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PRAISE FOR  Bottom of the Breath


“Mills effectively examines the self-destructive thought patterns women often fall into in their quest for happiness. . . . Readers will savor Cyd’s intense journey, rooting for her to navigate her trauma and emerge on the other side, ready to become a woman who ‘believed she would find her way.’”

—BookLife Reviews

“Bottom of the Breath is an uplifting, well-paced story with a touch of humor—a great read.”

—J. A. Wright, author of Eat and Get Gas

“Set against the grandeur of the American Southwest, this is a story of seeking—not only for answers but the physical strength and spiritual clarity needed to recover from a profound emotional blow. Populated by an eclectic cast of characters, this inspiring journey takes us to the depths of the Grand Canyon and reveals the resilience of the human heart.”

—Kerry Sanders,former Today Show correspondent

“Are you on the hunt for a read that hits that sweet spot between heartfelt and engrossing? You’ve found it.”

— Los Angeles Wire, “4 Beach Reads for Your 2025”

“I was drawn into this delightful debut novel by the promise of secrets revealed and pulled along by Jayne Mills’s sprightly and approachable prose, vibrant characters, and satisfying plot surprises. Readers who enjoy multigenerational family secrets and stories of women triumphing over whatever life throws at them will devour this book.”

—Alice C. Early, author of The Moon Always Rising

“Jayne Mills’s vivid storytelling pulled me straight into Cyd’s journey through the Grand Canyon and beyond, and I couldn’t help but feel the magic of the place myself. With humor, heart, and deep insight, this story beautifully explores how nature, friendship, and self-discovery lead us back to what truly matters. If Eat, Pray, Love and The Celestine Prophecy had a love child, Bottom of the Breath would be it—in the best way possible.”

—Megan Walrod, author of It’s Always Been Me

“Using the breath as a yogic metaphor for going deeper, Jayne Mills’s novel guides readers on a vision quest that starts with the trauma of divorce, runs through the Grand Canyon, and uncovers pathways to healing. A lively read that, like the breath, will hold your attention and sustain you.”

—Jude Berman, author of The Vow, a 2024 Kirkus Best Indie Book
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It seems a gigantic statement for even Nature to make all in one mighty stone word, apprehended at once like a burst of light—a new revelation in the life of every soul to whom it is shown.

—JOHN MUIR

Your task is not to seek for love, but merely to seek and find all the barriers within yourself that you have built against it.

—RUMI







Part One
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Tuesday, June 1, 2019 Phoenix, Arizona

Cyd Carr sits across the large desk in a leather chair. She hasn’t given much thought to what might happen, which she realizes now is odd, almost irresponsible. She had been too concerned about the flight, preoccupied with the storm, to think of what questions she should be prepared to ask.

Mr. Walker, the lawyer, is younger than she surmised from their brief conversation—early fifties maybe, about her age. When she called to make the appointment, he hadn’t been surprised to hear she planned to leave immediately and drive all the way from Florida. That they planned to drive. Maybe it was simple politeness that stopped him from asking for more information. But she was relieved that he let her off the hook as if it were a perfectly rational decision. The one to drive such a long distance. The one to outrun a hurricane.

As it turns out, she flew. Or, more accurately, they drove as far as Texas together, and then she flew on alone. She had looked for a sign, any sign, that it would be all right. Millions of people flew every day—was it millions? She didn’t really know, but that’s what she told herself as she boarded the plane, something she hadn’t done in a very long time. Before the disgrace of removing your shoes. Back when people could walk you to your gate and wave goodbye as you stepped onto the jet bridge.

In the end, she resorted to half a Valium and a scolding. She told herself to get on with it already, and she had. More as a result of sheer determination and less from actual bravery. She simply had no other choice.

Mr. Walker offers her a bottle of water and looks concerned. Most of what he has said should not be upsetting to her. Certainly not the part about the money or the house—the cabin, her aunt liked to call it—but the rest of it feels almost devastating. So unexpected. As if she’s just been made a fool.

The wooden box looks like the gift it is intended to be—obviously old and quite pretty with a brass lock and hinges. But what about the rest of it? What is she to think about this news?

He asks if she has any questions.

She simply doesn’t have the mental bandwidth at the moment to think much of anything. What she really wants to do is plop her head down on the big mahogany desk. Are you kidding me right now? is the only question that comes to mind.

