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A few years ago, I was toying with the idea of writing a book about former female Navy SEAL. I didn’t know her name or her story, but bits and pieces were beginning to come to me. I couldn’t find any direction and didn’t feel like the character was talking to me as I sat at my desk in my office on the Eastern Shore of Maryland. I needed a break to clear my head. Some time away with a good friend was just what I was hoping for. 

When I arrived in the Arkansas Ozarks, my dear friend, Tammi, assured me that I would one day write a series that takes place in one of the picturesque towns in the area. I was dead set against writing a series, but I went with an open mind. After several days of driving around and visiting many of the towns, I was even more convinced that I was not meant to write a series, and my character was still hiding in my brain, refusing to show herself. Then we drove through a town that broke my heart.

The sidewalks were cracked, most of the windows were boarded up, and the fountain in the center of town was dry and crumbling. Suddenly, I saw Andi, arriving home from the Navy, standing in the middle of town with a hole in her heart. She was dying inside, and the one place she thought could revive her was dying as well.

Here we are, three years later, and Andi is happily married and living in Buffalo Springs, the town she helped restore. Her sister, Helena, is engaged to the town doctor and piloting every organization in town. Their brother, Jackson, well... he’s trying to find his way out of Buffalo Springs as fast as he can.

This is the second book I have written with the help, advice, and keen eye of editor, Cayley Ross. Thank you, Cayley, for coming on board. I am so pleased by and impressed with your knowledge and editing talents. I know we can do great things together in the future!

I have wonderful beta readers and proofreaders, my Aunt Debbie Nisson, Anne Novey, Jeanne Stockmeyer, and Olivia Deboeck. I could not put out a quality product without you all. Thank you for never saying no to my pleas for help and guidance. 

Thank you again, Tammi. Without you, I would never have found Andi or the rest of her family. The same can be said of so many others who have supported my writing over the past fifteen years. First, my mom and dad have been encouraging me to follow my dreams for over fifty years. They proofread every manuscript, approve every cover, attend every event, and sell books out of their houses, out of their cars, in their club meetings, in grocery store aisles, and anywhere else they can get people to listen to them brag about their daughter. I would be lost without them.

My husband, Ken, and our daughters, Rebecca, Katie Ann, and Morgan have been my biggest supporters and cheering section. I have to say a special thank you to Katie Ann who is my website advisor, social media marketing guru, and entire technical support team.

Last, but never least, I have been blessed with the most wonderful and faithful readers. You all have a very special place in my heart. I wish I could meet every single one of you face-to-face to let you know how much your support means to me. I do this for you.

Thank you all. I love you. God bless you.
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A cold wind—the precursor of a coming storm—shook the trees and rattled the shingles, but the flames flickered in the fireplace, and the house smelled of freshly baked bread and roasting, Thanksgiving turkey. Jackson slipped out the front door and leaned against one of the columns that framed the steps of the only place he’d ever called home. He took a sip from the bottle in his hand and heard the door open behind him. 

“Cold night to be stargazing,” Jackson’s father said as he slowly moved to stand beside his son, using the furniture and porch railing to guide his steps. He hated using his walker. 

“Cold but clear. The best kind of night to see the stars.” He gestured at the sky with the bottle.

“I guess you don’t see many stars in the city,” his father said.

Jackson took another sip. “Not as many as here,” he agreed. “But there are a lot of things the city has that Buffalo Springs doesn’t.”

“I suppose I probably thought that way when I was your age.”

Jackson ignored the comment and leaned closer to the man whom he had always admired. He asked quietly, “How’re you holding up, Daddy? Are you feeling okay?”

Joshua beamed up at his son. “Never better.” 

“I’m glad to hear that,” Jackson said though he doubted there was much truth to his father’s statement. “We just don’t want you overdoing it.” 

“Nonsense,” Joshua said, waving his hand in dismissal. “I’m as fit as a fiddle.”

Jackson wished that was true, but one look told him otherwise. His father had aged at least ten years since his stroke back in June, and though Jackson had seen his progress from then through the month of August, he was shocked to see how fragile his father had become while Jackson was at school. 

Joshua Nelson’s blue eyes seemed dimmer, and he had lost more than seventy pounds. His arms were thin with none of the muscle he had built up after years of heavy lifting in the town’s paper mill. When the mill shut down a few years back, Joshua had no problem getting a job lifting and carrying loads at the local hardware store. It was only after he was laid off, during the town’s bad years, that Joshua’s health had declined. Now, he stood stooped over, his face sagged with wrinkles and empty skin, and his legs didn’t always work the way they should.

“Daddy, you must be freezing out here. Let’s go back inside. I’m sure Mama could use some help, and your game shows will be on soon.”

Jackson remained alert, his arms ready to give aid, as his father shuffled back toward the door. His heart broke to see his strong, capable father reduced to half his size and a quarter of his strength.

“Your mother’s the one who always overdoes it,” Joshua said. “I told her to wait to cook that bird in the morning when the girls are here, but she insisted that she always cooks it the night before. Says it’s easier for me to carve it that way.”

