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Praise for Desert Fire, Mountian Rain 

“Another excellent book by Amy Schisler. Well researched, gripping story. Anxiously await the next book in the Buffalo Springs series.”

Amazon Reviewer

“This book did not disappoint. I love how Amy writes, so heartfelt, twists and turns to keep people real and engaging, short chapters that allow me to read a little, even for 5 minutes, and a great story that makes me want more. Great characters that work together to make a small town better for all.”

Rose E, Guyther, Amazon Reviewer

Praise for Award-Winning, Island of Miracles 

“A beautiful account of the love and healing support of community!”

Chandi Owen, Author

“I can already see the Hallmark Channel movie!”

Anne, Goodreads

Praise for Award-Winning, Island of Promise 

“[Amy] draws you in to the lives of her characters...she paints the picture so eloquently it’s almost like you are there.” 

Cindy, Amazon

“I love Amy Schisler’s books. I cried tears of both sadness and joy while reading this. I read this book in a day!” 

Mitzi Mead, Goodreads

Praise for Award-Winning, Whispering Vines 

“The heartbreaking, endearing, charming, and romantic scenes will surely inveigle you to keep reading.”

Serious Reading Book Review

“Schisler's writing is a verbal masterpiece of art.”

Alexa Jacobs, Author & President of Maryland Romance Writers
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DEDICATION

To the doctors and nurses who saw us through 2020. While I escaped to my own little world of Buffalo Springs, you were thrust into the world’s spotlight. 

I raise my glass to you.
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The smell of flowers filled the library. A beautiful bouquet sat on the circulation counter—courtesy of Helena’s mother, Grace—and the scent of hydrangea and lavender perfumed the air. Helena had always admired her mother’s garden and knew that warmer days and sunshine were ahead as soon as Grace began filling vases with the bounty of her spring bulbs. Though Helena liked to think of the library as a cheerful place all year, she loved the extra bit of happiness that her mother’s plants brought to the space. If only the cheerfulness extended to Helena’s heart and mind. 

It had been five months since the local police and mayor, with the help of the Feds, ended the reign of a drug operation that nearly destroyed the town. New businesses were opening right and left. Helena’s sister, Andi, was planning a fall wedding, and their brother was talking about returning to college full time to finish the last semester of his senior year now that their father was once again gainfully employed. Helena should be on top of the world, and she was irritated with herself for not being happy. 

Oh, she was happy for her family—especially her sister—her neighbors, and her friends, but she felt at loose ends with her own life. She loved being a librarian, and she enjoyed seeing the many faces that graced the converted turn-of-the-century house with their presence, but she was restless and longed for something more. What that something was, she didn’t know. The town was bursting with opportunity, and Helena longed to harness some of the energy and excitement and turn them into...what? 

“Good morning, Ms. Nelson.” 

Helena was brought out of her thoughts by the sunny greeting of Suzy Mackenzie. The little girl looked up at Helena with bright green eyes framed by the whitest hair which made her the spitting image of her mother, Ruth. The hair color always reminded Helena of her own hair color at that age. Over time, however, Helena’s hair had darkened to a dirty blonde, though it maintained its natural curl, the envy of all of her peers and the bane of her existence. Among the curly strands were natural light blonde highlights that couldn’t be found in a bottle, but Helena still missed that bleachy tone of her childhood locks.

“Suzy, shouldn’t you be in school?”

“Not today, ma’am. Mama had another doctor’s appointment, and then she and Daddy are taking us out to lunch. They said I could come pick out a book while they talk to Dr. Blake.” 

Suzy’s smile was so sweet and innocent, so full of hope, but alarms blared in Helena’s mind. 

“Your mama isn’t feeling well again?”

“No, but it’s okay. I’m sure she’ll be better soon, just like before when she got better after her operation. Daddy says she just needs some sunshine, and we’ve got plenty of that today.”

Helena watched the child bounce across the room without a care in the world, and her own heart ached. Ruth Mackenzie had been sick for some time. She was just beginning to rebound from the months of chemo, and her hair was coming back in, but she looked weak and pale. She told Helena’s sister, Andi, that Dr. Blake had been telling her for weeks that she needed to slow down and let her body heal. Was this family lunch a celebration or...? Helena didn’t want to think about the alternative.

She walked to the other side of the library and glanced out the window. The chief of police’s car was parked outside the clinic, located on the side street behind the library. Dale had only been in the position since November, when he replaced the former chief who had prior knowledge of the drug operation. What a difficult decision that had to have been, to take on the demanding job while his wife was battling cancer, but that was the kind of man Dale was. He never shied away from taking responsibility and doing what he could to help others. 

Dale and Ruth were the perfect couple, together since high school, parents of Suzy and her brother, Jamie, active in their church, and all-around good people. Jamie sat on the sidewalk outside the clinic, staring at his phone, no doubt engaged in battle on some other planet or building a virtual brick-walled fortress. Poor kid, she thought, shaking her head. Helena went back to the desk and watched Suzy run her fingers along the bookshelf. Helena closed her eyes and said a silent prayer for the family.

