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Chapter 1
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Charissa

People up for all the battle wounds of love should continue to be offered that opportunity until death. I wasn’t one of those people. I quit on love, as well as people, for that matter. 

Instead of dealing with love and people, I hauled my stuff into my new cabin in Island Park, Idaho. I’d gone there to have the Walden Pond experience. The air held a chill and wrapped around the steady lodge-pole pines. It was impossible to not step on weeds in various shades, and I passed a few wildflowers clinging onto their last hee-haw. A dog barked in the distance, and the unexpected cadence of a woman’s voice caught my attention. I tried to figure out where it came from. 

Grey reservoir water splashed in small ripples against the rocky weedy shoreline. The cabins next door remained empty silent containers. Up at the top of the property where the dirt road ran, something flickered. A few seconds later, a tall figure wrapped in a long black fur coat and trendy boots tromped toward me. She waved her hands above her head in the fading afternoon gray light.

“Hello,” she called out as a poodle with a diamond collar pranced in front of her. “I’m Nia, and I’m here on vacation staying in a friend’s cabin.”

A glint of setting sunlight behind her outlined her tall and wide Afro, creating the impression an angel had floated in until I heard her breathing. She was huffing something fierce. But that didn’t stop her from calling out in a cheerful small-town way as she thumped through knee-high weeds and delicate wildflowers. “It’s so good to see I have a neighbor in this lonely place.”

I plastered on a smile. It wouldn’t hurt to be friendly. “Hello, there,” I called out.

This encouraged her. Before I knew it, a middle-aged black woman with short stylish hair stood in front of me. Nia pressed her hands to her chest. “Gosh, I’m sure out of shape.” She leaned forward, gasping for more of the clean air, sounding like a vacuum inhaling. Her white poodle stood there blinking, fur draping in his eyes as though he didn’t think much of these weeds and overactive humans. 

The woman’s breathing slowed, and she looked up at my face with her large, deep-brown eyes. Her eyes immediately widened as she took me in. “You’re... you’re, Charissa!” 

Really? Seriously, I had come out to the most remote place my budget could afford to get away from gawking people who watch the show, and boom! Here’s another one in the middle of nowhere. I could never, ever escape. I crossed my arms over my chest.

Nia screamed, “From Millionaire Engagement!” 

Prickly heat danced down my skull. I’d never get used to this. I nodded to the loud vacationer. It would do me no good to deny it. I’d just feel guilty, and she wouldn’t believe me. Yes, I had tried that many times before. This was the curse of looking too much like yourself. 

“You were one of my favorites,” she rattled on. “I know everything about you.”

My guard clicked up. If she did know stuff not already blasted in the media, that would make her a stalker, and that would be creepy.

“You were the first person to receive a flower.” 

She was unfazed by my defensive body stance, with my shoulders and chest pumped up. I needed to chill. She was just an excited fan. The chances of her meaning me to harm measured almost zero. 

I had grown too defensive lately since appearing on the show. I kept expected everyone to try to hurt or use me. She was right. I was the first person to receive the impact flower, which meant JT had an interest in me from our thirty-second chat, and I had gained the right to stay on the show for another week. Most people in America knew that accomplishment. The clip of JT presenting me the daisy had been played over and over on commercials, or flashback recounts. Ironically, JT told me a daisy meant friendship and, over the course of the show, I stayed exactly there—in the “friend zone,” no matter what efforts I made to climb out. 

“You were on every single group date. No other girl managed to do that.” Nia smirked.

I loved how people felt compelled to tell me about my accomplishments like I didn’t know them. Despite the handicap of landing in the quicksand friend zone, I did manage to be “chosen” for all the group dates. Lucky me, getting to go on a date with him with a bunch of other girls. Fun. That achievement splattered me across magazine covers, too. 

Nia beamed like she was seeing her long-lost beloved sister after years of separation. “I can’t believe I’m meeting you. This is so cool. I can’t wait to call my friends and tell them.” She frantically dug into her black coat pocket. “Oh, would you mind taking a picture with me?”

All those hours, I had put into finding this place, frantic to be hidden from this fan reaction, bristled against my patience. I wasn’t about to have everything unravel with one damn photo, probably with a geo-locator attached identifying where I hid. 

I stumbled backward. “Yes, I would mind.”

The lady looked like a wounded girl with a big quivering lower lip and glassy eyes.

I put my hands up as if to reassure her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap.”

Her eyes narrowed in on me. 

“I just don’t like the media.”

The lady’s huffed. “Then you shouldn’t have gone on TV.”

I gasped from that jab. That was a low blow and hit me right in the gut. 

“Come, Candlewick, let’s go on with our vacation.” She tugged on her dog’s leash. “We are out of here. Charissa’s got a reputation with a gun, and there’s no telling if she has one hidden in her jacket.”