Instead, she says no, she doesn’t have questions and tries to look as if she understands, though she does not. She supposes she needs time to get used to the idea. She needs time to get used to a lot of things. The list seems to be growing by the hour.

Cyd takes the box from Mr. Walker and thanks him. It is surprisingly heavy for something the size of a shoebox. The house key he has given her is tucked in the side zipper of her purse. She calls for a ride and it is already waiting by the time she takes the elevator to the first floor and uses the restroom. No sooner has the driver pulled out of the parking lot than she’s decided. She doesn’t even bother to ask what the fare will be. It makes no difference. She simply asks, “When we get to the hotel, will you wait while I get my things and then drive me to Sedona?”

The man’s eyes meet hers in the rearview mirror.

“Sedona’s over two hours away on the best day, and with this road construction—”

Cyd cuts him off. “I’ll pay you for the round trip. Please.”

“All right then,” he mumbles, turning up the ramp and onto the highway, merging into heavy traffic. “It would be quicker later tonight. Or early tomorrow.”

Cyd looks out the window at the parched landscape, so different from what she is used to. Almost alien.

“I’m in no hurry,” she replies, resting her head back. She closes her eyes against the biting midday sun and adds softly, “Besides, tomorrow is guaranteed no one.”






2


[image: images]
Four Days Earlier Friday, May 28, 2019 Lola, Florida

Cyd walks along Water Street as the first sunlight reflects soft pink off the bay. Her stride is rhythmic and naturally long, and she is aware of the ease with which she moves, having already escaped her usual morning stiffness. She focuses on her posture as she does whenever it occurs to her. She appreciates good posture even if it can be intimidating or mistaken for snootiness—her pulled-up spine, her leveled chin. Her mother, who stood a half foot shorter, always told her tall girls should never slouch. But Cyd’s good looks are her father’s, and he was born as straight and regal as a royal palm.

The morning is pleasantly cool for this time of year. The day is expected to be near perfect, in fact, which is not unusual before a big storm. What is unusual is that this storm may hit in three days, one day prior to the actual start of hurricane season on June 1. It is called Abigail and is being compared to an unnamed storm that struck the Florida panhandle just west of this very spot on May 28, 1863. The knowledge of this even earlier hurricane gives Cyd some reassurance, though she’s not sure why.

She breathes deeply, deliberately. The fresh air is mingled with a slight, fishy tartness. Several well-worn shrimp boats bob along the water’s edge, their nets drooping like wilted lettuce, their crews milling about on deck with unusual seriousness. They are preparing for the journey out of Apalachicola Bay, north to the Chattahoochee or south out of St. George Sound toward Ten Thousand Islands and away from the storm’s most likely path. Smaller boats have already been pulled out of the water and moved to higher ground. A few may remain moored in the bay for one more day, hoping this is another false alarm, as is often the case with hurricane forecasting along the Gulf Coast.

Turning left, she heads inland toward the small downtown and the white two-story structure with its wraparound balcony and gabled roof. The Osprey Cafe looks much as it has for the past 170 years, unpretentious and welcoming. She enters the restaurant’s kitchen through the back door next to the loading docks, where crates of fresh oysters, glossy and musty-smelling, have just arrived. Boxes piled with tomatoes, sweet onions, and collards are being unloaded from the back of a local farm truck.

Nick is in his usual spot behind the long stainless-steel counter when Cyd enters. The glistening blade of his chef’s knife moves with mechanical precision along the length of a carrot. A large dented pot simmers behind him—fish stew, she suspects. The clock on the shelf above his head reads 5:55 in large red numbers. Five is the number associated with freedom—if one believes in such things as numerology, which Cyd does—and five is one of her favorite numbers. Numbers are reliable truth-tellers, deliverers of order, momentary reminders that all is not random chaos. Simple little numerical oddities that pop up during the day and bigger mathematical miracles at work throughout the natural world—all of it, right there. You just had to pay attention.

“Hey, Nicky. Look at that: five fifty-five. It’s going to be a good day,” Cyd says, tossing her small backpack into a locker alongside the door.

“If you say so,” he says flatly, glancing up as he spins to drop the carrot chunks into the pot, his biceps straining against the rolled-up sleeves of his white chef’s jacket. “Why so early?”