That was something Jackson hadn’t thought of. Was his father capable of carving the turkey? Could he even hold the knife steady? Maybe Jackson should suggest that it was high time for him to learn to do the job. After all, he’d be a college graduate in less than a month. Time to start taking on some more responsibility around here, for what little time he’d be around here anyway.

After helping his father get settled in his armchair, Jackson’s eyes fell on the carpet where the repair stood out, the threads bright and colorful. He recalled the day a fireball had been thrown through the window and onto the rug. He frowned, remembering the men who tried to burn down his parents’ house and attack his sister, Andi, when she and Jackson devised a plan to save the town from the drug lords who were running it. It was during that time that Andi convinced Mayor Wade Montgomery to join their efforts, and Wade went from being a figurehead who bowed to the crooked town council to a legitimate mayor who fought for the best interests of Buffalo Springs. Both Andi and Wade came close to being killed by the men who thought they ran the town, and Jackson’s already high admiration of his sister had grown even more.

“There you are.” Grace’s voice pulled Jackson back to the present. “I called from the kitchen, but y’all didn’t answer.”

“Sorry, Mama. We were on the porch. Do you need help with something?”

“Can you lift the bird from the oven for me? It gets heavier every year.”

Jackson smiled. “Sure, Mama.” He started toward the kitchen.

“Just put it on top of the stove for now,” Grace called. 

The aroma of spice-laden skin and toasted stuffing filled the air, and Jackson’s stomach growled despite the hearty supper they’d eaten only an hour before.

He hefted the turkey onto the stove and turned off the oven. Before he returned to the living room, he gazed around the bright kitchen with its yellow walls and lacy curtains. Nothing about this room had changed in at least fifteen years, but instead of comforting Jackson, it made him uneasy. Not much in this town ever changed even with all the new businesses that his sister and her husband were bringing in. It was no place for a young man just starting out in life, and as much as he would hate to break the news to his family, Jackson knew that come New Year’s, he would be long gone from here. He didn’t plan on ever coming back.

***
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Jackson was pleased with his carving efforts even if Andi teased him about his lack of butchering skills. He smiled to himself as he walked down the hall from the kitchen.

“You, uh, are only having one glass, right, Joshua?” Jackson looked over at Dr. Blake, Helena’s fiancé. The doctor was looking at his patient and future father-in-law with concern.

Joshua held up the whiskey glass and nodded. “I’m following doctor’s orders, son. No need to worry.”

“Oh, Joe,” Helena said, her blue eyes sparkling and dirty blonde curls bouncing. “You know Daddy is a model patient.”

“Not according to the staff at the rehab center.” Joshua’s wife, Grace, reached for the glass in her husband’s hand. “Dinner is ready, and I don’t want you worn out before we cut into that pie Andi made for dessert. Let’s all head into the dining room.”

“Pumpkin pie, right?” Jackson asked his sister, Andi, as he walked with her toward the dining room. Andi was the owner of the local bakery, and pies were her specialty. 

“Pumpkin with cinnamon custard.”

Jackson’s face broke into a wide grin. “My favorite.”

Everyone took their seats at the table as Grace and Helena finished adding food to the wide assortment already on display. A tan tablecloth dotted with orange, yellow, and brown leaves lay beneath the bounty, and an arrangement of pinecones and gourds surrounded glowing candles.

“This is quite the feast, Mama.” Jackson’s eyes roved from the roasted turkey to the mashed potatoes then over the succotash, cornbread, and green bean salad. “I feel like it’s already Christmas.”

Joshua reached out to take Grace’s hand on one side and Andi’s on the other, and everyone took each other’s hands as they bowed for the blessing. After a resounding Amen, the joyous noise of passing bowls and tinkling utensils filled the room. 

“Wait until you see the menu Joe has started planning for Christmas,” Helena said as she passed the cornbread. “Y’all are going to love it. I am so lucky to be engaged to a man who likes to cook.” She looked over at Joe, and Jackson watched as their eyes locked. Sparks of love emanated between them. He swallowed hard, looking back and forth between both of his sisters and the men they loved. 

He was getting ready to turn twenty-four and was almost two years behind most of his friends. They had graduated in May of the previous year and were now getting engaged and planning the next phase of their lives. Jackson didn’t regret leaving school for a time. His father had been laid off, and his parents needed him. And if he hadn’t been home when Andi returned from the Navy, he never would’ve given Andi the ideas and vision that prompted her and Wade to revive the town and turn it into the tourist destination it was quickly becoming. He loved his family, and he loved this town, but he knew that there was nothing here for him.

How would he ever become a successful investment banker living in a tiny town in the middle of the Ozarks? How would he make enough money to support a family? How would he find the woman with whom to create that family? The only answer was to leave Buffalo Springs.

He painted on a smile as he looked around the table. His heart ached as the biggest questions of all weighed on his mind and soul. How would he ever be able to leave his family behind, and how could he break the news to them?