No way did she really believe I hid a gun in my sweater pocket. She was jabbing at me about those not-so-flattering magazine articles. 

On one of the group dates, we had gone shooting. I showed a little vigor with a gun in my hands. The target dared me to blast a hole in it, and all I could think about were all the guys in my past. Bang! Bang! Bang! Those bullets flew. Sweet satisfaction. My unusual intensity caught the producer’s eye, and prompted more commercials, and replays of me shooting with a crooked smile. 

Magazines touted headlines like, “Watch Out Boys—She Will Shoot.” 

That promotion didn’t bother me. In fact, I was a little proud. It sent a clear message to not mess with me. A girl couldn’t ever be too safe. Apparently, it worked, too, considering this very disappointed fan struggling to retreat. If possible, she breathed even more heavily as she went back on the same path, her shoulders slumped. 

Thank heavens she’d not mentioned my most embarrassing moment, on the “meet the family” episode, where I starred as one of the final three. It also so happened to be my first one-on-one date with JT.

I had thought we were in love, even though we’d barely talked a few times. For days prior to the big event, I had planned out the menu for our get together, practiced cooking the spiced meats, created elaborate desserts, and debated on the various salad choices. I acted as though if I cooked the perfect meal, all my dreams of being in love would come true.

“Dropped Before Dinner,” the headlines read.

Those lines haunted me in my nightmares and trailed me into the daytime. I had charged out into the big old world and made a name for myself. An embarrassing one, granted, but one nonetheless. I could cross fame off my list of things to experience, even though I never actually wanted it.

***
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Hours later, after the passing-neighbor incident, I managed to finish hauling my clothes and sewing materials into the cabin. The frames for the quilts spilled over against a far wall, taking up more room than felt right in proportion to the rest of the place. 

I should start on the quilt orders I was lucky enough to secure with the craft store. Tiredness weighed on me. Maybe I would just set them up tonight so I could hit it strong tomorrow. 

As I unpacked my sewing machine and fabric cabinet, my cell phone rang. My sister. Her daily check-in.

“Just unpacking,” I answered before she asked.

“Are you loving it there?” She spoke in her fake, bubbly tone.

“Chelsey, can you please remind me why I went on that darn show anyway?” 

The hum of the treadmill in the background filled the phone waves. “You’re still thinking about it?” She sounded breathless—her daily workout. “You have to stop that. You’re going to defeat the whole purpose of this move. But, to answer your question, you went to people, please.”

“People, please, who?” I asked.

“Your boss. Remember, you weren’t strong enough to stand up to her.”

“That couldn’t be it,” I murmured.

Granted, my boss at the time did pressure me to do the show, suggesting I’d make more cosmetic sales that way. I distinctly recall telling her to do it herself. She snapped back she would but was married, even if unfortunately so. She was right. Cosmetics sales did go up, but I was fairly certain that wasn’t why I went. Maybe I thought I’d really find love, or that by being on the show I’d help someone.

“I just want to understand myself,” I blurted out. “It’s just isn’t like me.”

Chelsey laughed. “It wasn’t, but you really wanted to do it. You’d let no one and nothing get in your way. You thought it would be a great way to meet a nice guy. I worried about the underbelly of Hollywood and how you struggled standing up to people. I told you it’d get you in trouble. You wouldn’t listen.”

My stomach fluttered. It was true. I did have a hard time standing up for myself, even when people were using me. That was why I lost JT. I was sure of it. He told me as much on the reunion show—fortunately, off-air. 

“Charissa, you became too caught up in trying to be perfect. Just relax.” 

Easy for him to say with his millions of dollars. If I had millions of dollars, I could look as relaxed as he. Plus, he didn’t always live in his sister’s shadow like I did. If I ever stood up when we were kids, she’d flare up mad. She wasn’t that way now, but it made an impression on me. Even though I sold a lot of skin care after the show, I hated the questions that came with it. 

“Are you so embarrassed for being dumped even before dinner?” 

“What is reality TV like?” 

“Is JT as cute and charming in real life as on TV?” 

Time for me to change the subject with my sister. “How’s Ava? Is the treatment still working?”

Chelsey laughed. “She’s fine, and yes, it’s still working. She’s actually taking a dance class. Modern jazz. She’s loving it.”

“That’s so good to hear.” I wiped at my eyes. “It has to be a result of the new diet we have her on.” I used the word “we” to be generous. It was actually me who had her try a whole new protocol. I had done a ton of research on which diets had the best chance of helping to cure cancer, or at least put it in remission.

“Maybe.” Chelsey had always been resistant to the idea that eating a certain way could cure Ava, but to humor me, she allowed me control of Ava’s diet if my niece was willing and the doctors didn’t oppose it. The doctors didn’t exactly approve. They said ridiculous things like, “I can’t see how it would hurt,” and “If you want to try, go ahead.”

