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“We’ve been hit. We’re going down, I repeat, SEAL Team Three is going down.” Jeremy’s words filled the small command center in the Middle East like thick smoke, blinding and choking Andi. It took only a split second for her to reach for the mic and respond.

Andi pushed down the button and fought to find her voice. Her throat was tight as she struggled to answer the distress call. “This is Command. Blue One, repeat.”

“Blue One to Command. Repeat, we’ve been hit. We’re going—”

The radio went silent. 

Andi bolted upright and gasped for breath, her throat dry, her eyes not seeing through the blackness that surrounded her. Her clothes were drenched with sweat, and her heart raced in what was now a much too familiar cadence. The air was saturated with the smell of mildew. Where was she? 

She looked around and saw the ancient motel-issued alarm clock next to the bed. It was three in the morning. As her eyes adjusted, she could make out the gently swaying curtains in front of the window she had opened the night before. She recognized the room, with its late twentieth-century décor of plaid bedspreads and mass-market cityscape artwork. It was the final stop before she returned home after being briefed for days in Coronado, California, following her flight back from the Middle East. It was her last chance to pull herself together before facing her family and moving back into the home she had left at the tender age of eighteen, over sixteen years ago.

Now, at thirty-four, she looked back on the day she left home as having been so full of promise despite the many emotions she felt as she climbed onto the bus. It was a thirty-four-hour ride from Fayetteville, near her home in Buffalo Springs, Arkansas, to the elite Academy on the shores of the Chesapeake Bay in Annapolis, Maryland. Like most incoming freshmen, she felt excited, nervous, apprehensive, and downright scared. Unlike most freshmen, who would be looking forward to four years of college life, Andi prayed she could just make it through the first week. Being at the Naval Academy was all she ever wanted. It was what she’d been working for since she was nine years old, and she could hardly believe it was happening as she watched the Ozarks fall away through the bus window.

Andi knew her parents never understood why she wanted that life, what drove her and the small handful of other young women heading to the Naval Academy that week, but she knew it was where she belonged. Was being the operative word. It was where she belonged, until she failed her country, her unit, her platoon, and the best friends she had in the world. The day the helicopter that carried SEAL Team Three went down over the dry and rocky terrain in the war-torn province was the day Andi’s entire world shattered. The Navy may have forgiven her, but she would never forgive herself for the part she played in the deaths of the men who meant the most to her.

Sleep was not going to come again that night; Andi knew that from experience. The Navy therapist told her that the best thing she could do was get out of bed, write down her feelings, and focus on getting through the next day. She laughed at the thought of writing down her feelings. What good would that do? What she needed was something to focus on, something to help her stop seeing her friends every time she closed her eyes, something to make her believe that life was still worth living. She hoped that being with her family would help, but she wasn’t sure even her loving parents would be able to make things better. How was she supposed to go on with her life when she had caused the death of her entire crew? 

As the officer in charge of intelligence, it was her responsibility to keep them safe, and she had failed. What had she missed? How could she have prevented their deaths? Why wasn’t she able to stop them from being shot down? These were the questions that plagued her every day and every night. No matter how often she was told it wasn’t her fault, she could not get past the feeling that she had failed them. Someone had to be to blame. The only person she could point a finger at was herself.

Andi dragged herself from bed, used the toilet, brushed her teeth, and splashed cold water on her face. With the aid of the dim lamp on the nightstand, she changed into leggings and a T-shirt. She pulled a windbreaker over her head, grabbed the key card and her phone, and headed out into the moonlit night. 

The motel was in the middle of nowhere in the panhandle of Texas, a little more than halfway between Coronado and Buffalo Springs. The highway that ran alongside the motel was well traveled by eighteen-wheelers as it stretched through miles of nothingness punctuated here and there with small towns before it reached the suburbs of Oklahoma City.

Andi’s feet pounded on the pavement, kicking up the dry autumn dust, and the music blared through her earbuds. She paid little attention to the dusty, brown fields on either side of her but kept her eyes ahead on the flat stretch of land that seemed to have no end as it reached toward the horizon. She knew better than to run alone, in the middle of nowhere, near a truck stop, but she no longer cared about what was dangerous or smart. She no longer cared about anything, and she knew that was a problem.