Upon hearing the creaking of the front door, she opened her eyes and smiled at Imogene Baker, the town’s retired mayor and beloved matriarch. Helena took a deep breath, ran her hands through her short curls and shook all sad and bewildering thoughts from her head. She had patrons who counted on her help, her knowledge, and her smile. She would give them what they wanted and save her own restlessness and melancholy thoughts for another time.

***
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Joe rested his head in his hands, his elbows on his desk. He had gotten to know the Mackenzies very well over the past couple months, and his morning meeting with them cast a pall over the rest of his day. As soon as he saw the sonogram, he was certain the cancer had returned. He tried to remain optimistic while they waited for the test results, and he had dreaded having to share the confirmation of his fears. After lunch with their children, the family would drive to the big hospital in Fayetteville where Joe had already arranged for Ruth to be admitted, probably for the last time. 

Days like these were the only times when Joe disliked his profession. As an ER doctor in Houston, he had seen many death sentences, but he had rarely known the patients on a personal level. Getting to know Dale and Ruth and their kids, following Ruth’s case and consulting with her specialists, and seeing them at Mass on Sundays had made Joe keenly aware that being a doctor in a small-town clinic was going to be much harder than the hectic pace, all-nighters, and frantic buzz of a Houston hospital. 

“Excuse me, Doctor. Shelley is here for her checkup.”

“I’ll be right in, Dotty. Thank you.”

The nurse—a grey-haired, perky, always smiling sexagenarian—nodded, and Joe took a deep breath before pushing himself up from his chair. Shelley’s pregnancy was going well, and Joe was grateful that she was his next patient. Her bright smile and enthusiasm were just what he needed. He glanced out the window just as little Suzy Mackenzie ran down the sidewalk, proudly displaying the book she had just gotten from the library. Thinking about the director of the library around the corner usually put a smile on Joe’s face, but today, all he saw outside his window was a family whose life was about to be shattered, forever altered into tiny pieces that could never fully be put back together. Joe knew that from experience. He forced a smile as he headed to the exam room, reminding himself that even when one life was ending, a new life was always a reason to celebrate.

***
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“What’s wrong?” Helena asked when Andi came through the door that night. Her sister’s eyes were red and puffy, and she looked like she carried the weight of the world on her shoulders. Helena had a dreadful feeling that she knew what her sister was going to say.

“It’s Ruth.” Andi sniffed back her tears, the former Naval officer taking over, keeping her emotions in check.

“Oh, sugar, I’m so sorry. I know how close you’ve grown to her and Dale these past few months.” Helena went to her sister and welcomed her with open arms.

Andi melted into her sister and sniffed a few times before pulling back. “Thanks. I don’t know what Dale and the kids are going to do.”

“It’s that bad?”

Andi nodded, pressing her lips so tightly they turned white. “Her oncologist admitted her to the hospital today. Dale told Wade that they don’t expect her to come ba—” Andi choked back her words, and her eyes filled with tears.

“Oh, Andi.” Helena felt her own tears slip down her cheeks as she blinked hard, trying to be strong for her big sister who had always been the strong one in the family. “Little Suzy came into the library today to borrow a book. She said they were having a family lunch after her mama’s appointment. I had hoped it might be a celebratory lunch.”

Andi shook her head and walked toward the kitchen. Helena followed.

“Just the opposite. Dale called Wade once Ruth was settled into her room. She started having pains last night, and by this morning, she was so weak, it was all she could do to get out of bed. Dale said he knew then that she needed to go to the hospital, but she insisted on going to her scheduled appointment with Joe instead. She told him it was a stomach bug, but Dale said they both knew it was more.” Andi gave Helena a wry smile. “Dale told Wade that Joe had already done an ultrasound and ordered tests recommended by her oncologist. They were just waiting for the results. They all knew it was going to be bad, but you know Ruth. She was never one to stop believing in happy endings.”

Andi reached into the cabinet for a glass, and Helena instinctively opened the refrigerator and took out a small can of diet ginger ale which she popped open and handed to her sister. Andi didn’t need the diet drink, but Helena would have only diet drinks in the house. She was perpetually trying to shed those last ten pounds. 

She watched as Andi poured a healthy amount of Irish whiskey into the soda, and she waited for Andi to continue speaking, surprised her sister hadn’t simply tipped back the bottle straight into her mouth. Andi had other friends in town, but she and Ruth had rekindled their friendship from their days on the high school track team, and now they were closer than they ever had been growing up.

Andi took a sip of her drink and turned toward Helena. “They decided to take the kids to lunch before heading to Washington Regional because Ruth wanted to tell them on her own terms, and she wants them all with her while she can still...” Andi looked away.

Helena felt helpless. She put her hand on her sister’s back and rubbed it back and forth as Andi took another sip.

“How long?” Helena asked.