***
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Cindy wiped the tears from her eyes and tried to concentrate on the dark, winding road. She wasn’t used to driving in the mountains. Cities she could handle, and freeways were a breeze, but she’d never been on a road like this, and the weather wasn’t helping. A light drizzle fell, making it difficult to see through the already foggy windshield. The worn wipers screeched as they moved back and forth like a metronome, and Cindy reached to change the station on the radio without taking her eyes from the road. She was a Lady Gaga fan all the way, but she was in no mood to hear the song, I’ll Never Love Again, from the hit movie, A Star Is Born. The only thing worse would have been to hear Before You by Fortunate Ones. That had been their song—hers and Evan’s—and she couldn’t bear to hear it even though it had been eighteen months since... 

She swallowed and forced herself to bring to mind the happy memory of the night they’d met. 

The small bar in her hometown of La Mesa, California, was dark and crowded. Since she rarely drank, she was the DD that night; and while her friends were tossing back the drinks, she was watching the men play pool across the room. They seemed to be military, and she assumed Marines, since Camp Pendleton was nearby, though she knew that sometimes Navy sailors wandered inland to get away from the expense and tourism of Coronado. Out of her league either way, she told herself. Still, the tall one with the great smile was cute, and she found herself glancing his way more often than she should.

She had just picked up another Sprite from the bar when she turned around and caught his eye. Her heart skipped a beat, and she realized that really was a thing. He gave her a shy smile before turning back to the game. Cindy took a quick sip of her soda and returned to her friends, feeling the heat rise in her cheeks. She tried to stop herself from looking toward the guys again, but she felt an irresistible pull that had her raising her eyes ever so slightly to the far corner of the room. Another shy smile greeted her when their eyes met, and she quickly turned away.

A slow song began playing on the old-fashioned juke box, one she’d never heard before, but it had a beautiful rhythm, and she found herself closing her eyes and swaying to the music. A light touch on her shoulder caused her to turn her head and look at the man standing behind her. Her face warmed as the table became silent. She felt the eyes of all her friends glued to her, but she only saw his eyes. Violet. They were violet. She’d heard of eyes that color but had never actually seen them.

“Would you like to dance?” he asked quietly in a Mid-Western accent.

Without answering, she slid her hand into the one on her shoulder and let him lead her to the dance floor. She ignored the drunken squeals from her friends and the whistling and catcalling from the pool table area. Blocking out everyone and everything else, she stared into those violet eyes and listened to the lyrics of the song that she now knew was “Before you.” 

I remember nights I'd lie awake

Fighting shadows of all my mistakes

In and out they come like tides

Upon some angry ocean blue

But I can't remember my life before you.

Maybe it was the song. Maybe it was his eyes. Maybe it was the thrill of being in the arms of a complete stranger, but suddenly, the lyrics rang true. Cindy remembered nothing before that moment, before he held her in his arms, before he became her everything.

A long, loud honk shook her from her memory, and Cindy squeezed the wheel, correcting her drift into the other lane. She let out a long breath and blinked, becoming aware that the tears were now flowing down her face like a tropical waterfall. She glanced at the older model phone attached to the mount on her dashboard. She had thirty more miles to go before she reached Buffalo Springs and the only person who could help her.

Cindy knew what the others thought of her, the girl who chased the Officer and a Gentleman. She was the ultimate Paula Pokrifki, the poor, uneducated blue-collar daughter of a single mother, who landed the dashing, darling Zach Mayo, officer and gentleman. She knew that the other wives saw her as a Tag Chaser and tried to warn Evan just as Zach had been warned about Paula. Ironically, she and Debra Winger’s movie character were nothing alike. The dark-haired Paula had spunk and nerve. She drank and smoked and spent her days in a factory and her nights chasing sailors. 

Cindy was quiet and shy with strawberry-blonde hair and little to no confidence. She was smart. Brains had never been her problem. She did well in school, read voraciously, and understood world affairs and politics. But she was poor, more than poor. As a teenager, she went to school and then to work and then back to school with little sleep in between. She supported herself and her mother from the time her father left them when she was only twelve, starting her first job at thirteen. And good riddance to the man. 

The windshield wipers slapped back and forth, beating a rhythm that almost perfectly matched the more upbeat song now playing on the radio. Cindy peered through the foggy glass as she thought about all that her father’s leaving had cost her. Her mother had never been a great role model, caring more about her next drink than about Cindy, and her father had been no better. Though she was old enough that she should have remembered more about him, she had only vague memories of the man. What she remembered most about her childhood was never feeling loved or wanted by either of her parents. One only loved the bottle, and the other only wanted to be rid of both mother and daughter.

All Cindy ever wanted when she was growing up was to go to college, find a job she enjoyed, and be content with life. She didn’t even care if there was a man in the picture. After watching her parents for twelve years, she didn’t believe in love. Not until she met Evan. That’s when her desire to have a family really took hold.

Nobody else believed that Cindy and Evan were soulmates, destined to be together from the moment their eyes met. Not even her mother thought she was good enough for him. She couldn’t compete with the Coronado girls, with their perfect blonde hair, expensive clothes, and good educations. And though none of the other SEAL wives were from California, they all came from solid homes, had college degrees, and gave off the air of being far more sophisticated than Cindy. Or maybe she just felt that way.

