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For my Army spouse siblings and book club ladies
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I volunteer as tribute.


—The Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins













CHAPTER ONE [image: ] Regina



Present Day, Saturday


In a commercial kitchen far, far away, in a military town in the middle of Georgia, a caterer named Regina Castro had an online crush. It was ridiculous, really, how often she thought of Henry Just, but when one was a single mom and an entrepreneur who didn’t have the time and the energy to date, an online flirtation was absolutely and positively enough. A heart on a post from Henry sent her spirits soaring. She preened whenever he commented on a photo, which, these days, was often. On the day over a year ago she received her first direct message from Henry—an innocuous note on how to properly grease and flour a cake pan, because he was a baker (and how sexy was that?)—she rushed through the kitchen, arms extended like Fräulein Maria singing “The Hills Are Alive.” Through the screen, Henry Just was sexy and sweet, and safe.


But now, looking down at an open package atop her work desk addressed to her from Henry, she wasn’t sure whether to scream with glee or to pack up and run to the next state.


“Earth to Regina? Hello?”


Regina snapped her gaze up to her catering manager, Alexis McCartney, who had a hand on her hip at the office doorway. “Excuse me?”


“I said that I need to head out to do another round of shopping. We underestimated the flour for the Food for the Gods.” Alexis’s gaze traveled from Regina to the package, and her expression switched from the usual stoic, don’t-give-a-damn nature to mischief. “But it looks like someone got a package.”


Regina shut the flaps, face burning. “It’s nothing.”


“Uh-huh.” Alexis entered the office, dimming the room. The office was closet-sized, and not even the walk-in type. With the two of them, it was a shoebox.


The sleeve of Alexis’s black chef’s jacket brushed against Regina as she flipped one of the box’s flaps. “From Henry Just of Just Cakes in Alexandria, Virginia? Huh. The Henry? The one you’ve been canoodling with online?”


Regina looked up then, shocked, to see Alexis’s raised eyebrow. She gasped. “I’m not canoodling. That’s not even possible.”


“Mm-hmm.” Alexis rolled her eyes. “With the way you’ve been writing each other? You’re practically making out. You can’t deny it—we share the same social media account, and I see all the details and the DMs. But obviously he hasn’t gotten the memo that the way to your heart is through movies, not books.”


“Hey!” Regina objected, though she was partly feigning her defensiveness. There was truth to Alexis’s words. Regina could recite movie lines like some people did the lyrics of their favorite songs but couldn’t remember the plots of many literary classics. But Alexis’s implication was reminiscent of something Regina’s ex-husband had said so long ago and was a poke in the tender parts of her heart. “What about all the bedtime books Miko insisted I read a million times? Not to mention culinary-school textbooks. And cookbooks.”


“That’s all for work or part of parenting. But for fun?” She gestured to the book nestled in the box. “May I?”


“Be my guest.”


Regina thought back to the very last “fun” book she’d undertaken. It hadn’t been for fun at all but for a book club—the only book club she’d ever been a part of—in upstate New York when she was still on active duty in the Army.


“The Sky Is Everywhere. That was the last book I read for fun.” She half smiled at the memory of the chaotic circle of hens—and a couple of roosters—that had comprised the Millersville Book Club, and a pang of regret sliced through her heart. She heaved a breath. “But anyway. Henry and I were DMing about books chefs should read, and I guess he took our conversation to heart.”


Alexis nodded in approval. “Blood, Bones, and Butter: The Inadvertent Education of a Reluctant Chef. Looks older.”


“He said he found it at his local used bookstore.”


“So thoughtful.” Alexis flipped the pages. “And now the pressure’s on. Time to get reading—he might ask at some point if you enjoyed it.”


Regina pressed her lips together. In truth, she didn’t have time to read. Heck, she didn’t have time to stand around to even talk about reading, if she was being honest, because every minute not earning money meant she was losing it. “Or maybe, because we’re so far away, I don’t have to. Two whole states separate Georgia from Virginia. He won’t ever know.”


“Well, I think it’s sweet. Though at some point, maybe you should speak. Like on the phone or video chat. It’s ridiculous how much you’ve flirted without actually communicating in real life.”


“We’re just friends,” Regina said.


“Uh-huh. Online friends with imaginary benefits.” Alexis cackled.


“Funny har-har.”


She pretend-flipped an imaginary shirt collar. “That was pretty good, if I say so myself.”


Regina busted out with a laugh; she couldn’t help it.


From behind them, a crash sounded, followed immediately by the clatter of dishes. Regina winced at what she imagined had found its way to the floor, perhaps the tray of vegetables from Pickett Farms, which she had driven two hours for.


But she didn’t move.


“What the hell are you guys doing over there?” Alexis pressed her hand against her blond hair, which was pulled taut into a bun, and went to the doorway. With her back to Regina, Alexis took command of the chaos that had erupted. Both former military, Regina and Alexis had divided up the labor so that it ran like an Army unit, like a chain of command.


Their system had worked, thus far. Regina found comfort in using the rules that had been ground into her since becoming a soldier, and she thought it the right way to do business. Regina was the good cop, and Alexis, the scarier one despite being the smaller of the two, was the bad cop. They both abided by standard operating procedures, by lists, by following orders. Finally, she and Alexis believed in BLUF, bottom line up front, with the overall business mission taking precedence over feelings and emotions.


