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    Chapter 1


    1


    Your daughter’s on television.”


    “What?” I just about drop the spoon I’m using to stir my custard mixture. Is this a joke? A wrong number? I pull my cell phone away from my ear and read the ID on the screen. Nope. That’s Jules’s name, right under the picture of her wearing a red, white, and blue stovepipe hat at last year’s July Fourth picnic.


    “Monica? Are you there?”


    Her voice calls through the speaker, and I slowly put the phone back to my ear. “Yeah. I’m here.”


    “Did you hear what I said?”


    I close my eyes and shake my head, as if that will bring some clarity to my mind. It doesn’t work. “I heard, but . . . are you sure?”


    “Absolutely. I recorded it to the DVR so you can see for yourself.”


    Leave it to Jules to think of the practical answer to my questions. “I’ll be right there.”


    “I’ll leave the porch light on.”


    As we end the call, I look down at the spoon I’m still holding, motionless in the saucepan. Instead of creamy custard, I now have something more akin to runny scrambled eggs. It’s ruined. Being a chef, I don’t usually make such stupid mistakes, but I’m more than a little shell-shocked from the bomb that just fell on me. I turn off the flame, pour the contents down the disposal, then drop the pot and spoon into the sink with a clatter.


    Running upstairs to grab my shoes, scenes from the past flash through my memory.


    The hospital. All those white walls. The antiseptic smell. The rhythmic squeak-click-click-squeak of the gurney. The turtle-shaped water spot on the delivery room ceiling. The sharp cry of lungs being filled with oxygen for the first time. When I turned my head away, one nurse said to the other, “She’s not keeping it. We’re supposed to give the baby right to the adoptive parents.”


    That had been my idea. Don’t give the baby to me. Why should I hold something that’s not mine to keep? I thought it would be easier that way.


    I was wrong.


    Still, twenty-five years later, I do believe I made the right decision for my daughter. As I stuff my feet into my sneakers, I still think it was the right thing to do. For everyone. Even so, my knees feel slightly wobbly as I trot back down the stairs. My hand shakes as I grab my house keys. And when I call to my dog, Ranger, my voice shakes.


    “I’ve got to go out.”


    He lifts his shaggy brown head from the couch and looks my way, no doubt thinking he can stop me with a longing look from his big, soulful eyes. But I dash right past him.


    “Sorry, buddy. No walk tonight.”


    As I pull the front door closed behind me, a velvety breeze rubs across my cheeks, my bare arms, and my shorts-clad legs. I’ve lived in the Las Vegas valley long enough to know that 100-degree weather during the day often results in the most wonderful nighttime conditions. Everyone else on the block knows it, too, and it looks like most of them are taking advantage of it tonight.


    Mr. Williams raises his hand in greeting as he approaches, and I wave back. His dog, a black and white Great Dane named Caesar, tugs him along, straining at the leash. It’s obvious who’s walking whom.


    “Where’s Ranger?” Mr. Williams asks.


    I motion behind me. “Hanging out at home. I’m heading over to see Jules.”


    The wind picks up and a gust lifts his silver comb-over and drops it on the other side of his head. Smoothing it back in place with one hand, he nods. “Have fun, then. See you—” The rest of his words are blown away as Caesar propels him down the block.


    I’m thankful for the wind. It provides an excuse to keep my head down. Hands stuffed in my pockets, shoulders curled forward, ponytail swinging wildly, I speed walk the three-house distance to Jules’s without having to interact with anyone else.


    Just as she promised, the porch light is on and I open the front door without knocking. Inside the foyer, I kick off my shoes and call out, “It’s me!” I’m immediately swarmed by tweenager John and eight-year-old twins Jerrod and Justin.


    “Hey, Aunt Monica!”


    “Did you bring something yummy?”


    “Where’s Ranger?”


    Opening my arms wide, I try to hug them all at once. “Sorry, boys. Only me tonight.” It’s pretty rare for me to come over here without some kind of food offering.


    “Guys, give Aunt Monica some breathing room.” Jules leans her five-foot-nine-inch frame over the boys, bracing one hand on Jerrod’s head, and plants a kiss on my cheek. Then she looks back down at her sons. “Head upstairs. Now.”


    The three grumble in unison, but they don’t argue. It makes me wonder what Jules said to them before I got here. Did she tell them we needed to have a big-person talk? Or did she warn them there might be crying? The threat of experiencing female emotion would be enough to scare them away for at least the rest of the night. Possibly till puberty.


    Jules links her arm through mine and pulls me through the house. We pass the room they use as an office, and a voice calls out. “Hey, Monica.”


    “Hey, Jackson,” I call back to her husband. Apparently, he’s also been warned about the high likelihood of hysterics.


    “You want a drink?” She asks as we walk through the kitchen.


    “What have you got?”


    “Everything we need for killer root beer floats.”


    “Ooh, the hard stuff.” I shake my head. “Maybe later.”