Only Andi, the sole female on the tight-knit SEAL Team, accepted Cindy unconditionally. Only Andi saw the hurt in her eyes and came to her defense, included her in conversation, and made sure she was invited to the picnics and christenings and parties even when Andi and the boys were away on assignment. She never went when Andi or Evan wasn’t there, but she was invited just the same, and she knew it was Andi who insisted upon it. Andi had been her rock during that one, short, fraction of a year she and Evan had been together. But Andi had her own demons to deal with after the crash that took all the men from their lives.

Since then, Andi had rebuilt her life, opened a bakery, and found her true love. Cindy, on the other hand, was still alone and more of a mess than ever. Her mother had passed away shortly after she lost Evan—liver failure from years of alcohol abuse. Cindy had no friends, not the girls she knew from school who turned against her when she ‘landed’ Evan, and certainly not the SEAL wives. She needed to get away from California, to find herself, to figure out her life, and she thought Andi might be the only person who could help her find her way. 

Cindy hoped that Andi would be okay with her showing up out of the blue. Because if Andi turned her away, there was no place else to go.

***
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Jackson was beat, but his sisters were lingering, waiting out the pounding rain that fell between the warm house and their cold cars. The younger generation gathered back in front of the fire after telling Grace and Joshua goodnight. Stifling a yawn, Jackson saw Andi glance at her phone and frown. She excused herself and slipped out the front door onto the porch. He wondered if everything was okay.

Taking a blanket from the back of the couch, he went outside just as Andi said, “Cindy, of course it’s okay. Whatever you need.”

Jackson held out the blanket with a raised brow. 

“Cindy, hold on a minute.” She cupped her hand over the bottom of the phone. “I won’t be long. A friend is in town and needs some help. Can you tell Wade we need to head home?”

Jackson started to ask if everything was all right, but figuring it wasn’t any of his business, he simply nodded and went inside, blanket in hand.

“Andi says it’s time to go,” he told Wade. “Something about a friend being in town and needing help.”

Wade’s brow rose in the same manner Jackson’s had, but he didn’t ask questions. He told Jackson, Helena, and Joe he’d see them later and retrieved his and Andi’s coats from the closet.

“How’s the rain?” Helena asked.

“Pretty light at the moment,” Jackson answered though, in truth, he hadn’t really looked. He was just anxious to go to bed.

Joe stood and offered a hand to Helena. “Come on, Pix, Jackson looks ready to collapse.” Jackson had never understood the nickname Joe used with Helena, something about Cornish Pixies, but he’d gotten used to it. And right now all he cared about was closing his eyes and welcoming a nice, long sleep.

After Andi stuck her head inside to say goodbye, the four of them hastened out the door. Jackson bolted the door with a smile. With peace in the town now restored, the house was never locked except when they slept at night. It was his mother’s belief that the only time there was anything worth protecting inside the four walls was when her family was in their beds fast asleep. He switched off the lights and headed upstairs, not remembering a thing once his head sunk into his pillow.

***
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Cindy curled up in the warm, comfortable bed and closed her eyes. She inhaled, relishing the soft scent of clean sheets and the cold mountain air that crept in from the slightly open window. She hadn’t had time to explain her sudden presence or even ask Andi for her advice. 

When she arrived at the mailbox on the main road, and drove down the long, pitch black lane, she was sure she was at the wrong place. It was a farm of some sort with fields flanking both sides and rows of young, bald trees standing along the drive like tall, thin soldiers standing guard in the dark night. As she neared the house, she gasped. It was enormous—a three story white house with a wrap-around porch and balconies gracing the second level. Multiple chimneys rose above the many gables that protruded from the roof. Soft light glowed behind some of the windows, and it looked like something out of an historical fiction novel—grand and opulent but at the same time warm and welcoming. 

The moment Andi opened the front door, Cindy burst into tears.

“Oh, sweetie, it’s okay.” Andi wrapped her arms around Cindy, and for the first time since losing Evan, Cindy felt protected and accepted. 

A nudge at her leg caused Cindy to jump, and Andi released her. “Boomer, down.” Andi scolded the penitent-looking dog who looked up at Cindy with an apology in its eyes. Cindy reached down to pet the dog on the head.

“It’s okay, Boomer. I like dogs.”

“You must be Cindy,” a voice said, and she looked up to see one of the most handsome men she’d ever laid eyes on. He had dark brown eyes and a warm smile, and he was even taller than Evan had been. She reached her hand toward him.

“Yes, Sir. I’m Cindy.”

“It’s Wade, just Wade.” He looked her up and down, waving off her outstretched hand. “No formalities here. And you must be freezing. You’re not in California anymore. Andi, get her into the house. It’s cold here by the door.”

Cindy looked down at the threadbare jeans and light sweater she wore under her jacket. She supposed it was cold outside, but the heater in her car barely worked, so she’d gotten used to the dropping temperatures after a while.

Wade gestured toward the small bag she had dropped at her feet. “Can I take that upstairs for you?”

“Oh! I, um, are you sure it’s okay?”

