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			Dedicated to Lindsay. The characters of Charm and I thank you. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1 

			“I’d like a raspberry sorbet…in a cup, please.” Abby Drake’s honey-colored hair framed a face that many might say begged a magazine cover. Her unusual eyes, a shade of rich cognac, captured the breath upon first meeting and after, simply mesmerized the looker. This was the image presented to the man taking her order. The young professional woman didn’t yet know her summer afternoon was about to become one most curious. 

			“Here you go. One raspberry sorbet. Where you from?” A friendly Elbert wiped the counter with a towel, never taking his eyes off Abby. His wiry frame complemented the dairy bar’s narrow space.

			A grinning Abby tasted the sorbet and noticed his name badge. “How’d you know I’m not from here?”. 

			“Easy. No one’s from here.” Elbert offered a dismissive nod. 

			Abby frowned and stepped aside for the next customer. She took her puzzlement to a picnic table tucked under a massive oak tree. Glancing at her watch, Abby’s expression froze. “Two o’clock. That’s not possible. It has to be at least five.” Of course, she thought, there’s a logical explanation. Her watch must have stopped. Releasing a pent-up breath, Abby noticed a mom with her toddler walking past. “Excuse me. Do you have the time?”

			The woman smiled. “It’s a few minutes past two o’clock.” She wiped the ice cream drip from the little boy’s chin and kept going. 

			Abby sat transfixed as the word impossible played in her head. Her travel day had been uneventful until now. What’d happened to the missing three hours? The time was off, way off. 

			Anxiety crept into her mind as she licked the sorbet from the spoon. Abby studied the scene around her. The dairy bar resided in the town’s square. People of all ages wore happy faces as they bustled up and down the sidewalks. The setting appeared typical, and yet, upon closer observation, Abby sensed a kind of peculiarity that defied description. 

			She’d never traveled through the quaint mountain village until a road detour brought her the introduction. Feeling more intrigued, Abby wondered about the town’s name and spied a routed wood sign a few yards away. It was painted in an iridescent gold shade that glowed the word, Charm. Pulling the state map from a straw tote, her frown returned. Charm didn’t exist on the map. 

			“Hello there.” An approaching older woman gentled a gaze on Abby. She moved with the grace born of finishing school. “May I encroach and share the picnic table?”

			“Of course.” Abby admired the beautiful antique cloisonné barrette that held the woman’s silvery hair in a French twist. “I see you’re a fan of sorbets too.” Abby placed the napkin in her empty cup. She debated whether to ask the woman if she’d experienced any strangeness with time.

			“Oh, I confess Elbert’s concoctions call to me almost every summer day. Are you new to Charm?” The woman scooped a spoonful and waited for Abby’s reply. 

			“Yes.” Abby attempted a friendly tone. “I was heading home from a long weekend visiting a friend from college. An unexpected road detour brought me here.” 

			“Ah, detours can become a powerful influencer.” The woman extended her hand. “Forgive me. My name is Gita Greenleaf, and yours?” 

			“Abby Drake.” She clasped Gita’s outstretched hand for a brief second. “You said a detour is—”

			“A powerful influencer, yes.” Gita took another bite.

			“Right now, I’m inclined to agree. Since you live here, maybe you can answer why Charm isn’t on my map. You’re probably going to think me a loon, but I’ve also managed to lose three hours since arriving here.” Abby elected to keep silent about Elbert proclaiming no one was from Charm. Surely, he misspoke. 

			Gita gave an imperceptible smile. “Welcome to Charm.”

			Abby managed a nod and gathered her belongings. “I suppose I should head home.” She paused, considering her next words. “I’d like to return to Charm for a longer visit. The village has a unique vibe. Who knows? Maybe our paths will cross again.” 

			Gita waved to a passing couple. “Perhaps they will, Abby Drake, and soon.” 

			Sitting in her SUV, she felt a strange melancholy envelop her at the thought of leaving. Glancing at her cell phone resting in the console, she deliberated calling Edward but changed her mind. He was probably engrossed in a corporate strategy session. Abby thought how their romance of late seemed a bit off-center. She stole one final glance at Charm and steered toward home. 

			While driving, Abby noticed how the sunlight painted a shimmer on the trees. The passing scene, while beautiful, felt a tad disconcerting. Light can play tricks with the eyes, she told herself and flicked on a jazz music station. “Wait a second. Didn’t I pass that same red barn when I came into town?” She shook her head. “Nah, it’s a look-a-like. Red barns live everywhere.” 

			Abby pulled off the road minutes later and stared out the windshield in disbelief. She was back in Charm.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“Could this day get any stranger?” Abby blew out an exasperated breath and decided to reverse direction and leave town the way she’d entered. Maybe there was a side road to take her around the crazy detour. She drove for twenty minutes and found no intersecting roads. Instead, she was looped back to Charm. The detour had morphed into what? She needed answers that made sense and directions out of this village. Edward flashed in her mind. Yes, she’d try calling him. 

			“Edward Worth,” he answered, with a tone of impatience.

			“It’s Abby. Sorry to intrude on your day, but I’m desperate for some guidance.”

			“Now isn’t good,” he whispered. “I’m with clients.”

			“Wait, don’t hang up. You have to help me. I got rerouted by a road detour and ended up in a town called Charm.”

			“That’s nice—”

			Abby’s voice rose an octave. “No, it isn’t nice, Edward. I can’t seem to get out of here. The road keeps circling me back. It’s making me crazy. Can you please look at a map and see—?”

			“Listen. As I recall, one of your college majors was geography. At twenty-nine years of age, if you can’t find your way to Crestview, then I’m with the wrong woman. Speaking of which, lately, I’ve been wondering if we could use a break from each other. Let’s talk about us tomorrow.” Edward clicked off.