    When we get to the family room, my eyes immediately fly to the flat screen TV mounted on the wall, but it’s not even on.


    “In a second.” Jules pats my back. “First, you need some details. Let’s sit down.”


    We settle on the worn, chocolate brown sectional. I was with her when she picked it out. Chocolate was my suggestion, because I thought it would hide stains. She angles toward me and puts one hand flat on the seat cushion, right next to a big, dark spot of something. As it turns out, the antics of three young boys can’t be hidden, no matter how hard you try.


    We look at each other, and I realize that for once my strong, take-charge friend is at a loss for words. So I get us started. “What was she doing on TV?”


    Jules tucks a piece of blonde hair behind her ear, but her hairstyle is so short, it just looks like she’s stroking the top of her ear. “You know that reality show I watch? Last Family Standing?”


    I nod. “Yeah. It’s the one with the hot-but-snarky host.”


    She sighs, but her mouth quirks up into a grin. “Why is that the only thing you remember about the show?”


    Because I only watched it once, just to please her. And since I didn’t know who any of the contestants were or what was going on, all I had to concentrate on was the host. Who was pretty memorable.


    “The basics are simple,” Jules says. “The season starts out with eight teams made up of two family members. All the teams are dumped in a remote location and have to rough it while they compete against each other until only two family teams are left. Then the audience votes to decide the winner.”


    I hold my palm out to her. “Forgive me if I’m not fascinated, but what difference does it make? What does this have to do with my daughter?”


    “Tonight was the season finale, and at the end, they introduce some of the contestants for the next season. She was on the show tonight.” Jules looks down for a second, rubbing her finger along the edge of the cushion stain.


    Now that I’ve had some time to process the news, questions begin to bubble up in my brain. “How do you know it’s her? You don’t even know what she looks like. I don’t even know what she looks like.”


    “She looks a lot like you.”


    I immediately picture a younger version of myself: dark auburn hair, blue eyes, and an upper lip that I’ve always thought was a bit too thin. Does she feel the same way? Does she ever look into the mirror and give it a pouty smile, making her lips as prominent as possible?


    What am I doing? I shake my head, banishing the daydream and pulling my focus back to reality.


    “But that could be a coincidence. I have one of those faces, you know? People are always asking if they know me from somewhere.” I sigh. That’s it. That has to be it. “It’s just a mistake. She must be someone else’s—”


    “She has your picture.”


    The blood in my veins immediately converts to ice water. “My picture? Are you sure?”


    Jules offers up a gentle smile. “Yes. It’s your graduation photo. And it has your first name and the date written on the back.”


    My spine seems to have lost the ability to hold me upright. My shoulders slump and I plop back against the cushions. I don’t understand any of this. I chose the birth parents from a book full of hopefuls, and we even met once. But I never gave them my name, or a photo, or anything that would tie us together.


    “Hey,” Jules grabs my hand and squeezes it between both of hers. “Are you okay?”


    “No.” Only a handful of people know about this chapter of my life. Looking into the concerned eyes of my best friend, I’m glad she’s one of them. “I’m about as un-okay as you can get.”


    She understands. The consummate nurturer, Jules also understands the importance of what we want to do versus what we need to do. She leans over and snatches the remote from the coffee table. “You ready?”


    Can I ever be ready for this? Half an hour ago I was living a happy, uncomplicated life. My biggest worries were wondering if I should take Ranger to the vet for a teeth cleaning, and keeping the eggs from curdling in my custard. Now, I’m a woman with a past. A past that’s about to come to life before my eyes.


    God help me. Please help me. I’m so not ready.


    Without waiting for me to answer, Jules pushes a few buttons, bringing the TV screen to life.


    Ready or not, here she comes.
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    Seeing my daughter is simultaneously the most amazing and heartbreaking experience of my life. Jules was right; she does look like me. From the nose up, at least. Her eyes are blue, and her hair is auburn, although it’s much brighter than mine. But the jawline, the chin, the lips . . . those are reminiscent of Duncan. I sure hope that’s all she inherited from her father.


    The young woman—who, if I’ve done my mental math correctly is twenty-five years, three months, and thirteen days old—smiles down at me from the wall-mounted flat screen. It’s a sedate smile. A Mona Lisa smile that could mean any number of things.


    I’m content.


    I’m bored.


    I secretly want to slap my birth mother silly, but I’m keeping that to myself until the opportune moment.


    An off-screen voice blares out. “Twenty-five-year-old fashion designer Jessica Beckett comes to us from—”


    The buzzing in my ears drowns out the rest of that sentence. Jessica. My daughter’s name is Jessica.


    I shake my head, and the male voice registers again. “. . . has a special reason for being on Last Family Standing.”


    My daughter—Jessica—opens her mouth to speak. I lean forward, desperate to finally hear her, to know how her adult voice has transformed from the newborn cries imprinted on the auditory center of my brain. But she freezes, and I almost tumble off the edge of the couch cushion.