“Not long. A couple days to a week.”

Helena felt the chill that ran through her sister. “Is there anything we can do?”

“Pray?” Andi said uncertainly. “If not for a miracle, then for mercy. And for comfort for Dale and the kids.”

“I can do that. What about food? They’re going to need help for a while. House cleaning, childcare? Name it, and I’ll arrange it.” Helena’s natural instincts to help and to organize kicked in, and her mind filled with images of charts, checklists, and phone trees.

“Those are all good ideas. I’ll check with Dale’s mom. She’s going to bring the kids back and take them to her house for the next few days.” Andi inhaled and exhaled a long, slow breath. “You thrive on this, you know? Organizing, planning, helping where needed. Our town is lucky to have you. And it feels so good to be back in a community that pulls together in times of need.”

“Because that’s what you thrive on,” Helena told Andi. “I don’t think you loved the Navy half as much as you loved the camaraderie of your team.”

Andi smiled. “You’re right. I didn’t think I’d ever get that feeling back, but it’s here, all around us. I don’t know why I never felt it before. I had to go around the world to figure it out.”

“Because sometimes we can’t see what’s right in front of us. We search far and wide, seeking what we need everywhere it’s not, until God leads us right back to where we started. It’s his way of reminding us just how good we had it all along.”

“How did you get to be so smart?”

“I’m a librarian, remember?”

They both laughed, and without thinking, settled into their familiar evening routine. When Wade called Andi to say goodnight to his fiancé, Helena excused herself for bed. 

After she brushed her teeth and went through her normal bedtime routine, Helena stared at her reflection in the mirror. She would be twenty-nine in a couple months. She talked a big game, but she’d never been around the world. She’d gone as far as the University of Missouri to get her master’s degree, and then she returned home just in time for the previous librarian to retire. She never felt the need to go searching anywhere else. Until now. Why was she feeling so discontented? She loved her job. She still had her parents. Her sister was back home for good. What was she longing for?

Or was the question, what was she waiting for?

Maybe it was time for her to spread her wings, to travel, to see the world. Maybe she could find a young graduate student who was looking for some place just like Buffalo Springs to get her feet wet. There was a whole world out there just waiting for her to discover it, and Helena was ready to explore. Maybe Ruth was her inspiration. Helena was alive, and she wanted to do more than just live.

***
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“I’ve made a decision,” Helena announced at the Nelson family dinner on Sunday. She made sure she had everyone’s rapt attention before proceeding. “I’m leaving town for a while.”

“What?” Grace asked, voicing the surprise in everyone else’s expressions. “Where in heaven’s name are you going?”

“I’m still working on that, Mama, but Europe for sure.” Helena tried to keep her voice steady, but she felt a tremor in her hand when she picked up the salad tongs and refilled her bowl. She did her best to act nonchalant, but she was nervous, both about telling her family and about taking this huge leap of faith. 

“Where in Europe?” Wade asked.

“Well, Greece for one. I’ve read all the Greek classics—Jason and the Golden Fleece, Euripides’ plays, The Iliad and The Odyssey, Plato’s Republic, and Antigone—but I’ve never seen the Acropolis or walked along the Mediterranean or visited Corinth.”

“Where else?” Jackson asked, clearly picking up on his sister’s plan to see more than just one country.

“To Rome to see the Vatican and Florence to visit the Uffizi and the Academia. Probably Venice while I’m at it. And then on to France to see where Quasimodo rang the bells of Notre Dame and experience the city that inspired Les Misérables and The Three Musketeers. Maybe go on a pilgrimage to Lourdes while I’m over there. Then I’d like to see London. I want to see one of Shakespeare’s plays at the Globe Theater and sit on London Bridge where T.S. Eliot wrote ‘I sat upon the shore fishing, with the arid plain behind me’.” She sighed at the thought and closed her eyes as she pictured the scene.

When Helena opened her eyes and looked around, she found her family and Wade staring at her, dumbfounded by her words.

“What?”

“I’m not sure what to say,” Grace said. “When are you going, and for how long?”

“Well...” This was the part that made her a bit nervous. “I contacted the library school and inquired about any grad students willing to take over the library for the summer.” She held her lip in her teeth. “The whole summer. I would leave in late May.” She turned to Andi. “But I’ll be back before the end of August, plenty of time to give you a shower and help with the wedding. Oh, and don’t worry about the farmer’s market. They can still use the library parking lot in the mornings.”

Silence engulfed the kitchen as if a roaring train had blocked out all sounds such that even a blood-curdling scream would be drowned in the thunderous noise. After a moment, Andi raised her glass of iced tea.

“A toast to my traveling sister, Helena. May you see the world and come back even more armed with knowledge than you already are.”

“That’s a scary thought,” Jackson murmured, raising his glass.

Slowly, Grace picked up her glass of iced tea, followed by Wade and Helena’s father, Joshua. As her family toasted her announcement, Helena suppressed the urge to cry. Though she would embark on the trip she’d always dreamed of, she knew she would be leaving her heart in Buffalo Springs in more ways than one. 