			Did her boyfriend just end things over the phone while she sat dazed and confused in some village called Charm? “Edward, you’re a big jerk. Whenever I get home, I’m telling that to your smug face and probably a whole lot more.” Now what? She needed directions and a current map she could interpret. Abby shifted the vehicle into drive.

			Snagging a parking place next to a visitor’s kiosk, her face brightened. Help awaited.

			Two grey-haired dapper gentlemen greeted Abby with friendly expressions. “Afternoon there, missy. Do you need some assistance?” asked the one wearing a navy ballcap. 

			“Hello, fellows. Do you happen to have a current map? Mine is a few years old, and for some unknown reason, Charm isn’t on it.”

			“Bill, grab this young lady a map. Don’t you fret. Our maps show Charm.”

			“Thanks, Bob,” replied Abby, seeing his name monogrammed on the polo shirt. She studied both men’s faces. “You’re twins, Bill and Bob. That’s neat, and you both live here too?”

			“Yes. Things kind of worked out that way. Wouldn’t you say, Bill? He’s the quiet one,” said Bob, elbowing his brother.

			“Don’t pay any attention to him. I only seem quiet because he never shuts his trap,” teased Bill.

			Abby laughed. “Thanks for that dose of humor. After my last half hour, you two are a welcome diversion.” She unfolded the map on the counter and felt her frown return.

			“Problem?” Bob peeked at the diagram.

			“Uh, Bob and Bill, I don’t see any roads intersecting with Charm. That’s what I just experienced trying to drive home. I’m from Crestview over an hour away, and I—” She gulped. “Where has my highway gone?” Abby looked at the two sympathetic faces as panic swept through her body. Wooziness claimed her.

			“Uh oh, she’s lost the color in those cheeks. Bob, get her a soda.” Bill came from behind the kiosk and led Abby to a bench. He fanned her with his red ballcap. “There now, lass. Everything is fine.” He took the can from his brother and popped the tab. “Take a swig.”

			Abby nodded and drank. The carbonation seemed to revive her enough to speak. “Thank you. I’m so confused that I don’t even know what to ask first. Maybe—”

			“That’s okay. Happens to most everyone arriving here. Just you relax a few minutes and drink the cola,” encouraged Bill. 

			Bob knelt at Abby’s feet. “The quiet one is right. You relax and take some deep breaths of our special mountain air.”

			Abby gave a nod and inhaled. She filled her lungs and felt an unexpected peace envelop her within seconds. What did Bill mean that her type of reaction happened to nearly everyone arriving in Charm? She scrutinized both men’s faces. They appeared sincere and caring. Abby sought other explanations for the unfolding folly. Running quick scenarios, she chose the most logical. A dream…yes, this was all some type of vivid—or was it a lucid—dream? She closed her eyes, counted backward from ten, and pinched her arm. Now she’d wake up to another humdrum workday in the cosmeceutical lab. Abby opened her eyes to Bill and Bob’s concerned faces.

			“Methinks she went with the most popular option of ‘it’s just a dream.’” Bob winked. “Didn’t you, gal?”

			“How did you guess? Can someone please tell me what’s going on before I turn completely crackers?” Abby begged. 

			From the corner of her eye, she watched as a rakishly handsome man in his early thirties approached. Intelligent eyes, the color of Ireland’s Emerald Isle, studied her. He paused to assess the three with an expression of amusement but also something else—understanding. “Hey there, fellows. How about introducing me to our newest arrival?”

			Abby repeated the words. “Newest arrival? What does he mean?” Her focus darted to Bill and then Bob.

			Bill ignored Abby and her questions. “We can’t introduce you. We don’t know this young woman’s name.” 

			She’d pretend it was a typical day and apply her best manners. “Sorry. I’m Abby Drake, who desperately wants to go home. And I might add, is failing horribly in the pursuit.” She’d tried to present her sociable side, but the threatening tears and tremble in her voice squelched the attempt. Tranquility tried to reclaim her, but she dismissed the emotion. Staring at three strangers, her throat tightened. “I simply must return to Crestview. Surely you’ve heard of it?”

			“Ah, a city dweller. Abby Drake, I’m pleased to meet you. I’m Nash Walker, and I’d like to help. Would that be okay?” He handed her a white handkerchief.

			Abby bobbed her head. She liked how Nash’s voice sounded. It was a kind voice with a tone of empathy. Still, he wasn’t exactly forthcoming with a route out of town. Abby grabbed another cleansing breath. Maybe this Nash wanted to make certain her mental state had calmed. To leave, she must act collected. Her eyes crinkled at the corners. She’d show the men her best cool cucumber face and make another stab at escaping.

			Nash’s eyes studied Abby. “Are you feeling better? Should we let these two Charm greeters get back to their kiosk?” 

			“Much better.” She turned to Bill and Bob. “I’m so sorry to have pulled you away, but thanks for the drink and—”

			“No problem, Miss Abby. Nash excels at answering all manner of Charm questions. He’s our mayor. Anyway, you’re in the best hands when it comes to explaining how things behave around here. Isn’t that right?” Bob elbowed his twin. “This is the place where you say, ‘Right you are, Bob.’”

			“Right you are, Bob,” parroted an amused Bill. “Come on, brother, it’s almost quitting time. We’ve got to close up the booth. Abby, maybe we’ll see you again soon.”

			“Thanks again for everything. Please don’t feel offended if I say I hope we don’t see each other later.” Abby conjured a weak smile, along with her hope of being right. Keep acting calm, she admonished herself. The mayor had her ticket home, and all she had to do was cajole it from him. 

			Nash sat next to her on the bench. “I assume the detour brought you to Charm?”

			“Yes, and ate up three hours which I can’t account for. At first, I thought my watch had stopped because I’d been driving for almost five hours. You see, I left Timon around noon, and that’s certainly not two hours from the northeastern part of Georgia. That’s where we are. Isn’t it?” Abby flailed her arms at the whole disorientation. “None of this makes a lick of sense.”