“I woke up early, and it’s a beautiful morning,” Cyd answers, amping up her cheerfulness. “I slept last night for a change. These hot flashes are going to be the death of me.”

“Spare me the womanly details if you don’t mind. But I’m glad you’re here. We have a hell of a lot of work to do. Helen’s cracking the whip. She wants us to start boarding up tomorrow.”

“Good morning to you, too,” she says as she walks around the counter and kisses his cheek above the balmed, V-shaped beard. “We’ll get it done. We always do.”

Cyd pushes through the swinging door and walks into the dining room. Across the expanse of the wide-planked floor, Nick’s sister, Helen, turns the bolt on the front door until it clunks. Several men are waiting outside. “Good morning,” Cyd calls, grabbing a freshly pressed apron from the antique sideboard.

“Hi,” Helen says, holding the door open as the men shuffle in, mumbling their greetings. “I didn’t expect to see you for another hour.”

“You know I can’t stay away for long, and I know we have a lot to do today. Besides, Loren decided to put up our shutters at five this morning. I love my husband, but one thing he is not is quiet in the morning.”

Cyd has always liked this time of morning at The O. Nearly every one of her childhood memories is intertwined with the restaurant and its owners. She practically grew up in this building, its history captured in the old black-and-white photographs that line the walls: fishermen on docks with giant hooked fish hanging in the background; horse-drawn carriages parked along Main Street; The Osprey Cafe before the Kondilis family bought it, surrounded by dirt streets and a few brick buildings. One shows the building with a line of men on the old wood porch, a few feet from where Cyd now stands, the hand-painted signage boldly advertising MEALS at all HOURS on one side of the front door and, on the other, OYSTERS and COLD DRINKS.

The upstairs balcony off the more formal dining room was one of her favorite childhood hideaways. When the restaurant was quiet, Cyd and Helen would crawl under the corner table, peering out to the water and the street below, and pretend to be princesses locked away by an evil stepmother, planning their escape. She still likes the feel of the old floorboards under her feet, worn but sturdy. Dependable. Uncomplicated.

“Let’s turn on the weather forecast in Nick’s office. Is Holly on this morning?” Helen asks, referring to Cyd’s daughter, a meteorologist now living in Savannah.

“She is. We spoke to her last night. It looks like we’ll get a ton of wind and rain even if it’s not a direct hit.”

“I love getting our personalized weather forecast,” Helen says as she angles the wood shutters on the large east-facing windows.

The kitchen falls under Nick’s domain, but the front of the house is all Helen, a role in which her calm pragmatism serves her perfectly. Nick had always planned to follow in his father’s footsteps, who followed in his father’s, but Helen’s life plans were hijacked after their father’s sudden heart attack. She had wanted to live in Greece for a year, maybe longer, after college. Stay with family in Athens. See the world. “There has to be more,” Helen had said, practically bouncing out of her flip-flops as she counted out the ticket price in cash at the travel agency.

They—Cyd and Helen—had spent four reckless, impetuous years sharing an apartment while attending Florida State University. (They both majored in hospitality, a field of study they chose almost as a joke. “Does schlepping plates of eggs count as hospitality?” they often asked each other.) Their adult lives had just begun to take shape, and they were embarking on their separate paths for the first time since childhood when Helen was suddenly called back.

While in Greece, Helen had fallen in love with a woman—fallen hard—though only Cyd was privy to that detail. “We’re going to talk about this one time, sister,” she had said when Cyd retrieved her from the Tallahassee airport. “It’s over. That life is for someone else to live.” Cyd then watched as Helen took up her family responsibilities without complaint despite the dual grief of her father’s death and the loss of her first true love. Cyd herself was in love by then, too, and would return to Lola soon after, though voluntarily, with her new husband and their daughter on the way.

Within three years of returning, Helen had married Frank—sweet, reliable Frank, who had been waiting and hoping all along. And they are married still, lovingly, contentedly, as if they were always meant to be. Helen’s recipe for a happy life, then and now: Stop wanting something other than what is. Whenever Cyd needs reminding, Helen will rattle off this versatile piece of advice with a wave of her pretty hand and, on those more serious occasions, sit her down with a platter of food, a box of tissues, and a jug of Greek table wine.

At times, like now, seeing her friend backlit by the morning light, Cyd is reminded how differently things might have turned out, and that realization always feels like she’s walked through a pane of glass miraculously unscathed.
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WEATHER REPORT:

WSVA Channel 6,

Savannah’s First Alert Weather

Friday, May 28, 7:32 a.m.