All truly the Army way, despite Regina having left the Army more than seven years ago.


When Alexis turned back to her, she said, “Okay, back to our business. As I was saying, I’m stepping out for about an hour. Are you due anywhere?”


“Nope. I’m here all afternoon.”


“Great. Because…” Alexis’s shoulders slumped. “We need to do another monthly roundup.” She gestured toward the local Boy Scout troop calendar on the wall, open to the month of March. The picture was of two Scouts whittling down pieces of wood. One of these Scouts, fair-skinned and freckled but with dark brown eyes and hair, was Regina’s son, Miko.


Regina dropped her eyes, and the last bit of warmth she’d felt from her receiving the package shriveled up. The talk. The talk of business finances, and whether The Perfect Day Catering would survive. She stood quickly to walk Alexis out. “Yes, of course.”


Alexis nodded and led the way to the kitchen.


Regina’s eyes swept across the humble starter kitchen, cozy even for her staff of five part-time employees. One hundred percent of her employees had other jobs elsewhere, which made for, sometimes, a hodgepodge of a skeleton crew whose employment loyalties were challenged by their steadier paychecks. Despite its three-year anniversary coming up, The Perfect Day Catering still clamored for purchase in their military town, where there was a limited amount of clientele.


Currently, two employees rolled lumpia, and one skewered marinated pork onto sticks. One was off to the side making batter for Food for the Gods. And their last and newest employee, the culprit of the crash, was at the sink washing vegetables he had, indeed, dropped, now flanked by Alexis.


Soon, all of these parts would come together like an orchestra. The next night was the biggest catering job they’d had yet, an eighteenth-birthday party. The Filipino debutante party, wedding-like in scale, was a departure from their usual promotion party and Army-unit event. The event would boast a coordinated dance, a princess dress worn by the celebrant, and a horse-drawn carriage that would sit in front of the VFW for picture taking.


The event had been a risk to undertake, but it was time to level up. Not only was it the rare occasion that Regina could fix the recipes she’d learned from her own mother—because there weren’t a ton of Filipino cultural events happening in their tiny town—but the company had nothing in the books scheduled for another month. The profit from this debutante party was already earmarked for rent and utilities, leaving little for much else.


Regina’s tummy soured at the thought.


“What are you thinking about?” a voice whispered from behind her, which made Regina jump and spin around.


“Ma! Geesh. I swear you’re always in my shadow.”


Gloria Castro gave Regina a mischievous smile.


Her mother seemed to be everywhere Regina turned, in both good times and in bad, and at the most critical junctures in her life. Much like right then, when Regina’s mind was in a vortex of doubt.


And like a shadow, Gloria was wearing all black, though not as part of the catering staff. This was her perpetual mourning attire. Regina’s lola, the Castro matriarch, had died almost five years ago, but Gloria had never kicked the habit of wearing black to honor her mother. On her most whimsical days, Gloria wore shades of gray and, depending on her mood, might surprise everyone with a pop of color in a statement necklace, a fancy bangle, or pointed, impractical shoes. And despite this outward appearance of gloom, Gloria was as cheerful as ever.


“So?” Gloria asked.


“So, what?”


Gloria’s eyes widened.


“I’m not thinking about anything. But wait…” Regina looked at her watch. “Miko’s supposed to be at baseball in fifteen minutes. Is everything okay? And speaking of, you didn’t forget to bring oranges did you?” She ran through the never-ending list in her head. Today was her son’s baseball clinic, and she was the team mom but occasionally delegated her responsibilities to her mother at business crunch times.


“Dios, I know what time it is! Don’t worry, Miko’s outside with Alexis. But the mailman caught me at the door on the way out and this looked important. You know, that Mr. Leong is such a handsome man. Fit, too, carrying that bag and driving his car. So good at parking.”


“I’m ignoring you, Ma.”


Gloria presented her the stack of mail. “Maria Regina. You’re really not allowed to ignore me since I’m your mother. Life cannot just be about work.”


“It’s not just about work. It’s about Miko, our future.”


“That’s still work. You volunteer for everything; you don’t ever take a day off. And I asked Mr. Leong—he doesn’t work Sundays.” She blinked repeatedly, her flirtatious look. “So maybe you shouldn’t work one Sunday so you can have a good time? I already talked to him.”


“You did not.”


“I did. Since you’re so type A about everything except your social life, I thought I would take the initiative.”


“I don’t even know what to say.”


Gloria was right, of course. Regina approached parenting like her business, completely hands-on. Team mom, room mom, PTA mom. All of it. Still, she pretended like she didn’t hear her mother, and instead, flipped through the mail: Credit card bills. A notice for her to re-up her commercial kitchen lease. A note from her accountant to remind her that quarterly taxes were coming up.


“I mean, you could have just saved all this for me to look at later,” Regina said, properly deflated.


“There’s an express envelope in there.”


