway. Because we didn’t need forecasts to tell us what came next. The body remembers what radar can’t.

	 

	Last time, we thought we were safe once the wind was gone. But the damaging water didn’t come with the storm’s wind and rain. The surge came after. It rose while we were sleeping. After we had celebrated our home surviving the landfall. It came when no one was watching. When we thought the worst was over.

	 

	So I watched.

	 

	I stayed awake while my family drifted.

	Kept my phone beside me, glowing faint blue against the dark.

	 

	At first, the updates were manageable. Minor street flooding. Puddles in places we expected them. We might be okay. If it didn’t get worse. But I knew, I knew the water kept coming, long after the clouds moved on. I knew, not to embrace a sense of relief too early.

	 

	I lay in the dark, waiting to hear what we already feared.

	 

	Early morning came before the sun. Everyone else, still sleeping. The room was warm with shared breath and collective body heat. Our cat stretched against our legs. I sat upright, watching the messages roll in. Water inching up driveways submerging mailboxes. A picture of our road, already half engulfed by the river water that had swelled and crept inland.

	 

	My neighbor messaged me. He was waiting for sunrise. He would send a photo when he could see clearly. When it came, I stared at it for a long time.

	 

	Our house.

	Submerged deeper than last year.

	 

	The message under the photo said:

	“We woke up to an eel in our living room.”

	 

	Something in me locked up. Not numb really, just pressurized. I set my phone face down beside me and lay back into the subtle noise of my family breathing.

	 

	Everything that mattered was in this room.

	Everything else...

	was gone again.

	 

	I had been built by storms.

	But it didn’t mean I didn’t feel the breaking.


 

	 

	 

	 

	4.

Deja Vu but Different

	 

	 

	 

	We left the kids at Sarah and Roger’s. They were playing a board game, still in pajamas, still laughing. They didn’t need to see this yet. At least we could protect them from owning this memory. 

	 

	We didn’t even get close with our initial attempt to get home.

	 

	There was no dramatic entrance. 

	 

	Just a slow crawl from neighborhood to neighborhood, detour after detour, until we realized the roads had disappeared again. Not just our street, the routes to our street. Block after block still submerged. Intersections vanished. GPS turned useless.

	 

	We weren't going to make it. 

	 

	Instead we tried to act like it was a reconnaissance run, like we were only scoping the damage. But both of us knew the truth. We were trying to go home. We were trying to face it. We were trying to beat the mold, the heat, the hours turning floodwater into rot. We needed to start mitigating the damage before it spread beyond the range our insurance would cover. 

	 

	But we couldn’t even get close enough to fail properly.

	 

	Last year, at least, we had a kayak. A plan. A way in. I remember clutching the front of the borrowed kayak hanging out of the SUV’s open trunk. Greg driving slowly while I gripped the edge like it might float us out of denial. 

	 

	We announced ourselves to invisible neighbors just in case someone thought looters moved in with paddle gear.

	 

	“Don’t shoot.”

	“It’s Ashley and Greg.”

	 

	We had slipped through our community park like ghosts, paddling over what used to be a walking path. We stepped across long floating logs like tightropes to reach our yard. And waded through the rest until we reached our side door.

	 

	It was terrifying.

	It was ridiculous.

	It worked.

	 

	This time?

	 

	There was no point bringing a kayak. We couldn’t even get within walking distance of where we needed to start. We had to turn around. We didn’t say much. 

	 

	I remember Greg tapping the steering wheel, not out of rhythm, but out of control. I sat still. Too still. A tight, heavy silence between us where mourning lives when it hasn’t been identified yet.

	 

	Our second attempt was different.

	 

	The water had pulled back, like it knew we were coming. Not all the way. Not safely. Just enough to make the decision harder.

	 

	We knew what we were driving into. We knew the SUV might not forgive us. The roads weren’t dry, just less underwater. The floodwaters still lingered and the mud and water could still trap us. But we also knew, every hour counted. Once the water left, it didn’t mean the damage stopped. 

	 

	It meant it started.

	 

	Mold blooms. Wood swells. Floors crack. Smells seep into walls like sensory stains. Saltwater rusts the tools you will need to pull it all out before it spreads too far. Every minute we waited was another minute of loss settling deeper into the bones of the house. So we kept driving. We kept pushing through. 

	 

	I don’t remember exactly when we crossed the line from “maybe…” to “definitely.” Only that my heart clenched when I saw the street sign bent at an angle, familiar and wrong. The houses were silent. Like they knew. No movement. No people. Just debris clinging to fences and trees like aftermath confetti.

	 

	We turned down our road. I remember counting how many houses we passed before I had to stop breathing through my nose. It wasn’t far. And then, there it was.

	 

	Our house.

	Still standing.

	But something not right.

	 

	You learn how to tell.

	 

	The angles are wrong. The color of the siding changes just slightly when it’s soaked through. The shape of the windows shifts under pressure. You know.

	 

	The front door was warped. The whole yard was coated in a layer of silt, like someone had dragged a river through our yard. Well, I guess that’s exactly what mother nature had done. Our flood barriers were carried to places we didn’t put them. The large storage POD shifted to a new location on our lawn.

	 

	There were no footprints. No signs of entry.  Just the strange post-flood stillness. The quiet which comes after disaster. 

	 

	Where the world is stuck in a pause, pretending it didn’t break you.