			Nash’s expression grew more attentive. “You’re right about that. So, you arrived here and managed to lose three hours. Go on.”

			“You do believe me?” Abby hesitated.

			“Without a single doubt, I believe you. Please finish your story.”

			“Whew, that’s a relief. I’d hate to waste even more time trying to convince you I’m not some nutter.” Abby managed to find her grin. She studied Nash’s face. His hair was darker than coal and neatly trimmed, but it was his green eyes that drew her in. For some inexplicable reason, she trusted the guy. “Care to hear more of my saga?”

			Nash chuckled. “I would.”

			Abby grabbed a breath. “Next, the strangest thing happened when I took the road north out of town—”

			“You ended up back here with us.” Nash watched a towheaded girl attempt to push her younger brother in a swing.

			“Yes, right back here. I even tried reversing the route, thinking I could simply go south to where I picked up the detour, but no. The road had become a closed circle. Even the detour signs had disappeared. Vamoosed into the ether.” Abby snapped her fingers. “In fact, there weren’t many signs. All I saw was beautiful mountain topography. Homes and farms were bathed in this odd iridescent sunlight. I know this sounds implausible, but that’s my tale of woe and woo-woo.”

			Nash hid his amusement with his hand and remained silent.

			Abby sighed. “Right this minute, I only care about the answer to one question. How can I leave Charm?”

			Nash twisted to face Abby. His expression grew somber. “You can’t.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			“Whatever do you mean I can’t leave Charm? I’m expected at home. I’ve got an important research job. I’ve got a life in Crestview. I’ve got—correction, I had a boyfriend up until an hour ago.” Abby grabbed a breath, wondering what made her spill about her disintegrating love life. “Listen, Nash, I truly appreciate your listening, and I’d like to take you up on that offer to help me. Here are my map and a pen. Would you please highlight the route out of here? Clearly, I keep missing the unmarked road. Maybe the road guys pulled the detour sign? I don’t know.” Abby’s tone turned to a pleading. “Please, have at it.”

			Nash pushed the map and pen aside and looked directly at her. “You’re not missing the road. You’re missing the explanation for what’s happening to you.”

			Abby jumped up. “What explanation? Am I having some psychotic episode? At this moment, I’d welcome that diagnosis over—”

			Nash stood. His features remained relaxed. “Let us take a walk. I’d like to show you a nearby waterfall.”

			“Please excuse my rudeness, but I don’t have time to see your waterfall. I want to get home before dark. Tell me this explanation and send me on my way out of Narnia,” said Abby, recalling author C.S. Lewis’s novel The Chronicles of Narnia.

			Laughter overcame Nash. “Now, that’s a novel explanation. Don’t pardon that pun. The waterfall asks for a ten-minute walk. In case you’re worried about your safety, don’t. I have references besides the B-Boys.”

			“The B-Boys?” Abby’s eyebrow raised. “You mean Bill and Bob?” She kept the smile inside. The guy was nice enough, and why his handsomeness registered on her mind in the middle of this insanity, she couldn’t say. 

			“Come on. Trust me, the view is worth the time invested.” Nash walked over to the two children at the swings. “Hi, Aubrey and Will. Need a push?”

			Aubrey nodded, displaying a missing bottom tooth. “Would you get Will swinging? I’m plum tuckered.” The little girl went to stand next to Abby. 

			“I suppose they’re your character references?” Abby’s smile broke through when Aubrey reached for her hand. 

			“Kids don’t lie,” replied Nash as he released Will’s swing. 

			“Keep pushing him, or it will stop,” Aubrey hollered to Nash before turning to Abby. “You’re pretty. What’s your name?”

			“Thank you for the compliment, and my name is Abby, and you’re Aubrey. Both our names start with the letter A. Isn’t that neat?” Geez, she was acting like everything was hunky-dory, talking to a six-year-old. The serene feeling inside of her kept intruding. What’s in Charm’s air? she wondered.

			“I like things that start with A, like apple, angels, and artichokes.” Aubrey hopped around, expending energy. “I also like the letter N because it spells Nash.”

			“See how I’m beloved?” Nash gave Will one more strong shove. “See you later, kids. Ready to see that waterfall?”

			“Sure. If it means you’ll help me get home sooner, then lead the way.” Abby waved goodbye to Aubrey and Will. “They’re beyond precious. Lucky parents.”

			“Lucky parent—that’s my sister.” Nash didn’t slow his gait.

			“Hold on a sec—about that biased reference, Mr. Walker—”

			“The best kind, Ms. Drake,” Nash teased. “I’m putting on my mayor’s hat. As you’ve likely noticed, our town square is flanked on three sides by businesses. The remaining side has been left to nature’s decorating. We’re taking the wide path to your right into the woods.”

			After walking a few hundred yards, Abby paused. Her eyes feasted on her surroundings. “I’ve never seen anything so awash in vivid colors like the land around Charm. The glistening ferns on the forest floor seem to sway together in unison with the breeze. They look like a giant green wave.” Abby pointed. “What’s with the bluebirds hanging out with the blue butterflies? And the sunlight acts like a spotlight on everything, including you.” She quieted and shook her head at the sensory overload.

			“That’s some keen observing. Give me one word to describe what you’re experiencing.” Nash’s hand swept wide.

			Abby grew thoughtful by the odd question. “Enchantment. Yes, that’s my word.” 

			“Enchantment earns you a gold star. You’ve made a divine kind of connection to Charm. Want to ask me questions while we walk?” Nash picked a rainbow petaled wildflower and handed it to Abby. “Souvenir of our first meeting.”

			“Thank you. What a unique flower.” Abby glanced in Nash’s direction. “As for questions, I’ve no shortage of that inventory. I’m starting with the most obvious. “Why can’t I leave Charm?”