Regina fished out the official envelope marked for two-day delivery. She tore it open to reveal a kraft envelope with her name and address handwritten in a fancy scrawl in blue ink, complete with curlicues on the first letter of her first and last names. And while the top-left corner of the envelope didn’t bear a return address, Regina knew who it was from. No one had a love for kraft and calligraphy more than her longtime friend Adelaide, who also had an obsession with burlap, lanterns, wreaths, and antiques. While Regina could wax poetic on wine and menu pairings, Adelaide was equally as passionate about interior design. Adelaide was a woman who embraced her Southern roots despite not having lived in the South for years, with a homey and modern style that had preceded Joanna Gaines and the Magnolia empire.


“Adelaide,” she whispered.


“I could tell it was important,” Gloria noted.


Adelaide had only mailed Regina three times: once, to invite her to a book club at her home all those years ago; second, to apologize over their biggest fight; and third, to announce her pregnancy and Regina’s new role as godmother. Even more, Adelaide had her number. There was no reason why she couldn’t have called with news. They followed each other on social media and could have easily DMed.


Regina thought back to the last time they had touched base. It was a random text about six months ago when Adelaide let her know that she and her daughter were PCS’ing, or moving, to the DC area from South Korea. I’m on your side of the world, finally! it had said, though after a couple of back-and-forth texts, their communication had trailed away.


“Thanks for bringing it over.” Regina absentmindedly sidestepped to a barstool in the corner of the kitchen and popped up onto it. Around her, sounds prattled on. She slid a nail under the flap to lift the envelope’s seal.


Under her breath, she read aloud, “‘To my dearest Reggie. I know it’s been a hot second, but I need you…’”


“What is it, iha?” Gloria said, sensing Regina’s rise in panic as she skimmed the rest of the note. Regina didn’t catalog every word or all the details, but the message came through loud and clear.


“Sounds like I’m going to get the vacation you say I need.” She looked up at Gloria. “It’s an SOS.”








CHAPTER TWO [image: ] Adelaide



Present Day, Thursday


“Lord, help me,” Adelaide Wilson-Chang groaned at the kitchen sink. She let go of the vintage Corelle plate, grateful that it was indestructible as it clattered into the porcelain, and gripped the sink’s apron front with her left hand. She pressed with the heel of her right hand against the sharp pain in her abdomen.


She counted backward from ten and focused her eyes on the sponge sitting in the sink. These days, she’d resorted to her labor breathing to cope, and while for the most part it worked, the pain was getting worse. Last week, she could have walked through the pain; two weeks before then, she’d been able to fake her way through her mommy meetups and her neighborhood La Leche League meetings. But now, God, she couldn’t even do the dishes without her gallbladder acting up.


Five… four… three…


The pain ebbed, and Adelaide straightened tentatively. Her vision expanded to include the entire room; sounds returned. The laughter of her daughter, Genevieve, reached her ears—a salve—and with that, the rest of the pain subsided.


Two… one.


And with one final deep breath, Adelaide’s body relaxed into its normal stance, and her breathing returned to normal. Her gaze lingered on the open window that provided a view of the postage-stamp-sized backyard of her town house, and she pressed a hand against her forehead, now damp with sweat.


“It’s fine, everything’s fine,” she said aloud to the empty kitchen, echoing what her mama would say when the poop started to hit the fan. The mantra acted like a reset button, her declaration to the world. If she said it, it would happen. After all, everything was fine. She had pain, sure, but that would be fixed soon. Her family was safe, albeit not all present, and best of all, one of her best friends, Sophie, was here, and the other, Regina, was on the way.


Currently, Sophie was play-chasing and pretending to lose a game of tag to Genevieve in the small area of grass. Sophie cackled, and her laugh traveled through the air like skipping stones. At almost two years old, Genevieve was quick on her feet, and as she ran, her arms flailed in uninhibited joy. Her innocence was both beautiful and bittersweet, and Adelaide wished for the hundredth time that her husband was home to witness it.


“Hey, Adelaide, what time is it? I don’t have my phone with me.” Sophie’s voice knocked Adelaide out of her thoughts. Sophie was gazing at her through the open kitchen window. “I have to call Jasper. I completely forgot to check in when I landed.”


For a beat Adelaide was transported back to when Sophie had played with her own kids in their shared backyard years ago, because it was as if she hadn’t aged at all. Sophie’s dark skin was smooth and free of wrinkles; the only clue that time had passed were the occasional silver strands of hair in her tight ponytail. She and her partner, Jasper, currently lived in Tampa. They were newly retired from the Army and starting the next chapter of their lives.


“It’s just shy of three,” Adelaide answered, voice croaking, after glancing at the hanging grandfather clock. “What did Jasper say when you left? Was he upset I asked you out here?”


“No, c’mon.” Sophie’s voice grew louder as she came in through the French doors, carrying Genevieve on a hip. She snorted through her sardonic smile. “You know how many trips away from home he’s made, some of them last-minute. He can handle a long weekend on his own.”


Adelaide worried her bottom lip. It had been a little more than a week since she sent the SOS in a fit of panic and pain, and she hadn’t really understood what kind of corner she’d backed her friends into. Sophie was a pediatric nurse, and for her to ask for days off after recently being hired…


“Hey.” Sophie tugged on Adelaide’s arm as they migrated to the living room. “Don’t worry about it. I want to be here. You can’t have surgery without help. And what’s the point of me becoming a nurse if I can’t be there for the people I love? It’s your damn gallbladder, Ad. And your husband’s in another country. Anyway, I’ve been wanting to spend some time with my goddaughter. If I waited any longer to meet her, it would have taken her days instead of an hour to get used to me.”


