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        Mr. Wrong /ˈmistər rôNG/ noun: the polar opposite of the perfect man. "A prime example of Mr. Wrong is a certain quarterback incapable of letting a grudge go."

      

        

      
        A reality television dating show was never part of my post-college plan. Nearly broke, unemployed, recently dumped me let my best friend Haley decide it should be.

      

        

      
        They say don’t make life-altering decisions after five shots of tequila, and I now believe whoever coined that phrase.

      

        

      
        We all have rough patches, right? When nothing sounds better than snuggling on the couch in your favorite sweats, inhaling chocolate?

      

        

      
        Well, I’ve signed up for the glamorous version. Designer dresses. Poolside lounge chair. Open bar.

      

        

      
        Unfortunately, my free vacation takes a turn from mildly humiliating to full-on mortification when the identity of the man I’m meant to woo is revealed.

      

        

      
        What are the chances he’ s the quarterback I accidentally insulted on national television six months ago? Turns out they’re pretty good.

      

        

      
        Famous athletes receive plenty of press coverage. Odds he remembers my constructive criticism? Turns out they’re also pretty good.

      

        

      
        Thanks to a one-way plane ticket and a thirty-page contract I probably should have read before signing, I’m forced to follow through. To embark on a journey around the world with a man who hates me and the twenty-four other women he’s “dating” that will be forever enshrined on film for millions to watch weekly.

      

        

      
        All to win Mr. Wrong.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For everyone who has supported my writing in any way. This is my eighth book, and I never would have made it this far without you all.

      

        

      
        Thank you.
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EMBRY

        

      

    

    
      “Boo!” I cup my hands around my mouth to achieve optimum volume. “Learn how to throw a ball, Hastings!”

      “Really, Em?” My brother Jeremy sighs from his seat beside me as he munches on overpriced popcorn.

      How do I know it’s overpriced? Because he spent the entire second quarter telling me so.

      For what they charge…

      The salt-to-kernel ratio is all wrong…

      Luckily, I learned how to tune out Jeremy’s babble years ago. Early adolescence, to be specific. His fiancée, Amy, is the one who has to put up with his long-winded complaints now. I’m certain she’ll be hearing plenty of commentary on inflated food and beverage prices at sporting events when he gets home. Luckily, my brother is engaged to a woman with the patience of a saint—an important, impressive one who has to deal with trying circumstances on a regular basis yet remains serene.

      I don’t think anyone would say the same about me. Hair-trigger temper is a phrase that’s been used more than once. I prefer passionate.

      The prices charged inside Englewood Stadium—home to the Chicago Grizzlies—are ridiculous. But when you have the market cornered—or customers trapped inside a ginormous stadium with no way to smuggle snacks in—you can charge ten dollars for a bucket filled with over-salted corn kernels. Simple supply and demand. My business knowledge is limited to what my college boyfriend spewed when he was trying to appear intellectual, but that seems about as foolproof as a marketing strategy can be. Then again, Ian has yet to be featured in Forbes. Last I knew, he was working out of his parents’ garage.

      The Grizzlies quarterback throws another interception. I grab a handful of Jeremy’s over-salted popcorn and chuck it toward the field. Unfortunately, we’re several hundred feet above it, up in the nosebleeds that only cost three figures apiece, not four. Meaning the players on the field don’t notice, just the people two rows down from us. I take a sip of my beer when they glance back, annoyed.

      No popcorn to see back here, folks.

      “Yeah, your aim is so much better,” Jeremy states dryly.

      “Shut up,” I tell him, drinking more beer.

      “Slow down on that. I’m not buying you another one.”

      “I’m not going to get drunk. Trust me, it’d take a lot more than this.” I sound prouder of that fact than I should, but I’m twenty-five and constantly second-guessing my life decisions. A glass of wine—or three—when I walk into my cramped, quiet apartment and kick off my heels at the end of a long day isn’t too much to ask for, is it?

      Jeremy thinks so. “It’s worrying your alcohol tolerance is that high.”

      “At least I’m a fun drunk,” I reply, taking another sip.

      A demeaning, incredulous scoff that could only be produced by an older sibling sounds to my left. “Who told you that?”

      “People,” I respond vaguely. Because that might have been a self-sourced observation.