***
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“Anything good available?” Joe smiled at Helena. 

The light blonde highlights against the darker strands of hair shone in the sunlight that streamed through the window, and her blue eyes, the same color as her sister’s, sparkled with delight as she gazed up at him from behind the circulation counter. Normally, Joe preferred long hair on women, but Helena’s short curls, twinkling eyes, and pale skin gave her the delightful appearance of a pixie and often made Joe recall the class he suffered through as an undergrad in which his eccentric professor made the students memorize Cornish poetry about the childlike, bubbly creatures. He saw Helena as both childlike and bubbly in the most complimentary way.

Helena’s bright blue dress, a favorite color of pixies, added to the imagery while her white cardigan made her appear both modest and beautiful. Joe admired how nice she looked with little makeup and only a small pair of sparkling, blue studs in her ears. Yes, she was exactly what he pictured a pixie to look like.

“I have the new Harlan Coben. I hid it back here just for you.”  Helena gave him a radiant smile as she reached under the counter and pulled out the book. “Library card, please?” Her smile was wider than normal, and there was an added gleam in her eyes. Joe had to work hard to push aside thoughts of medieval folklore.

“What’s got you in such a good mood this afternoon?” he asked as he removed his card from his wallet and handed it across the counter. The smell of the flowers on the counter was so intense, it instantly clogged his sinuses, and he held back a sneeze.

“I’ve been making plans for the summer.”

Joe watched her scan his card and then scan the barcode on the back of the book with more than her usual flare. “What kind of plans?”

“I’m going abroad, as they say.” She beamed at him, and her smile caught him off guard as it always did. 

A sworn bachelor since... since that day he didn’t like to think about, Joe typically didn’t have any trouble ignoring a woman’s looks or charm or responsiveness. He could love them and leave them without a second thought, and he had, often. Not anymore. Now, he had no desire to be with any woman at all. He was content to be a bachelor until his dying day, but... there was something about Helena’s smile that set off some kind of internal alarm, like the faint wail of a distant emergency siren—you hear the sound and recognize that something is amiss, but the thought that the emergency might have a personal consequence never even crosses the mind.

“Well, good for you. Where are you going?” he asked casually, wondering why he cared and why his mind had automatically wondered, how soon, for how long, and with whom?

“Greece, Italy, France, England. That’s as far as I’ve gotten, but I haven’t ruled out Amsterdam, Germany, maybe Belgium or Spain.”

Joe nodded and continued to smile. He couldn’t care less about her travels, but something about her had him entranced, and he couldn’t find the will to walk away. “Well, that sounds like quite the adventure. I’ve never been to Greece, but the other places are wonderful to visit. You’ll have to take lots of pictures. Are you, uh, going with Andi?”

“Oh, no, Andi has much too much going on with the bakery and her September wedding. I’m flying solo.” 

“Really?” he asked, wondering what had gotten into him. He was unable to stop himself from prodding for more information. “What brought on this elaborate plan to head across the pond?”

“Well, I’m not getting any younger, you know, and I’ve spent my whole life here in this building, long before I ever became a librarian. I would check out piles and piles of books, not just fiction, but atlases and history books and even cookbooks from around the world. Movies, too. I adore movies of all kinds. The library and my collegiate studies took me to so many places, but never did I actually leave this town. Other than college and grad school of course.”

“Of course.” He nodded as if he had known all of this all along. “So, now you’re going to go see all the places you’ve read about.”

“Well, some of them. I mean, I’ll probably never stroll the same streets as Tolstoy or explore the world of Kipling, but three months should give me plenty of time to see a good deal of Europe, and I’ll be able to see so much of the art and architecture I studied.”

“Three months!” Joe blinked in surprise. “That’s quite some trip. What about the library?”

“I’m hiring a library school graduate for the summer. She can run things and get some on-the-job experience before heading off to a larger, busier library.”

“You certainly seem to have it all figured out, don’t you?” 

“Not yet, but I will by the time I leave.”

The door opened, and Joe turned to say hello to Helena’s good friend, Allie Michaels. After inquiring about Allie’s health—she had a rather bad stomach flu a couple weeks back—he turned back to Helena, happy that Allie had broken the spell Helena had on him. 

“Well, I hope to see you before you leave.”

“Joe, it’s only April. I’m not leaving for another month.”

He nodded and gestured to the book and library card she was still holding. “Right. Well, I’d better get back to work. Dotty will send the cavalry for me if I’m late for my first afternoon appointment. It will get us off track from the start.”

“Far be it from me to hold you up.” She held out the book, the card clasped tightly between the cover and her long, graceful finger, and Joe took them, careful not to let his hand brush against hers.