			“Because Charm has something you desire, something you need to tap into. Call it your life’s intention.” Nash halted and turned to Abby. “Look, I know what you’re thinking. How can this curious mountain village in North Georgia have anything of value to offer when all I want is out of here?”

			“Bingo.” Abby followed the confounding man to a carved tree trunk seat. 

			“What I’m about to share won’t sit well, and words like impossible and mystifying frequently get used by newcomers like you. It’s okay to feel whatever shows up. When I told you earlier that you can’t leave, that was true. You can hop in your vehicle and take as many turns around the road as you like, but you’ll end up back in Charm. How long you choose to argue and doubt that truth is up to you, Abby. You’re exactly where you’re supposed to be, at this moment, on July tenth…with all of us…in Charm.”

			“My inventory of questions just grew exponentially. Okay, for some reason that defies my logical brain, I’m inclined to accept my exit road is currently MIA. However, your explanation sounds— Oh, never mind.” Abby grabbed another breath. “Say I pull the thread on your mysterious reveal and accept that I’ve traveled through some wormhole to tap into my life purpose, or whatever you called it.”

			“Your life’s intention,” supplied Nash.

			“Right, that.” Abby gave a quick nod. “I’m wondering why me? Why not the white sedan that passed me at the detour?”

			A smile played about Nash’s lips. “I appreciate an easy question. Because that driver didn’t have your gifts.”

			“Do tell. What are these gifts?” Abby watched a squirrel give a broken nut to a bluebird. “Did you see that?”

			“Every day. As for your gifts, through a series of what we call lessons, you’ll soon become a kind of explorer and figure that out.”

			“What am I? A modern-day female, Ferdinanda Magellan, skipping around in dimensions? This all sounds outrageous, bizarre, and flat out weird,” Abby huffed. “Not to mention impossible.”

			“I agree. In fact, I felt exactly the same as you when I arrived in Charm, maybe even more disbelieving. I came to understand my mind’s rationale could no longer serve me as it had before. Until I made a shift away from relying on my mind, my dubious discontent woke with me every morning.”

			“Dubious discontent?” Abby tossed the two words around in her head. “Hmm, that’s an apt description. Listen, I don’t have a clue what to think or do next. Can you promise me what I’m experiencing is real and not some psychedelic flight of fancy? Triggered by what I assumed were portobello mushrooms on my lunch pizza? Maybe they weren’t. Maybe they were Magic Mushrooms.” Abby observed the same bluebird drop a blackberry to the squirrel. Her eyes grew wider. “Did you catch that?”

			“I did. Those two are teachers, in case you’re wondering,” Nash replied. “Hear this, Abby. I have so much to share with you, as do others here. You’re about to embark on a quest, an exciting, life-changing quest. Start from that place, and then you must try to accept things as they appear.”

			“Hold on. You expect me to go merrily along with what you’re saying? Listen, mister, I’m closer to throwing a hissy fit than swallowing this guff.”

			Nash’s eyes reflected indulgence. “You may throw any kind of fit that suits your mood. I’ve witnessed some doozies. Tell me, Abby, is that really what you want to do? If so, I don’t have any other commitments for the rest of the day. Hissy with abandon.” Nash grinned and sprinkled nuts on the ground for the squirrels. 

			Abby paused to get a read on him. The rascal was failing at hiding his amusement, which to her shock, awakened hers. The simmering anger evaporated. She grabbed some nuts from Nash’s hand and offered them to a begging squirrel. “Maybe I’ll take a raincheck on my hissy. I’d prefer to save it and allow my incredulous feeling over my state of affairs to build.” Abby managed to grin at the absurdity of their conversation. 

			“Your choice. I’m amenable.” Nash dusted off his hands. 

			“Moving on. Let me get this straight.” Abby sucked in a breath. “You’re saying I need to accept Charm is my lot and forget my other life? I shouldn’t even try to noodle out an escape plan because it’s closed temporarily until I do my lessons and discern life’s secrets?” 

			Emotions of jollity and compassion vied for dominance on Nash’s face. “Yes, something like that.”

			The absurdity and futility of her situation forced Abby to tap her sarcasm gene. “How’s this?” Enacting a fairytale character persona, she clapped her hands and blinked three times. “Shazam! I’m one with Charm and all that is Charm. Now, I go home.” 

			As soon as the words left Abby’s lips, something peculiar happened. With eyes closed, her mind quieted, and air that smelled like ambrosia infused her body. The sensation flooded Abby with utter and complete peace. Every cell in her body felt bathed in it. She couldn’t explain the why. Unable to process what was happening, her mind’s chatter ceased. She was wading into the unknown. Only when a bird chirped and intruded into the silence did her eyes open. 

			Having witnessed Abby’s shift, a pleased Nash nodded. “Are you feeling more at one with Charm?”

			“Crazy as this sounds, I think so. At least for the moment anyway. I don’t understand any of what’s happening here, and I lack rational explanations. It appears I’m trapped in this place, at least for now.” Abby stood and put her hands on her hips. “Make no mistake, going home with the speed of light remains my primary goal. That’s not changed. Are we clear on that part?” 

			“Yes, we’re clear on that part.” Nash’s demeanor lightened. “In a bit, we’ll need to focus on some basic needs—for example, food and shelter.”

			“Goodness, I hadn’t gotten to that place yet. I hope Charm takes plastic?” Abby noticed the amused expression return to Nash’s face.

			“We don’t use or need money here. Before you react, that’ll get explained to your satisfaction later, but first, the waterfall wants to meet you.” Nash rose and offered his hand.

			Abby took it, sensing a subtle tingle move through her body. She dismissed the feeling and blamed it on some exotic male pheromones. Despite finding herself stuck in Charm, evidently, her body still reacted to a man who checked all the boxes on masculine appeal. 