ANCHOR: “Meteorologist Holly Carr is here to update us on the system that’s been developing in the Caribbean. How are things shaping up at this hour, Holly?”

HOLLY: “Good morning, Bill and Natalie. We are four days out from the official start of hurricane season, but as of this morning, we are tracking the first hurricane of the season. The National Hurricane Center upgraded Abigail from a tropical storm last night, and it quickly strengthened into a Category 1 hurricane.”

“We are watching a dangerous situation unfold for the Windward Islands with wind gusts up to ninety miles per hour. This satellite image shows a defined eye wall and organized convection around the center as the storm moves toward the southern coast of the Dominican Republic and Jamaica. It is expected to track north into the Gulf of Mexico. The threat to the Florida coastline is unclear, but we need to take this storm seriously. Now is the time to pull out your hurricane preparedness checklist. As we always say, don’t wait until the last minute to prepare.”
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“Yo, C! Come here a minute.”

Cyd traces Nick’s deep voice to the walk-in refrigerator. It is late morning. The breakfast rush is over, and the staff has started prepping for lunch.

“What’s up?” she asks, peering into the cavernous opening.

Nick emerges, cradling quarts of cream and bricks of butter in the crook of his sculpted arm, much as he might have held an opponent’s head in one of his championship-winning wrestling moves. He still looks and moves like the wrestler he was in high school—“built like a brick shithouse,” Helen says—but agile, almost graceful, like a good dancer.

“The damn dairy shipment didn’t come today from McMurray’s. I’ll barely make it through lunch, much less dinner, on what’s here. They said we can pick it up today, but we need to go to their Gulf Shores warehouse. Do you mind making a run down there?”

“Really, Nicky? Traffic will be a bitch with all the storm prep, and you know I hate driving Helen’s car.” Cyd realizes she is whining, but seriously, who other than Helen has a manual transmission these days?

“It’s either that or my motorcycle. Take your pick,” he says, walking past her to the counter.

“Are you sure there’s no one else?”

She knows the answer as she asks the question. Of course, he wouldn’t ask unless he really needed her help. Nick is the one person she can count on not to hassle her about her reluctance to drive, about her choice to give her car to her son, Bo, and not replace it. Two years have passed since Bo graduated and moved to Miami. It was a perfectly reasonable thing to do. Parents pass along used cars to their children all the time. So what if she never bought another one? She prefers riding her bike or walking. It’s a small town. It doesn’t need to mean anything.

“We’re understaffed and have a shit ton of extra work. You’re the only one I can spare, unless I let Marco go instead, and you lug shutters up to the second-floor windows.” Nick’s head is tilted for emphasis, his brown eyes endearingly downturned at the corners. “Come on, C. If you leave now, you’ll be back in less than three hours. You’re the one who told me it would be a good day. Have a nice drive along the coast. Enjoy the view. It will be your last chance to relax for the next few days.”

Once she’s fished the car keys from Helen’s bag and traded the apron for her backpack, Cyd heads out the back door. A wind whips at her hair, and she looks up. Overhead, the sky is clear, but to the south, dark clouds are forming an ominous, distinctive ledge. Cyd walks toward the small parking lot across the back alley just as a Jeep Wrangler turns into the alleyway. The windows are down, the music is up, and a long-fingered hand taps to the beat on the side of the door.

The vehicle pulls up next to her. “Hey there, Sunshine. Where you off to so early?”

Cyd stops. Bobby smiles his signature smile, all dimples and perfect teeth, peering at her from above mirrored sunglasses. His dirty-blond hair is pushed back off his tan forehead. Cyd is certain there’s not a woman in Lola who can resist going weak in the knees under the dual spotlight of his baby blues and inescapable charm. Well, maybe Helen can, but few others.

“Hey, Swanson. I’m running an errand for Nicky up to Gulf Shores. There’s no one else to do it with everything going on today.”

“You? Driving to Gulf Shores? Not a good idea. The roads are crazy. I’ll drive you. I can get someone to make sure the bar is set up for lunch.”