“I’ll see you around, Helena.” He turned to go but stopped short as he suddenly thought of his brother. Jeremy and Andi had been in love before a helicopter crash took his brother’s life and prompted Andi to give up her career with the Navy SEALs. Neither Andi nor Jeremy had ever told him they were in love, but he knew it as sure as he knew his own name. He wondered about the regret he knew Andi carried with her despite her upcoming marriage to Wade Montgomery. What that had to do with Helena, he had no idea, but he found himself swinging back around to face her. She and Allie were just beginning an animated conversation, and he hesitated before blurting out words that seemed to come from nowhere.

“Helena, I meant what I said. I’d love to get together before you leave. Before then even. I mean...” What was he doing? He’d already taken her out once, and it ended in a friendly goodbye at her door. She was obviously not interested in anything casual, and he wasn’t either, anymore. 

Before he knew what he was saying, he asked, “How would you like to go to dinner Friday night and tell me all about the plans for your grand adventure?”

Helena looked back at Allie and then turned and stared at Joe, blinking a few times as if she didn’t quite understand the language he was speaking. Her perfect mouth opened slightly then slowly closed before opening again to speak.

“We haven’t gone to dinner in a while, have we?” she said with a smile. She looked uneasy, and he regretted asking her, especially with her friend, eyes agog, joining Helena in staring at him.

“I thought I could give you some travel suggestions for the places I’ve been. If you want them.”

She bit her bottom lip, and he watched as her gaze shifted once more from him to Allie and back to him again. 

“Um, okay,” she said hesitantly. “That sounds nice. I’d love to get your advice.”

“Great. I’ll call you later in the week.”

Joe turned to leave, catching Allie’s eye as he headed toward the door. Her stare was icy, and it occurred to him that she did not approve of her best friend going out with him even to discuss travel tips. What had Helena told her about their one and only date? It had been Valentine’s Day, and they enjoyed a nice dinner at the Smoke Pit, the only restaurant in town at the time, before the revitalization began in full. 

He thought about the night as he walked toward the clinic. The food was good, the conversation was light, and Joe was happy to be spending the evening with a member of the opposite sex instead of a book and a glass of gin, his usual evening companions since moving to Buffalo Springs. They talked about so much yet so little, carefully keeping to topics about family, the happenings in the town, and their favorite pastimes. Joe liked Helena, and she was great company, but he wasn’t interested in dating or marriage or anything even remotely permanent. He hadn’t asked her out again, afraid she’d get the wrong idea.

Besides the fact that Joe was a confirmed bachelor, he was married to his work. His hours were much better here than they had been in Houston, but he still didn’t have time to entertain any ideas of romance, nor did he have the desire to. It was one thing to work in a hospital. It was another thing entirely to run the whole operation. Middle-of-the-night emergencies, spur-of-the-moment childbirths, and minor accidents were not things that followed a set time schedule. All of which suited him fine. The only thing he missed was the ability to destress with a pretty young intern or nurse, but that was in the past. He was a changed man, no longer the casual ‘Dr. Casanova’ Joe knew he’d been called behind his back.

His minor aches and pains reminded him that he wasn’t getting any younger either, and he was a doctor, after all, who knew that casual, while fun, was not healthy. Nobody back home would ever believe that ‘Dr. Casanova’ spent most of his nights falling asleep with a book in his hands. For the first time in his life, Joe was okay with that. No matter how enthralled he might feel when he was around the beguiling Helena Nelson, he was not in the market for romance or anything even resembling it.
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The next day was a busy one in the clinic, and Joe used the quiet calm after his last patient to catch up on paperwork. He looked up when he heard a knock on the office door.

“Dr. Joe,” Dotty opened the door, her voice uncharacteristically despondent. “Dale just called.” 

Joe saw the tears in Dotty’s eyes. Unable to answer, he nodded his head to let her know that he understood.

“Should I lock up for the day? Everything’s tidy and ready for tomorrow.”

“That’s fine, Dotty. Thank you. Have a nice evening.” Joe watched her leave and then allowed himself a moment of grief for the patient he lost and for this new-found emotion he hadn’t yet figured out how to handle.

When Joe left Houston, he thought it would be for the best. He thought he would be making a fresh start. He wanted a new life away from his brother’s ghost and away from the reputation he had made for himself. What 
Joe hadn’t counted on was falling in love.
He had fallen in love with Buffalo Springs, with the Ozarks, and with the community that came together to save a dying town and build a future for their children.  He had fallen in love with taking care of people’s most basic needs, of stitching the arms and legs of little boys who fell from trees, of showing first-time parents the ultrasound image of their growing baby, of doing well checkups and ear, nose, and throat exams. He had fallen in love with being a doctor again.

And then there were days like this. 

Joe stood and walked to the window. He thought about Dale and Jamie and little Suzy. He wondered how they were doing and how they were going to cope with their loss. Joe knew what it was like to lose a brother, but he was blessed to still have both of his parents and his sister, and he had never lost a spouse. How does one go on?