			Tossing the thoughts aside, Abby turned to Nash. “I suppose I’m accruing some big debt to you.” She halted, contemplating her next words. The whole encounter felt more and more surreal. She tapped Nash’s shoulder. “Here’s a thought. If Charm has a shrink, you might want to refer me first thing tomorrow, assuming I’m here, of course. I’m past willing.” She grabbed another breath of ambrosia.

			Nash chuckled. “We don’t require that particular doctor in Charm. Nor do you. Come on.” 

			They walked the short distance in silence while Abby observed nature’s expression. All of the nearby trees appeared to grow in a protective way, creating the image of a woven ceiling over the path. Rhododendrons and laurels provided a wall of green thickets. The sun’s rays cast dancing light upon the trail, showcasing particular fauna and flora. Abby surmised the scene existed as a kind of prologue for the waterfall. 

			“We’re almost there. Do you feel the serenity and the coolness?” Nash drew in a deep breath. 

			“I do. Plus, I’ve been admiring the trees. They’re like living sculptures. Still, my mind has run amuck, bringing all matters of worries to me. If I must remain in Charmville for these so-called lessons, I need to let my friends and coworkers know my return is delayed. Can you offer any plausible ideas on how I might explain—the unexplainable?” Abby’s head turned to Nash. 

			“Okay, those questions carry weight.” Nash grew thoughtful. “Let’s enlighten and unburden you. First, your cell phone will quit functioning by nightfall, so those necessary calls should go out soon. Second, as you know it, technology doesn’t exist in Charm. Last, you tell others only what they’re capable of accepting, which frankly, isn’t much.” Nash paused. “I’m expecting the customary reaction of anger and defiance to find you upon learning about the disconnect.” 

			Abby stared, thinking she had a choice in how to react. She didn’t. The sweet-scented air held her captive to Charm’s…bewitching charm. “Talk about going off the grid with no tech. You all nailed that big time. Believe it or not, Nash Walker, that’s the best thing you’ve told me so far.” A chuckle escaped.

			“No tech is my best offering? That’s disappointing.” Nash rubbed his finely chiseled jaw.

			“Not at all. I hate technology, and it hates me back. Colleagues have banned me from entering their offices or labs because I cause their equipment and readings to go haywire. Yes, that’s the best news ever. I’m free to roam about Charm without apology.” Abby resumed walking. “Am I right?” she hollered over her shoulder. 

			Nash jogged to catch up. “Roaming is encouraged. See? You fit in already.”

			“I’d hardly jump to that conclusion. Believe me. I’m an emotional mess inside. You can’t see it, but it’s in there simmering away.” Abby picked up her pace. 

			“And that’s why you’re here,” Nash replied. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			The trail made a surprise ninety-degree turn, setting up the magnificent reveal of an extraordinary waterfall. Abby felt sure what she gazed at couldn’t exist on planet Earth. Yet, here she stood, awed as water cascaded off giant slabs of granite sculpted in shapes that defied any rational explanation. Glimpses of angels and cherubs’ faces were visible as the water shifted flow from the ledge. Once more, the sun’s refraction and reflection qualities transformed the falling water into a liquid rainbow. 

			The lush green vegetation served as the backdrop, but one more surprise greeted and challenged Abby’s senses. Her excitement bubbled inside as she gazed at the unknown varieties of colorful orchids and flora begging her discerning botanist’s eye. She basked in the waterfall’s mist. Charm kept presenting its enchantments, making her doubt the concept of the mind’s reality. 

			“See? I told you this was worth the walk.” Nash stole a breath. “Spectacular splendor is what my friend, Gita, calls Angel Cascade. I find the name fitting. Don’t you?” Nash’s arm indicated wood slatted chairs scattered around the area. 

			“I think the name’s perfect. Actually, I met Gita earlier today over our sorbets.” Abby shook her head. “At this rate, I’ll have to stay here forever to get all my questions answered. The list is flirting with becoming endless.” She sat down next to Nash. 

			“Now I know you and Gita will soon enjoy more of each other’s company. She’s quite the wisdom teacher, though she hates all labels we try to hang on her.” Nash’s words held a lightheartedness.

			“So, that declaration produced another half dozen questions. I may need to put duct tape on your mouth if we’re going to make any progress before I leave Charm,” Abby volleyed back.

			“Point made. I knew you were an avid questioner. My best suggestion is to consider avoiding any esoteric stream of thought since you only arrived.” Nash stretched out his legs.

			Abby judged Nash’s expression. He was serious, so she swallowed her sassy retort. “Since the next order of business involves me making these difficult phone calls, can you offer Charm’s brand of guidance on what I’m to say? Notice there isn’t a drop of esoteric woo-woo in that question.”

			Nash’s eyebrow lifted. “It’s chock full of both, but worry not. I’m told side-stepping is one of my talents. First, who do you need, not want, to contact?”

			Abby’s eyes connected with the pool of water at the base of the cascade. “Hmm, I guess there’s a difference between who I want to call and who I need to call. Would you mind if I take a stroll over to the falls? I’d like a closer look at what my eyes and brain can’t process.” Abby extended her arm, pointing toward the flowers. “I’ll bring the answers back with me.” 

			“Enjoy. I’m not going anywhere.” Nash closed his eyes, signaling Abby she was free to do as she wished. 

			Finding a smooth rock by the pool, Abby slipped off her sandals and sat down. She dangled her feet in the cool multi-colored water and felt an intriguing kind of energy humming through her body. Never had her studies and research led to a discovery of such a diverse habitat. Fascinated, the scientist part of her decided to do an experiment. As the rose-colored water swirled past, she dipped her index finger in and was rewarded with what felt like a gentle pulsing. When she repeated the exercise choosing violet water, the feeling intensified, proving violet’s frequency exhibited greater energy. Was there documented research on this phenomenon? Did all colors carry influencing powers? How did this moving liquid rainbow affect what grew nearby? Abby’s keen inquisitive nature awakened like never before. Her mind now fully engaged, she hungered to delve deeper into Charm’s many secrets. 