Ava thought it made sense that our food affected us and was natural medicine, so she was willing. Thankfully. Not often does a twelve-year-old listen to her aunt, even if her aunt is as cool as me. 

“So,” Chelsey said, “what’s your cabin like?”

It’s perfect.” I peered out the big windows to the choppy Snake River. “It’s in the middle of nowhere. Perfect,” I repeated. 

My heart swelled with gratitude that I could afford to rent a small two-bedroom cabin in the center of lodgepole pines and, most often, snow. I wasn’t rolling in dough, but I had been paid for making it close to the top of the reality TV show ranking, had residual money from previous sales of the skincare products, and was finally earning money off my quilts.

My phone beeped, indicating a call on the other line. Pulling the phone from my ear, I glanced to see if it was one of the stores selling my quilts. I blinked at the phone number. It was Millionaire Engagement. My chest tightened as though big burly arms had suddenly seized me to squeeze all the air from my lungs. 

What could they possibly want? I had already refused to be on the follow-up show or on news reports, TV, or social media. I was going completely off-line until the memory of me skated into obscurity. Maybe they wanted information for taxes or some other final annoying detail. A little air seeped back into my lungs. Taxes. That had to be it. If I didn’t answer now, I’d be stuck calling them back. 

“Chelsey, I need to get this call.”

Fumbling with the buttons on my cell, I heard, “Charissa?”

Shoot. That was the voice of Dee. I had made it a goal in my life never to cross this intense lady. I always tried to avoid talking to her and generally stayed out of her way. She had lived the skuzzy life of a producer too long and had thrived.

Too late to hang up. “Why are you calling me?” I asked, not wanting to be too friendly. This woman fed on kindness and would wield it against a person.

“I have great news for you.” 

Whatever she said next wasn’t going to be good. I leaned against the white fridge so the solid structure would hold me. I said nothing, hoping to discourage her, to have her rethink whatever it was that she wanted. The silence didn’t slow her down. I doubted she even noticed my lack of enthusiasm. “As you may have heard, Millionaire Engagement was renewed for another season. And, this time around, a girl will be the focus. To keep the ‘millionaire’ part of the show, there won’t be as many men wooing the woman because there aren’t that many millionaires available. But, still, the men will be great candidates because each one will be vetted to have at least a couple million dollars, if not more.”

This woman rambled on about something that didn’t have any effect on me. “Dee, I’m happy for you guys and the show and everything. I read about this in the articles. Why call me?”

“Oh, you still do care about us. You’re following us.”

I shouldn’t have done that. I let curiosity get ahold of me, and now I was paying the price.

“Because you were the one we voted for to be the star of the new season.”
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Chapter 2
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Andrew

Here we go again. I could tell from the look on my sister Gina’s face she was on a mission to make my life miserable. It wasn’t her intention. She just had a knack for it. I suspected she drove everyone she cared about crazy. 

Her large grey-blue eyes bored into me across the wooden dinner table. “Are you going to be an insurance guy forever?” Her lips curled downward as if she found even saying those words disgusting.

I didn’t like feeling like a schoolboy in trouble with the teacher. I leaned back to escape the reach of her fire. I puckered my mouth into fish lips at my year-old nephew sitting in a highchair next to her. 

Alex struggled to pucker his lips back. Drool flowed from his mouth, and a “bah” sound slipped through. I couldn’t help but laugh. 

Gina’s eyes narrowed more fiercely onto me, demanding an answer. 

Maybe if I acted casual and didn’t address what she was really saying under her words, I could make it to the pie faster. I hoped there was still ice cream left, too. “Sis, it’s the thrill of the deal. There’s nothing like it.” 

She put her fork down and wiped her hands on a napkin. “You sound like an addict. What’s more boring than selling insurance?”

“A tax man,” I offered, to be helpful, of course.

She shook her head.

“Gina,” I said, feeling suckered into defending myself. I had silently promised I wouldn’t justify my job to my sister, but I couldn’t help it. “Insurance isn’t boring when you think about how I’m helping people.” I made the mistake of glancing over at her when I said that. She looked like she might pounce on me as soon as I finished. “The other day, I met with a client whose husband worked on a highway road crew. A driver wasn’t paying attention and hit him. He died instantly.”

Gina gasped. “That’s awful.”

It was, and the part I hated most about my career... hearing things like that and not knowing what to say. I had liked that guy. Four months earlier, he had joked through the whole process of getting life insurance. His wife begged him to stop teasing. He never did. 

Hands together, I leaned into the table. “I was able to help that poor lady and her children have space to start healing. He was the breadwinner, and she has a three-month-old baby. She doesn’t immediately need to secure a job. She has time.”

Gina stood and started collecting dishes. “I’m sorry. I’m not saying your job isn’t important. Of course, it is. I’m glad that family talked to you instead of some other insurance man who’s in it just for the money.” 

