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Chapter 1: Kansas
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I sat at the small kitchen table in the small bungalow I owned with my two sisters, Mindy and Alyssa, my laptop open and a blank document staring back at me. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee filled the air as Mindy moved around the kitchen, preparing her usual breakfast of oatmeal and fruit. Alyssa, dressed in her vibrant workout gear, was doing her morning stretches in the living room. The space was open-concept but quite small, and the decor was horribly outdated.

Mindy was humming out loud, and Alyssa had the music on just a little too loudly. I sighed and silently yelled at them to be quiet. It was no use. How was I supposed to get any work done when they were constantly making noise around me? Sure, I could work in my room, but it was hard to balance my laptop on my lap, and even with the extra fan underneath, it still burned my legs after too long. There was no room for a desk in the small room. 

Our parents died in a house fire that destroyed our childhood home. It was determined that burning candles left unattended were the culprit of the fire. We all knew it was our mother; she loved those damned things. She’d fallen asleep while they were still burning. We had a rule in our house: no candles, ever. Even if I went into a store or someone else’s house and smelled candles, it brought tears to my eyes. I also never bought anyone candles as a gift. Luckily, the three of us weren’t home.

We did receive some money from the insurance company, but it was only enough to bury our parents and put down a moderate payment on the small bungalow we shared. The house needed a lot of work, and we were slowly chipping away at it, but money was tight for all of us. 

Mindy sat down across from me, her small bowl of oatmeal topped with fresh strawberries and cinnamon—oh, how Mindy loved her cinnamon! She said it was the best ingredient to add to almost everything. And not just any cinnamon—it had to be Ceylon. 

“Another article due?” Mindy asked as she sipped her coffee and then took a scoop of oatmeal. 

“Yeah,” I sighed, running a hand through my disheveled long black hair. “Because I know you’re going to ask, this one’s about urban wildlife. I just need to find the right angle.”

Alyssa bounded into the kitchen, her shoulder-length black hair with pink tips swept up into a ponytail that bounced with every movement. “Good morning! Who’s ready for an amazing day?” She dragged out the word ‘amazing’ like she was at a pep rally trying to inspire her team. She grabbed an apple, sat down, and took a big bite, her hazel eyes sparkling with enthusiasm as she crunched. 

I forced a smile. “Morning, Alyssa. I’m not sure about the amazing part.” I rolled my light gray eyes in defeat.

Alyssa shook her head. “It will only be what you make it to be,” she advised.

I sighed and turned to Mindy. “You’re teaching that new literature class today, right?”

Mindy nodded, her dark brown eyes thoughtful. “Yes, ‘Exploring Contemporary Fiction.’ I’m excited but a bit nervous. It’s always a challenge to engage students with the material.”

I closed my laptop, feeling the walls of the small house closing in on me. “I envy your enthusiasm. You’ll do great, I’m sure. I feel like I’m in a rut. I need something new and different in my life.”

Alyssa wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “You’ll find it, Kansas. Your writing is amazing. Maybe you just need a change of scenery. Why don’t you go to the coffee shop?”

I nodded, appreciating the support but feeling the familiar frustration bubbling beneath the surface. “Maybe. I just wish I had a place of my own. Somewhere I could truly focus.”

I stood, said goodbye to them, and went to my room to put my laptop on my bed and grab my towel. A shower would surely lift my spirits and refresh me.

Later that afternoon, I sat on a park bench, my notebook open on my lap. Sometimes, unplugging myself from technology put me in a better mood. The warm Miami air swept through my hair, tousling it even more than it already was. I lifted my face to feel the heat from the sun and smiled. This was definitely what I needed. 

I turned to watch a red squirrel dart up a tree and began to scribble notes about its behavior. I needed something unique for my article that would captivate my readers.

My phone buzzed with a message from my editor, Janice Tuttenham.

Janice: Need that article by tomorrow. Countin’ on you!

“Great,” I muttered, rubbing my temples. I closed my eyes, trying to summon inspiration. 