			Abby reflected back in time. As a child, all colors had spoken to her. She recalled arranging her jumbo box of crayons to mimic a prism. Abby thought of the clothes hanging in her closet. They were organized the same way. Color had always fed her spirit, and what Charm offered flooded her with joy.

			Abby’s attention shifted to the flowers and plants scattered around the pool, inviting her to draw closer. The fragrance coming from a group of orchids made her stop. Mouth agape, she stared at an unknown variety. The perfume identified the flower, but the petals weren’t typical. What she touched in reverence and awe were two long azure blue tendrils growing in a place they didn’t belong. 

			Taking in the array of altered flora produced the needed answer to explain her fate. Acknowledging the present irresolvable circumstances that had befallen her, Abby returned to Nash, ready to make the calls.

			She noticed Nash’s eyes were still closed, allowing her the opportunity to study him. Well over six feet tall, he owned a face and body any Hollywood director would cast as the hero. There was an indescribable something about the guy, a kind of magnetism. Perhaps she finally understood the power of attraction. Was Nash asleep or meditating? Should she disturb him or slip away to make her calls? His voice jolted her.

			“So tell me, fair maiden, if you’ve completed your assessment of me, did you find clarity for making the calls?” Nash’s dimples appeared.

			Abby ignored the embarrassing flushing of her cheeks. “Depends,” she tossed back.

			“On what?” countered Nash.

			“On if you’ll let me snap a few photos of the orchids. I need them for my pitch.”

			“What pitch?” Nash frowned.

			“The pitch to explain the reason for my tardy return when I call my employer. You see, I work for a large skincare company. We formulate products by emulating and tweaking the properties found in flowers. Never mind all of that.” Abby marveled again at how nonchalant she was handling this brave new Charm world she was inhabiting. 

			Nash looked perplexed. “Might you elaborate on this grand telephoning plan?”

			The corners of Abby’s mouth turned up. “My grand plan, as you call it, begins by identifying the problem and solution. The problem is I need my boss and friends to buy what I’m selling.”

			“What are you selling, Abby?” Nash took the bait.

			“First, I’m selling my boss on the discovery of the rare orchids growing by the pool. Orchids that shouldn’t exist in Charm but do. I’m selling that these orchids have chosen different colored corollas while maintaining their genus. I’m selling that by allowing me to remain here and study this phenomenon, I’ll bring him notoriety and garner us no shortage of research funding. That’s why I need pictures of the flowers as my proof. Understand?” Abby’s unbridled enthusiasm was evident. 

			“I comprehend now that you elaborated. It’s a great strategy. In fact, I’d buy what you’re selling, and I’m not easy.” Nash chuckled. “Take the photos, but with one caveat. You can’t divulge your location to your boss or the others.”

			Abby’s eleven lines appeared between her eyes. “But—”

			“No buts. Remember that Charm doesn’t exist on traditional maps. You must tell everyone to do this research you’ve agreed to keep the location a secret. Surely you see the wisdom in that caveat.” Nash paused. “Will you accept my terms?”

			“I suppose,” replied Abby, considering the merits of Nash’s words. As far as running her day-to-day life, if she was gone for merely a few weeks, her bills and condo would fare fine. To play it safe, she would ask her friend in the next condo to handle things. They’d exchanged keys years ago to help each other during extended away trips. Abby could dismiss that worry. 

			“Got things set in your head?” asked Nash.

			She turned her focus back to him. “Yes, I believe I’ve got things figured out. You’re right. Not telling where I am is the best way to handle my abduction by Charm.” The corners of her mouth turned up against her will.

			“Super. How about friends and family? Any problems there?” Nash settled back, relaxed.

			“I don’t have any family. I’m adopted, and both my parents were botanists. Five years ago, they traveled to the Congo Basin. They couldn’t resist the call of ten-thousand species of tropical plants.” She felt her throat tighten with emotion. 

			Nash nodded. “So, your love for plants got imprinted by your parents. I’m sure they were proud of you.”

			Abby’s face brightened for a moment. “Yes, they were. Anyway, my father heard stories about some remarkable changes taking place with the Heliconia.”

			“Pardon?” asked Nash.

			“You can call it a parrot flower,” Abby replied, amused. “You see, my parents’ work focused on the healing properties of plants. I’m about to digress, but did you know that one international institute has found over fourteen-hundred plants to fight a single disease?” 

			“I did not. Fascinating. Go on. I’m intrigued.” Nash pushed his sunglasses atop his head.

			Abby gave a quick nod, wanting to hurry past the last part. “I’ll give you the short version. My parents went missing while on a field study. The authorities found no evidence of them, so eventually, they were presumed dead.” Abby swiped at the stray tear. 

			Nash touched Abby’s forearm. “Perhaps while you’re in Charm, more healing can happen.” 

			Abby nodded. “Since they weren’t found, I never got any real closure. That healing gift I’d gladly accept.” She grew quiet, letting her thoughts return to who to call first. “Guess I should get this drill done. I’ve one close girlfriend who lives in my condo building. She can inform my other friends that I’m off doing field research.” Abby paused, considering Edward. “I imagine my soon-to-be-ex boyfriend, Edward, warrants a call. That’s everyone.” 

			“So, by my tally, that’s three calls. You’ve got a simple story to tell that’s true and meets Charm’s criteria. Ready to get this done?”

			“I suppose, but what answer do I give for when I’m coming home?” Abby reached for her cell phone. 

			“Want to hear what I told my family and friends?” Amusement claimed Nash’s face.

			“Judging by your expression, this should be entertaining. At this moment in Charm time, I need levity, lots of it. Don’t disappoint this wayward woman.” Abby leaned forward, anticipating.