“Cindy, of course it’s okay. I told you on the phone that you’re welcome to stay here. Now, come on in and get warmed up. Wade’s right. It’s cold here in the foyer.”

She looked from Andi to Wade and back to Andi. “If you’re sure. I mean, I know I just showed up out of the blue, and it’s Thanksgiving. I hope I didn’t interrupt your plans.”

“We insist on it,” Wade said. “Until we fill this house with kids, it’s much too big for just the two of us.”

“And we were leaving Mom and Dad’s when you called,” Andi said, one arm still looped across Cindy’s shoulders. “Besides, I’ve always told you that you’re welcome here.”

“It’s a beautiful house,” Cindy said as they walked farther inside. Wade began toward the stairs, which were carpeted in a rich red hue and enclosed with an intricately carved bannister of dark, expensive-looking wood. 

“It’s been in Wade’s family for generations,” Andi said, taking her hand. “Feel free to wander around tomorrow. You must be exhausted after all that driving in the rain.”

Cindy yawned and suddenly felt the weight of exhaustion bearing down on her. “I am,” she said, the surprising realization evident in her voice.

Andi took her arm and led her up the stairs with Boomer close at their heels. As she talked, Cindy gazed at the family photos that lined the curved stairwell. 

“Let’s get you settled, and you and I can talk tomorrow. I have to be at the bakery early. I was just about cleaned out of everything yesterday, and we were closed today, so I’ve got a lot of baking to do. But you can sleep as long as you want and give me a call when you’re up and about. Wade leaves for his office around eight, so the house will be nice and quiet. Take your time getting up.”

They’d only been back in each other’s company for a few minutes, and already Andi seemed to know just what Cindy needed. That’s how it had been since the day they met. Though not more than ten or twelve years older than Cindy, Andi had quickly become the mother figure Cindy never had. It felt so good to be back with her. It felt safe and welcoming—the kind of feeling Cindy always imagined other people felt when at home with their families. 

Once in bed, she let the cool air, the soft sheets, and the sound of the light rain lull her to sleep. She had no idea what she would do tomorrow, but for tonight, she would sleep like a baby.
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Jackson hefted the bag of seed from the pallet onto the bed of the customer’s truck. Farming never stops, no matter what the calendar reads, and Jackson was kept busy by farmers stocking up on seed and fertilizer for the busy growing season. He wasn’t expected to work since he was just home for the weekend, but he needed the money.

Despite the chill in the air, Jackson wiped sweat from his brow. He told the farmer to have a nice day, and watched the man pull his truck out of the lot. He closed the bay doors, grabbed his water bottle, and took a long drink. The warehouse was cold, and the cloudy sky didn’t help. It was almost always cloudy in the late fall and winter in Buffalo Springs, but snowfall wasn’t bad at all, especially considering they were in the mountains. 

Jackson looked out through the windows of the bay doors. Though it was cloudy, he could make out the peaks of the nearby mountains and wondered what it was like to look out and see nothing but skyscrapers and smog. He’d heard that a lot of people were leaving the big cities and opting for small towns and telecommuting, but he knew a young, inexperienced guy could not make it as a real estate investor without a network, mentors, and colleagues to help him succeed. He wanted—no he needed—the big city, the bright lights, the late nights and busy weekends, and everything he could never find here in Northwest Arkansas.

He set the water bottle back down on the table and stood as a bell signaled another truck backing up to the bay. He tightened the gloves he was wearing and shook off the cold. The sooner he started applying to investment firms, the better. He had more in mind for his future than loading fifty-pound bags into pickup trucks all day.

***
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Cindy explored the grand old house on her own with warm socks on her feet and cream-diluted, hot coffee in her hand. Boomer followed her wherever she went, and Cindy couldn’t help wondering if he just wanted attention, or he had a sixth sense about how lost and lonely she felt. Cindy didn’t mind either way. The house was huge and reminded her of the ones in the old classic horror movies she used to watch, though this one was considerably homier despite its size and grandeur.

The living room had her mesmerized with its rows and rows of books on shelves that went all the way to the ceiling. She felt like Belle exploring the castle and discovering the Beast’s library. She fingered the spines, seeing everything from law school texts to romances to international cookbooks. The room’s décor was rich and dark but not foreboding. On the contrary, the soft, plush furniture, the paneled walls, and the ornate fireplace came together in a way that made her want to curl up in a corner of the sofa and stay there forever. The vast windows brought sunlight into the room brightening the dark décor, despite the clouds that hung over the mountains. Heavy draperies hung around the windows, and she resisted the urge to close them to protect the books and the rich colors in the furniture.

She wandered down the hall to what she would call the sunroom but probably had some fancier name like the conservatory. She felt like she’d fallen asleep and woken up as a game piece in Clue. There was a music room, a study—nobody would refer to that simply as an office—a magnificent dining room, a large and sprawling kitchen, and even a billiards room containing a pool table, poker table, and a dart board. The room looked as though it had been decorated by a teenager, with its framed sports car posters and beer can collection, and she wondered if this was Wade’s high school hangout. 