A horn blasted as a truck rolled by, and Andi felt the vehicle-created draft push her toward the grass that ran along the shoulder. She was just warming up, her legs beginning to feel their power, her lungs filling with the clean air of the countryside and occasional exhaust from the passing trucks. She ran at a steady pace until her heart and muscles began to protest, and then she turned to head back to the motel, pushing herself harder and faster as her legs burned with growing fatigue. 

When the motel sign came into view, she imagined a finish line waiting ahead. She was transported back to her days on the track team, when she helped the Academy achieve victories on the track. The more her legs burned and the more her lungs ached, the faster she was compelled to run. When she slowed her pace in the parking lot, her calves and glutes were on fire, her breathing was labored, her clothes were drenched, and her heart felt like it would burst, but her mind was empty. The many images it was prone to conjure, of the falling chopper, the frantic scramble to take cover, and the mangled, bloody bodies had been erased from her brain. For now.
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Empty. Dreary. Sad. Desolate. Broken. Depressing. Unrecognizable. Dying. Those were the words that tumbled through Andi’s mind as she drove past the town’s main square. The thought occurred to her that the words could be used to describe them both—Buffalo Springs and Andrea Nelson. 

What happened here? The town was always so vibrant, so alive with community pride. The last time she’d ridden down this street, it had been in a convertible with confetti flying in the air and people cheering for her. 

For her. 

She dismissed the thought of shedding tears as she remembered the way they hailed her as a hero. It was 2011, and Andi was among the last troops withdrawn from Iraq. She had yet to tell her parents that she was only home for a short period of time and would be taking a position with the elite Navy SEALs. 

The entire town had turned out to welcome her home. Though she had taken course after course in military history and served time in Afghanistan and Iraq, she was still naïve enough to believe that the good guys always won, and she let herself think that she was special, above the crowd, in the know, and willing to defend her country at all costs. Now she knew the truth—she was a failure, and those costs were a price too high to pay, or repay. From the looks of things in the town, the disease that rotted inside her mind and heart was contagious, and she had brought it home with her.

Andi shook her head as her gaze wandered around. Almost all the storefronts were empty. Windows were smashed, the sidewalk was cracked and broken, and the beautiful fountain in the center of the square that represented the many springs throughout the Buffalo River watershed was dry. The once-thriving community was little more than a ghost town of empty buildings with red brick and paint-peeling siding.

When Andi pulled up in front of the white two-story house on one of the side streets, she realized that the sickness had spread there, too. The house was in desperate need of paint. The front porch railing was falling apart, and the screen door had been patched in several places, but the fall foliage in her mother’s exquisite gardens brought a rainbow of color to the street, and Andi couldn’t help but feel like Dorothy, emerging from the black-and-white surroundings of Kansas into the Technicolor hues of Munchkin Land and its yellow brick road.

As she put her car in park, the door opened, and her mother walked out onto the porch. Andi sat in the car for a moment, looking at her mother through the windshield, and her heart sank even lower. The woman standing on the porch was not the mother she knew. This woman looked old, tired, and worn. Andi could have wrapped her arms around her mother’s waist twice. Her face was aged from years, sun, and worry. Her hair, pulled into a tight bun, was as gray as the fictional Auntie Em’s, and Andi felt a wave of sadness at the comparison between her mother and Dorothy’s aunt, both trying to survive in a place forged by hopes and dreams but reduced to a landscape of despair.

Andi exited the car and forced a smile. “Hi, Mama.”

“You’re home,” the familiar voice said.

“I’m home,” Andi said quietly.

“Do you need help? I can call your daddy to come get your things.”

“He’s not at work?” Andi looked around and saw her father’s old, beat-up pickup truck in the yard.

Grace Nelson shook her head. “He’s been out of work for six months now. The hardware store laid off almost all the employees.”

“Hardware store?”

Andi opened the back seat and retrieved her Navy sea bag—a large green duffel bag–backpack combo—and her purse. She hoisted the heavy pack onto her back and picked up her purse before scanning the back seat once more and slamming the door with her hip.