She headed over to the sink to put the dishes in it. It looked like I had said the right words, and the pie was on its way. 

She picked up a dishcloth and wiped her hands. “It’s just you’re such a nice guy. I love having you here every Sunday. Don’t get me wrong, but I want to see you with your own family. You’d make such a great dad.”

I didn’t know about that. Children seemed complicated. I sat back in my chair and said, “Well, if only the right girl would come along.” 

“You act like you are helpless and don’t have any control over that.” 

I’d prefer eating mud pies instead of listening to this. “It’s not like I haven’t tried.”

“Not hard enough.” 

Sometimes my sister was too bossy. It was because she cared... still, it needed to stop. “You haven’t seen what’s out there,” I said. “A lot of LA and San Diego women are plastic. They brim with entitlement, insisting on going to expensive restaurants and drinking pricey wines. They even attend workshops on how to manipulate men with money into relationships. No, thank you. Rather be lonely.”

Gina opened the oven and pulled out the warm apple pie. She set it on the stovetop, cut a big heaping slice, and slid it on a plate. The children, like magic, scurried around her legs

“I want some,” they called out in unison.

She set the slice of pie with a fork in front of me and sighed. “I believe you, but that’s not all there is. There are women who aren’t like that. I know a few in my yoga class. I know you’re busy with work, and you’re a great catch. So, maybe... I was wondering since you’re so busy, would you be willing to accept help to find a nice girl?”

The more scared my sister became about her own life, the more intensely she focused on mine. Her way of escaping her pain. I walked over to her and put my arm around her. “Have a hard day?”

She nodded. “Thank you for coming over here. I don’t like to always being alone. I don’t know how you can stand it after all these years.” 

I pulled her close, and she rested her head on my chest. “You don’t need to worry about me.”

***
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Two days later, the throb in my shoulders had raced up my neck, causing stiffness and a light headache with a flickering sensation in my eyes. I had been hunched over my laptop for too long. After I completed two more insurance policies, I would find something to eat to calm the increasing growl in my stomach. Today had been extremely productive but long.

The phone rang. My sister, again. Every few hours, she had called today. Had to hand it to her. She was persistent. She’d make a good insurance salesman. I’d want her on my team. Definitely, she’d make bank.

I had ignored her calls to the point she’d become insulted and start crying on her messages. I pushed back my chair from my desk and answered this time. 

“Yeah?” 

Black had crept into my apartment, filling in the empty spaces. I wandered into the hallway to flip on the lights. 

“Are you hiding from me?” 

That was not a good question to answer. Anything I said would just piss her off. “Of course, work has been intense.” I yawned.

“Um hum,” she said. “Want to know what I think?”

No, but if I said so, I’d never escape this conversation. 

“What?”

I wandered into my kitchen. What could pass for dinner? Mail and magazines once stacked all over the counter had spilled onto the floor. My feet stepped onto something sticky. I sighed. Today was the first time in a long time I had arrived home at a decent hour. My glare took in all the dirty dishes piled throughout my apartment. 

“Since you agreed I should look for a girl, you’ve been hiding from me.” 

I needed an aspirin but, before that, something to eat. I opened my fridge to discover empty shelves except for a half-eaten bag of carrots and a bottle of ketchup.

“Andrew, aren’t you going to say anything?”

Words with women only got men in trouble. We men should become mute. I glanced at my watch. McDonald’s would still be open. 

“Andrew.” 

Her voice held a grating edge. 

This wasn’t going well. “What?”

“I have roasted chicken, seasoned rice, and a large chocolate cake waiting for you.” 

Yum. “What’s the catch?” 

This habit of baiting me with food used to happen once every couple of months when she was married to that Bozo. Now it was progressing to multiple times a week. She really hated to be alone, and I knew it scared her. Plus, she was overwhelmed with the young ones. But, now, it seemed like she was up to more than trying not to be lonely all the time.

“You watch a video of a girl who would be perfect for you.”

I walked to the kitchen counter to lean against it for strength. “She isn’t there waiting to spring on me?”

“What?”

“Is this a surprise attack? Are you trying to lure me in with food?”

“Of course, I always do, and it always works. You’re the worst at taking care of yourself. And, no, I’m not surprised attacking you. I want you to watch video clips, that’s it.”

I strummed my fingers against the counter and tried to figure out what other ways Gina might be trapping me. “What are you not telling me?”

“Nothing,” she snapped. “The food goes to the dog if you aren’t here in twenty minutes.”

***
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I live in Temecula, California, wine country. The best wine in the state, but don’t let the snooty Northerners know that because they like to pretend, they are the only ones who know how to cultivate grapes. 

The town earned its name after the Temecula Native Americans who, according to legend, believe life began here in this valley. The Natives call it “Exva Temeeku,” or the place of the union of Sky-father and Earthmother. 