Bobby is arriving for his shift behind the bar in the upstairs dining room when it opens for lunch. He was an unlikely addition to The O’s staff when he arrived in town five years ago on his 1956 Rybovich—a one-of-a-kind thirty-one-foot Sportfisherman—a boat that Cyd knows is revered within Lola’s boating community and beyond. Bobby claims his bartending earns him “extra drinking money” and supplements the income he makes running fishing charters for tourists, but Cyd suspects Bobby likes the social aspect of being behind the bar far more than he needs the money. He says he didn’t intend to stay in Lola, yet here he is, living on his boat, holding court behind the bar a few times a week, entertaining the men and charming the women with his laid-back demeanor and animated fish tales.

Cyd laughs as Bobby’s captivating smile turns to concern. It is just like Bobby to think of her at a time like this. She knows full well he has his own long and essential to-do list in light of the impending storm. He needs to take extra measures to keep his boat safe. Not only is it his home but a nautical treasure. Unless something changes, he will need to move it out of harm’s way very soon.

“I’ll be fine. It’s not like I can’t drive; I just prefer not to. Besides, Nicky needs you here, and you have plenty of other stuff on your plate. I’ll fill you in on all the exciting details when I get back.” Cyd knows she will do precisely that. Her shifts seem half as long and twice as fun when Bobby is behind the bar, and she never tires of his company.

“Okay then. But be careful. All the crazies are out today.”

Bobby pulls away slowly, and Cyd continues to Helen’s car. When she turns to look over her shoulder, she sees him watching her in his side mirror, no longer tapping to the beat of the music.

Cyd jumps to turn off the heavy metal that blares when she starts the car—Really, Helen?—and tunes in NPR. The most direct route from Lola to the town of Gulf Shores is Highway 98, a mostly two-lane highway that covers the entire stretch of the panhandle from Alligator Point to Pensacola.

As expected, traffic is heavy, with a steady stream of vehicles going in both directions. Cyd knows it will only get worse if the storm continues its expected march toward the Gulf of Mexico. Holly’s morning report had confirmed her fears. They may be in the direct path of a major hurricane.

Once in Gulf Shores, Cyd lets the warehouse workers load several boxes into the back of Helen’s car, signs the receipt, then considers any personal shopping she might want to do while she’s here. She considers a list of necessary supplies, though she and Loren keep a well-stocked pantry for this very purpose. While Lola is lively enough for a small town, with two decent hotels and several streets of shops and restaurants, any real shopping has to be done in Pensacola or Tallahassee. Even Gulf Shores, not much bigger than Lola, has a few chain stores that Lola does not. Now is the time, she thinks, running down a mental checklist.

When she pulls up to the stop sign at Highway 98, she debates whether to turn right and go to Target or turn left and head back east to Lola. She looks down at the dashboard and checks the time: 11:11. She smiles instinctively. Catching 11:11 always brings a ping of happiness, a little flip of optimism no matter her mood. It is too perfect not to be a sign of good things to come.

A light rain starts just then, and the sky turns suddenly dark. It is too early for the outer bands of Abigail, and yet something has been stirred up, perhaps nothing more than a typical summer shower.

The last thing she will remember is cursing the stick shift as she struggles to find first gear, cringing at the grinding noise as she lets up on the clutch. She looks down at the console and up again, then pops out onto the highway, never seeing the grey BMW that blends so seamlessly with the pavement, the sky, and the dark slate water of the Gulf of Mexico.
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Friday, May 28, 2019 Panama City, Florida

The room is cold. The shades are pulled tight, creating a false dimness. Cyd sees Helen’s face floating above her, then slowly coming closer. It is the sensation of emerging from the bottom of a pool, eyes wide, vision blurred, rising. When she bursts through the surface into clarity, Helen’s face is too close. Her first reaction is to raise her hand as a barrier. Why is Helen leaning over her so intently? She can’t make it out.

“Hey,” Helen says with uncharacteristic gentleness.

“What?” Cyd asks. This one word is all she can think to say. Her brain is sluggish. There is a pounding across her forehead. Her throat is dry, and her voice comes out hoarse.

Helen squeezes her hand, drawing Cyd’s attention to a tube taped to the top of her forearm. A tremor of panic rises from deep in her belly.

“Please tell me why I’m in a hospital room.”

“You don’t remember anything?” Helen asks.

“No, actually, I don’t.” Cyd blinks, trying to relieve the pressure behind her eyes. “My head hurts.”

“I’ll call the doctor.”