Her mother answered Andi’s question. “He took a job there when the paper mill closed. Imagine a world without paper. Hmph. Dang technology is ruining everyone’s lives if you ask me.”

Andi suppressed a grin. If only her mother knew how much she relied on technology to keep her crew safe... The thought died before she finished it, and she swallowed back the bile in her throat. Technology is only as good as the person using it. She had the blood on her hands to prove it.

“That bag looks awfully heavy. You sure you don’t want your daddy to help?”

She shook her head as she walked up the steps. “I’ve got it. Why is the store laying people off?” 

“Same reason all the other businesses are laying people off. They don’t have any money. The whole town’s shutting down.”

“I noticed.”

Grace opened the door and held it for Andi, who gracefully maneuvered past her mother and into the turn-of-the-century house with the skill of a sailor used to carrying a sizable load without assistance. She slid the bag from her shoulders and placed it onto the floor at the base of the stairs, dropping her purse on top of it, before looking around. How the house had remained standing for over a century was beyond her, but despite the disrepair of the outside, the inside was as warm and cozy as she remembered it. The furniture wasn’t the same as when she was a child, but the style was similar, a blue-and-white plaid pattern that always said ‘home’ to Andi. There were throw blankets and pillows on every cushioned surface—invitations to sit down, put up your feet, and get cozy. On the mantel stood a graduation photo of Andi in her uniform at the young age of twenty-two, still idealistic about her future.

“Come here and give me a hug,” her mother admonished.

Andi smiled and turned to her mama. She melted into the woman’s bony arms. 

“We’ve missed you so much.”

“I’ve missed you, too, Mama. Where is everyone?”

The house was quiet, and she didn’t see anyone else.

“Helena’s got her own place now—the old Peterson house over yonder. Remember that one?”

“I do. I was friends with their daughter, Emma. I knew Helena lived there. I just thought...”

“Oh, don’t you worry your little head. She’ll be along after work. She’s the only one left at the library now. Not sure how long she can keep it open. The county’s just about dried up her funds even though nobody can afford to buy books. Without the library, this whole town would become illiterate.”

“How’s Jackson doing?”

“He’s working, too. He’ll be home for supper.”

“Working? I thought he was away at school.”

“He was, but he quit. With your father being laid off, we needed Jackson to move back home and help with the bills. Plus, his tuition was, well, you know.”

“Mom, why didn’t you tell me? I would have helped.”

Andi looked at her mother and wondered how there was so much she didn’t know. How many things weren’t they telling her?

Grace shook her head. “We didn’t want to worry you. You were always so busy protecting our country. We didn’t want the problems here at home interfering with your job.”

“My job? You were worried about my job? But you’re my family.” Andi wanted to chastise her mother, but in her heart, she knew the truth. They hadn’t told her because she hadn’t asked. She’d spent her entire life trying to leave this town behind. Once she was gone, she never looked back. Whatever problems her family and friends faced back home paled in comparison to the things she and her crew faced on every mission.

She felt ashamed. She didn’t know how bad it was because she didn’t care. She was too wrapped up in her own world.

As if Grace could read Andi’s mind, she waved her hand in the air and said, “Well, all of that’s in the past now. You’re home, and we can all be happy that you’ve returned safe and sound and that we don’t have to lie in bed at night wondering if you’re dead or alive.”

That hurt. Was she really that out of touch? Did her job worry her mother that much?

“I’m sorry, Mama. I always meant to call more.” It was a lie, and Andi was sure they both knew it.

“Bless your heart, child. You got out, saw the world, served your country, and did some good. Now you’re home. That’s all that matters. God took care of you, and he’s been taking care of us.”

Andi looked around the old, drafty house. This is how God takes care of people?

“Is that my brave girl I hear?” The voice boomed from the kitchen door. Andi turned to see her father, also older and greyer than she remembered, but with the same piercing blue eyes. He opened his arms to her, and she went to him.

“Daddy,” she whispered into his chest. She always was daddy’s girl, and just the warmth of his arms around her comforted her. He was a big man, strong and big boned but also on the heavy side. A hug from him was like being hugged by a friendly bear—soft, warm, and all-encompassing.