    I swing my head in Jules’s direction. “Why did you do that?”


    “Just checking on you.”


    “I’m fine.”


    “You’re whiter than an Alaskan albino.”


    I’m not sure why Alaskan albinos would be whiter than any others in the world, but I get her point. “I never knew her name.”


    “Your choice?”


    “Yes.” My fingernails press into the bare skin on my thighs. “I figured the less I knew, the easier it would be to let her go.”


    I don’t know if that line of reasoning was correct or not. What I do know is that I can’t imagine the whole experience being any harder than it was.


    I look at Jessica’s frozen face. “Where did the announcer say she lives?”


    “Irvine. California.”


    So close. You can drive from here to there in about five hours. Did she grow up there? Has she always been just a car drive away?


    “He’s not the announcer.”


    “What?”


    Jules motions at the TV. “The man talking is Rick Wolff, the host of the show.”


    My head cocks to the left. “Does that matter?”


    She ignores the question. “Are you ready for me to hit play?”


    I nod. Jules aims the remote like a gun, and my daughter begins to speak.


    “I was adopted as a baby. Don’t get me wrong,” she waves her hands wildly, palms out, “I had a very happy childhood. No problems there.”


    She laughs. It sounds a bit forced, but then I don’t know her well enough to judge. That could just be the way she laughs.


    “My parents and I are very, very close.”


    Heat floods my cheeks and I swallow back something vile that tries to creep up my throat. She’s close to her parents. That’s good. That’s what I always wanted: for all of them to be happy. There’s no reason to feel like I’ve been kicked in the gut.


    Jessica’s lashes dip, as though she’s taking time to compose her thoughts. When she looks at the camera, that shadow of a smile is back.


    “Even though I’m happy, I think it’s time I met my birth mother.”


    Ice replaces heat as all the blood drains from my face. “She wants to find me?”


    “Keep listening,” Jules says.


    Jessica’s face is replaced by a montage of still photos from her childhood as Rick Wolff’s voice once again takes command of the program. “Jessica may want to find her birth mother, but does the mother want to be found? Jessica has located no information about the woman who gave her up twenty-five years ago. Her only clue is an old graduation photo with the name Monica written on the back.”


    There I am. My senior picture fills the screen. I was barely eighteen, excited to leave high school behind and head off to culinary school. Jessica hadn’t been born yet. She wasn’t even a glimmer in my eye. It wouldn’t be until two years later that I’d meet her bad-boy father and lose all grip on common sense.


    “Where did they get that?” I ask aloud. “I never gave her parents anything.”


    “They didn’t get it,” Jules answers. “Jessica had it when she got in touch with the show.”


    A moment later, I hear the exact same thing recounted by Jessica herself. The host asks her how she got the photo, and she shrugs. “It’s always been on the mantel with all the other family photos. When I was old enough to understand, my parents told me it was my birth mother. They got the picture the day I was born, but they never did tell me from whom.”


    The mystery of how Jessica got the picture is replaced by another, far more important question. “Pause it.”


    Jules hits the button and looks at me.


    “So she’s trying to find me?”


    “Yes.”


    “But why is she talking about it on this show?” It’s a physical competition based on endurance and mind games. It’s not a show that reunites families.


    The corner of Jules’s mouth quirks up. “Why do you think?”


    I don’t want to say what I think. It would be better to hear it from someone else. Maybe then it won’t be real. Elbows to knees, I hang my head and wave blindly toward the TV. “Restart it.”


    “I can’t think of anything better,” Jessica’s voice says, “than competing on Last Family Standing with my birth mother.”


    I raise my head slowly, just in time to see Jessica look directly into the camera, tilt her head, and grin. Good grief, it’s exactly what Duncan used to do. And I never could say no to him.


    Jessica’s image is replaced by Rick Wolff. Wearing a khaki shirt and shark tooth necklace, he has a quasi-rugged look, like a model from a safari-wear catalog. “Will Jessica find her mother? That’s yet to be seen.” He crosses to a tiki torch and wraps his hand around the pole. “If she doesn’t, her flame will be snuffed out before she has a chance to begin.” With something resembling a coconut shell on the end of a stick, he covers the top of the torch, extinguishing it. Then he looks straight at the camera, as if he knows I’m sitting on my best friend’s couch and holding my breath. “If you’re out there, Monica, or if you know Monica, please call or text us at the number on the screen.”


    Jules aims the remote again, and the TV goes blank. “That’s it. He moves on to someone else now.”


    Silence settles between us. I don’t know what to say. A thousand thoughts are crowding my mind.


    My daughter wants to meet me.


    She’s beautiful.


    She wants me to be on a reality show.


    All I have to do is call that number.


    Who gave her my picture?


    A reality show? Me?


    Jules leans over and squeezes my knee. “Talk to me. What are you going to do?”