As he stared out at the flowers beginning to show their colors in the garden that flanked the library, he thought about Helena. He’d been thinking about her a lot since she told him about her trip. He was going to miss her when she was gone, but he didn’t know why. He’d walked her to her car several times before the annual hourly shift in time that reverted dusk back to daylight. He’d taken her out to dinner once, and that was the extent of their relationship. So, why did he feel this way? Helena was nice, beautiful, intelligent, well-read, and well-spoken, but he simply was not interested in her or anyone else for that matter. 

He snorted in frustration. He had work to do, and he didn’t have the spare time to spend on thoughts of any woman, especially one who was leaving town in a month. Once she was out in the world, she might decide never to come back. And that suited Joe just fine. His impetuous invitation to dinner only proved that she was no good for him. She made him do things he regretted, and he was through letting women, or his feelings for them, manipulate him. He stopped looking for love about six years ago, and he was through using women and letting them use him. It was for the best that Helena would be gone all summer. Thinking about her was a distraction Joe couldn’t afford. 

***
[image: ]


“I can’t believe you’ve had this all these years.” Andi held up her sister’s passport, absent a single stamp. 

“I always knew there would come a day when I’d be able to use it.” Helena pulled a dress from the closet. “What about this one?”

Andi looked up and wrinkled her nose. She gave her head a shake. “No way. Little sister, you need to go on a shopping spree. Europe is where fashion was born. You can’t traipse around the Champs-Élysées wearing a sundress you bought in eleventh grade.”

“I just bought this for Rose Ellen’s wedding.”

“Didn’t Rose Ellen get married two years ago?” 

“That’s not that long ago,” Helena insisted.

Andi stood and walked to the closet and fingered the meager selection. Helena watched as she began pulling out one thing after another then hastily put them back. Helena didn’t have a big wardrobe, but she liked her clothes. They were comfortable and covered those problem areas Helena was always telling herself she was going to work on. 

“I’m telling you, you’ve got to buy new clothes.”

“With what? I’m on a strict budget right now so that I have enough for the trip. Do you know how much a plane ticket to Greece costs?”

“Do you know what the economy is like in Greece right now? Why not pack a few essentials and buy the rest when you get there? You’ll be at the height of fashion and save some money at the same time.”

“You really think so?” Helena scrunched her face and looked at Andi. She didn’t know much about shopping in Europe, but she had to believe it wasn’t cheap.

“I know so. Italy is different. You want to buy leather there, maybe a bag or shoes, and a few scarves to add some flare, but you can buy great clothes in Greece for almost nothing.”

“How do you know? You never spent time in Europe. Weren’t you pretty much confined to the Middle East?”

“I was, but Monica was with the Sixth Fleet. She was based in Naples, Italy.”

“I remember her. You graduated together.”

“We did, and she’s an authority on Europe. She spent her entire time of service there. Whenever she had leave, she explored everywhere she could get to by ferry or train, which in Europe is just about anywhere.”  

“Do you think she could give me some tips?” Helena asked, realizing how little she knew about world travel.

“I’m sure she could.” Andi looked down at her smart watch and frowned.

“What is it?” Helena asked, seeing a look of concern cross Andi’s face.

“It’s Wade. He’s supposed to be at a town council meeting. Let me see why he’s calling.” She pulled her phone from her pocket and answered.

Helena continued surveying her wardrobe as she listened to her sister’s one-sided conversation.  

“Oh, no. When?... How’s Dale?... Poor guy... Okay, thanks for letting me know... Love you, too. Bye.”

“Ruth?” Helena asked.

Andi nodded with a pained expression. 

“I’m so sorry, Andi.” Helena went to her sister and held her while the tough, former Naval officer cried.
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The church was standing room only. There wasn’t a person in town who didn’t know and love Ruth Mackenzie. Many had known her since birth. There were classmates, from kindergarten through high school, and families of her children’s classmates. There were the parents of her own class, grade three at Buffalo Springs Elementary, and parents of past students, children in tow. There were church members and fellow soup kitchen volunteers and coaches and team parents. There was a whole host of others who knew the warm smile and big green eyes of the woman who no longer stood in front of a classroom or gave Communion at church or ladled soup into bowls or cheered from the sideline. 

After the graveside burial service in Our Lady of Perpetual Help Cemetery, Helena helped serve food in the church hall. It almost felt like all the other church dinners she had organized with town folk catching up and children chasing each other around the room. If she looked past the black dresses and the slideshow prepared by Ruth’s siblings, Helena could pretend that they weren’t there to say goodbye to a beloved teacher, mother, wife, and friend.

“The service was nice, wasn’t it?”

Helena looked up into the caring blue eyes of the town doctor. “Hi, Joe. The service was nice, but I reckon Ruth would’ve been as embarrassed as all get out at hearing all those things people said about her. She was the humblest person I’ve ever known.”

“I didn’t know her for long, but I’d have to agree. Do you know that she used her chemo sessions to tutor adults, the ones who were there with her and couldn’t read? Who does that?”