“We’re so happy you’re home. Though I’m not sure what kind of home you’re returning to. Not much opportunity in this place for a woman of the world like yourself.”

Andi pulled back and looked at her daddy before turning back to her mama. Grace bit her lip and worried her hands. Their faces hid nothing. They looked as nervous as a cat in a room full of rocking chairs, fully prepared for her to tell them that she wasn’t staying, that she was going back to the Navy or moving to another town, perhaps another state.

“I, uh, I’m not sure what this place has to offer me, but I’m not planning on going anywhere.”

Her mother breathed a noticeable sigh of relief. “You’re really done with the Navy?”

Andi held her breath and swallowed back the urge to cry. She nodded. “I’m done.”

“Lord, have mercy,” she said, raising her eyes upward as if her prayer had been answered.

Whether Andi wanted to be done or not, she was. That was the reality. Her bag contained a stamped paper giving her an honorable discharge which she didn’t feel she deserved. What was left to go back to? 

But as she thought about the dilapidated town and this house frozen in time, she couldn’t help but wonder, what on earth was left in this town to keep her here?
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The library, a converted two-story house, was small, but Helena used the space well. It had a tiny office in the back with just enough room for a desk, a couple of comfortable chairs, and a book cart. It had a gutted and restyled upstairs, opened wide to accommodate the many tall shelves that loomed over a spiral staircase. The first floor had a cozy reading corner along with three long tables with several computers and removable wooden dividers between them for privacy. The first time Andi saw them, she recognized her father’s handiwork.

“So, what now?” Helena eyed her sister over the stack of books on her desk. 

Andi felt rested after her first night in her own bed, but now that another day had dawned, she had no idea what to do with herself. 

“Honestly? I have no clue.” She sat in an overstuffed chair in the small office. “I kind of hoped that I’d get home, and things would just fall into place.”

Helena raised an eyebrow and sighed. “Really? That was your plan? Move back into your old bedroom in a dying town, and your life would automatically ‘fall into place’?” She used air quotes, a gesture that Andi always found annoying. 

“I didn’t really have a plan,” Andi said defensively.

“Obviously.” Helena slapped another barcode on a book, deposited it onto the cart, and reached for the next one in the stack. 

Andi felt her ire ratchet up. “It’s not like I wanted this, you know. I didn’t plan on coming home at all. I thought I’d serve my platoon until I was too old to do so.” She looked away, clenching her cheeks in her teeth so tightly she winced in pain.

Helena took a deep breath. “Are you going to tell me what happened, or are we going to keep playing this game where I try to read your mind?”

Andi sighed. “I’m not ready to talk about it.” She knew she sounded like a petulant five-year-old, but she couldn’t help it. Her sister was beautiful, smart, popular, and the apple of her parents’ eye. She was always doing things for others, volunteering for this or that, and living her perfect life. Andi couldn’t bear to admit that, unlike her perfect sister, she had failed those who counted on her the most.

“Please tell me you got kicked out for seducing your commander and carrying on a torrid love affair behind enemy lines while rockets lit up the sky above you.”

Andi gave a quick shake of her head and reached for one of the books on the desk. “What the heck kind of books have you been reading? Is that really your idea of romance?”

Helena shrugged. “I’ll take whatever I can get. Don’t you remember the slim pickings available around here?”

“Hey, you’re the one who moved back here right after you finished your master’s. You could have married that guy you dated as an undergrad. What was his name? Biff? Bart? Barf?”

“Don’t be ugly,” Helena said with a laugh. “It was Brett, and we had a great time while it lasted, but the truth was, it wasn’t going anywhere. We came from vastly different worlds, and neither of us wanted to give them up.”

Andi looked around the cramped office. “So you opted for this? Life in a struggling library in a decaying town, with no prospects for love?”

Her sister frowned. “I didn’t say it was the best decision I’ve ever made.” She dropped the last of the books on the top of the pile and clapped her hands together. “I have the best idea.”

“Oh, no, kill me now,” Andi groaned.

“Move in with me.”

Andi sat up and narrowed her gaze on her sister. “Are you kidding? We’d kill each other.”