Upstairs, Cindy found an enormous master bedroom, which she imagined must contain his and hers dressing rooms and a luxurious bathroom with a jacuzzi, but she didn’t dare enter. She did have boundaries after all. Besides, she still wasn’t sure if Boomer was sizing her up, not that he could tell anyone where she went or what she did. She looked down at her companion and smiled. 

“Don’t worry, boy. I won’t go where I don’t belong.”

He tilted his head and lifted an ear, either in understanding or total bewilderment. 

In addition to the room where she had slept, there were three other bedrooms on that floor. Two had their own small bathrooms, and two shared a Jack and Jill bathroom that reminded her of that old sitcom, The Brady Bunch. Was that the show? Or was it The Partridge Family? She’d seen both on TV Land but hadn’t ever really gotten into either one. She never believed that families like that existed in the real world. When a parent died or went away and left the other parent and kid or kids behind, everything didn’t fall magically into place. New parents didn’t walk into their lives bringing with them sound advice and camping trips and hit records. Only with Evan, and only for a brief moment in time, did she think that maybe, just maybe, those families could exist; but that dream was shattered like all her others.

She continued to explore, following another set of stairs. The third floor was essentially just an attic, but it was spacious and well-lit, and Cindy was impressed by the well-thought-out organization of the room and its contents. She wandered through the shelves and boxes, reading the carefully hand-printed labels: Wade’s baby clothes, Christmas decorations - 1 of 10—ten whole boxes of Christmas decorations?—and Jolene’s baby clothes. Jolene? Who was she? 

Cindy went to the neatly arranged shelves lined with dozens of old family photo albums and metal boxes organized by date. Curiosity got the better of her, and she gently lifted the lid off one of the boxes. Inside were old movie reels. Family movies, perhaps? She took one out and squinted to examine the small print. Casablanca.

Cindy blinked. No. That’s not what it said. Surely, she misread it. She looked again. What was this? A family vacation? She reached for another. The Pride of the Yankees. Yankee Doodle Dandy. Lassie. 

Cindy quickly closed the lid and stood back.  She looked down at Boomer. “Do Wade and Andi know these are up here?” He tilted his head again and narrowed his eyes. “They must be worth a fortune. What do you think, Boomer?” He blinked, then yawned, clearly unimpressed with her find.

Cindy felt guilty even knowing about the film reels and began to feel bad for taking such liberties in the house. Andi had invited her to wander around. She hadn’t said she could become Nancy Drew and dig into every closet and corner.

She turned to head back downstairs, but the glow of morning sunlight at the other end of the attic caught her attention, and she found herself walking toward it. She leaned toward the oval window and gazed out onto the fields. She could see the rows of trees along the driveway more clearly now and wondered why some seemed hundreds of years old while others were mere saplings. 

The fields were expansive and bare. What did they hold during the summer? She had no idea what kind of crops grew in the Ozarks or anywhere else in Arkansas for that matter. She knew nothing about Arkansas, nothing about farming, nothing really about any way of life or any places outside of Southern California. At twenty-one, she crossed the border into Mexico for the first time for a quick weekend getaway with Evan in Baja. So far, Buffalo Springs, Arkansas, was the only other place she’d ever been.

Sighing, Cindy turned from the window and retreated down the stairs. Andi had left her a note with the address of the bakery though Cindy doubted it would be difficult to find. From the little she’d seen the night before, Buffalo Springs could fit onto one side street of La Mesa. 

She stopped in the bathroom adjacent to the room where she’d slept and brushed her teeth and hair. She’d showered and dressed before she went in search of food and coffee, so she was ready to head out. In the kitchen, she rinsed her mug and dropped it into the dishwasher with the plate she’d used for her bagel and fruit. 

When she was ready to go, she bid Boomer goodbye and pulled on her jacket. The big dog, obviously accustomed to being left alone, sighed and loped off to his pillow in front of the floor-to-ceiling window. She took a deep breath herself before opening the door and stepping onto the front porch. From now on, she would look back on this day as being the start of a new chapter. She just had no idea what the rest of her story was going to look like.

***
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The bakery smelled like a little corner of Heaven on Earth. Cindy inhaled the scents of pumpkin pies, apple turnovers, something chocolate, and fresh baked bagels.

“The bagel I had for breakfast...did you make it?”

“I did. I usually bring home the ones that don’t sell within a day or two.” Andi pulled a tray of chocolate cookies from the oven. 

“Those smell amazing.”

“They’ve always been my favorites—double chocolate chunk cookies. You’ve never had them before?”

Cindy shook her head. “Not yours. Only your pies.”

“I guess that makes sense. Most of the wives requested pie whenever we got together.”

Cindy frowned.

“What? Are they still being mean to you?”

She shook her head. “No. They’re all gone now. Janet was the last to leave, and she’s been gone about six months.”

“I guess I hadn’t realized that.” Andi carefully moved the cookies to a cooling rack and blew from her forehead a lock of hair that had escaped from her hairnet. “Makes sense though. I mean, they were only there because of...” She glanced at Cindy. “And you? Did you move back home?”

“Yeah. No place else to go really. And Mom needed me.”