“Ruth Mackenzie, that’s who.” Helena’s misty-eyed gaze wandered to little Suzy, giggling in the corner with two girlfriends. “Suzy looks just like her. And she’s got her mama’s heart.”

“She’s a sweet girl,” Joe agreed. 

“Hi, Helena.” Stan, a local carpenter and friend of Andi and Wade’s, smiled bashfully at Helena. She felt herself blushing. She was pretty sure Stan had had a crush on her since she moved back home after grad school. He was a regular in the library though Wade teased him that he had never opened a book back in high school.

“Hi, Stan. How’s your sister holding up? I can’t remember a time when she and Ruth weren’t together.”

“They were best friends. Ruth was like a sister to me.”

“I’m sorry, Stan. This must be hard on your whole family.” She laid her hand on his arm and thought of his sister, sobbing throughout the funeral Mass.

Joe stood silently by, and Helena felt his gaze on her.

“It is, but I have to believe she’s home with the Lord now and at rest.”

“She is, Stan. I’m certain of it.”

Stan glanced between Joe and Helena. “Dr. Blake.” Stan acknowledged Joe with an outstretched hand. “Thanks for coming.”

“You’re welcome, Stan. Please tell your sister how sorry I am for her loss. Ruth was one of a kind.”

Stan nodded. “She was.” He looked back at Helena. “I guess Andi’s pretty broken up, too, huh? She and Ruth got pretty close over the winter.”

“Yeah, she’s taking it hard, but maybe she and Alicia will be able to console each other.”

“That’d be nice. Alicia could use an understanding friend right now.”

“I’ll mention it to Andi,” Helena promised.

“Thanks, Helena. See you around?”

“Of course, Stan. Nice seeing you.” She turned back to Joe. “Poor guy. His sister is heartbroken. I can’t imagine losing your lifelong best friend so tragically.” At Joe’s wince, she gasped. “Oh, Joe. I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine.” Joe looked away, and an awkward silence filled the already stuffy air around them until Joe pulled his phone from his pocket and frowned. 

“Everything okay?” Helena asked. 

He nodded and shoved the phone back into the recesses of his jacket pocket. “Blasted telemarketers won’t leave me alone.”

“I hear ya. They can be a pain. Did you get enough to eat?” She opened her arms and gestured toward the spread—four folding tables stretched across the room without so much as a quarter inch of space between dishes. “We have plenty of food. Dale won’t have to worry about cooking until July.”

“I think I’ve had my fill, but thanks. I only closed for the morning, so I’ve got to head back to the clinic. I just wanted to see if we’re still on for tonight. You’ve been working non-stop the past few days, organizing this luncheon, and under the circumstances, I’d understand if you didn’t want to go out.”

“Why, Joe Blake, are you trying to get out of buying me dinner?”

Joe laughed, and Helena felt a stir in her belly that she hadn’t felt before, not around Joe anyway.

“On the contrary. I’m giving you an out in case you’d rather not spend the evening with me.”

“To be honest, Joe,” Helena said quietly. “Between organizing this, trying to get the altar schedule for the whole summer completed before I leave, training someone to run the soup kitchen while I’m away, making sure everyone knows what’s to be done for Memorial Day and the Fourth of July, and planning my travel, I could use a night out.”

“Then a night out you shall have. Dress casually. Those heels must be killing you. I’ll pick you up at seven.”

“I’ll be ready.” Helena smiled and watched Joe walk away. He really was nice to look at with those sky-blue eyes and kind smile.

“Earth to Helena.” Andi prodded her sister in the ribs.

“Oh, stop that.”

“What was that about?”

“Nothing. Just firming up plans for dinner.”

“Dinner? Tonight? You didn’t tell me you and Joe were going on a date tonight.”

Helena narrowed her gaze at Andi. “Who says it’s a date?”

“Did he ask you to go out to dinner?”

“Yes,” Helena replied testily.

“Is he picking you up?”

“Ye-es.” She dragged out the word.

“And he’s paying?”

“I assume so.” Helena didn’t know Joe well, but she was certain he would never let a lady pay for her own meal.

“Yeah, it’s a date.” Andi’s smug reply stirred something in Helena that she couldn’t quite put a finger on. 

“It’s a dinner out,” Helena snapped. “That’s all. Joe’s going to give me some tips about some of the cities I’ll be visiting this summer.” She picked up two platters and took them into the kitchen.

Andi followed with another platter and a bowl of something that resembled a casserole but was mysterious enough to have gone untouched. “I thought you liked him.” 

Helena pulled the commercial sized plastic wrap from a shelf and started transferring small sandwiches from a platter to a sheet of plastic. “I do like him. He’s a nice man who’s doing a lot of good for this town.”

“That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”

Helena stopped and glared at her sister. “I like Joe. I do not like Joe. We are friends. He has his practice, and I’m getting ready to go away for months. And every single woman in Buffalo Springs is in love with him, and half the married ones, too. By the time I get back, he’ll probably have dated half the town.”