“No, we wouldn’t. We lived together for fourteen years before you left for the Academy.”

“And nearly killed each other.”

“Oh, come on. It wasn’t that bad. I remember plenty of good times.”

Andi thought about the late-night chats, giggling about boys, gossiping about the other girls they knew. Though four years apart, they both discovered boys around the same time—early for Helena and late for Andi. She smiled as she recalled the many times their mother called to them to quiet down and go to sleep. Then she reminded herself about all the other times.

“You’re a slob. I could never live with a slob.”

“I’m not that bad anymore. Kind of.” Helena smiled and lifted her shoulders. “I mean, I do know how to clean house. I just don’t always get around to it.”

“There is no way I’m moving into your house.”

“Suit yourself. Just let me know in about a week how it’s going, living with Mom, Dad, and Jackson. I’m sure you’ll have a load of fun.”

Andi let her head drop back against the chair. “Why do I torture myself? I’m so going to regret this.”

Helena squealed and leapt from her seat. She ran around the desk and grabbed Andi by the hands, pulling her to her feet. “I knew you’d say yes. It will be just like when we were teenagers.” 

Andi found herself being dragged into a hug. “You mean with dirty glasses on every surface and your underwear in the middle of the floor?”

Andi gave a quick shake of her head and reached for one of the books on the desk. “What the heck kind of books have you been reading? Is that really your idea of romance?”

Andi laughed. “Yes, Ma’am.” She gave her a mock salute as she turned to leave. “I’ll be over after you’re off from work. And Helena...” She stopped and looked back at her sister. “Thank you.”

“Thank you,” Helena said with a grin. “I can’t remember the last time I was this excited about having a roommate.”
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The monuments were all but abandoned to time, the elements, and fading memories. Once an inspiration to Andi and others who hailed the Greatest Generation as heroes, the WWII monuments were almost hidden behind overgrown bushes and low-hanging tree limbs. Andi stood on the brick walkway outside the town hall and reverently bent back the branches so that they hung behind the tall, concrete monuments. On one, the war years were carved into the stone above the often-seen words, ‘In Memory of...’ followed by the list of men who sacrificed their lives in the European and Pacific theaters so that others could be free. On the other was a depiction of a soldier holding a fallen brother-in-arms. Beneath the soldiers were the words, ‘Saying goodbye to a brother and friend’ and below that line, ‘Do not forget me lest I die in vain.’ At the bottom, the acronyms of each of the armed forces completed the tribute to those who gave all.

A sob caught in Andi’s throat, and she lifted a balled fist to her mouth, fighting the tears. She could smell the woodsy scent of the tree branches on her hand. Her heart ached as she thought of the many men and women throughout her country’s history who had lost their lives. She pictured herself as the living soldier, or sailor in her case, holding the bodies of not one man but sixteen. She reached out and touched the cold, stone face of the man who had gone to his eternal rest. She blinked twice and took a deep breath before turning away from the too familiar depiction.

Andi followed the brick path back to the sidewalk and stood gazing at the buildings across from her. It was the first chance she’d had to walk around the town since coming home. She had spent time catching up with both her parents and her brother, helping her daddy, and settling in at Helena’s, but she still didn’t know what she was going to do with the rest of her life.

She put her hand over her eyes to block the sun and looked at the buildings, standing like soldiers at attention across the street. Some were brick buildings constructed for the purpose of housing businesses. Others were turn-of-the-century homes, like the one she grew up in, that had been rezoned as commercial properties. She gazed at the red brick saloon, Rick’s Place, one of the few businesses still surviving. She took in the boutique that used to cater to the wealthier women in town but likely no longer had the same clientele—the fashions in the windows looked like they hadn’t been updated in years. The fire station still stood tall and proud, and the post office hadn’t changed, with its row of blue mailboxes and tall flagpole waving Old Glory. The antique store, a two-story white house with a second-floor balcony, also looked the same, but she doubted it boasted too many customers these days.

She followed her gaze to the buildings on the other end of that row, all of which were now abandoned—the little Italian restaurant where her family had celebrated many birthday dinners, the chipping white paint of the bakery that made the best cinnamon buns far and wide, the once-grand movie house where she spent many a rainy day, and the cracked, peeling pink and white siding on what was once a colorful, cheerful café but was now a bleak, empty house with a sagging porch.