So far, living in a place with so much union energy, I hadn’t seen the union part transpire. My sister lived one town away—Murrieta. A quiet place first developed by Ezequiel Murrieta to establish a sheep business. 

By the time I pulled up to her house, the moon had spilled over the rugged mountains. When I opened the metal, forest-green house door, it squeaked. It needed oil. I’d pick some up tomorrow and take care of it for her. Her pond-scum husband asked for a separation eight months ago and left her to raise the three young kids with only an occasional check. 

“I’m home,” I called out to be funny.

My nephew and niece ran to me and grabbed my calves, eyes wide. I laughed as I shuffled and groaned like a mummy. They clung onto my leg. 

“Andrew!” they cried out as one voice.

I rubbed both of them on the top of their heads, enjoying our ritual. 

Gina hustled out of the kitchen with a sneaky smile I had learned long ago to mistrust. “You made it.”

I strolled toward the dinner table, noticing everything had been cleaned off, and the table was shiny—too clean. 

“Sis, what is it?” I turned to her. “Did you lie about the food?”

She patted my forearm. “Don’t worry. I kept it in the oven.” She gave a light floaty laugh as she headed into the kitchen. I followed after her, my stomach growling with the thought of dinner.

She pulled out a plate of chicken and rice with rosemary, onion, and other delicious-smelling spices, and she poured me some local wine. 

“Looks great.” I rubbed my hands together. 

She handed the plate to me and pulled out a fork and knife from the dishwasher. “Since I want you to watch clips from this TV show. You can eat your dinner while we watch.”

That sounded harmless, but I knew it couldn’t be. I trailed after Gina into the living room like a clueless sheep from Murrieta of the past. The children followed, squawking and fighting. 

“Kids, why don’t you go play outside?” she asked.

“Yeah!” they cried in unison and hurried away.

She laughed. “They know it’s getting close to their bedtime.” 

I had never before witnessed my sister not honor the sacred ritual of putting them to bed exactly at bedtime. She had to be up to something with this video. She skipped over to the remote like a happy school girl, trying to suppress her giggles as she cued up the television. I sat up to eat and watch. Before long, music interrupted our quiet evening, and the television flickered with the words, Millionaire Engagement. An irritating reality show where people made fools of themselves on TV. 

“Not happening.” I struggled to rise from my seat.

Gina swiveled to face me and pointed. “Sit. I spent a lot of time on that dinner, and I expect you to do what you said you’d do.”

Fire fueled her eyes, reminding me of Mom right before she ripped someone to shreds. I sat—biting into the juicy, spicy chicken—and soon found myself watching these women jump into catfights over a man. This was a man’s worse nightmare—fighting emotional women. 

I yawned and looked at my watch. Yep, it was past the children's’ bedtime. I’d be up late if I wanted to finish the policy orders tonight. 

Among the women on the show, one stood out. She had beautiful smooth olive skin, gentle eyes, and she avoided the cat fights. She moved softly and showed she cared about others through thoughtful gestures: getting them a glass of water or letting them walk in the door first. The camera didn’t follow her often, but I always liked hearing what she had to say. Plus, there was something about her that drew me to her. I found it impossible not to watch her. 

Gina’s focus remained glued to the television set. Her tight jaw line meant she was under more pressure than she was saying, not to mention the dark bags under her eyes.

Something was weighing her down, and she wasn’t going to tell me what it was. Instead, she’d pretend everything was alright and distract herself from her woes by focusing on me. I had myself a good sister who always meant well. Her delivery could use some improvement, but her heart was there. I wished I could wave away all the pain her idiot husband created. 

She zoomed through the commercials, probably feeling my impatience. She pushed pause on a soda-pop ad and shifted her whole body to face me. “Well, what do you think?” 

I swallowed a savory bite of rich-flavored brown rice and coughed nervously. My sister had certainly put me on the spot. “That guy has it bad trying to handle all those ladies. I don’t know why any man would put himself in a situation like that.”

Gina gave a half-smile. “Oh, stop being pious. You know you’d love it if a lot of beautiful women threw themselves at you.”

“Well, now that you put it that way,” I said. “I don’t think it’d be half bad.”

As I lifted another piece of chicken to my mouth, she grabbed the couch pillow next to her and smacked my stomach. The hit on my stomach didn’t hurt.

“Wipe that smirk off your face.”

I shrugged, wiping my mouth onto a napkin, not caring if I was smirking or not.

To my chagrin, she restarted the program. When the quiet woman was no longer on camera, I looked over to Gina.

She pursed her lips. “What do you think of them?”

I picked up my wine glass from the floor and sipped. What did my sister have in mind? I was stepping onto a landmine but clueless about what kind of connection she was trying to create between me and a reality show.

“Did you like any particular one of those girls?” She leaned in like she was still that little girl wanting in on a secret.