Suddenly, I heard a child’s laughter and opened my eyes to see a little girl feeding pigeons. An idea sparked! I quickly jotted down a new angle: “The Unexpected Companions: How Urban Wildlife Brings Joy to City Life.”

Excited, I began to outline my article, feeling the creative flow I’d been missing. As I wrote, I realized how much I needed moments like this—moments of solitude away from the chaos of home.

After outlining my article, I drove further into town to do my errands and spent the afternoon browsing the quaint shops of Lincoln Street. I spotted a new restaurant I’d never seen before and decided to treat myself to a nice Greek chicken souvlaki dinner.

When I returned home, the sound of laughter and chatter greeted me. Alyssa and Mindy were in the living room, watching a movie. I felt a pang of guilt for wanting to leave this lively household, but I knew it was necessary for my personal growth.

“Hey, Kansas!” Alyssa called, patting the spot next to her on the sofa. “Join us. We’re watching ‘The Secret Life of Pets.’ Figured it might give you some ideas.”

I smiled, genuinely touched. “Thanks, but I’ve got to finish my article. Deadline’s tomorrow.”

Mindy turned to me, concern in her eyes. “You okay, Kansas? You’ve seemed stressed lately.”

I took a deep breath, deciding it was time to be honest. “I love you both, but I need my own space. I need a place where I can write without distractions, breathe, and think. I’m sure you both must feel the same way?”

Alyssa’s face fell, but she nodded. “I understand. We want you to be happy and successful. Of course we both want that too.”“ Her eyes widened. “Wait, are you trying to tell us that you’re moving out?”

I smiled, though I was sure it didn’t reach my eyes. “Not right now, but I’m dreaming about it,” I assured her.

“Oh, I get your pain,” Mindy agreed. “I love you both, too, but it sure would be nice to have my own place.”

Feeling a weight lift off my shoulders, I hugged my sisters. “Thank you for listening. I’m going to start looking for writing gigs that pay better.”

I headed to my room, and instead of working on my article right away, I logged into my Amazon account and looked for a desk that I could put at the side of my bed so I could work in my room. It was a temporary solution to my problem, but it would do for now. 

I normally went to bed around midnight but stayed up way too late working on my article. I wanted to get it done so it would free up some time for me to go online and find some more writing jobs to help me with my goal of saving to move out. At 3:00 a.m., I emailed my article to Janice and headed to bed for a restless sleep.
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I gave up trying to sleep around 7 a.m., too wired to fall back asleep, and just laid there thinking about how I needed to bring in more money so I could get my own place. I rarely slept through the night, especially lately. I always had too much on my mind and couldn’t seem to shut it off. I tried various sleeping techniques and found that sometimes visualization worked for me. It didn’t this time, which was unfortunate, but I wasn’t willing to try any type of drugs.

Since I was in the kitchen getting a glass of water, I put Mindy’s pot of coffee on for her and took my water outside on the back deck. The three of us had spent a weekend planting flowers and a lilac tree, which was beautiful. I especially loved the climbing roses that covered the fences. It dawned on me then that I could bring my laptop outside to work. Why hadn’t I ever thought of that before? I laughed at myself. 

I went back inside to retrieve my laptop, and as if on cue, Mindy entered, her glasses perched on her nose and a stack of papers in her hands. “Morning, Kansas. I’ve got lots of essays to grade today. What are you doing up already?”

“Morning, Mindy. I’m just trying to get a head start on the day,” I replied, a hint of weariness in my voice. 

Mindy poured herself some coffee and sat at the table observing me. “You look tired. Late night writing?”

I nodded. “Yeah, I was working on my urban wildlife article. Got it done and sent it to my boss, Janice.”

“She really drives you hard, doesn’t she?” Mindy asked.

“It’s good. I do better with deadlines.” 

Before Mindy could respond, Alyssa bounded into the kitchen, her energy infectious even at this early hour. “Good morning, sisters!” she chirped, grabbing her daily apple. “I’m ready for another day of making people sweat and smile.”

I smiled at Alyssa’s enthusiasm, though a pang of envy tugged at my heart. She seemed to thrive in her role as a personal trainer.