Andi crossed the road that circled around the fountain. She turned back and let her gaze move from one end of Main Street to the other on the opposite side of the street. In the center of that side of the street stood the town hall with the council chamber on the first floor and the mayor’s office on the second. An American flag flew proudly in front of that building, too, as it did in front of the bank, two doors down. In between was the fledgling hardware store where her father apparently worked before being laid off, and she wondered how many employees continued to work inside its brick walls.

On one end of the street was the old, now empty, laundromat, a victim to modernization as well as the fleeing from town of those who found a way out. Next to it was the town drug store. Andi assumed it had only survived because the Walgreens and CVS stores of the world had overlooked the decaying town. At the other end of the street, on the far left, was the original jail which once held within its walls the infamous Jesse James. A few other buildings, including the barbecue joint and the library, filled in the other spaces, some open and some closed up tight. The toy store, once a beautiful Victorian home, was boarded up. Small parking lots and empty grass lots dotted the map here and there on both sides of the street. Down the side streets were the police office, grocery store, and hair salon. On one side of town was the quaint, white Baptist Church, and on the other was the red brick Catholic Church with its colorful stained-glass windows, where she spent every Sunday morning as a child. More buildings stood here and there, some open and some closed.

Andi turned and moved toward the white-brick building. She looked through the broken window of the once-beloved bakery. The peeling paint on the interior walls was pink, and Andi thought it was a nice color for a bakery. She put her head close to the crack in the window and inhaled. She thought she could still smell the faint scent of cooling croissants and apple strudel. She shook her head as she strolled down Main Street.

Andi stopped in front of the one-screen movie house, now out of business, with a For Sale sign hanging in the box office window. She stood, looking at the beautiful, historic building, once home to a live stage show and known far and wide before being converted to a modern movie theater.

“It’s for sale if you’re interested,” a voice said from behind her.

Andi jumped, and her breath caught in her throat. Resisting the instinct to maim the person who snuck up on her, she turned to see a man, nearly six feet tall, with a neatly combed head of short, blond hair and a friendly smile. He looked familiar, but she couldn’t place him.

“Sorry to scare you.”

“It’s okay, but I’m not in the market for a theater. I wish I was though. It’s my old stomping ground. I swear, I spent half my childhood in this place.” She sighed and shook her head. “I can’t believe everything is shutting down.”

“Yeah, it’s pretty sad.” He reached his hand out to her. “I’m Wade Montgomery. And you’re Andi Nelson, right?”

Andi felt taken aback. She must know him. She tried to make the connection as she took his hand. “Yes, how did you—”

“I remember you. From the parade way back when, I mean. My mother sent me the newspaper clipping. She likes keeping me abreast of the goings-on in town. Besides, I make it my business to know when someone new comes to town, or when someone returns. I think you might have been a freshman when I was a senior.”

“Wait a minute. You’re Wade Montgomery. You were Valedictorian of your class.”

“Wow. You actually remember that? I didn’t think stuff like that mattered after high school.” Wade laughed, and Andi enjoyed the cadence of the light-hearted sound.

“It does to those who aspired to do the same.”

Wade’s bright green eyes widened. “Oh, and did you aspire to that, Andi?”

“I did. Like you, back when I thought it mattered. It was all I wanted besides an appointment to the Academy.” The truth escaped too easily from her mouth.

“So, you got all you wished for in life?”

Andi sighed. “I suppose I did.” Be careful what you wish for, indeed. “And so did you, if I remember right. Didn’t you go to college on a full scholarship?” She smiled, shifting the subject away from her Naval education and career.

Wade scoffed, and Andi noted a shadow cross his face. “Yeah, I went to Notre Dame. It was quite a change from little old Buffalo Springs High. I was a very small fish in a pretty large pond.” His smile returned as he leaned closer and whispered, “My dream was to be a basketball star, but I’m a bit lacking in the height department.”

His comment surprised her since his height didn’t seem lacking to her. Andi knew that she was quite tall compared to most of the women she knew, but he bested her by about an inch or so. 