Liquid stuck in my throat, and I choked. After I recovered from coughing, I asked, “Are you being a matchmaker, or are you trying to get a feel for my preferences?”

Her smiled lightened. “Relax, Romeo. I want to know if there was anyone on those few clips you felt particularly drawn to.”

My chest tightened. “Why?”

“Just answer the question.”

I loved my sister, but she was playing games. She proved my point as to why I should stay away from the opposite sex except to sell them insurance. The game was more than old.

“Well, I’d certainly want to stay away from that Maggie girl. What a nightmare.”

“She is.” Gina flipped the remote around in her hands. “But, if you had to go on a date with one of those women, which one would it be?”

My focus returned to the TV, now paused on a scene shot of all the women gathered around on the porch—except Maggie, who had just escaped out of the hotel. I didn’t want to talk about my preferences, or the women, or any other stuff. Apparently, I had agreed to it, though, when I agreed to allow my sister to help me in the dating department. I had thought it would stop the lectures. But, looking at my sister’s set jaw, waiting for my answer, I could see just how wrong I had been. 

I analyzed the scene shot. A lot of the women were loud and critical. A definite buzz kill. Others were boring or immaturely giggly and acted like they were at a slumber party. No thanks. But, in the corner of the screen, tucked behind the others who fought for airtime, stood a peaceful lady who seemed different. 

When her comrades came up to her, she welcomed them with a warm smile. As she talked to them, she’d give them reassuring touches on their forearms and beam with interest. Her smooth, tan skin and large hazel eyes captured me. Not only was she pretty in subtle ways, but kind and caring. She came across as a gentle soul. She mostly nodded as she conversed with others and didn’t have a compulsion for endless talk. On one outtake, they had shown her in the kitchen, pulling casseroles out of the oven and saying she missed cooking.

“The olive-skinned woman in the far corner.” I gestured to the kind lady, playing down my interest as I felt myself flush. She was certainly one attractive, kind woman. She would make someone a great wife. 

Gina looked at the screen. “Oh, you mean Charissa.” She clapped her hands together. “I thought so!”

My stomach rotated. I put my fork on the plate, waiting to have the trap sprung on me.

“She was one of the final three.”

“Okay.”

In response to my blank expression, Gina shook her head. “Since she didn’t find love in this season, and she made it so far in the show, she has a high probability of being picked to come back next season.”

I stared at Gina. She didn’t seriously think I’d understand that. “Dinner was great, Sis. I appreciate it.”

She didn’t go for the conversation switch. “It means next year all these guys are competing for one girl. I think it’s going to be the girl you just pointed out, especially since the show needs to clean up their image after Maggie.”

I couldn’t imagine that sweet, quiet thing being the target. That would be a mistake for her. “She’d be eaten alive.”

“So, you like her?”

I shrugged and stood, ready to call it an evening and get away from all her questioning. 

“Andrew, she made it to one of the last three girls standing, meaning the final three.” Gina spoke faster like she wanted to slip in all this information before I left. “It was because she was quiet and stayed out of all the catfights. Your kind of girl. Well, the kind you say you want.”

“Good for her.” I still didn’t know what my sister wanted.

“JT flew out to visit her for her home date. She was so nervous about making everything nice. She cooked up a huge meal and had family over, and was ready to feed JT when he walked off the plane. He spent a couple of hours with her, and before they even made it back to her place to eat dinner, he dumped her.”

This woman did sound perfect. “What did she cook?”

Gina shook her head. “You are such a boy. You are ruled by your stomach.”

“The problem is?” I picked up my dishes and stacked them. I really did need to leave, and this woman wasn’t getting to the point.

Gina stood and followed me into the kitchen, where I put my dirty plates into the sink. “The tabloids went crazy, splashing the headlines all over the country: ‘Dumped Before Dinner.’”

That whole reality TV thing was certainly something. “That’s a shame.” If that woman was as nice as she appeared, that must have really hurt her. She didn’t deserve it. With all those other women acting ridiculous and her being so civil, that wasn’t fair. 

“So?” Gina asked me, her eyes wide and waiting.

I ran warm water over my dirty dishes, rinsing them off as heat bore into my back from my sister’s evil glare.  My back itched from her unmoving intensity behind me.

“So,” I asked, “you mentioned something about chocolate cake?”

Gina shook her head as though I was an elementary school boy being silly. 

I wasn’t being silly. I was being serious. I looked around the clean kitchen, amazed she could keep up with her household chores when I always fail in that department, even without kids.

Movement from the backyard caught my eye. My niece and nephew were dragging toys into the porch light’s glow. They were building a fort using their slide. They streamed a blanket from the top of the structure to the ground. I should go out there and help them with their collapsing roof. 

“Andrew.”

My eyes snapped down to my older sister. She was actually quite short, even compared to me, who hadn’t much merit in the height department. 

“You should go on the show this coming year and protect her.”