    What am I going to do? No way I’m going on a reality show, especially this one. Jules has told me all about it. I’ve heard about the harsh conditions, the lack of food that drives contestants to insect consumption, the duplicity that’s required in order to win. How can I willingly subject myself to that?


    But how can I not? My daughter wants to meet me. My daughter. Jessica. For years, I’ve put her out of my mind. Not because I wanted to, but because I had to. It was the only way I could survive the heart-wrenching decision to let her go. And letting her go was the only way I could ensure she had a good, happy life. I never expected to see her again. But now, I can.


    My daughter wants to meet me. And I will do whatever it takes to meet her.


    I look at Jules, blinking hard. “Can I use your phone?”
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    What did you do?”


    When Jules gave me her phone, I had every intention of calling the number on the TV screen. But halfway through dialing, a thought occurred to me. How did Jessica’s family get that photo of me? She said her parents had it since she was a baby, but there was only one other person outside our little group who knew what I was doing.


    “What do you mean, dear?” My mother’s voice is smooth, innocent. She’s obviously not a fan of Last Family Standing because she has no clue what I’m talking about.


    “You gave a copy of my high school graduation picture to the Becketts, didn’t you?”


    Thick silence is followed by a long, deep sigh. That’s admission enough for me.


    “Mom, how could you? You know I wanted to stay out of their life.”


    “If you wanted that, you never should have given them your baby.” She sighs again, but this time it’s short and final, more like a snort. “I’m sorry. That didn’t come out the way I wanted it to.”


    Maybe not, but it came out exactly the way she meant it. Mom has never understood how I could give up my baby for adoption, and she never agreed with my decision to cut all ties with the Becketts. If she’d had her way, we would have been one big, extended family, exchanging letters and pictures, getting together on holidays. It had almost killed me to walk away from my child when all I knew of her was the glimpse of her tiny, newborn body. How could I stand to get to know her, watch her grow, and have to leave her again and again and again? Mom’s philosophy was “better something than nothing.” But I knew better. It was like the one time in high school that I took a drag off a friend’s cigarette. There had been something seductive about it, how it warmed my whole body. In that second, I knew I had two choices: keep smoking and become addicted, or never, ever smoke again. I chose the latter, just like I did with my daughter. If I stayed in contact, spent any time with her, I would have become addicted. I would have needed more and more of her, until I’d want her back, all for myself. The only choice, the one that would result in the least amount of broken hearts, was to go cold turkey. But Mom never got how I could quit my daughter.


    “When did you even see the Becketts?”


    “At the hospital, the day after she was born. I was looking at her through the nursery window, and there was a young couple next to me. It didn’t take long for us to realize we were looking at the same baby.” More sighing blows through the phone.


    I’m not an insensitive fool. I know this whole thing has been difficult for her, too. But right now, I need information. “What did you tell them?”


    “That I was your mother. That you were a good person who just lost her way. And I showed them your picture, the one I kept in my wallet.”


    They already knew what I looked like, and Mom knew it. But I guess she wanted them to see what I looked like before I fell into a life of sin and questionable choices. “And you gave it to them.”


    “Because they asked if they could keep it.” Her voice has a hard edge. “And I’m glad they did. At least someone realized that sweet baby needed a connection to her real mother.”


    “Susan Beckett has been her mother for twenty-five years. She deserves that title way more than I do. I’m more like an after-the-fact surrogate.”


    “Be that as it may.” Mom’s dismissive tone is more than a little insulting. “Why are you asking me about this now? How did you even find out?” She gasps, sucking back in all that previously sighed-out air. “She contacted you, didn’t she?”


    “Not exactly.”


    “Have you seen her?”


    “In a manner of speaking.”


    “Either you’ve seen her or you haven’t. It’s a simple question.”


    This situation is many things: bizarre, uncomfortable, thrilling, confusing. The list goes on and on. The one thing it’s not is simple.


    So, I tell Mom about the TV show, which I was right, is not on her list of shows-she-never-misses. In fact, she’s never even heard about it, so I have to take a side trip and tell her not only what it’s about but also what time it’s on and which network.


    “Well, that explains why I’ve never seen it,” she says. “It’s on at the same time as my cooking program. The one where they have to make a three-course meal out of whatever leftovers they find in the fridge. I never miss that show.”


    “Mom, focus. We’re talking about Jessica.”


    “Who’s Jessica?”


    I fall back on the couch, my head lolling against the cushions. “She’s my daughter.” Before Mom can run off on another tangent, I tell her about Jessica looking for me to be on the show with her, and how she showed my photo on air.


    “Thank the good Lord. You see, I knew I was right. I knew she’d want to find you one day.”


    “You still should have told me. Then at least I would have been prepared.”


    “Monica, your attitude is baffling. You should be thanking me for helping your daughter find you, not haranguing me for doing the right thing.”


    Jules comes back in the room, and through a series of exaggerated facial features, we share a silent conversation.


    How’s it going?


    Exactly how I expected.


