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            NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      I have been so blessed to meet amazing authors in my journey, and I am excited to be joining with a few of them to bring you The Blushing Brides Christian Romance Series.

      This book is dedicated to the amazing cast of Mary Poppins that I worked with this year. A majority of this book was written backstage while I was waiting to perform. Dallas, Cassidy, Heidi, and Kanina were all great friends who allowed me to use them in my novel. I’d also like to thank my high school friends: Maryanne, Jennifer, Tracey, Meredith, and Steven. It wouldn’t have been the same without you.

      As you can tell, there’s a bit of me in this book. There’s even more in the free bonus I’m offering just for signing up for my newsletter.

      I hope you love this story. If you do, please leave a review at your retailer. It really does make a difference because it lets people make an informed decision about books.
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      Sign up for Lorana Hoopes’s newsletter and get her book, The Billionaire’s Impromptu Bet, as a welcome gift. Get Started Now!

      I’m giving away free listens. For every 100 subscribers I get on my Youtube channel, I add another audiobook for free. Plus subscribers get a chance to win. Subscribe today!
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      Justin ran his fingers through his platinum blond hair as he regarded his appearance in the mirror. Every hair belonged in a specific place, and it was integral that all of his lay in their right place. He wasn’t looking for a woman - that ship had sailed a long time ago - but one day he hoped to get noticed and offered a better gig than this.

      Producing and hosting ‘Who Wants to Marry a Cowboy’ paid well, but dealing with the happy couples wore on him. It hadn’t been so bad when few of the couples lasted, but watching Tyler and Laney find love on the last episode reminded him of his own failed… No, he wouldn’t walk down that road again. The past needed to stay there. Locked firmly behind a heavy door with at least three deadbolts and a large wooden beam - just for good measure.

      Satisfied that he looked as good as possible, Justin sprayed a liberal coating of hair spray across his hair. It was the last show of the Maui edition, and the salty ocean breeze always ruffled his hair. He’d cringed when he’d viewed the last episode as his hair had been all over the place. At least the rumors his luxurious hair was a toupee could be put to rest, but tonight, he wanted it to stay in place. One more spray wouldn’t hurt. Just for good measure. He gave his hair another coat, winked at his reflection, and then headed for the door.

      Carl, the current Cowboy bachelor, would no doubt be waiting nervously at his bungalow. Justin wished they had never chosen him. Calling him indecisive was putting it mildly. Every time a ceremony arose, the man practically broke out in hives and spent half an hour waffling over one girl or the other. The worst part was Justin had to pretend to care. It didn’t really matter who Carl picked. Once reality hit and the couples left the show, most didn’t make it longer than six months. Tyler and Laney modeled the exception - not the rule.

      He knocked on Carl’s bungalow, not surprised when the door opened and Carl, a sweaty mess, greeted him by grabbing his hand and yanking him into the room. He clung to Justin’s hand as if it were a life vest in the ocean. Cold, clammy sweat seeped into Justin’s palm, and he bit his lip to keep from yelling at the man.

      “Justin, I’m so glad you’re here. I don’t know if I can go through with this. Cara and Destiny are both great. I think I love them both. How am I supposed to choose?” His wild eyes fixed on Justin’s. Desperation and urgency swam in them creating a cloudy hue in his gaze.

      With as much tact as he could muster, Justin eased his hand from Carl’s grip. The clawing need to run it down his pants to wipe off the sheen filled him, but he would not do it. He could feign empathy for a little longer. “You’ll do it the way you’ve done it the whole show, Carl. You’ll go with your gut. Choose the one you have the best connection with.”

      “But what if I’m wrong? What if I choose the wrong woman? I mean this is marriage we’re talking about.” Carl ran his hand across his chin as he paced the floor.

      Justin tried not to roll his eyes. He heard the same story over and over again. Every bachelor except Tyler and Kurt, the other one who married his contestant, said almost the exact same thing. They all believed their choice would affect the rest of their life, but it really only affected their next four to six months. Normally, Justin would say nothing, but today his mouth refused to stay shut. “No one lasts on this show, man. It doesn’t matter who you choose.”

      Carl’s mouth opened and closed like a fish trying to get off a hook. He stopped his pacing and ran a hand through his hair. “Are you saying this won’t last? No matter what?”

      Justin shrugged. He shouldn’t have said that. Peter would ream him for saying it, but he was tired. He wanted to sleep, and the truth remained that nearly no one did. “People have, but not many.”

      Carl crossed the room to stand in front of Justin. His eyes gleamed with intensity. “What did they have? What made them different?” His words clung to Justin like a lost child, but at least his hands stayed by his side.