Helen reaches across Cyd’s torso for the control box draped over the bed rail.

“Wait!” Cyd says sharply. “Tell me what happened.”

“You were in a car accident. You have a concussion. Here, drink.” Helen holds a straw to her lips.

Cyd sips. Her neck twinges. “An accident?”

“Yes, when you were pulling out onto 98 from the warehouse. You were T-boned. You’re very lucky it was on the passenger side, not the driver’s side. I’m sure all the numbers and stars and voodoo magic aligned in your favor, but you can analyze it later. For now, you need to rest. Let me ring for the nurse and let her know you’re awake.”

Cyd is used to Helen taking charge, but there is something odd in the way she rushes her words. Cyd struggles to keep up.

“Where’s Loren? Is Loren here?” Cyd is certain her husband would have come immediately. She wants to see him. She wants him to know that she is all right.

“It’s a miracle it wasn’t worse. Someone could have been killed.”

Helen’s fine-boned features look strangely distorted, too large somehow. Cyd raises her head, looking down at the length of her body on the bed.

“You’re okay,” Helen says. “The doctor says you really are okay, but you scared the piss out of all of us.”

Cyd struggles to make her brain work. “Where’s Loren? Did you talk to Loren?” Was she repeating herself?

“Loren knows.” Helen’s hand remains on Cyd’s arm, but she breaks eye contact.

“Where is he? He was staying home today. He was going to start putting up the shutters. Did you call him? What time is it?” Her thoughts come in fits and starts.

“It’s four o’clock. We really should talk to the doctor. He’ll want to know you’re awake.”

Helen starts to move, but Cyd clamps her hand over Helen’s.

“What the hell does that mean?” Cyd asks, irritated by her confusion.

“It means let’s wait until the doctor gets here, okay? I know patience is not your strong suit, but I really think you need to relax right now.”

Cyd feels a sudden clarity. “Have you talked to Loren?”

“Cyd, you need to listen to me,” Helen begins.

“Where’s my phone?” Cyd says, leaning forward, suddenly certain about what to do, scanning the room for her backpack. The movement brings a roil to her stomach, and she lies back. “I’ll call him. I don’t want him to worry.”

“Look, Cyd, this is going to sound . . .” She stops mid-sentence. Helen, typically as direct and succinct as a well-aimed arrow, seems to be at a genuine loss. Her eyes are locked on Cyd’s as she continues. “This is not as bad as it may seem right now.”

This one moment of hesitation tells Cyd everything. “What the fuck is going on, Helen?”

There is stillness then. A background hum fills the void. Muffled noises fade in and out on the other side of the door.

“Loren was not putting up the shutters.” The bland words do not match the seriousness with which they are spoken. “He was a passenger in the car that hit you. He wasn’t hurt, thank God for that, but the thing is, apparently, a woman was driving the car.”

Cyd’s brain thumps against the inside of her skull. “What? What does that mean?”

“They were . . .” Helen begins again, speaking softly. She is stroking Cyd’s arm. “They were together. Loren was with a woman.”

Cyd tries to focus as the room tilts. She struggles to find a thread of sense in what she has just heard. The pressure behind her eyes is blinding. A wave of nausea forms. She tries to swallow the sensation. “Who? What woman? What are you talking about?”

“I have questions, too. We all do. We’re just relieved no one was seriously hurt. That’s what’s important, Cyd. You’re going to be okay.”

Cyd examines a thick strand of dark hair that has fallen over Helen’s high-set cheekbone. It is black and silky and lying across the smooth skin. It is a dark slash across the lovely face that Cyd has looked at nearly every day of her life. Her vision begins to narrow. She searches the familiar onyx eyes. A ringing takes hold in her ears.

“Loren was with a woman? Today? I don’t understand.”

The room is spinning now. Her focus blurs. She closes her eyes as a sickly whirl twists her insides.

Loren was in the other car? In Gulf Shores? How? Why?

She wants to speak but feels as if she is sinking into a cool, dark pool. No words come. Her thoughts surface in confusing snippets, and she can no longer muster the effort to open her eyes.

She hears Helen speaking authoritatively from the doorway. Then, a nurse is there. She is asking Cyd to open her mouth. She is taking her temperature.

There must be some mistake. I need to talk to Loren.

The whirling takes over.