Andi set aside the small metal spatula and laid her hand over Cindy’s. “I’m so sorry about your mama. I wish I had been there.”

“It’s okay. I didn’t tell anybody about it until after the funeral. I knew nobody would come anyway.”

Andi squeezed Cindy’s hand. “That’s not true. I would’ve come.”

Cindy managed a small smile. “You would have,” she agreed. “But it was better this way. Mama didn’t have any friends, and by then, neither did I. A small, simple burial was all we needed.”

“Cindy, you must have friends. You lived in the same town your whole life until you met Evan. Surely, there’s somebody there you can count on.” 

She bit back the tears. “Not anymore. When I met Evan, everything changed. My friends were so happy for me at first, but then...I don’t know. Once they realized we were serious and Evan was the one, they started distancing themselves. It was like I got what they all wanted, and I hadn’t even been trying. I didn’t want to meet a man, any man, not to mention a sailor. A SEAL no less! I never even wanted to get married. Then suddenly, there he was, and he was all I ever wanted without even knowing it.”

Andi smiled. “I understand. I never fit in around here. All I wanted was to be in the Navy, to serve our country, to travel, to have adventures. The other girls around here didn’t get it. Well, Helena did, but she’s my sister, and my Daddy always encouraged us to think outside the box. Anyway, contrary to popular belief, I did not enter the Navy to meet a man. When Jeremy and I—” Andi stopped abruptly, and Cindy saw something she’d never seen or picked up on before.

“You and Jeremy? What? When? How?” Cindy was at a loss. Andi was involved with the leader of the team? Andi, who traveled as part the team, who gave the intelligence to the men, who heard the last radio transmission... “Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”

Andi waved her off. “Nobody did. I mean, nothing ever happened. The night before the crash...” Andi looked away and blinked. She went back to her work, transferring the cookies from the cooling rack to a tray for the display case. “The night before, he kissed me. That was it.” She looked at Cindy and smiled. “That’s as far as it ever got.”

“But you’re happy now right?” Cindy desperately needed to know that happiness could be found. Somehow, it had to be possible. 

Andi broke into a radiant smile. “I’m happier than I’ve ever been. Ever. Wade and Jeremy are polar opposites, but I’ve never loved anyone more.” 

Her words struck Cindy and pushed a lump into her throat. She couldn’t imagine ever loving anyone more than she loved Evan. It wasn’t possible. Just a little bit of happiness in her life would be more than she could ask for, and she was going to find it somehow. Though she longed for a family, for a real connection to people who loved her, she was resigned to the fact that it just wasn’t meant to be, and that was okay. Cindy was a survivor, albeit a lone one.

***
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“Do I have to?” Jackson groaned into the phone as he put the truck into gear. He tapped the speaker button and tossed the phone onto the seat beside him.

“Yes, you have to. Please, Jackson? For me?”

“Why can’t you do it?”

“Because I’ve got orders on top of orders, and I’m baking the desserts for the hospice Christmas tree lighting on Sunday. Come on, Jackson, it’s just one night. All I’m asking is that you keep her company. Wade’s meeting up with a friend who’s in town for the holiday, and Mama has Daddy to keep an eye on, and—”

“I just don’t get why you can’t ask Amanda or Melanie or one of the other women in town to give up an evening to entertain a total stranger.”

“Amanda’s in Nashville with her family. Melanie has a date, and Allie and Paige are taking a trip to Nashville themselves to see the Opryland Christmas display. They want to bring back some new ideas for the town’s decorations.”

“Isn’t that what that Pinterest thing is for? Can’t they just find decorating ideas there?”

“Jacksuuuun,” she said, drawing out the second syllable of his name.

He turned onto the street where he’d grown up and technically still lived when not at school. Where he wished he was now so that he could avoid moments like this. 

“Okay, fine. I’ll do it. But you owe me big time.”

“For what? Can you tell me you had a better offer?”

He wished he could. He wished he had plans to do anything that evening other than eat dinner with his parents and then watch Wheel of Fortune and Jeopardy and some lame chick flick on TV with his mother. Tanner was working late at the hardware store, swapping out Black Friday signs for Small Business Saturday signs, and there wasn’t anybody else Jackson would’ve had plans with. He sighed.

“No, I can’t.”

“Jackson, it won’t be so bad. Cindy’s a lovely girl.”

“A ‘lovely girl’? What’s that supposed to mean?” He sat in the driveway with the truck running and the heat cranked on high. 

“Exactly what I said. She’s really a wonderful girl, and she’s had a hard life, Jackson. Her father left when she was twelve, her mother was an alcoholic, her fiancé was killed in a helicopter crash leaving her practically widowed at the age of twenty-one, and then her mother died shortly after that. Please, be nice to her. Even if it’s just for this one evening.”

“She was only twenty-one?” he asked quietly, “when she lost her fiancé and then her mom?”

“Yes. She and Evan were supposed to get married right after her birthday, but he got called away, and they had to postpone. He used to tease her that she had to be legal to partake of their toast. He was a good guy.”

Jackson could tell by her voice that she was thinking about all the guys his sister had lost in the crash. They had meant everything to her.