      Therein lay the million-dollar question. If Justin knew what kept couples together, he could help Peter find similar prospects in the future. If matches made on the show actually stayed together, it might skyrocket their viewing. Although Justin wasn’t sure whether that was a good thing or not. On one hand, it might get him the exposure he wanted and a hosting role on a more popular show, but on the other, if the show grew too popular, he might not be able to leave.

      None of that mattered to Carl who still stared at him with those dopey, hopeful eyes, but he held no words of wisdom for the cowboy. Didn’t he know divorce rates reached nearly sixty percent? It didn’t matter if you met on a reality dating show or church, the numbers stayed almost the same.

      Church. Huh. Justin hadn’t realized it at the time, but thinking back now, he was almost certain the other couple who lasted possessed a similar belief in God to Tyler and Laney. Surely that was coincidental though. His parents had been regular church attenders and they still divorced. In fact, his father was on his third or fourth wife by now.

      Justin shook his head to clear the wandering thoughts. He clapped a hand on Carl’s arm and flashed his pep-talk smile - the one that usually eased contestant’s fears and allowed them to breathe easier. “They trusted their heart and didn’t let fame go to their heads.”

      “Fame…. right.” Carl said the words slowly and nodded as he spoke as if seriously considering the words, but Justin knew the idea of fame held his attention more than the letting it go to his head part. Carl was certainly no Tyler. It was obvious from the first meeting that he came on the show to get noticed. He’d shown up with an extra tall hat and a thick southern drawl that wavered in its consistency - thicker when the women were around and barely noticeable with just the two of them. In addition, he flashed a wink at every woman in the room. He’d locked lips with at least three of them the first night, and unlike Tyler, he had made use of the overnight dates. For a man who seemed so worried now, he had certainly appeared flippant throughout the process.

      Justin glanced down at his watch. Carl had stalled long enough. “It’s time. You ready?”
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      Ava McDermott believed in love. She should. It was her job. But she didn’t believe in just any kind of love. She believed in the heart thumping, toe tingling, weak in the knees, fireworks bursting, always on my mind kind of love. Which was probably why she remained single. No man seemed to be able to live up to her expectation of love, and she refused to settle for less which led to a lot of frustration.

      Normally, she channeled that frustration into her words. She spun characters she would want to date and wove plots that sounded interesting to her and worked, but today…. She had nothing. Ava bit her lip as she stared at her blank screen. The words not only refused to come today, but they taunted her with their refusal to form and stay solid. Every time she thought she had grasped an inkling of the plot the idea would slip away. Her bangs ruffled as she blew out another frustrated breath.

      “Everything okay over there?” Genevieve asked from across the room. Gen had been her editor for the last year and her friend for longer. Fantastic at her job, she edited for many authors. She was also vicious. Generally, she tore Ava’s books apart, but they always ended up better because of it. Six months ago, they had decided to lease a little office space together.

      Ava tapped her fingers lightly on the keyboard in hopes the muscle memory would stir her brain. “I’m having trouble getting words today. Everything feels bland, trite, passé.”

      “How very redundant of you to say the same thing with three different words,” Genevieve said with a wry smile. “You know what your problem is, don’t you?”

      Ava pulled her attention from the inane blinking cursor and focused on her editor. “No, what’s my problem?”

      “You’re running out of experience. When was the last time you went out with a man more than twice?” Gen’s eyebrows arched on her forehead and she placed her chin on her folded hands as she posed the question.

      “I date,” Ava protested. Her last date had been… she thought back and frowned. Okay, it had been awhile.

      “Uh huh, but I didn’t ask you when your last date was, though from your face it’s been too long. I asked you when was the last time you went out with a man more than twice.”

      Ava sat straighter in her chair and puffed out her chest. Maybe if she didn’t look defeated, Genevieve wouldn’t swoop in for the kill. “It’s been some time, but none of them have been right.”

      “You mean none of them have been perfect. You’ve got this mixed up notion in your head that romance is always fireworks and passion, and that’s just not reality.”

      “But it should be.” Ava didn’t want the sad relationships that some of her friends had. They fell into two categories: the no longer in love lilies and the flitting fireflies. The no longer in love lilies were her more religious friends - married but bored or unhappy. They claimed fireworks existed once but had faded with time or kids. Now they couldn’t remember the last time they held hands or kissed. A few of them even believed they married the wrong person, but their desire to be faithful to God kept them from leaving their spouse.