			“I told everyone that I was prospecting for gold in these here mountains.” Nash released a laugh.

			“Seriously? Gold?” Abby joined in, laughing.

			“Before you pass sentence, I’m a geologist and archeologist. Like any explorer, ancient texts spoke my language. I’d read about a rich vein of gold hidden in these mountains. Did I say rich vein?” asked a playful Nash.

			“I believe you did. Is there more to tell, or do you plan to leave me hanging?”

			“I plan to leave you hanging for now. Just know the tale brought out no small amount of skepticism and teasing from my six people. Listen, I’m going to sit on that slab of diorite by the falls, so you have this space to yourself. Join me once you’re done.” 

			Abby stood. “I plan to snap a few photos first and then call my boss. Wish me luck.”

			“You’re in Charm. No luck required. Good luck,” joked Nash before walking away. 

			Armed with a handful of spectacular shots of the rare orchids, Abby took a cleansing breath and rang her boss. She suspended expectations and discovered that it felt freeing. “Good evening, Maurice. It’s Abby. Are you still in the lab?”

			“I am. We’re making significant progress with altering retinoids at the molecular level and making nature’s Vitamin A superior and highly stable. Your discovery last week really pushed us ahead of schedule. Here’s some good news. The corporate dynamos on the top floor have stopped threatening to cut our staff. Sorry, I got carried away. Wait a sec, you never call me after hours unless you’ve had some breakthrough. What’s up?” 

			Abby forced a chuckle to keep the easy comradery going. “To tell the truth, Maurice, I do have kind of a breakthrough story to share. It’s exciting and couldn’t wait. Coming home, a sudden road detour brought me to the most incredible orchid find. Prepare to have your lid flipped. I texted you seven photos as a sampling. Take a gander.” Abby waited with breath held.

			“What I’m staring at is impossible. A species of orchid morphed into colors never seen before. And the other two rarities with the same changes….”

			“Incredible, aren’t they? As you know, I’ve postulated the rarer orchids possess anti-aging properties that haven’t been studied.” Abby’s enthusiasm took off and surprised her. 

			“Yes, yes, tell me more.” Maurice mirrored her excitement. “By the way, I thought you were going someplace in southern Georgia and not a tropical locale.”

			Abby laughed and dodged the answer. “You know how I love spur of the moment. Anyway, I’d like to remain here secreted away so I can study these novel plants in their natural habitat. If I can prove my claim and deliver you a paper, it means our department—”

			“Will garner serious acclaim, and investors will flock. Yes, Abby, you must do this work. You’re gifted with instincts like no other botanist in my sphere. Take the time you need, and I’ll protect your position with the company. Bring home the ‘fountain of youth’ and revive Ponce de Leon’s claim.”

			“I’ll try to make you and Ponce proud. So, you’re fine with this plan?” pressed Abby.

			“Of course. All I ask is that you check in with me weekly. Again, I’d appreciate knowing your exact location,” Maurice stated.

			“That brings us to the two stipulations placed on me. I can’t divulge where I am because the village doesn’t want all manner of people showing up. It’s a private and unique community of…nature lovers. And swallow your coming oath. After we hang up, I can’t use any form of technology while here. They feel it corrupts—” 

			“I’ve heard enough. Those types can be tricky to work around.” Maurice grew quiet. “Okay, okay. Have it their way. I assume you’ve got what you need to stay on and do this work. Without those pictures to show and tell, I’d not agree to any of these terms. You know this, right?”

			“I do. Thank you for trusting in me. I’ll deliver on my promise, Maurice. Unless you have more to add, I need to go. Don’t worry about my safety or wellbeing. I’m in a place that I can only describe as enchanting.” Abby glanced around, thinking if her boss only knew the whole story.

			“Makes me wish I was there too,” Maurice sighed. “Hurry back to us, and good luck, Abby.”

			“I’m told luck isn’t needed here, but thanks. Goodbye, and tell everyone there I’m already missing them.” Abby disconnected, feeling a touch of sadness, but only a touch. 

			Next on the short list was her best friend, Lisa. She pushed the button noticing her bar had dropped to one, and the battery was nearly depleted. “Charm’s effect,” she said out loud. She got Lisa’s voicemail. Abby activated her story. She laid the cell phone to the side, feeling disappointed not to have spoken to her friend. Refusing her mind’s attempt to interfere and bring more niggling doubts forward, she called the jerk. This time it felt like a reward that Edward didn’t answer. Abby left a brief message that her research was delaying her return for an unspecified time, and under the circumstances, he should move forward dating others. That was the only call that left her feeling liberated. They should have ended things long ago. Abby took that emotion with her to where Charm’s mayor waited. 

			“Mission accomplished?” Nash patted the boulder next to him. 

			“Mission accomplished. This all feels so nuts to me. What am I saying? It is nuts.” Abby sighed.

			“Do you want to talk about the three calls? I guess reality—”

			“Reality? Who knows anymore what’s real? Here I sit, cocooned in la-la land and wondering what’s going to happen next.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			“You’re asking what’s next besides your gazillion questions chasing me?” Nash’s expression showed playfulness. “How about we do some grounding? That’s what Gita calls it.” 

			“Grounding? In Charm? That’s got to be the best oxymoron ever spoken. I’m staring at orchid varieties that shouldn’t exist, not to mention other unknown exotic plants scattered around the falls. And never mind how I got here—wherever here is on Bill and Bob’s magical map. I’ll have none of your woo-woo grounding, thank you very much.” Abby tilted her head, considering. “I’m a definite pass…maybe.”

			“Okay, under the circumstances, I concede that you’ve ticked off some valid points.” Nash hollered hello to a group of passing hikers before returning his attention to Abby. “Let’s go, Ms. Drake. You’ll have more opportunities to visit the orchids, but you need dinner and a place to bunk right now. That’s my version of grounding.” Nash offered his hand.