Sophie snuggled Genevieve. In response, Adelaide’s baby girl giggled, cheeks reddening with joy. “And SOS or not, honestly, I needed some time away, even if it is twenty degrees colder here.” She shivered. “I almost need a coat, and I don’t think I’ve put one on since moving to Tampa.”


“You can borrow any one of mine. I grew quite a collection in Seoul. Though, I might have to declutter since I admittedly went overboard shopping over there.”


“You’re preaching to the choir. I actually took a trip to the post thrift shop a week ago to donate all of mine,” Sophie said, nonchalant.


With every duty station came a different way of life, dependent on location and on the job their spouses, as active-duty soldiers, held. Duty stations were also how Adelaide marked time, both as an Army brat and an Army wife. Two years here, one year there, and sometimes a midyear switch that threw everyone into a tizzy. It had been a little over six years since she and Sophie had lived in the same location—they’d been lucky to have ended up together twice in the last ten years—but it was as if no time had passed.


It would only be made better by Regina’s arrival. “I’m thankful you’re here, Soph. As much as I can’t wait to get rid of my lemon of a gallbladder, selfishly, I needed adult company. This place feels too big even with just the two of us.”


“It doesn’t feel too big to me. It feels lived in, like you’ve been settled in for years instead of months.” Sophie gestured a hand toward the dining room, at Adelaide’s nine-foot buffet, smiling. “And it looks like everything’s intact.”


“We got lucky with movers this time. But you know how it is. We gotta make it a home or else we’ll never feel like we’re home,” Adelaide said, ready to launch into a diatribe about her predicament of having to lease a storage unit, since the town house didn’t have an attic or a basement for all of her memorabilia, but her phone buzzed in her pocket. Her eyes shot to the front windows that looked out onto the narrow cobblestone street, and she approached the foyer. A shadow of a person crossed the window next to the front door, and Adelaide stepped back, gasping. “Jesus, I’m still not used to being this close to the sidewalk. People are literally on the other side of this wall.”


Sophie joined her. “That’s what you get for wanting to live in a historic town. I’m actually surprised that you didn’t choose the suburbs. What happened to your ‘colonial house with a wraparound porch’? You hated apartment living in Millersville.”


At the mention of the military town where they’d met, Adelaide turned her attention to the empty parking spot in front of her town house. Millersville was a decade ago, and what she was back then, idealistic and somewhat naive—she no longer was. With a softer voice she said, “I guess I changed my mind.”


“That car…” Sophie peered as a tan Mercedes-Benz rolled up.


The car in question parallel parked with ease, on the first try. It was a behemoth, a vintage coupe. There weren’t many like it on the road, because it was the Euro version five hundred series that had been converted to American road standards. The car’s name was Baby.


Adelaide knew all of this because the owner had once told her so.


“You didn’t.” Sophie’s voice was tight, strangled. “No, Ad.”


Adelaide giggled, because what else was she to do? Despite the drama that would soon engulf them, her best friends were about to be in same vicinity for the first time in ten years. The occasion was momentous—a feat only Adelaide could coordinate.


Because this SOS wasn’t just about her. Adelaide’s gallbladder might’ve turned her life upside down, but her upcoming surgery had given her the opportunity to make lemons out of lemonade. She had a plan—to reunite her estranged best friends with an SOS after The Fight a decade ago had broken their three-pack apart.










CHAPTER THREE [image: ] Sophie



Sophie Walden wasn’t the kind of woman who minced words. It came from years of being in the nursing field, where directness was an asset. Sure, empathy and compassion were key to a caregiver’s success—she herself didn’t appreciate hardened nurses who’d forgotten the plight of the sick—but there was no substitution for the straightforward truth.


But Sophie also believed truth could be told with grace. Her mother had excelled at this sleight of hand, with hidden messages behind her words, often peppering her constructive criticisms with the sweet addition of an endearing nickname to ease the sting. This belief also came from dealing with a partner—a husband in the eyes of the law—for twenty years who lived and died by her opinions. It came from her children’s reactions to her mood.


And despite the avalanche of conflicting emotions at seeing Regina Castro unload her car, Sophie remembered that Adelaide had been and was in pain. So instead of launching into a tirade, Sophie simply asked, “What is she doing here?”


Adelaide mumbled something indecipherable, brushed past her, and rushed to the oak door, throwing it open. Light spilled across the threshold. The moment was straight out of the past, when once upon a time, Adelaide opened her home for get-togethers with Sophie and Regina. It was a moment of déjà vu so vivid that Sophie had to remind herself that it was 2021, not 2011.


With Regina’s appearance, The Fight rushed back in full clarity, as if time simply picked up where it had left off. Then again, The Fight was never resolved. It wasn’t resolved because she and Regina had simply walked away from each other, and life had gone on. Despite Sophie’s multiple attempts at reconciliation with Regina, they’d both moved on and somehow were able to each negotiate, over time, a friendship with Adelaide, but not with each other.