      Then there were the flitting fireflies - friends who jumped into relationships and stayed until the sparks disappeared. Then they left to find a new spark. It didn’t matter if they were just dating or married for ten years. They held the mindset that they deserved to be happy, and if their relationship no longer made them happy then it was time to leave.

      Ava didn’t want to fall into either of those categories. She wanted what her parents had. After forty years of marriage, they remained very much in love. Her father still kissed her mother every day and held her hand as they walked. And if her parents could find it, then she could too. She might just have to kiss a lot more frogs to find her prince.

      “Maybe it should be,” Genevieve continued, “but it isn’t, and if you don’t get some new experiences soon, your writing is going to become stale, trite, and passé.”

      Ava stuck out her tongue at Gen, but Gen was right. Almost always right, Gen doled out sage advice, but that didn’t mean Ava could just wave a wand and find a man she wanted to date.

      “Look,” Genevieve stood and crossed the space between them, “maybe you need a break. Why don’t you go somewhere different for a week and see if it opens up your creative juices?”

      A week. Could she afford to be gone a week? Ava enjoyed writing. It was certainly more rewarding than her previous job selling insurance had been, but the one thing that irked her was the ebb and flow. She had saved six months’ salary before quitting her day job, and two months ago she had sold a plethora of books and enjoyed a spike in her income. However, last month she hadn’t released anything. Now, she was watching her income drop, and it was stressful to say the least. She needed to finish this book and release it because even though the words weren’t coming, she still had a mortgage payment and a car payment due. They weren’t going to care that the words refused to come as easily this time. She couldn’t call them and use writer’s block as an excuse for why she couldn’t pay her bills. Well, she could, but she doubted they would have any sympathy for her.

      “Yeah, maybe.” Ava closed her eyes. Maybe closed, she could see the picture unfold. That’s how the last book had been. She’d prayed for words, shut her eyes, and seen a movie in her head. Then she’d written until the words ran dry. The next night had been the same and every night after until the book was done.

      Maybe the difference resided there. She hadn’t taken this book directly to God in prayer when she started. She’d run with an idea in her head that matched the flow in the market, but while the first thousand words had poured out, now she was stuck.

      She waited. For an idea, a feeling, a word, but the only image that kept popping into her head was the ocean. The gently lapping waves, the smell of salt, the soft caress of the wind on her skin. How long had it been since she had visited the ocean? Too long for sure, but she remembered always feeling inspired when there. Was that what she was supposed to do? Go to the ocean?

      Ava gave it another few minutes, but only the picture of the ocean remained. She opened her eyes. “All I see is the ocean, so I guess the ocean it is.” With a shrug, she clicked a new browser open and began searching rental houses near the ocean. A hotel or an inn wouldn’t work. She needed a quiet space that would have little interruption from others.

      “The ocean is good,” Genevieve said as she came behind Ava and watched over her shoulder.

      A quaint white cottage appeared on the screen. From the picture it appeared the cottage sat right on the beach as the expansive blue could be seen to the left. Two palm trees that held a hammock between them sat on the right, and the sand appeared to glisten in the picture.

      Ava grinned up at Genevieve. “And this might be perfect.”

      “It sure looks pretty although a little lonely. Not sure where you’ll meet a man around there.”

      “I’m not going to meet a man,” Ava said, “I’m going to get inspired.”

      Genevieve held up a hand in surrender before returning to her desk.

      Ava turned back to the screen and scanned the information. The rate appeared reasonable and it appeared the cottage came with a kitchen to prepare your own meals, a utility room with a washer and dryer, and wi-fi. Even better. She could totally unplug and still get work done. At the bottom of the page was the rental company’s information. Reflection Rentals. Sounded interesting. Ava picked up her cell phone and punched in the number.

      “Reflection Rentals, how may I help you?” The warm voice on the other end reminded Ava of her grandmother, and the smell of the chocolate chip cookies her grandmother always baked filled her memory.

      “Hello, I’m interested in renting your cottage on the beach.” Ava scrolled back up searching for a name, but there wasn’t one. “It has no name, but it’s the quaint white one.”

      “Ah, that’s our slice of tranquility,” the woman said.

      “Is that what it’s called?” Ava asked.

      A gentle laugh filled her ear. “No, dear, it doesn’t have an official name, but that’s what I like to call it.”

      “I see. Well, is it available to rent?” She would need a few days to pack and make sure she had someone to check on her place. “I could be there Sunday, and I’d like to have it for at least a week.”

      “Of course. I can certainly do that for you. What’s your name, dear?”