“What?”

Not a chance. 

“The show hasn’t announced which girl will be the star. They did announce it would be a woman, but I have my bet on Charissa. And, from everything I know about you, and from what I have seen on TV about her and read online... she’s absolutely perfect for you. She’s who you’ve been waiting for. Besides, maybe this will help your dream of becoming a video producer. You’d see firsthand how Hollywood works, and maybe you can—”

I dug into my pant pocket and pulled out my car keys. “There’s no way.”

“Why?” Gina stepped closer to me, blocking my path to the front door. “Don’t you think she’s attractive?”

“She’s attractive.” I looked over my sister’s head.

“You’re worried she’d get eaten alive by the men if she went on the show.”

“So? I can’t help that. It’s her choice.”

“You’re already feeling protective of her. That means she’s the type of girl you want to protect. She’s sweet and kind. She sells skin cream, so you’re both in the sales industry.”

“That doesn’t matter.”

“It does. You have that in common. I just sense you two would get along really well.”

“I do too, but there’s no way. I’m not going on reality TV.”

Gina flipped a strand of her hair onto her back. “I’m not sure if she’ll be the next candidate. Maybe they’ll pick someone more dynamic.”

“See?” I said. “I bet you’re right. They probably want someone who will cause a lot more problems, like that Maggie. That’s entertainment. Charissa’s too reserved to be a good choice.”

Gina continued to plant herself firmly in my path like she could actually stop me if I wanted to pass her. “You probably would’ve been right, but Milly won, and then she and JT didn’t work out. Rumor has it that Maggie and JT are now an item. If that’s the case, Maggie’s not eligible. It’d fall to Charissa unless they identified someone else more popular to put on the air. Social media does seem to like Charissa, though.”

She walked past me back into the kitchen and pulled from the cupboard a large chocolate cake with only one slice missing. She grabbed a small plate as my mouth watered. 

She flashed a smile. “It was established that Charissa was a cook on the show. She enjoys cooking and taking care of the main person in her life.”

My gaze moved from the cake to my sister. She was still selling, and all I wanted was dessert. I swallowed a lump in my throat. “But, you just said you don’t know if she’ll be on the show.”

“What if I come up with a way for you to meet her?” Gina asked. “Would you be willing?”

“I’m not appearing on that show.”

“When are you going to stop hiding and fight for your dream?”

“Marriage can wait,” I said.

“No, I’m talking about your dream of producing TV shows.”

“Yeah, well—that takes a lot of money, time, and connections. If you... Gina, I’m not going to woo a lady to make connections.”

“I see your longing in your face when you see a couple in love. I know you want a romantic relationship. I wish you’d get over the bimbo. She sure did a number on you. I wish you’d stop hiding and search out your true love. Please stop this...” She swung the chocolate cake in front of me. “And, go on the show?”  She raised her eyebrows. “Besides, it wouldn’t hurt your insurance sales, either.”

I rolled my eyes. She wasn’t stopping the sales. 
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Chapter 3
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Charissa

The problem with being in the middle of nowhere when the sun goes down, and if the moon decides to slack on its job, the countryside becomes absolutely pitch black with no distant city lights to offer any contrast. That meant, as I stood on the back porch, I stared at nothing but a black void. The hairs rose on my arm, and I took it as a sign to go back inside my cabin.

I had stood firm with Dee. Told her no, over and over, and finally hung up. 

A cold sweat crept over me as I thought about it. I’d never been so assertive and to Dee. Nobody I knew of ever talked to her that way. People only scurried to obey her.

It made absolutely no sense for the show to have picked me. I didn’t have a shining personality. I’d been humiliated last season and certainly couldn’t have been the nation’s favorite. Most magazines referred to me as the “quiet one,” which my sister thought an absolute farce since she often claimed I never shut up.

None of this made sense. My stomach hurt thinking about it. To settle it, I brewed myself a cup of hot chamomile tea, found a homemade quilt, and wrapped it around me. I wandered into the living room and plopped onto the couch in front of the empty fireplace. I should make myself a fire, watch the splendor of colors it produced, and feel the heat of nature’s warmth, but I couldn’t find the gusto to move into action. Besides, I wasn’t sure I could even start a fire. Instead, I stared at the fireplace and thought. This whole proposal made absolutely no sense. Why me? 

Dee, of course, had given me lines... “America’s heart broke when JT called it off with you.” And, “You deserve a second chance and, this time, you’ll be in the driver’s seat.” Plus, “America wants you to find love.”

The problem was, I no longer wanted to find love. Even if I did want to find it, reality TV wasn’t the place I’d choose to look. It was such a fake way to build relationships—with its pressurized situations and the program always trying to manipulate and dredge up people’s feelings. I did it once under pressure, and I wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. Millions of other women wanted the adventure. I had no doubt the producers would find plenty of other choices from our season alone. Heck, Maggie might be willing to give up JT just to have a chance to be the center of attention. 