“And now?” She wanted to keep him talking. She liked the sound of his voice and the way his eyes sparkled when he laughed and smiled, like emeralds in the sunlight. He had an easy way about him, despite his button-down shirt, khaki pants, and dress shoes. He didn’t dress the way she remembered most of the guys around here dressing—in flannel shirts, faded jeans, and cowboy boots. So far, his smile was the only bright spot in her otherwise dismal three days back home.

“I recently moved back to town. My mama needed help with the sale.” He gestured toward the theater.

“Oh, my gosh. Of course! Your family owns the theater. Wasn’t it your grandparents who renovated it back when it was still a stage theater?”

“My great-grandparents, actually. Way back in the 1940s, after the war, when movies were really gaining in popularity.”

“And now? Not so popular anymore?”

“Not here. Folks can’t afford to spend that kind of money on a night out. Lombardi’s is closed, and The Smoke Pit is struggling. The theater was bound to be next.”

Andi looked across the street to the barbecue joint she and her friends liked to frequent when they came home on college breaks. Disappointment filled her. Her friends hadn’t kept in touch once they got married and started having babies, and now her one connection to them was on the verge of closing.

“I don’t understand. Is all of this because the paper mill closed down?”

Wade shrugged. “That mill employed a lot of people for a long time. Well over a century. When it was gone, people thought they’d just find something else, but there weren’t really any other jobs to be found. Most people our age got out while they could. The rest of the population is dying out as quickly as the town is. Smoking takes a lot of them, drug addiction is starting to take its toll, but I think the majority of folks just die of boredom. They’ve got nothing to get out of bed for.”

“There must be something that can be done.” Andi felt a wave of desperation wash over her as she thought of how much her parents had aged, her father out of work, her sister’s struggling library, and her brother having to leave school.

Wade lifted his shoulders again and let out a long breath. “I don’t see what. We don’t have the tourists flocking to us like up in Branson. Eureka Springs has become rejuvenated as a hippie kind of town, but I don’t see that going over very well down here. I think the best thing folks can do is pack up and move on.”

“You’re not very optimistic.” She looked around. “I see so much potential here.” At least, she assumed there could be.

“I don’t know where or what or how. Anyway, it was nice talking to you. I’ve got lots of paperwork waiting for me up in the office.”

Andi said goodbye and watched Wade disappear into the dark theater. The wide white marquee read ‘CLOSED’ in large black letters, and the movie poster boxes mounted on the walls were empty, one of them shattered. 

She furrowed her brow as she made a three-hundred-sixty-degree turn. Was Wade right? Was this the end of the town? Growing up, Andi couldn’t wait to leave, but now she had nowhere else to go. She guessed she had no choice but to watch her family and her hometown fade away just as Jeremy’s voice had done during his last radio transmission. 

***
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“So, what’s his story?” Andi asked as she put her clean laundry away in the dresser in her sister’s guest room.

Helena twirled a strand of curly blonde hair. “I’m not really sure. He’s a lot older than I am.”

“But you’re a librarian. Aren’t you supposed to be able to find out anything about everything?” 

Helena ran her hand over the cream-colored crocheted bedspread, handmade by their grandmother, and wrinkled her brow in thought. “I suppose I might know a little more. Why the interest?” Suddenly the blue eyes that matched her sister’s lit up. “You like him.”

“Stop. It’s nothing like that. I’m just wondering what he did that allowed him to leave wherever home is now and move back here to help his mama sell the theater. I’m curious, that’s all. I mean, I just got back here myself. It’s like we’re, I don’t know, kindred spirits or something.”

“He’s single. I know that. And he’s—” 

“Knock it off,” Andi said with annoyance. “He seemed nice, but so does the Ayatollah until you’re facing his military in the desert.”

“I hardly think the two compare.”

Andi closed the drawer and neatly folded a pair of jeans. “I’m just saying, not everyone is what they seem. Just because someone looks nice doesn’t mean they should be trusted.” She opened the closet and hung a pair of pants before closing the door and turning to face her sister.

“Wow. You sure got jaded. What happened to that good, old-fashioned Southern hospitality?”