“Where is she now?”

“I’m not sure. She hung out with me for a while, and then said she was going to wander around town. I can’t thank you enough, little brother. I’m going to text you her number. Just tell her that I asked you to take her out since I’ll be working late.”

“Wait. She doesn’t even know about this?”

“I didn’t realize how much more work I have to do until a little while ago. I thought maybe she’d come back when she was done walking around town, but I haven’t seen her.”

“And you didn’t want her to tell you no.” He cut the engine. “What if she tells me no?”

“Then talk her into it.”

“How?” He picked up the phone and opened the door.

“I don’t know. Use your charm.”

Jackson rolled his eyes. “This is going to be a disaster.” He slammed the truck door and walked up the porch steps. “Just send the number. But if she says no, I’m not begging.” He disconnected the call and went inside. 

The smell of hot soup and baked bread hit him like the hot breeze of a roaring fire, warming his insides without even touching his lips. His phone buzzed, and he lifted it to look at the number Andi had sent. A smile crept onto his face as an idea struck him. He hit the screen and pressed the button to make a call.

“Hello?” A tentative voice answered.

“Is this Cindy?”

“Yes?” He assumed the questioning tone was meant to ask who he was and not to question her own identity.

“Hey, this is Jackson, Andi’s brother. My mama asked me to call you. Andi has to work late, and Mama made a big pot of soup and homemade bread, and she wants you to come for dinner. We eat at 6:30. Can I tell Mama you said yes? She’d be awfully disappointed if you didn’t come.”

In the void between them, he thought he could hear her slow intake of breath and possibly even the sticky sound of her licking her lips. “Um, okay. If you’re sure.”

“I’m absolutely sure. Mama is looking forward to meeting you. I’ll text you the address.”

She answered with a quiet, “Okay” before thanking him and saying goodbye.

“I sure am looking forward to it,” said the voice from behind.

Jackson turned to face his mother who stood in the room holding a blanket-in-progress and a crochet hook with a dangling thread. He felt his face growing hot. “Mama, I didn’t know you were standing there.”

“And I didn’t know I’d invited someone to dinner. Care to let me know who I’m sharing our meal with?”

“Her name is Cindy. She’s a friend of Andi’s. She called after you went to bed last night and apparently showed up at the house sometime after that. Andi has to work late at the bakery, and Wade has plans, and it looks like I’m the only person in the whole town not doing anything this evening.” 

As he said the words, he realized how it made him feel. He missed out on so much of his college life, bouncing back and forth between school and home, between work and class, and then doing an entire semester after all his friends had moved on, even the ones beneath him in school. His friends from home had moved away, gone to graduate school, or were getting married. The more he thought about it, the more he knew he had to move on, too.

Grace looked at Jackson in that way that only mothers can—sympathetically and lovingly but without a dose of pity. She knew he’d lost a lot, but she had confidence things would get better. She always had the faith that things would get better no matter what. She trusted in God completely. When Andi was in the Middle East, Mama trusted that God would keep her safe. When Daddy was laid off, Mama trusted that God would find him work. When it looked like Helena would never find the right man, Mama trusted that God would bring her a soulmate. When Daddy had his stroke, Mama trusted that God would heal him. Jackson wished he had her unshakable faith.

“Well, I guess I need to set another place at the table. This will be good for you. You need to have more contact with people outside this house once you move back home.”

Jackson wanted to argue with her, to tell her that most people he knew wouldn’t be caught dead in this town, to tell her that he planned to move out; but he loved his mama, and the look of love and concern in her eyes kept him from answering with an angry retort she didn’t deserve. 

“I need a shower. Mind if I do that before dinner?”

“I’d prefer it,” she said with a smile and a sniff. “You smell like fertilizer.”

As he dressed, clean and smelling like Irish Spring—the only soap he ever remembered his mama buying—he heard the doorbell ring. It was an odd sound to his ears. Nobody used doorbells around here. Not even the postman who had delivered their mail and packages since Jackson was five. At the Nelson home, the door was always open, and people tended to just wander in, sometimes hollering out a greeting, and sometimes just showing up in the kitchen where Grace spent the majority of her time when not tending her gardens.

He pulled on a long-sleeved shirt that read, University of Arkansas, and his nicest pair of blue jeans. He wore socks but no shoes. He wasn’t trying to impress anyone after all. Still, he found himself slapping on just a bit of aftershave. His parents drilled into the three of them that they should always strive to make a good impression no matter whom they were meeting. He just hoped that this meeting would go by quickly. He had no desire to spend the evening entertaining some friend of Andi’s even if she did have a heartbreaking past.

***
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Cindy looked around the cozy room. It was so different from the living room she had known most of her life, littered with cigarette butts and empty bottles. This room had warm, fuzzy blankets thrown across the furniture, photographs on every surface, and a popping, sizzling fire in the fireplace. 

She removed her jacket and handed it to Andi’s mother then took the seat that was offered on the couch and smiled at the older gentleman in the recliner. 

“It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Nelson. Thank you for having me.”

“No need to thank us. Any friend of Andi’s is always welcome here
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