Regina appeared at the door, a vision of color, dragging a green hard-shell suitcase with her. Her long brown hair was highlighted, some strands red against the sun. She wore a sunny yellow flowered shirt and white jeans, complementing her light brown skin. Divorce and civilian life looked good on her.


“Oh my God, first of all, Northern Virginia is so pretty. And this town! I’m seriously packing up my business to bring it here. Your foyer, so beautiful! I recognize so many things! And you! I missed your face!” Regina, the epitome of a chatterbox, threw herself at Adelaide.


Sophie winced at Regina’s insensitivity to Adelaide’s pain.


Then, Regina’s attention migrated to one of Adelaide’s decorations on the wall and she commented on it, too. “How do you make everything look so good?” Her eyes scanned the rest of the room. And when she turned, her gaze landed squarely on Sophie.


Sophie met her eyes and willed herself to smile.


Or at least, grit her teeth together. In truth, Sophie’s insides were a furnace lit by a decade-old ember.


Regina’s eyes widened, and she stepped back. She side-eyed Adelaide, whose entire face had flushed pink. “Um, what’s going on? And what’s she doing here? You sent me an SOS.”


“Well, at least we got the same story for this trick,” Sophie added. Somehow, though, she’d had a tiny inkling that something like this was going to happen, eventually. Adelaide had occasionally brought up Regina in their conversations, as if testing the waters, admittedly smoothing some of the jagged edges of their past. But there had been no lead-up to this moment, no hints dropped. Sure, Sophie thrived on the unexpected—hospitals were a hotbed for it—but this, from Adelaide?


This trip was supposed to be Sophie’s getaway. Besides her primary mission to help Adelaide, her plan was to relax.


Sophie shook her head. “I left Jasper and my girls, Adelaide. I took days off without pay. This is wrong.”


“I know, you guys…” Adelaide looked at them with those doe eyes, a hand reached out to each. “So I tricked you both, sort of. But I didn’t lie. Reggie, I said I needed help with Gen, because you are the most fun person I know, and Soph, I said I needed a nurse because you’re the best caregiver I know. All of these things are the God’s honest truth, pinky swear.”


Ah, those eyes. Sophie always fell for those eyes. Her twins had the same look—and they also knew when to wield it. She shook her head, undecided on what to do. This was not ideal, but Sophie refused to be the one to leave. Ten years ago, it was she who had quietly slinked away, but she was here first, quite frankly. And she couldn’t go back to Tampa. Not yet.


Not until she figured out herself and her relationship with Jasper.


Regina dipped her chin. Then, she started to laugh.


The woman was laughing. Of course she would laugh—she laughed at the most inopportune times.


“What’s so funny?” Sophie asked.


“I just… I can’t believe this. I mean, thank goodness I didn’t have to cancel a catering client. And that I have my mom and Logan to take care of Miko. Not cool, Ad.”


Adelaide sidestepped so she blocked the front door. “Please, don’t go, either of you. My gallbladder needs to come out. I’m in a lot of pain. Matt’s family is in Taiwan, and they’re too old to travel here. My mom’s caring for my dad full-time now. And yes, there are folks I know in the area who could make me meals, who could check in on me.” Fear flashed in Adelaide’s eyes. “But I don’t trust anyone else with Genevieve, or to come into my home and really know my business. You are the only two I trust in this whole wide world besides my husband. When I go under the knife tomorrow, I won’t be worried at all if I know you’re both here.” The last of her words echoed through the house, and it was answered by Genevieve’s faint cry. The little girl had been so quiet, Sophie had forgotten she was in her arms.


Genevieve wiggled and reached out to her mother, like she knew Mama needed a hug.


Adelaide slung her daughter on her hip, wincing a little, and Genevieve buried her face into her mother’s neck. All at once, Sophie’s heart relented. There were only a few family members left in her life, and Adelaide was family by choice. Reggie had been, too, once upon a time. For family, Sophie would have spared no expense or time to ensure they were okay. Old beef or no old beef.


She wasn’t the kind of woman who walked away.


Or am I?


Her own words speared her.


No, no, she wasn’t.










CHAPTER FOUR [image: ] Regina



“This is… I can’t do this.” A swirl of anger swept Regina up like the beginnings of a tornado, and it threatened to upend her. Grappling with the handle of her suitcase, she leaned against the wall to get her bearings.


When a military spouse called for an SOS, the answer was always yes. The reason was clear and undeniable: milspouses didn’t rally the troops for the small things. They’d endured too much, forged by over two decades of conflict, stemming from 9/11, when lives had been divided into before and after. Before, in the post–Desert Storm calm, the most inconvenient duty station for families had been a tour in South Korea. But in the after, everything changed. In the after, deployments were a given. In the after, families had to bend in new ways.


What rose from the constant ash of a long war were families who learned to survive. It meant single-parent families; it meant children displaced from their parents. It meant bolstering oneself for the worst-case scenario despite maintaining positive thinking. It also meant saving your help tokens until you needed to cash them in.


Once upon a time, Regina, Sophie, and Adelaide had agreed to always show up when an SOS was called. And Regina, despite having left the milspouse life via divorce, still held fast to this rule. In fact, being an Army veteran was part of her identity, and she was proud that she’d been a part of something bigger than herself.