Now, there is a doctor. He tells her that her scans are clear. He asks questions, and she answers. He shines a light in one eye and then the other. There is talk of fluids and commotion around the bags hanging from the pole beside her bed. She is so tired. She closes her eyes.

When she opens them again, the room is quiet. The doctor and the nurse are gone.

“Helen?” She blinks, unsure how much time has passed.

“I’m here, sister. I’m right here.”

“Helen? I don’t understand. I thought we were . . . I thought he was . . .” She wants to say more, but the words escape her.

“It’s going to be okay. I promise. I’m staying right here, and it’s all going to be okay.”

Cyd struggles to push against the oncoming darkness, but she has no strength. Helen is whispering close to her ear. The words are soothing but distant and nonsensical. Cyd is slipping into the darkness, falling into a beautiful, merciful darkness.
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The voices coming from near the door are hushed. She can see Helen’s back blocking the doorway.

“You were supposed to be preparing for a hurricane,” Helen hisses. “How could you do this? What the hell is wrong with you?”

“I’m not going to upset her, Helen. I need to see her. I just want to see her.”

“You are a despicable piece of—”

“I can hear you guys,” Cyd interrupts.

Both Helen and Loren are at her side in an instant. Loren’s T-shirt is wrinkled, and there is a smear of red-brown across the front. It is not the shirt he had on when she kissed him goodbye that morning. A small bandage is angled just above his right eyebrow.

“Hi,” he says. His smile is meek and frantic. He appears taller than usual or somehow stretched out. Cyd tilts her head as if looking at a distorted television screen. He starts to reach for her but instead grips the guardrail.

“How do you feel?” Helen holds up the big pink cup and presses the button to raise the back of the bed. “Here, drink.”

“I feel better,” Cyd answers. The pounding headache is almost gone. The ringing has stopped. “You can leave us, Helen. It’s okay.”

“I’ll be right outside the door.” Helen glares at Loren. “I’ll let the nurse know you’re awake.”

“Cyd, thank God you’re all right. Thank God,” Loren stammers as soon as the door closes.

He pulls up a hard plastic chair. His face is close. She can smell stale sweat.

“Have you called Holly? Have you spoken to Bo?” Cyd tries to pull herself upright with an awkward effort. Her neck twangs. “I don’t want them to worry. Maybe they don’t even need to know. Maybe it’s better if they don’t know anything.”

“Take it easy, please. I spoke to both of them. I told them some. Not everything. Listen, Cyd, I want to explain. I want to try—” His voice breaks. He looks down at clasped hands.

Cyd wants to reach for him but stops herself. This version of Loren is confusing to her: disheveled, pleading, off-balance. She wants him to stop this. She wants him to straighten himself and fix his hair and take her home.

Helen’s voice reverberates in her head. Loren was with a woman.

“All right, Loren,” she says with unplanned coolness as if reading from a script. “Explain.”

Loren begins speaking. His voice is tentative, absent his usual authority and self-confidence. Cyd often thought Loren could have played a mobster in The Godfather movies with all his handsome Italian machismo. Carrato was the true family surname, shortened and Americanized by his grandfather. It was one of the things she and Loren had in common—their Italian ancestry—though Cyd’s came from only her mother’s side. As he speaks, Cyd feels an acute bodily separation, as if watching the scene unfold from afar. She studies her husband as if he were a zoo animal and she is wondering what he will do next, what sound will come out next.

What comes out is something less than—less than what she would have expected had someone told her in advance that her carefully polished husband would confess the messy circumstances surrounding his being in a car with another woman. The Loren she knows—or thought she knew—would have been tending to his home and his property, checking on his beloved boat that sits on the lift alongside the dock, the very dock they had built over twenty-five years ago when they first bought the charming little cottage on the bay. These are things he wants to protect, things he has worked hard for—that they have worked hard for. These are the things that are important to him.

But he was not at home doing any of that; he is telling her as much. She is listening and watching, mesmerized by his performance. As he speaks, she realizes she is expecting more from him on the most basic level. She is expecting a minimal level of respect for her intelligence. He usually doesn’t underestimate her this badly. The story he is telling is one of recklessness, but her husband is not reckless. He’s a CPA, for Chrissake. Planning and execution are part of his DNA. It’s as if he couldn’t be bothered to make more of an effort, and that is not like him. Loren does not half-ass things. Who is this man?