“I’d better get going,” Mindy said as she stood and gathered her papers. “My first class starts in an hour.”

She left with Alyssa trailing behind her to go teach an aerobics class at the gym. 

On my way to the magazine, which was about a 30-minute drive, my hands gripped the steering wheel as I made my way through the rush-hour traffic. The purple Jeep Wrangler had been my constant companion for years, but today, an unfamiliar clanking sound cut through the engine’s steady drone. My heart sank. The sound grew louder when I accelerated. I could feel the stress tightening in my chest, my mind racing with thoughts of repair bills and the possibility of being stranded on the side of the road. 

Thankfully, I made it to work, and the second I got to my office, I called my mechanic. He offered to come and pick it up, so I didn’t have to drive to his shop and back to work. I was lucky that Frank did special favors for me like that, and I knew I could trust him not to rip me off.

I sat at my desk, typing in some ideas for my next article, when Willow Tozzier, my close friend and colleague, breezed into the room. As usual, she had a travel bag slung over her shoulder. Her long, thick, straight blond hair looked like a sheet of silky shredded wheat as it hung to her waist. She sat on the chair across from me and rested her legs on the edge of my desk.

“Make yourself at home,” I said sarcastically with a shake of my head.

“What? It’s comfortable,” Willow said with a grin. She fixed her big gray-blue eyes on me. “You look like you’ve got the weight of the world on your shoulders. Everything okay?”

I forced a smile. “Just car troubles. There’s a strange sound, so Frank’s going to look at it for me. I’m stressing over how much the bill is going to be. I’m trying so hard to save to buy my own place,” I said with a heavy sigh. “I feel like it’s never going to happen.”

“You know what you need? A vacation. Seriously, come with me on one of my assignments. You’ve been cooped up here for too long. It would be good for you to get out and see some different parts of the world.”

My mind wandered to the idea of an exotic getaway, but reality quickly pulled me back. “That sounds amazing, but I can’t afford it right now.”

Willow’s expression softened, but then she snapped her fingers, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “Wait, I’ve got it! Why don’t you pitch to Zuri that you expand your column? You’re already writing about animals—why not take it global? You could do pieces on animals in different countries, which would involve some travel. They’d cover your costs, and you’d get to explore new places. Win-win!”

I blinked, considering the idea. It was bold and something I hadn’t thought of before. “That’s actually a great idea. I mean, it’s a bit of a long shot, but it could work. I’ve certainly proved myself worthy, and it would get me out of this rut. Do you think Zuri would agree to it?”

“Of course, he would! It would mean more copies sold. And it will increase your salary by a lot.” Willow winked.

“Oh, really? Now, that would be worth it.” I felt hopeful. “I’ll put together a proposal.”

“Anytime,” Willow said warmly. “And hey, if it works out, we might even end up on the same trip. Just imagine all the stories we could come back with!”

Willow got up and left as fast as she had arrived, and I was left with several thoughts swirling around my brain.

Several hours later, I sat across from Zuri Diamini, my boss, in his spacious office. He had called me in for a meeting. Zuri leaned forward, his fingers steepled as he met my gaze. “I’ve got quite an opportunity for you. One that could change your life—and your career.”

I raised an eyebrow, my curiosity piqued. “What is it?”

“A good friend of mine, Dawson Lancaster—I’m sure you’ve heard of him—owns a successful hotel chain. He’s decided it’s time to tell his story, to have a biography written about his journey to success. He asked me if I knew of anyone who could take on the project, and immediately I thought of you. I know you usually focus on animals, but this would be a great opportunity for you to expand your writing abilities.”

I blinked, taken aback. “You want me to write his biography?” I was quite shocked. 

Zuri leaned back and nodded. He tilted his head and ran his long fingers along his black beard, his black eyes gazing into mine with excitement. He had gotten his Afro cut back so that it was only about an inch long now, with zigzag patterns running along the sides. His expensive gray silk suit fit him perfectly, accentuating his long, lean body. I loved the accent of the burgundy tie. He looked like he just finished a photoshoot with Versace.