    Oh man, I’m sorry.


    There’s only one way to end this phone call. “I’m sorry if I upset you, Mom. I know you only want what’s best for me.”


    “I always have.” She sniffs for effect. “When are you going to see her?”


    “I have no idea. I still need to call the show.”


    “You haven’t called them yet? What are you waiting for, an engraved invitation?”


    We’ve gotten to the point in the conversation where Mom pulls out the clichés and platitudes. My instant response is sarcasm. “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m waiting for.”


    She laughs, because we’ve done this dance enough times that she finds my dry wit, as she calls it, endearing. “Well, you got something better. You got an invitation in front of a national audience. You’d best stop chewing the fat with me and give them a call.”


    “Yes, Mom. I will.”


    We exchange the usual I love you and I love you too, and I end it.


    Jules plunks herself down next to me. She’s holding two bowls of ice cream. One is plain strawberry, the other is vanilla surrounded with sliced bananas, covered in chocolate fudge and whipped cream, and crowned with three maraschino cherries.


    I point at the big, decadent bowl. “Please tell me that’s for me.”


    “Of course. We’ve passed the point of root beer floats. Now, it’s sundae time.”


    “God bless you.” I take the bowl and dig in.


    “I figured if you needed to avoid the issue for a bit, at least this is a tasty way to do it.”


    “I’m not avoiding anything.” I give her a stern look, but there’s no conviction behind it.


    She laughs, and a little bit of ice cream flies out of her mouth and lands on her leg. “Of course you are. Why else would you call your mother?”


    “Good point.”


    She swipes the ice cream from her jeans, considers her fingertip for a moment, then shrugs and licks it off. With three boys who are forever dropping food, Jules is a firm believer in the five-second rule.


    The ice cream is having the desired effect. With each sweet, silky mouthful, I relax a little more, until finally, my bowl is empty, and I’m slouched down on the couch, staring at the now-blank TV screen.


    “Why do you think she did it?”


    Jules takes the bowl and sets it inside her own. “Because she wants to meet you.”


    “I get that, but why this way?” I waggle an accusing finger at the big, black rectangle. “Why on national TV? She could have hired a private investigator, kept it all hush-hush.”


    “Hush-hush?”


    “On the down low. Nice and quiet.” I press my finger to my lips. “Sh!”


    “Uh oh.” Jules grins. “Someone’s sugar-drunk.”


    “Am not.” But as I draw my brows down into a scowl of consternation, the buzzing in my brain grows louder. “Okay, maybe a little.”


    “Why don’t you stay here tonight and sleep it off?”


    I shake my head. “I’m fine.”


    “Friends don’t let friends walk home while on a sugar buzz.” She stands and heads for the kitchen. “But if you insist, I’ll force-feed you some coffee first.”


    The family room is much too quiet and empty, so I follow her. While she fires up the Keurig, I grab two mugs from the cupboard, set them on the counter beside her, and then drop down on one of the barstools surrounding the island.


    Jules puts one of the mugs beneath the spout and presses a button. “To answer your question, I have no idea why Jessica is looking for you on television. It could be that she’s a fan of the show, and she figured her unique twist would get her on as a contestant.”


    “It worked.”


    “Or, she could be trying to shock and embarrass you.”


    “That worked, too.” I brace my chin on my fist and sigh.


    “But the only way to know for sure is to ask her.”


    “And the only way to ask her is to go on the show.”


    The coffee stops dripping, and Jules brings the mug to me. I wrap my hands around it, breathing in the rich aroma of French vanilla. As the steam rises, I blink and look up at the woman I trust more than anyone in the world. “Will you help me?”


    Without hesitation, she sits on the stool opposite me and squeezes my knee. “Every way I can.”


    “If I do this, I’m going to need you to coach me so I don’t kill myself on that show. Or worse, look like an idiot.”


    Jules laughs and gets up to make her own coffee. “Your priorities are seriously messed up.”


    “So I’ve been told.”


    She frowns at me. “You know I was kidding.”


    “I know.” But she’s also right. What kind of a person gives away her own flesh and blood? Sure, I’ve always said I did it so my daughter would have a better life, but is that the total truth? How much of my decision was based on what would be easier for me?


    My nose starts to tingle, and I sniff it away. “Did I do the right thing, Jules?”


    “You did what you felt was best at the time. At this point, it doesn’t matter if it was right or wrong. What matters is that you have a daughter who wants to meet you. What are you going to do about her now?”


    If I meet her, it may be the most painful, excruciating experience of my life. Or it could be the best. But if I don’t meet her, then it will be like I’ve abandoned her all over again. There’s only one thing I can do.


    “I’m going to sleep on it.”
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    By the time I get home, I’ve convinced myself that a good night’s sleep is essential to the decision-making process. The fact that I’ll probably toss and turn and be unable to shut off my brain is immaterial. At the very least I need to be in my bed, curled into the fetal position with my covers pulled tightly around me.