Anybody was a better choice than me. I wanted to find peace, a very different thing from participating in a popular reality TV show twice. Going on that show wouldn’t earn me happiness, it would bring the exact opposite. 

No, I needed to do this Walden Pond experiment, living out in the wilderness with no TV, no close restaurants, and lots of quiet to find my core, my center, and to heal myself. 

***
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The next morning before work, I grabbed a hot cup of coffee and drifted onto the back porch to enjoy the waking day. A foggy mist covered the land, casting a chilly gray hue on everything and giving it an appropriate fantasy look. I was living a fantasy life communing with nature. Dew settled around me as I realized Millionaire Engagement had promised a fantasy, but living in the midst of tall pines and roaming buffalo and elk was a fantasy. Thus, another lesson learned to keep life simple. Nearby birds squawked loudly as if in agreement. 

“Good morning,” came a woman’s voice to my right.

I screamed, jumped, and splashed hot coffee all over my jeans, burning the top of my thigh. I turned to the laughing person and found afro lady, Nia, standing there with her poodle. In the gray morning light, the woman didn’t look as angelic as she had yesterday. Her hair still bounced and encircled her, but today it made her appear like a new species of the area’s wildlife.

“Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

If Nia decided we should become friends or that she could just come around all the time, it could become a big problem.

“How can I help you?” I asked. 

She tied the leash of her dog to the deck post and approached. “Your sister called me. There’s been an emergency.”

She had to be kidding. “You don’t know my sister.”

“Chelsey Woodland?” Nia asked, just as I took the last sip of my coffee.

I coughed as the liquid ran down the wrong pipe. “Yes. How did she get a hold of you?”

Nia shrugged. “It’s a long story. Something about her contacting the person you’re renting your cabin from. That realtor contacted me and asked permission for your sister to talk to me since I’m renting a cabin close by.”

Maybe this lady hadn’t been joking when she said she knew everything about me. Possibly, she’d made up this message to confirm the snooping information she had already collected. 

I set my coffee cup on the side of my chair. “Why would she go through all that effort to call you when I have a perfectly good phone?”

Nia shrugged. “I’m just the messenger.”

My stomach seized as I thought about Chelsey and what could be wrong. Please don’t be Ava. Not again. Please. That girl deserved a break. She had been through too much for someone so young. 

***
[image: ]


I came out to the wilderness thinking no one would call, but that certainly hadn’t been the case. Go figure. 

I thanked Nia and assured her I would call my sister as soon as possible. She ambled off down the hill.

I wasn’t sure where I had tossed my cell after talking to Dee. It took searching in box after box, and under dishes and clothes that still needed to be put away. Finally, I had to do the famous “re-trace my steps” trick. Dee had been the last person I talked to. I was in the living room unpacking sewing supplies when we talked. I looked into the deep box of materials and threads and found my very dead phone next to my yarn display. With a growing sickness in my stomach, I hurried to the wall socket and plugged it in. 

It took forever for the phone to boot up enough to call. My heart pounded wildly by the time I pushed the star icon for my sister. “Please be okay. Please. Please,” I whispered.

Panic must have gotten the best of me because tears coursed down my face. I had no doubt what this call was. I had been dreading it for years. The room remained still as I waited for the other line to pick up. Through my tears, I noticed the morning light had lit up all my stuff, crowding the space.

My throat constricted. I really hoped I was wrong. If my sister went to all the trouble to track me down, though...

Chelsey picked up. “Why haven’t you been answering?”

“Is she okay?”

“No.” She burst into sobs. 

I leaned against the wall; the cluttered room spun. 

Chelsey’s voice continued in the background. “She collapsed at the dance. We rushed her to the hospital, where they've been running tests all night. The cancer is back with a vengeance.” She slipped into another round of heart-shattering tears. “I’m losing my baby girl.”

Those words landed far away in my consciousness like I was wandering in a dark tunnel. Ava couldn’t just die. That couldn’t be.

There had to be a way. 

My sister sniffed. “I guess I always knew deep down inside that this would eventually happen. That she was living on borrowed time.”

“It’s not over yet.” I stood up straight. I would figure out what needed to be done. “This can turn around.”

“I don’t think so,” Chelsey murmured. “Either way, I think you should come.”

“Yes, of course. I’ll get there as soon as I can.”

We said our goodbyes, and I hung up the phone to find the room darkening as cloud cover rolled over the sun. 

In the grey light, I searched for the box with all my research. Ever since Ava’s first diagnosis, I had studied ways to heal her. Some people would argue that you can’t heal cancer. Well, they would argue wrong. I had read too many case studies and too many articles on what could be done.

I found that box, plus my email folder filled with helpful articles on what to do to help the body do its magic. If you removed enough of the toxins, drained the acid
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