“Yes, I think you’re a perfect candidate for it. You have a way with words, Kansas, and you know how to dig deep to find the heart of a story. This could be huge for you and the magazine. I trust you to make it a great article.”

I felt my pulse quicken. This was big. Huge! “This sounds incredible, Zuri, but what’s the catch?”

Zuri’s expression turned more serious. “There is one thing—Dawson insists that whoever writes his story lives with him for the duration of the project. I know it sounds strange, but he wants full access, someone who can immerse themselves into his world by truly understanding his life. He wants to capture the real essence of him in the article. It’s non-negotiable.”

I frowned, my mind racing uncontrollably. Move in with Dawson Lancaster? The man was everything I couldn’t stand—lavishly wealthy, living in a massive mansion, and spending money on things that seemed so insignificant to me. I’d seen the media portrayals, and none of it sat well with me. “Living with him?” I echoed as I tried to keep the disbelief out of my voice.

“Yes,” Zuri confirmed. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but this is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. If you pull this off, not only will it be a major feather in your cap, but there’s also a substantial payout. One hundred thousand dollars.”

My breath caught. One hundred thousand dollars? That kind of money could change everything for me and my sisters. We could sell the house, pool all the money together, and finally buy our own places. I could finally breathe!

Zuri saw the wheels turning and pressed on. “I know Dawson’s not your favorite person, and I get why you might have reservations about this. But this is a chance to kick start your career in a lucrative way. And let’s be honest, the money alone could really help you out, right?”

I looked at my hands in my lap, the weight of this decision settling over me. I needed the money—badly. And as much as I despised everything Dawson Lancaster seemed to stand for, I couldn’t deny that this was an opportunity I couldn’t afford to pass up.

I looked up, meeting Zuri’s eyes with a firm nod. “I’ll do it. I’ll write his biography.” I almost choked on the words.

Zuri’s smile widened, relief evident in his eyes. “I knew you would. This is going to be big, Kansas. For you, for the magazine—hell, for everyone who reads it. You’re the best person for this job, and I have no doubt you’ll make it a great success.”

I forced a smile, trying to push aside my apprehensions. “Thanks, Zuri. I’ll give it everything I’ve got.”

As I left Zuri’s office, the reality of what I’d just agreed to washed over me in waves of panic. I was about to move in with a man who embodied everything I couldn’t stand, all for the sake of a job I desperately needed. It wasn’t going to be easy, but with one hundred thousand dollars on the line, I knew I had no other choice.

This was my chance to change my life—and my sister’s lives—and I was determined to make the most of it, no matter how awful it got.

Frank called and brought my car back, and I was relieved when he told me it was just the bushings that needed to be replaced, which only cost me $300. I thanked him and drove over to the florist shop where my best friend, Shellene Cosgrove, worked as the manager. 

I caught sight of Shellene’s bright red hair over in the flower freezer and opened the door. “Playing with flowers again, are you?” I teased.

Shellene’s porcelain face beamed back at me. “Hey, girl. So, what brings you to my floral paradise? Need to buy a special arrangement?”

“No, I’m here for you. I thought we could grab some coffee and catch up. I feel like I haven’t seen you in forever!”

“It’s been crazy. Actually, I’ve got something to tell you,” Shellene informed me as she walked around the counter to take her apron off.

“This sounds serious. What’s going on?”

“Let’s go down the street and sit at the cafe and talk. I can take half an hour.” Her dark blue eyes flashed with excitement.

“Deal. Let’s go!” 

We sat down five minutes later and continued our conversation.

“My boss is putting the shop up for sale,” Shellene announced.

“No way! That place has been here a long time. I wonder what’s going to happen to it.”

“I’ve been thinking,” Shellene said shyly. “I might try to buy it.”

I stared at my friend as I processed the news. “Are you serious? That’s amazing! Running a business is a whole different ballgame to what you’re used to.”

Shellene shrugged. “I know, and it’s terrifying but also exciting. I’ve been saving up and running this place for eight years now. I think I can make it work. It feels like the right time, you
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