But she hadn’t anticipated Adelaide taking advantage of her loyalty and bring in Sophie, too.


Sophie, a woman she hadn’t seen in a decade. The only other woman in the world who had made as good a friend as Adelaide, close enough to be sisters.


No, this wasn’t part of the agreement.


“I’m leaving.” Regina’s gaze darted between them, and she turned toward the front door. Twelve hours she’d been on the road, and her body was bone-tired, but she’d endure another twelve rather than face Adelaide’s attempt at playing peacemaker.


Adelaide’s face fell. “No, please.”


“Excuse me,” Regina said firmly, quietly.


Seconds passed, and finally, Adelaide moved away from the door.


Regina stepped across the threshold. She didn’t look back. Although she felt the heat of Adelaide’s pleading stare, she put one foot in front of the other.


Outside, she allowed the anger to well up within her. She loaded her suitcase forcefully—she knew she would be mad at herself later on if either the car or the suitcase ended up with a scratch—but she didn’t care at the moment. Then she rounded the vehicle and slipped into the driver’s seat, where she struggled to fit the key into the ignition. The keys fumbled in her hand as she frustratedly banged and pushed the key against the ignition, but everything seemed to work against her. “Damn it.”


The sharp echo of her voice startled her, and it gave her pause. She put her hand against her chest, feeling the familiar pound of her heart, of it breaking, again.


Regina took a deep breath and methodically stuck the correct key into the ignition. She turned it with a click, and Baby growled to life.


How foolish she had been to so easily have jumped into the car just days after that debutante party, without asking Adelaide any pertinent questions. She’d scrambled and made plans with Logan and her mother for Miko’s care, which had been a cobweb of coordination.


With shaking hands, she set the map of her phone back to Columbus, Georgia, 550 miles.


The phone buzzed, and a text flew in.




Henry


You’re prob stuck on I95 but just wanted to say welcome to VA!





Disappointment added to Regina’s anger. Meeting Henry was supposed to be a bonus. She’d imagined a You’ve Got Mail scenario but without the power imbalance and the drama. A romantic first meeting.


She texted slowly, unsure what to say:




Thanks. I’m here actually. But





A knock sounded at the passenger-side window, interrupting her. Regina looked over; it was her nemesis.


Sophie pointed down at the seat.


“You want to come in here?” Regina asked aloud.


Sophie nodded.


Regina put away the phone and unlocked the door. She sat up in the bucket seat as Sophie entered the car, though unfortunately, Regina was still shorter than Sophie’s seated form. “What do you want?”


“Look. You can’t leave,” Sophie said. “Adelaide needs you.”


So Sophie was going to play the role of a martyr. Regina rolled her eyes. Immature, yes, but they were in her car, and she could do what she damn well pleased. “Looks to me you have that covered.”


“I’m mad at her, too, you know. I didn’t know you were coming. But we’re here now, and you heard what she said about needing the both of us.”


Regina snorted. “C’mon. You don’t believe that entirely, do you? One of us would have sufficed. She’s trying to get us to make up.”


“I thought of that. But she’s also one of the strongest women we know—we have to trust that she knows what she needs.”


“We don’t have to do anything.”


Sophie clasped her hands in her lap. “I tried. Stay or go. It’s your conscience.”


“Yeah, okay, thanks, Mom.” Regina looked away, toward the front windshield. Her actual mother would kill her for how rude she was being, but Sophie and her righteousness was the last thing she had expected or wanted today. Or any day of the last decade.


After seconds of silence in the car, she heard Sophie open the passenger-side door, slide out of her seat, and shut the door.


Without thinking, Regina placed Baby in drive.


Coming around the corner onto Burg Street, the main street of Old Town, the traffic was heavy. Cars cruised down the road at a snail’s pace, much slower than the tourists’ gaits on the sidewalk. The street bustled with a kind of optimism, the vibe quite the contrast to her sleepy military town, and a feeling bloomed in her belly. It might have been because DC was just a stone’s throw away that Old Town absorbed this energy. Or maybe because the old buildings carried their own history, inspiring a wish that her catering business could take up residence behind one of these shop windows.


It was only when she passed a bar called the Whistling Pig, written in a calligraphy font on a hanging wooden sign, that it dawned on her why her nostalgia had reared its ugly head: this place reminded her of Millersville’s Main Street.


She shook her head to derail her meandering thoughts and looked at the map on her phone. The freeway was up ahead about five miles. Five more miles, and she could put all of this behind her.


At a stoplight, a herd of people meandered past in the crosswalk. On the right, Regina spotted a shop’s purple-and-white awning. The front window, decorated with colorful vinyl lettering that spelled out Just Cakes, featured a white, four-tiered model cake on a stand. Two small children milled in front of the window, hands against the glass, peeking in, no doubt hoping to catch sight of more cakes inside.


Regina stilled. Just Cakes.


Henry Just of Just Cakes.


Her brain flipped to a new page.


He’s in there.


At that moment, those children at the front window were possibly watching Henry work. In real life.


Would it be weird for her to just show up unannounced?


What was there to lose, now that she’d walked out of her friend’s house?


Regina growled at her ping-pong of emotions and at the next street turned into an open parking space.