			Abby noted her cell phone had shut off. She’d officially lost contact with the outside world. Gratefully, she clasped Nash’s hand. At least that felt real. “Okay, Mr. Mayor, I suppose you’re right on all counts. Tell me, is there a nice grounding B&B in town?”

			“Yes, but I’ve got a better offer.” Nash waved to a couple walking a terrier. 

			Abby cocked her eyebrow. “You must know everyone in Charm. Never mind. What’s your offer? Beggars can’t be choosey and all that.” 

			Nash moved a fallen limb. “I’m inviting you to spend a few days at my home. Before you get the wrong idea, my sister, Bella, along with Aubrey and Will, live with me.”

			Abby halted. “Gosh, that’s super nice of you, but I couldn’t possibly intrude. I mean, you don’t even know me. I could be some wild—”

			A grin appeared on Nash’s face. “I know you’re not whatever you were pairing with wild. Besides, on Monday, Bella cooks pot roast and whipped potatoes. You don’t want to turn that down.” Nash patted his stomach. 

			“I don’t, huh?” Had she lost the last bit of sanity? Why did she feel so…happy? Why did the idea of agreeing to Nash’s invitation seem the most natural thing to do? Abby laughed. Her fretting arsenal was empty. “Gravy?”

			“The best. Are you in?” asked Nash.

			“I’m way in, but only for one night, and with the condition, I do the dishes.” Abby waited.

			“Deal. It was my night to do them. See? I’m already a winner.” 

			~*~

			Behind the wheel of her German SUV, Abby followed Nash’s truck out to the loop road. She clung to the fact her vehicle functioned in Charm and one day soon would take her home. Until completing these mysterious lessons, she’d try to adapt. There was no other choice, at least none she could fathom. 

			As she drove, Abby admired the landscape’s unusual beauty. The sun’s rays washed everything in hues of gold…Charm’s favorite color. She refused her mind’s attempt to analyze the afternoon in Charm. “I’m not loco. What I see is real, just unexplainable.” Abby gave a solemn nod. “Yes, it’s all some grand adventure. And may it end soon.” She let the jazz music keep her company until Nash’s blinker signaled a turn. 

			An expansive log home with a wide welcoming front porch came into view as Nash veered off the loop road. Old-growth trees flanked the sides and back of the property. The winding gravel driveway delivered her to the destination. Small rocks intentionally stacked along the sidewalk resembled a miniature Stonehenge. 

			Still, it was the breathtaking long-range mountain views that amped Abby’s pulse. She stepped out of her car. “Nash, what a magnificent place you call home.”

			“Thank you. You might say that I created it.” Nash popped the SUV’s tailgate. 

			“I’m leaving that statement alone for now.” Abby put out her hand. “Here, I can take the other overnight bag.” 

			“Holy smokes, woman, you’ve packed enough to last you until the cows come home,” Nash stared inside the cargo area. 

			Abby surveyed the contents. “I know. It’s my only fault. I can’t travel light. The concept defies my nature. But hey, in this case, looks like it’s paid off.” She chose a couple of outfits from the impressive stack of clothes draped over the back seat. 

			Nash watched as Abby sorted through the menagerie of totes. “Your one fault, you say?”

			“Yes, just the one.” Abby cut a grin and draped three totes over his arm. “That should suffice for tonight’s stay. Lead the way.”

			“I feel like your pack mule,” joked Nash. “There’d better be a big tip waiting once I dump this lot in your room.” 

			Abby stopped. “Hold up. I thought we didn’t need money in Charm.”

			“You’re right. Tip me with something else of value.” Nash climbed the porch steps.

			Before Abby could deliver a feisty retort, Aubrey and Will bolted out the door to greet them. 

			“Uncle Nash, you brought pretty Abby home with you.” Aubrey moved to Abby’s side. 

			“He sure did, Aubrey, and am I ever happy to see you again.” Abby leaned down and bestowed a hug. Why did this action feel so normal? She had so many unanswered questions, and no one seemed inclined to answer her. 

			Aubrey swayed. “I’m happy too. Know why?”

			“Tell me,” Abby encouraged. 

			“Because Mama’s made us an A dessert called Apple Betty.” Aubrey danced a circle around everyone. “A’s are the best.”

			“I don’t like apples.” Will scrunched his face.

			“Come on, you guys. Help me get Abby settled in her room. Will, you’re strong. Take this heavy bag. Aubrey, here’s one for you.” Nash led the happy parade inside. 

			Abby paused in the great room, admiring the wood-beamed cathedral ceiling and open floor plan. A second-floor bridge overlooked the room and led to what she suspected were the sleeping areas. The décor suited the log home’s architectural design. The room had three defined seating areas. Oversized upholstered moss and cream-colored sofas and complementing chairs invited relaxation around a massive stone fireplace. 

			“Do you like it?” Nash cast his eyes around the room.

			“Of course, I like it. Are these wormy chestnut floors? They’re a rarity nowadays.” Abby bent and ran her hand along a wood plank. “Gorgeous.”

			“Yes, ma’am, and from reclaimed wood.” Nash set the overnighter down and watched the kids scurry upstairs, dragging the tote bags.

			Abby glanced into the dining area. “Is that stunning wood table and matching chairs hand-carved?” 

			“Yes, and by me.” Nash took a bow.

			“Don’t get a big head, but you’re sure one talented dude.”

			“His head’s already plenty inflated,” laughed Bella, entering the room. “Hello, Abby, and welcome to Hidden Haven. I’ve heard about you from my kids, and then Nash called saying you’d agreed to spend some time with us.” 

			“Thank you so much. I hope having an unexpected guest isn’t causing you a problem. To help earn my keep, I’ve claimed dibs on washing the dinner dishes.” Abby felt an instant connection to Bella. Curly brown hair, styled in a pixie, suited her heart-shaped face. Olive skin
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