	 

	We stepped out of the SUV.

	No kayak.

	No gear.

	Just our feet sinking into thick, slippery mud.


 

	 

	 

	 

	5.

Mopping a Declaration

	 

	 

	 

	The second time, we didn’t panic.

	We didn’t rush.

	Not because we weren’t devastated because we were. 

	 

	This wasn’t the same kind of shock as before.

	This was recognition.

	 

	I cautiously stepped over the stacks of sandbags and stood by the swollen door, fingers hovering above the handle.

	 

	You could see the scum line, a dark, gritty outline that wraps around the house like a noose.

	 

	It told us everything.

	 

	How high the water climbed.

	How long it sat.

	How deep the damage went.

	 

	We hadn’t even opened the door yet, and I was already unraveling the mystery.

	 

	Greg said something, maybe a curse, maybe my name, but I didn’t hear it. I just stared at the line. Like it might answer the question I hadn’t spoken yet.

	 

	Why again?

	 

	The lock turned and the frame resisted. The door began to open. But not really.

	 

	I peered through the hazy glass and saw it. A wall of our own belongings. Storage containers and boxes, shoved and tangled, pressed violently against the door. Thrown there by the water itself. 

	 

	The house didn’t want to let us in.

	 

	I stuck my arm through the crack, nudging anything I could reach. Then my leg, bracing against the swollen frame, kicking just enough space to squeeze through. My skin slid against muck and sand. My pants caught on a popped nail, sharp and unapologetic, jutting from the frame like a warning. 

	 

	“I’m in!” I called, voice shaking more than I expected.

	 

	I cleared a path just wide enough for Greg to follow, moving like someone trained in crisis.

	 

	Because I was.

	Because we both were.

	 

	We pulled out our phones.

	Started filming.

	 

	It felt wrong. To be recording it. Like we were memorializing the moment instead of living it. Like we were walking through the death scene of something we had built with our own hands.

	 

	But we knew better now.

	 

	I had already opened a claim with our insurance before we even returned to the house. It was anyone's guess when we would be assigned an adjuster or when an inspection would be scheduled. It could be days, even weeks. Given the amount of widespread damage throughout Florida and up the coast, we knew the number of claims would be stacking.

	 

	They were going to fight us on what they would cover.

	We needed proof.

	 

	Proof of what we saw, exactly as we found it. Before anything was moved, or touched, or swept away. Before the story could be questioned.

	 

	We were securing the scene like detectives. Careful not to break the chain of custody on our own life. This wasn’t just documentation.

	 

	It was a defense.

	A case file.

	An archive.

	A quiet war.

	 

	Because the burden would be on us. Again.

	 

	To prove what we lost.

	To prove we didn’t cause it.

	To prove we were telling the truth.

	 

	Even before the system came for us, we were already bracing. Already building our case. Already defending ourselves in the only way we could. Because we knew what they needed, what they’d look for, and what they’d try to twist. You don’t wait to be accused when you’ve already lived through being dismissed.

	 

	You gather your evidence.

	You prepare to advocate.

	You act like you’re representing yourself in open court…

	because you might as well be.

	 

	The first flood from last year had shocked us. There’s no preparing for the first time you see water crawl into your house like it owns the place. No way to process what it means to watch the walls blister and the couch buckle under the weight of the water still stuck inside it. The air full with a smell you’ll never forget.

	 

	No one tells you how quiet a house becomes when it’s trying not to fall apart in front of you.

	 

	After Idalia, the distress came loud.

	Sudden.

	Ripping through the body like a rip current.

	 

	But this wasn’t that. 

	We were different now.

	 

	Inside, it smelled like decay. Like something sacred had died here. Not rot exactly, not yet. The smell of rot takes a little longer to settle in. This was the pungent tang of low tide and heat-stewed debris. Silt and drywall. Wet insulation, septic backup, and flooded earth. You could almost taste it just from inhaling.

	 

	The real anguish this time wasn’t in what we’d lost.

	It was in what we’d almost saved.

	 

	We were so close.

	The house was finished.

	Staged.

	Listed, almost.

	 

	I had patched the missing walls, installed new flooring, replaced the electrical and plumbing, built the new cabinets, installed the vanities, tiled new showers, painted the baseboards, scrubbed and caulked and sanded until it looked like a future again.

	 

	We weren’t just repairing, we were preparing to leave. 

	 

	Now it was all back on the ground. Our belongings soaked and our plans stalled. The exit we had fought for had been ripped away.

	 

	Just gone.

	 

	The floor looked dry but it wasn’t. The tile was slick with a layered sheen of filth. My rubber sandals squeaked with every step. Not in the way it would sound softly creaking as the plastic shifted on clean tile, but the shrill drag of tension against lost resistance. The noise between suction and slipping of your soles.

	 

	I walked carefully, one foot sliding slightly forward.

	Testing the ground like it might shift beneath me. Off-camera, I slipped twice. Caught myself both times, barely.

	 

	The fridge was toppled behind the kitchen island like a child playing hide and seek. Just barely peeking out. Not violently flung, just slumped like it had tipped over in quiet surrender. It didn’t look like a storm had done it.

	 

	It looked like it had decided not to get back up.

	 

	I stood staring at it.

	Wondering how long it had held out before falling.

	 

	We continued to walk the
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