She swallowed her nervousness and sorted through her cluttered thoughts. She and Henry had had a revealing and intimate online friendship, DMs constantly flowing. They’d discussed everything business related; Regina had found solace writing to Henry’s beautiful face. There was a freedom in their veiled anonymity; the computer screen was like a confessional, and Henry had responded reliably and thoughtfully. He’d remembered the things she told him. He’d checked in on her on event days. Such small gestures, but gestures she’d wished her ex would’ve picked up on when they had been married.


But seeing Henry in real life… this was opening Pandora’s box, and especially now, in her grim mood. Would he be as gracious as he was online? Would he be as kind? What if he smelled or had bad breath?


A woman across the street called the children from the window, who bounded away, exposing the shadows of movement inside.


Don’t be a fraidy-cat, Regina. You’re friends.


She heaved a breath and straightened her posture.


Oh God, am I really doing this?


She stepped out of the car.


Yes, yes, I am.


With faux confidence, she jaywalked across the street, and upon reaching the door of Just Cakes, she opened it with much more strength than she’d anticipated and it flew inside with a bang.


The heads of the crowd inside swiveled toward her, and silence fell over the shop. Had she not been so consumed with the stares of the individuals, then she would have been able to adequately take in the bright room, the hanging star lights that added whimsy, and the high round tables where groups congregated for samples of cake. How quaint it all was.


She also didn’t fully grasp that the man she wanted to see was approaching her, not until he was two feet away. Henry Just, in all of his baker glory and then some. He wore an apron over an oxford shirt, with one of its collars caught in the apron’s neckline. His hair, curly up top and cropped on the sides, had bits of blond woven in with red, which hadn’t shown in his photographs.


This was the man who’d sent her that book package last week, a book that—while she hadn’t read it yet—she had placed on her bedside table, where only precious things like Miko’s framed picture resided.


“Hi, name, please?” Henry held a clipboard and hadn’t glanced up to look at her.


“Um, excuse me?”


The tip of his pen was poised on the list of names on the clipboard. “Last name of either party.”


“Oh, I’m sorry, I don’t… actually have an appointment.” Regina’s tongue tied at the tip. She gazed at the top of his head. Surely, any second now, he was going to look up.


Except, he didn’t. “Ah, I apologize, but all of our tastings are by appointment only. I hope you understand. I think that… hm… that we might have availability tomorrow.” He looked through the papers on his clipboard.


All around her, people focused in on their conversation. Regina’s face burned with the beginning of embarrassment.


“I’m actually here because…” She cleared her throat. “Hello, Henry.”


Henry stilled. Then, slowly, he looked up. Up close now, she took him in. Her mind cataloged the differences between Instagram Henry and For Real Henry. His eyes were a much clearer hazel in person, but the smile, the generous smile that appeared on his face, was definitely spot-on.


“Regina?”


“Hi. It’s me.”


Months. Months, they had been corresponding, almost every day, and this was all she could say? He was her pen pal. She had been looking forward to this. But instead of joy, what she felt seeing him this first time was relief. Relief that there was someone here in Old Town to turn to in the middle of her dysfunctional friendship-triangle with Adelaide and Sophie.


“Hey! Are… are you okay?” His expression changed from excitement to worry. He stepped into her, tentative, as she felt her face crumble.


She shook her head as a decade’s worth of memories and drama rushed toward her.


“Can I… Is this?” he asked, arms out, an awkward gesture.


He was asking her if she needed a hug. And in fact, she did.


She stepped into his body, crowd be damned.










CHAPTER FIVE [image: ] Regina



July 2011—About Ten Years Ago


“No, no, no. This is not okay.”


Regina paused at the door of apartment E of 2100 Bell Street at the sound of her husband’s muffled voice. With a letter in her hand, she took a deep breath and turned the doorknob, popping it open with a crack. She peeked inside.


The hard bass guitar of rock music blared from the living room on the right, and the exhaust fan whirred from behind the wall on her left. And in the middle of the hallway was her cat, Shadow, nestled next to Logan’s boots, atop his discarded socks and uniform top. Shadow eyed her, in warning.


“He’s cooking again, isn’t he?” Regina asked Shadow.


The cat meowed.


Regina entered and bent down and rubbed the back of Shadow’s ear, then stepped over the pile of dirty clothes.


“Hey! Hey, I thought I heard you come in.” Logan stuck his head out from their galley kitchen and yelled above the exhaust. Behind him was a plume of smoke.


For a beat, Regina lost her train of thought. Her nose tickled at the scent of burnt cheese, a sure sign that Logan had somehow fried the boxed mac and cheese he had insisted on buying in bulk from the commissary. It was supposedly one of the only things he knew how to cook. Supposedly.


“Babe?” he said, with an expectant look and a frozen smile. A smile that said that he was trying. They were on the heels of a fight from the night before, this time about him taking the reins as a true partner in their home—since her role seemed to have evolved to a full-blown housekeeper and cook. The fight had ended with him doing exactly what he did each time they disagreed: leaving.


Regina wasn’t sure how to respond. Or which version of Logan this one was. So she shook a smile onto her face and pretended that she couldn’t hear the sizzle in the background. She lifted the letter in her hand. “I got invited to book club.”