      “Ava McDermott.” Ava rattled off the rest of her information including her credit card and then hung up. She still had no words, but she had a plan, and hopefully the words would come when she followed the plan.
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      Justin sighed in relief as the last light flicked off. This Maui show had felt so much longer than the others. Was it because exhaustion covered him? Irritation he hadn’t gotten to do much sightseeing? Or something more? Could it be that watching all this love and facing his loveless life was wearing thin on him? He relaxed into the approaching darkness. 

      “Justin, I need a word.”

      And the relaxation flew out the window. The tone in Peter’s voice sent chills down Justin’s back, and he hurriedly searched his memory for any reason Peter might be upset with him. He hadn’t sent out any new auditions yet, so the likelihood he knew about those was small. Besides, Peter had to know this wasn’t a permanent gig for Justin. Justin had told him that at the beginning when they’d partnered as producers. True that had been a decade ago, but still…

      “Sure, Peter, what’s up?” Justin glanced around for something to do to keep from focusing on Peter. He knew from experience that when Peter’s voice took on the deep timbre that nothing good was coming next. The only problem was that there was nothing around. The crew had packed up and vanished like ghosts, almost as if they knew this discussion would be happening. There was nothing around them but sand.

      “I want you to take some time off,” Peter began.

      Justin sagged with relief. Time off? He’d planned to take some anyway. Now, he had his partner’s blessing. Even better. “Of course Peter, now that this show has wrapped-”

      “I wasn’t finished.” It wasn’t quite anger, but there was a definite forcefulness to Peter’s voice that shut Justin up and sent the dread coursing through him once again. “It is obvious from your behavior of late that you need some time away from the show.”

      “My behavior?” Justin swallowed the words quickly afraid his tone would invoke suspicion.

      Peter shot him one of those ‘you know what I’m talking about stares.’ The kind that could make you feel guilty even if you had done nothing wrong, but Justin knew he was off his game. He had just hoped no one else had noticed it. “Yes, your behavior. Bringing the reporters to Tyler’s and Laney’s wedding hoping to break them up-”

      Justin held up a hand and shook his head. “In my defense, those two were over the top sweet and besides it didn’t work.”

      Peter continued as if Justin hadn’t interrupted him, “Setting up all these physical dates to make the women look bad.”

      “Carl said he wanted an active woman.” It wasn’t why Justin had planned the dates he had, but it was a good excuse.

      “And telling Carl it didn’t matter who he chose?”

      Justin cringed at that one. He shouldn’t have done that. Technically, he had broken contract and Peter could fire him for that. “That was a mistake, but if you had heard him and his indecision-”

      Peter rolled his eyes and the volume of his voice rose in exasperation. “He was undecided because he was making a huge decision. Our goal is to find these men and women love, remember?”

      Justin remembered. He just couldn’t seem to make himself care. When they’d started this show, he had been young and in love, but then tragedy had struck and love had turned its back on him. Now, the idea of a happily ever after left him feeling empty and jaded.

      Peter took a deep breath, composing himself. His next words came out softer. “So, I think you need to go get your head on straight. Take some time and remember why we are doing this job.”

      “Fine. I’ll take some time. I’ll go visit my sister or something.” His sister lived in Washington state with her husband, two point five kids, and the perfect job, so the thought of visiting her held little appeal, but at least it would get Peter off his back.

      “No, I’ve already booked the place you are going. I’m sending you to the slice of tranquility.”

      “The what?” Even the name sounded awful to Justin. He didn’t need tranquility. Well, maybe he did, but he didn’t need to go to a place named that. It would probably be adorned with fuzzy bathrobes and yoga meetings and green smoothies made with algae instead of coffee.

      “The slice of tranquility. That’s what Margie called it anyway. It’s the cabin where I met my wife.”

      “You met your wife at a cabin?” Justin was thoroughly confused. Was he supposed to be at this cabin to relax or find love?

      Peter waved a hand. “It’s a long story. Anyway, I’ve booked it for you. It’s right on the ocean. You can relax,” his eyes wandered to Justin’s hair, “let your hair down a little, and come back refreshed.”

      “In case you haven’t noticed, Peter, we’re at the beach.” He gestured widely at the surrounding sand. “We’ve been in Hawaii for the last few months.”

      “Yes, but you’ve been working, not relaxing. Besides magical things happen at this cabin.” The corners of Peter’s lips twitched and his eyes took on a faraway look as if he was remembering some magical thing that had taken place.

      “Fine.” Justin didn’t think a cabin at the beach would solve his problems, but he definitely wanted to wipe that expression off Peter’s face. Besides, he could use some time away to figure out if he wanted to stay with the show or pursue other options full time. “Just give me the information.”
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      Ava pulled into the Reflections Rental office and turned off the car. Even this building exuded a sense of peace and tranquility. Nestled into a grove of trees, it blended in with the white sand around it. No other cars sat around the building, and Ava wondered where the employees parked.