    I can barely open the front door because Ranger is right there, bouncing and circling and whining.


    “Back up, buddy.” Sucking in my stomach, I slide through the cracked door, and shut it behind me. “You missed me, huh?”


    Then the phone rings, and his actions make sense. I might have the only dog in the world who freaks out at the sound of a telephone. Ranger isn’t excited I’m home; he’s having the equivalent of a doggie panic attack.


    “Come on.” He stays so close to me he presses against the side of my leg as I walk to the phone. I’m about to answer when I notice the digital display. The phone number isn’t familiar. And I have twenty-six missed calls. It’s a miracle poor Ranger didn’t chew his way through the door.


    After the ringing stops, I dial into voicemail. The robotic female reports, “You have twenty-six new messages.”


    That can’t be good. I sink to the floor and wrap my arms around Ranger. We both need the emotional support. He climbs over my legs until he’s sitting half in my lap and half on the floor. There’s a comfort to the weight and heat of another living being, because it means I don’t have to go through this alone. Sure, Ranger’s just a dog, but he loves me in that unconditional way only animals can. Right now, I need all the love I can get.


    My back is against the wall, in every sense of the phrase. A deep breath, a few buttons punched, and the messages begin to play.


    “Monica, I think I just saw you on TV! Call me. It’s Wendy.”


    “Saw you on Last Family. Are you going to call them?”


    “Monica. Wow, it’s been a long time. Do you remember me? Tom. We had freshman biology together. Uh . . . I’ll try again later.”


    It’s a weird combination of people. Some I know now, like my pastor, who is concerned about me and makes a point of mentioning that his wife is a fan of the show, not him. Some are people who knew me in high school or culinary school. And some I haven’t heard from in over twenty years. But now, thanks to the marvels of modern technology, they’ve all found me. It’s a slightly disturbing thought. “Maybe I’m overreacting.” My fingers thread through Ranger’s thick, shaggy fur. “Why would anybody care about me, anyway?”


    Sure. This is just a momentary blip of excitement for a few people who have nothing better to do than sit glued to their TV screens every Tuesday night, watching a bunch of emotionally vulnerable people live out an exaggerated month of their lives. Tomorrow, no one will give me a second thought.


    The phone rings again and Ranger’s head jerks up. If this keeps up, neither one of us will get any sleep. I turn off the ringer, then gently push him off my legs so I can stand.


    “Time to hit the hay.”


    Ranger bounds upstairs and I follow, turning lights off as I go. Things will look different in the morning.


    I’m sure of it.


    ***


    Things look different in the morning, all right. They look worse. They sound worse, too, thanks to the incessant trilling of the door chimes at the obscene hour of 7:00 a.m.


    I’m able to extricate myself from the bedsheets without disturbing Ranger, who’s spread out on the end of the mattress. Crazy mutt. A phone call sends him into fits, but the doorbell doesn’t faze him.


    Slipping into my bathrobe, I shake my head. “If a thief ever broke in, you would be less than useless.”


    The doorbell sounds again. I hurry down the stairs, grumbling to myself that whoever’s out there better have a darn good reason for being so irritating. On my way to the door, I pass the phone table. Thank goodness I decided to turn off the ringer because not only have more calls come in but also for the first time ever there’s a light blinking to inform me that my voice mailbox is full.


    Go figure. Your photo gets flashed on one TV show, and suddenly you’re the most popular girl in school.


    I yank the front door open. “Yes?”


    The man on my front porch is much too chipper for this hour of the morning. His smile—which reveals blindingly white, yet not perfectly straight, teeth—rearranges the features of his face, crinkling the skin around his eyes and exposing perfect twin dimples. “Good morning, Monica.”


    He acts like we know each other. Even though there is something familiar about this man, I know we’ve never met. None of my friends have smiles like that. And none of them come with a cameraman pointing the big, black eye of a camera straight at me.


    The floor is suddenly very shaky beneath my feet. “You’re him.”


    “That’s what they tell me.” His laugh rumbles as he extends his hand. “Rick Wolff.”


    I take a step backward, as if the mere act of not shaking his hand will fix everything. “How did you find me so fast?”


    An easy shrug lifts one shoulder. “Several people called in during the show last night, including a couple of your friends who provided your full name and your address.”


    “Some friends,” I mutter.


    He lets it slide. “By the end of last night’s show, we were already prepping the plane to come out here.”


    I cross my arms over my chest, feeling more vulnerable than usual. “I was going to call in. You didn’t have to fetch me.”


    His eyes remind me of a big jug of fresh-brewed sun tea, especially when he opens them wide. “Then you watch the show?”


    “No. My friend does. She’s obsessed with you. With the show.” His smile shifts into a lazy grin, and I know exactly what he must be thinking. “She’s married,” I stammer.


    He steps forward. “That’s okay. She’s not the one I’m interested in.”