The story that emerges is haphazard, disorganized, and confusing. Cyd cannot tell if it’s her fog-filled head or if he’s really not making any sense. Today is the day in which every other resident of Lola has begun bracing for a historic hurricane, and this is the day her husband chooses to meet who? To get into her car and go where? And cover it up how? What had he intended to say when Cyd came home and saw that nothing had been done because he had been off doing what exactly? What had he planned to say then?

It was just something that happened, he tells her by way of a general explanation. He knows it sounds cliché, he pleads ohso-sincerely, but he didn’t plan it. “It just happened,” he repeats. It hadn’t been going on for long, only a few weeks, he swears. He was going to break it off. That very morning, he had gone to break things off. He was ending it. He loves his wife. “You know I love you.” He will make it up to her. “I will spend the rest of my life making it up to you.” Tears pool inside the lower edge of his eyes. He leans in close. She has to believe him. He loves her. He loves their children. He would never do anything to hurt them. It’s over. “I swear it’s over.” She has to forgive him. She has to.

He drops his face into his palms.

She waits. Is he finished? Is that it? That can’t be it.

He looks up expectantly. He watches her as if waiting for her to swallow what he has dished out. She is used to his force-feeding her. He is always the one who knows better. He is willing his words to travel the few inches between them and take hold of her, to shake her into compliance. She knows this about him. She has heard this story before.

His knee bounces up and down frantically as if it has gone haywire. He rubs the length of his thighs. Cyd feels strangely unmoved but also enlightened, as if a fog is lifting and she can see clearly for the first time what is right in front of her.

He has stopped talking, she realizes. He lifts his head and looks at her. She has listened to him. She has heard what he came to say. It is dizzying. Her entire head throbs.

Just then, the door opens. A tray is set in front of her. Helen is back, adjusting the bed and telling her to eat. Loren leans over, kisses the top of her head, and then he is gone.

Cyd looks down at the tray and up at Helen and vomits all over the meatloaf.
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Helen has things cleaned up with her usual efficiency and is talking as she moves around the small room, out to the hallway, and back.

“I asked Annie to go to your house and pick up some things for tonight,” Helen says. Apparently, their good friend, Annie, had called more than once, checking on Cyd, wanting to help. “You were sleeping when she was here, and we didn’t want to wake you. They’re on their way to the airport. She and Tony are catching a flight out tonight.”

Lola is a second home to Annie and her husband, Tony. They decided to ride out the storm from the safety of their house in Pittsburgh. They must have gotten the last seats out of town, Helen explains.

“She left this.” Helen hands Cyd an envelope. “Annie took in your mail while she was at the house. It’s addressed to you and it looks important, so she brought it with her.”

Cyd takes the letter and reads the return address: Ackerman and Walker, Attorneys at Law, and an address in Phoenix.

“I have no idea,” Cyd comments.

She unfolds the letter and reads to herself:


Dear Mrs. Carr,

I am writing as Executor for the Estate of Mary Jane Williams-Grant. You are a named beneficiary in Mrs. Grant’s estate plan. Her trust was structured so that should you survive her children and any issue, you would inherit a portion of the remainder estate. With the recent death of her last issue, I am now distributing the estate assets in accordance with the terms of Mrs. Grant’s trust.

Mrs. Grant left a letter that I have been instructed to give to you in person, along with items of a personal and confidential nature.

I understand that traveling to Phoenix may be burdensome. However, your aunt was clear in her instructions that I see you in person. If you are physically unable to travel, other arrangements may be made upon receipt of proof of such incapacity.

Please contact my office at your earliest convenience to discuss your options in this matter. I look forward to speaking with you soon.

Sincerely,

Jonathon Walker, Esq.



“Well?” Helen is watching her.

Cyd holds the letter out and waits as Helen reads. She hasn’t thought about Aunt Mae in years. Mae was her father’s younger sister, his favorite sibling. When Cyd was in grade school, Mae lived outside Atlanta with her husband, Peter, and their only son, Andrew, who was slightly older than Cyd. Her parents took Cyd and her older brother, Baker, to visit Mae occasionally. The details of these visits are vague, but the impression they left are as tangible as a scar. The house was a modern ranch with a screened pool and hot tub. There were no such houses in Lola. Cyd and Baker played in the pool for hours. Their cousin must have been there, too, but Cyd can’t picture him. Her parents—Jesse and
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