      The quiet pressed in on her as she approached the building. There was no traffic, no hum of conversation, not even the chirping of birds. It was as if time stood still here, in its own little bubble.

      A tiny bell jingled as she pushed open the door. The sound reminded Ava of the fairy wings effect in a show she used to love as a child. Every time a fairy received wings or used them in some magical way, there would be this tinkling sound. Ava remembered nothing else from the show - not the name of it or the story lines, but that sound somehow imprinted on her mind.

      The door shut softly behind her and a soft warm scent of vanilla floated through the air adding to the homey feel. Once again, Ava felt transported back to her grandmother’s house where it always smelled of cookies and love. A woman with hair that resembled fluffy white marshmallows looked up from the lone desk as Ava entered.

      “Oh, hello, dear, you must be Ava. I’m Margie.” Her smile lit up the room and her warm demeanor put Ava immediately at ease. Though impeded by her age and a slight limp in her right leg, Margie ambled toward Ava, her weathered hand outstretched. Ava felt as if she were in a dream. Margie reminded her of someone - and not just that grandmother feel - but there was something more.

      “I am.” Ava shook the hand not realizing she had even lifted her own.

      Margie’s other hand closed over their clasped hands, and Ava felt frozen, as if glue held her feet in place. Warmth flooded her along with a feeling of safety, but that was silly. She didn’t even know this woman. “I just know you will have a fantastic time. Let me get you the keys.”

      She dropped their hands, and Ava blinked. The warmth receded from her body though it still circled through the room just out of touch. She followed Margie back to the desk where a stack of papers sat prominently in the middle. Margie rifled through the papers, shaking her head and emitting soft murmurs as she turned the pages. “Ah, here we go. I just need you to sign here.” She handed the paper and a pen to Ava.

      Ava scanned the contract, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary. She was responsible for her own meals and her laundry, but she knew that going in. The cottage also needed to be in the same condition when she left - again, understandable. Only one clause seemed odd. If perhaps the cottage was double booked, she agreed to give it three days before asking for a refund.

      “Does this happen often?” she asked pointing at the odd clause.

      Margie looked down and then waved her hand. “Oh, hardly ever, but it did happen one time, and it makes more sense to have the information there. You know what I mean?”

      “Right, so does this mean if it gets double booked that I have to stay there with someone else for three days to qualify for the refund?”

      Margie’s white hair bounced with her nod. “It does, but again, it hardly ever happens. I’m sure you have nothing to worry about.”

      Ava nodded but in the back of her mind she thought it would be just her luck if it happened to her. Especially when she really needed the quiet. Still, she was here and it was paid for. She signed her name to the bottom and handed the contract back.

      “Wonderful. Here’s the key and the map to get there. It’s a little off the beaten path, so make sure you watch for the signs.”

      The words triggered something in Ava’s head. A memory? A feeling? She wasn’t sure. “What did you say?”

      “I said watch for the signs, dearie.” She placed the key and map in Ava’s hand. “They’re there to guide you.”

      “Right. Thank you.” Those seemed odd words for Margie to say, but the woman was older. Maybe it was her way.

      The map proved a little challenging to follow, and twice Ava almost missed the turn. Only the small wooden signs that read simply Tranquility with an arrow saved her, but the view was worth the challenge when she arrived. The ocean spread, a blue blanket, for as far as she could see. Was this a private beach?

      Warm, salty air caressed her skin as she stepped out of the car. A light breeze ruffled her dark hair, and the sun rained soft kisses on her face. This she could get used to. Fear and worry rolled off her shoulders as she stepped into the cabin which was larger than it had looked in the picture.

      The immediate room welcomed her with a charming fireplace and large plush furniture. Her favorite was a cushy chair in the corner by the window. A lamp nestled behind it as if protecting it with its glow, and the chair faced the window which looked out at the expansive ocean. It would be the perfect place for her to work. She could almost feel the creative energy flowing through her as she pictured sitting there.

      A hallway led out of the room and opened to the kitchen patterned with cottages and beach prints. It wasn’t large, and the only seating was a small table with two chairs, but Ava didn’t figure she would spend much time in here anyway. Long enough to prepare the food, but she’d much rather eat it facing the window or better yet outside. A sliding glass door lay behind the table and it led right out to the beach. Ava could see a small table and two chairs outside. Perhaps that was where she would eat.

      She
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