“I left it in the Middle East.” Andi sighed and took a seat on the bed next to Helena. “Look, he seemed decent, but I’m not interested in him that way. I enjoyed talking to him, but I can’t...” She hesitated. “I’m not looking for a relationship.”

“Why not? You’re a free woman now. You’re no longer married to the service. You’re still young. You’ve got years ahead of you. Why wouldn’t you be interested in him or any other guy for that matter?”

Andi debated within her own mind. Helena had tried for three days to get the details of leaving the Navy out of her. How much was Andi willing to share? It helped a little to talk to the therapist on base, but there were things she didn’t even tell her. She couldn’t. 

Okay, here goes.

“I was in love with someone, but it didn’t work out. I’m not sure I can go there again.”

Helena grabbed her sister’s hand. “Oh, Andi, I’m so sorry. Did he break your heart?”

“Hmph.” Andi gave Helena a wry smile. “He never had the chance. He wouldn’t, we couldn’t...It was complicated.”

Helena gripped Andi’s hand tighter. “He’s in your platoon, isn’t he?”

Andi swallowed and bit her lip. She nodded, holding herself together and fighting back the forbidden tears. “It wasn’t allowed. We would have been separated. Every mission would’ve been compromised. We would’ve been putting our platoon in danger. We decided it was best to—”

“Oh, sweetie, I’m so sorry.” Helena pulled her sister into a hug before suddenly pushing her away. “But, Andi, you’re out. You’re not part of the platoon anymore. You could call him. Tell him you want to give it a try. What’s stopping you?”

Andi looked up at the ceiling where the fan lazily circled above a bright bulb. She blinked, steeling herself against the flood of tears she refused to shed, but the words she couldn’t even say to her therapist banged at the door, demanding to be released.

“I killed him,” she whispered. “I killed them all.”

***
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One hour, a few shots of whiskey, and a pot of reheated spaghetti later, Andi had regained control over her emotions. 

“Never,” Helena said, her chin set like stone and eyes fierce. “Never, ever again say that you killed your platoon. Do you hear me?”

“You don’t understand. It’s not that simple.”

“Stop. Did you have all the intel that was available at the time?”

“Yes, but—”

“Did you relay all of the info to the platoon?”

“Of course, but—”

“Did you have any way of knowing there would be an accident?”

“No, but you make it sound so—”

“And was your mission successful despite the crash?”

Andi nodded. That one was easy to answer even if she couldn’t share the covert details. The kidnapped daughter of a Middle Eastern prince, little Amira, had been rescued and returned to her family. The press was none the wiser. The crash had been reported as a helicopter malfunction during a routine test run.

“Then what are you blaming yourself for?”

It was too hard to explain. More than losing Jeremy, more than answering to the Navy, more than wondering if she might have done something—anything—to have prevented the crash, Andi had failed. Maybe it was survivor’s guilt, like her therapist said. She was alive while the rest of her platoon was gone. She knew they would want her to live, to have the life they wouldn’t, to carry their memories into the future; but all Andi could think of was how she had failed her country, her service, her friends, and herself. It was her job to read the intelligence and relay it to the team. She knew she had missed something, but she was tired of arguing the point.

“I guess, you’re right,” she told her sister with a half-hearted smile. It was easier than trying to explain. 

Helena’s tight lips and narrowed eyes told Andi that she wasn’t convinced, but she didn’t press the subject any further. After a moment, Helena sighed and stood.

“I better head to bed. I’ve got to work tomorrow. What are your plans for the day?”

Andi shrugged. “I have no idea. Any suggestions?”

“Well, if you’re looking for a job, I’d drive to Branson or Harrison, maybe even up in Fayetteville. But if you’re wanting some relaxation, and you deserve it, you should go hiking. The weather will be perfect, and you won’t get too many perfect days once the temps start dropping.”

“Okay, thanks. I’ll think about it. I’m going to run in the morning, so if I don’t see you, have a good day.”

The sisters said goodnight, and Andi told Helena to go ahead and turn off the lights, but Andi didn’t move from the couch. She sat in the dark, thinking about her talk with Helena, the plight of her parents and brother, the
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