    Not only is this wildly inappropriate, it’s being documented on film. I’ve got to put an end to it. “Please, this isn’t a good time. I’ll call you later. When I can talk.” When I’m wearing clothes.


    He’s about to say something, probably something smooth and charming to coerce his way into my house, when a vehicle pulls up at the sidewalk. The white van has all kinds of weird equipment on its roof, including what looks like a satellite dish. If that doesn’t tell me enough, the words My News 3 painted on the side give it away.


    The man on my porch doesn’t look surprised. “You should probably let me in now.”


    “Look, Mr. Wolff, I—”


    “Rick.”


    “Fine. Rick. I can’t do this now.”


    Something close to sympathy changes those facial features again. “Take my word for it, Monica. It will be much better if you let me in now. That news crew isn’t going anywhere until they get a story.”


    “And how will talking to you take care of them?”


    “Because after you and I talk and come to an agreement, I’ll come back out here and give them a statement.”


    There’s no denying I want to avoid speaking to the press. But there’s something even more important at stake. “Will you tell me about my daughter?”


    He takes another step closer. “You can ask me anything you want.”


    “And you’ll answer me?”


    “You can ask me anything you want,” he repeats, with a grin that says he may or may not answer.


    But there’s only one way to find out.


    “Okay. You can come in.” I point at the cameraman, whose face I still haven’t seen. “But he stays outside.”


    Rick shakes his head. “Sorry. Where I go, he goes. If you don’t sign a release, we can’t use the footage, but for now, he shoots everything.”


    I’d like to shoot something. Over his shoulder, I see the news van doors open and people start to pour out. Considering the postage-stamp-size of my front yard—aka, rock garden—there’s no time to argue. “All right.”


    Once Rick and the bearer of the one-eyed monster are inside, I shut the door and lock the deadbolt with a forceful twist. Toenails click on the tile behind me, and Ranger lopes in, tongue lolling out one side of his mouth, greeting our visitors with the closest thing a dog has to a smile.


    The camera is trained on Rick as he hunkers down and becomes my dog’s new best friend. This is as good a time as any to make myself decent.


    “I’m going upstairs to get dressed. The living room is that way.” I point. “Make yourself comfortable.”


    Halfway up the stairs I stop, turn, and head back down, leaning over the rail to yell at them. “But not too comfortable. Don’t dig around in my medicine cabinet or anything like that.”


    Back up I go, then stop, come back down again. “Not that there’s anything I don’t want you to see in there.”


    I give it one more try: up, stop, come back down. “Or anything you shouldn’t see. It’s just rude.”


    By this time, Rick is looking at me like I’ve lost my mind, and the camera is bouncing up and down on the other guy’s shoulder, which reminds me he’s recording every asinine thing I say. Clamping my lips together, I trudge up the stairs in silence. I haven’t even agreed to be on their silly show yet, and already my life is a circus.


    Once in my room, I go straight to my dresser, not daring to look in the mirror hanging above it to see how truly hideous I look. Instead, I open the top drawer, rummage underneath my underwear, and pull out a grainy, black and white sonogram photo. For all these years, it’s been the only memento I have of my child. That and my stretch marks are the only proof I have that I gave birth to another human being.


    Running my fingertips lightly across the surface, I take a deep breath. She is the reason I’m doing this. If I want to meet my daughter, I have to play along.


    And I want to meet her more than anything else in the world.
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    I’m tellin’ ya, Rick, we should have done it. If nothing else, it’d be hilarious.”


    I can hear the two men talking as I make my way down from my room. It sounds like they accepted my invitation to wait in the living room. Since you can’t see the staircase from there, I stop. It’s not eavesdropping, not really. More like fact-gathering. And from what I understand, I’m going to have to get used to this kind of low-class, underhanded behavior if I want to survive on that TV show of theirs.


    “I’ve never gone through anyone’s medicine cabinet, and I’m not about to start now.” Rick’s voice is amused, but there’s an undertone of seriousness. “The woman’s spooked enough. I don’t want to give her any extra reasons to back out.”


    “You really think she’ll do it?”


    Silence. Is Rick whispering his response? Or is he thinking about it? Without moving my feet, I lean forward, ears straining to hear.


    “I think she’s too curious not to.” His voice is much closer now. If I hadn’t been white-knuckling the banister, the boom of it would have sent me tumbling down the stairs. He appears at the landing and grins up at me. “What do you think?”


    I think this man knows how to handle people. If I’m not careful, he’ll have me agreeing to all manner of ridiculous things, and then thanking him for the opportunity. Summoning the bits and pieces of my shredded dignity, I walk calmly past him. “Would either of you like coffee?”


    His companion is behind him, back to being the strong, silent, camera-bearing type. Not knowing his name is driving me nuts. “What’s your name?”


    “Bruce.” Rick answers for him.


    I turn to Rick. “Is Bruce mute?”


    From behind the camera comes a muttered “Hardly.”