Andi stared at her sister, and Helena stared right back, challenging her to object. Finally, Andi shook her head.

“Suit yourself, but don’t be surprised if he is off the market by the time you get back. Attractive, successful men like Joe don’t stay single for long.”

“Hmph,” Helena scoffed. “Men like Joe are always single.” 

“You don’t believe that, do you?” Andi raised her brow in question.

“I do. Joe Blake is married to his clinic. And he likes to flirt. He’s not looking for anything more than a quiet night out, maybe followed by a wild night in.” She looked through the doorway and watched the doctor as he told Dale goodbye and wondered if that was really true. Was he the love ‘em and leave ‘em kind of guy?

As if reading her mind, Andi gasped. “Helena, you haven’t—”

“Hush your mouth. You know I haven’t, but I know his type. He’s fun to go out with, but he’s the last person you’d want to fall in love with.” Of that, Helena was certain. But based on the way her body had reacted to him a few minutes before, the end of May and her three-month sojourn couldn’t come fast enough.
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Helena’s idea of casual was a pair of tight jeans over her slightly rounded hips—hips just the right size for a man to hold onto—a  blue silk top that matched her eyes, and a pair of cowboy boots. She wore a single gold chain with a crucifix pendant and gold hoop earrings. Joe stood on her front porch, transfixed by how beautiful casual could be. It affirmed his suspicions that Helena was a magical creature indeed who was beginning to cast a charm over him. 

“Joe? You ready?” Helena asked with a chuckle.

“Yes, of course.” His mind strayed to places it shouldn’t, places it hadn’t gone since he left Houston and swore off his previous lifestyle. He cleared his throat, hoping to clear his thoughts. “We should get going. We have a lot to talk about before you leave. About your trip, I mean. About the things you should do. On the trip.”

Joe opened the car door, waited for Helena to get settled, then closed the door. As he walked around to the driver’s side, he took a deep breath and shook off the visions in his head, visions that undoubtedly would make Helena not only blush but go running as far from him as she could get.

Joe closed the door and started the engine. “I hope Italian sounds good. The Russos are opening the restaurant tonight. I’m sure it will be packed, but I asked them to save us a table in a quiet corner.”

“Oh, special treatment, huh? What did you do to deserve that?”

“Doctor-patient confidentiality, Helena. I could tell you, but then I’d be barred from practicing medicine in the state of Arkansas ever again.”

Helena laughed. “Then you should go to your grave with the information, Dr. Blake.”

“I will do just that, Ms. Nelson.” Joe felt more at ease, the pictures gone from his mind. Their flirting and playful banter reminded him why he enjoyed her company and affirmed that they were nothing more than friends who liked to tease and laugh with each other. Feeling relaxed, he pulled into the parking lot and grinned at Helena as he escorted her into the restaurant where the scents of garlic, oregano, and marinara sauce clung to the air.

The evening went well. As he knew she would, Helena made Joe laugh, and he appreciated her sense of humor. He liked the sound of her voice and the way her eyes sparkled when she talked about books and movies and the worlds they opened up for her. He loved to hear her talk about her many volunteer activities, and it made him question his lack of involvement in the community. He was reminded how much he enjoyed her company, how he missed those walks to her car when the winter evenings were dark and menacing. 

As they ate their pasta, Joe gave Helena advice on traveling in Europe and suggested some places for her to visit. He told her to visit Bruges rather than Brussels and to see Windsor Castle rather than Kensington.

“Have you traveled a lot?” Helena asked.

“Not in a while, but yes. My father was stationed in Germany for most of my childhood.”

“Oh! You’ve never told me that. Was he Navy like, uh, your brother?”

Jeremy was a touchy subject that he and Helena danced around. Andi blamed herself for his death for a long time, but Joe never held her accountable, and neither did the Navy. 

“No, my father was in the Army. Jeremy always wanted to be a SEAL, and Daddy was okay with that.”

“So, you did all your traveling as a child?”

“Most of it. I spent a semester in London as an undergrad, so I did some exploring then, weekend trips and such.”

He refilled his wine and topped off Helena’s as well. He tried to gauge what she was thinking as he took a sip of the robust Italian wine. This was typically the time of night when he began to make his move, and most of the women he dated expected it. He had no intentions of even trying with Helena.

“Do you like the wine?”

“Very much. I don’t know a lot about wine, but I know that this is really good.”

“It’s from a region of Italy outside of Verona. I went there once with a group during my semester abroad. We were studying Shakespeare and took a weekend trip to Verona. I loved the area so much, I planned a trip there for our...” He stopped himself just before the words tumbled from his lips. He shook his head and reached for his wine, taking a long drink as he thought about what to say, mentally chastising himself for taking the discussion in that direction. 

“I ended up going back there by myself a few years ago. Anyway, I went on a tour of this vineyard named, Belle Uve. The Amarone was remarkable.” Joe chuckled. “I remember being amazed by this little family-run business. It was owned by a husband and wife, not much older than I was
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