The man cackled, ducking back into the kitchen.


“What’s so funny about that?” She unlaced her combat boots and propped them next to the front door and, in stocking feet, unbuttoned and hung her camouflaged shirt in the hallway closet. Their apartment was tiny, not quite what she had envisioned for their first home together, and had almost zero storage space. Their uniform tops were relegated to the hallway closet, where they’d become accustomed to dressing and undressing.


“You don’t like to read,” he said.


She gasped and went to their bedroom. “I take offense. Yes, I do.” She changed into her college sweatshirt and leggings, then stood at the kitchen’s entryway. She slung her arms across her chest to watch this man—her husband—attempt to cook. He was still in his brown T-shirt and camo pants and barefoot, and she couldn’t help but just look. Logan Hardin was handsome. Shy of six feet, he had these captivating light brown eyes and was built like a tank, muscle everywhere. They had married right after his graduation from West Point and hers from Villanova; after a short two months of Officer Basic Course, they’d transferred to Upstate New York’s Army post, Fort Fairfax, and there they were, almost two years married. Though, sometimes, like the night before, when their conversations ignited into a forest fire, it felt like they were still strangers.


“In fact, I have a book on my nightstand,” she pointed out.


He snorted. “The Bible is not, technically, a book.”


“Don’t let my mother hear you say that. It’s a family heirloom.”


Logan stretched out a hand, a signal for her to come close, to snuggle in. This was another routine step in their silent apologies to each other. Because he wasn’t the type to say sorry—and, well, she, she was always right, so why should she?—she stepped forward and buried her face in his chest while he kissed the top of her head.


“Lemme see that invite,” he said.


Regina placed the invitation in his hand and grabbed a soda from the fridge. She plopped down in one of the chairs of their two-person dining room set and brought her knees to her chest.


His eyes gleamed. “Oh, fancy.”


She popped the can open. “Hand-lettered. You know it’s serious.”


An eyebrow rose. He slipped the marbled paper from the envelope. “From Captain Chang’s wife? I didn’t realize they decided to live off post. Oh, and printed fancy paper, too. ‘Hello, neighbors! Since we’re all connected to Fort Fairfax but live off post, I thought I’d start a book club. For our first meeting, I picked the book just so we can get it started. It’s called The Hunger Games. It was just published a few years ago, but I hear it is a page-turner. Now, don’t be wary that it’s teen fiction! I know most of us have read Twilight—don’t pretend you haven’t! Book club will be four weeks from today, August 28, at my house: 2110 Bell Street Apartment A, Millersville Heights Apartments. Can’t wait to meet all of you.’” He snickered. “Book club. You’re more of a movie club kind of person, don’t you think? And even then, if it’s not up your alley, you fall right asleep. And snore, too, actually. Speaking of, that should have been covered in our premarriage counseling: how to handle each other’s snoring.” He was practically yelling over the exhaust, and with the kitchen window open to the expanse of the shared backyard, where kids were playing and parents hovering nearby, Regina winced. She imagined the quick spread of gossip like peanut butter on toast that ended up all over the gosh-damn place—Did you know that Regina Castro snores like a Mack truck? That is, if the neighbors already weren’t talking about their raised voices last night.


She could’ve clapped back that their premarriage counseling also didn’t cover a husband who seemed incapable of acting like an adult. That somehow, his bachelor housekeeping skills had disappeared the moment they got married. Maybe that’s why she couldn’t stay awake. She was exhausted.


And yet, when he ditched the letter and cursed the pot of burnt noodles as he plated the dish, worry etched in the lines of his forehead, she refrained from saying a word.


He was joking. And neither of them was perfect.


She countered. “I dunno. It sounds interesting. I’ve never been invited to spouse stuff.”


Being dual military sometimes put her in the between. She was sometimes accidentally excluded from spouse functions, because she herself was active duty. And the fact that she and Logan lived in the first community beyond Fort Fairfax’s gates often kept her out of the loop of social functions. Though, interestingly, while she and Logan had wanted to be away from the pressure of living next to people they worked with and opted for Millersville, they soon learned that every single neighbor was also connected to the post.


“Should I go?” Regina asked.


“It’s your call. Captain Chang is the new company XO. It would be a good way to get to know his wife before the unit deploys. He seems like a good guy, so she’s probably nice enough.”


Regina bit her lip, understanding the politics of it all. But she wasn’t good with women. Men, yes. She could banter with her brothers, could shoot the shit with her cousins. But women? Maybe she was meeting the wrong kind of friends, but she had always been labeled rough, sarcastic, and competitive.


But it was important in any line of work to get to know the leaders, and Logan was right. Since the 701st Infantry Battalion would soon pack up and head out for their routine cycle in Afghanistan in a little more than a month, it would behoove Regina to be plugged in. This was going to be their first deployment.


“The Hunger Games is a children’s book,” she said as a final objection.


“I’ve never even heard of it.” He hiked his hands on his hips; his forehead was sheened with sweat. “But, um, babe?”


“Let me guess. We should order in. Or I cook.”


He nodded guiltily.


Regina hefted herself to her feet and gestured toward the living room. “Out of my way, solider.”


She might not have been a big reader, but she could cook anything out of nothing.
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