    Rick laughs. “No, Bruce has quite a vocabulary. It just works better if I do the talking. And no.”


    “No?”


    “No. To the coffee. But thank you.” He motions toward the living room then leads the way in, as if he’s the homeowner and I’m the visitor. Before I turn around to follow, I catch the hint of a smirk from Bruce.


    Narrowing my eyes, I wag an accusing finger at him. “Careful. I’m watching you.” His smirk evolves into a grin, but he remains mum.


    In the living room, Rick indicates that I should sit on the couch. Then, instead of sitting in the adjacent chair, he sits beside me, angling in my direction so our knees almost touch. His proximity is a little unsettling, until Bruce squats down across from us and I realize the positioning is just so we’re both in frame.


    “I’m sure you’ve got a lot of questions,” Rick says.


    “When do I meet my daughter?”


    “That depends on you. Are you ready to be on the show?”


    “No.”


    “No?”


    I take great pleasure in the fact that he didn’t expect that answer. “I’m far from ready. But if I don’t go on the show, I don’t meet Jessica, do I?”


    His expression softens. I’m pretty sure he feels sorry for the spot I’m in, even though he’s the master puppeteer manipulating the strings.


    “No, you don’t. At least, not now. That isn’t to say you two won’t connect later some other way.” When I don’t answer right away, he keeps talking. “I’m sure this isn’t the way you’d hoped to meet her, but if you think about it, it’s really a great thing. Jessica wants to meet you.”


    “But why? What if the only reason is so she can be on television?”


    “That’s a possibility. And after thirty days on the island, you’ll either hate each other or create a bond like you’ve never imagined. Last Family changes you.”


    The weight of his words presses down on my already hunched shoulders. “For better or worse?”


    “That’s up to you.”


    Up to me. Once again, I will make a decision that affects not only me, but my daughter, and any number of people who are now touched by the familial fingers that connect us. It’s too much.


    I look down at the floor, focusing on the variegated pattern of greens and browns in the Berber carpet. If I stare long and hard enough, I can block out everything: Bruce, Rick, the news van outside, the daughter I’m only barely acquainted with, the fact that I still haven’t had my morning coffee. . . . Maybe, if I focus on the simple, normal, ever-present carpet, I can make it all disappear.


    “Monica? Are you okay?”


    Rick’s voice is far off and muffled, as if he’s talking through a scarf wrapped around his mouth. I try to answer, but when I open my mouth, a sob escapes. A wave of reality crashes down, pulling me out to sea in a riptide of regret and fear. Body shaking, I curl into myself, arms crossed, hands clutching my own arms, desperate to hold my head above water.


    “Turn it off.” Rick cuts through the torrent of emotions. A moment later, he slides closer, puts one arm around my shoulder, and offers a consoling hug.


    With a sigh, Bruce rises to his full height. “I told you we should have called first.”


    “Just give us a minute.”


    Bruce leaves the room. Rather than talking, Rick rubs his hand up and down my arm. It’s the kind of contact you’d expect from a brother or a platonic friend, not from the ruggedly handsome host of a popular reality series. I wonder how many other hysterical females he’s had to comfort over the years.


    As the sobs subside, my body starts to relax. A tissue appears beneath my nose, and I take it with a mumbled thank- you. I wipe my eyes, thankful there’s no mascara to run, and look up. Bruce is rummaging around in my kitchen.


    “What’s he doing?”


    “I’m trying to make coffee,” Bruce rumbles.


    “God bless you.” Now I look at Rick, surprised at how un-freaked out he is by my mini-breakdown. “Thank you.”


    “No problem.” One more squeeze, then he removes his arm from my shoulder. “You’re on a pretty intense journey. I doubt that will be your last crying jag.”


    Oh great. “Well, before I dissolve again, let’s talk about the details.”


    He grins. “Then you will do the show?”


    “Of course. I don’t really have a choice.”


    Rick pats my knee, then stands up. “Let me check on the coffee and get Bruce back in here, and we’ll get down to it.” He’s halfway to the kitchen when he turns back to me. “For the record, you always have a choice.”


    Not true. I had lots of choices once, several of which led to the defining choice of my life. But right now, the path is laid out in front of me. For the next however many days, Bruce and other cameramen like him will be my new constant companions, documenting my every move, including my reunion with my daughter.


    When Rick comes back, he’s got a coffee mug in one hand and is holding Ranger’s collar with the other. “The dog will help you come across as warm and accessible.”


    “I am warm and accessible.”


    He laughs as he sits and hands me the mug. “Of course you are. And we want everyone to see that.”


    Ranger hops up onto the couch between us and puts one paw and his head in my lap. Rick was right, having him with me is much better. On the other side of the coffee table, Bruce hoists the camera onto his shoulder and resumes his position.


    “Are you ready?” Rick asks.


    The question broke me moments before, but not now. I gulp in a breath and nod sharply. “Let’s do this.”


    One more decision taking me one step closer.
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