      “You’re a messy drunk,” Jeremy informs me. “Remember my senior year homecoming?”

      I flush. Unfortunately, I do. An evening that started out with humiliating myself in front of Jason Mitchell and ended with burning brownies in the home economics room. The details between those two events are still hazy, thanks to the contents of Sadie Johnson’s parents’ liquor cabinet.

      “I’m twenty-five, not fifteen. I can handle more than one drink, Jeremy.”

      “When they’re charging fifteen dollars for a domestic? That’s outrageous.”

      And…we’re back to concession stand prices. I’m tempted to tell Jeremy he’s being ridiculous, but I refrain. We grew up on a shoestring budget, and spending money unnecessarily is a foreign concept to both of us. I could get five bottles of wine from Trader Joe’s for fifteen dollars.

      “I’ll liquor up in the parking lot before the game next year,” I decide.

      “We don’t have to keep coming, Embry,” Jeremy tells me. His quiet, soft tone is a stark contrast to the pandemonium surrounding us. The shouts. The announcements. The suggestive comments aimed at the man who can’t manage to find his receivers.

      “I want to,” I insist.

      Calling me a sports fan is a stretch. I grew up in Chicago, though, with a father who would consider being called simply a sports fan an insult. He’s a fanatic. An afficionado. He worships at the altar of game day commentary and limited-edition jerseys. I can sit through one football game. For him.

      Jeremy nods, then abruptly changes the subject. “Amy asked me to see if you want to come over for dinner on Thursday night.”

      “Warm invitation,” I drone. If not for Amy, I would probably only see my brother on holidays. He’s loyal and thoughtful and loves to dish out tough love. We couldn’t be more different, but I know he would move mountains for me if need be. Here’s hoping he doesn’t have to, because I would never hear the end of it. “But I can’t. I have a date.”

      “A date? On a Thursday?” He sounds scandalized.

      “People date all days of the week, Jeremy,” I reply loftily. “Not surprising you don’t know that since you haven’t been single in over a decade…” Jeremy and Amy are in the tiny, miniscule minority of middle school romantic relationships that survive the long trek from puberty to adulthood.

      “Fine, fine,” he interrupts. “Just…where did you meet this guy?”

      I slouch in my seat and stare down at the field. Play has paused. Again. “Why do you have to say it like that?”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you’re expecting me to say it was at a poetry slam or a grocery store.”

      “Wasn’t Jacques the guy you met at a book signing?”

      “Yes.”

      “I rest my case.”

      I sigh. My type when it comes to men tends to be “work in progress.” The guys on the cusp of becoming something. With big ideas and minimal follow-through. All of them have had traits revealed that made hanging in there until the becoming-something stage came about highly undesirable.

      Jacques was my latest boyfriend. French, artsy, and mysterious. We met at an indie bookstore, had our first date at a gallery, and would walk around the city for hours talking about New Yorker articles.

      Unfortunately, I learned the reason we spent so much time wandering the streets of Chicago was because his residence was a closet. I’m not exaggerating. A literal closet barely large enough to fit the twin-sized mattress that covered the entire floor. When he asked to move in with me after our third date so his “roommate” could move his record collection out of the bathroom and back into storage, I decided we weren’t going to make it as a long-term couple.

      “I don’t always meet guys in weird places,” I state defensively. “Tim was a blind date from work.”

      “Wasn’t he the adult braces guy?”

      “Yes,” I admit.

      I was hoping Jeremy had forgotten that tiny detail. I tried to overlook the mouthware at first. Having a romantic partner who’s conscientious about oral hygiene seemed like a selling point. I felt differently after I learned Tim was correcting a crooked tooth so he could fulfill his lifelong dream of booking a toothpaste commercial. I left before dessert, partly because I realized we were headed nowhere fast and mostly because he’d already told me he wasn’t eating any sugar per his orthodontist’s strict instructions.

      “You know, I work with some really nice guys…”

      “No, Jeremy. No,” I repeat. “I’ll meet my own men, thank you very much.”

      He sighs.

      I don’t know where the warn-my-friends-away-from-my-sister stereotype came from, but Jeremy stands in proud defiance of it. He loves to hype up not only his friends, but also his work colleagues to me every chance he gets.

      Jeremy works as a financial software analyst for some large corporation headquartered in Chicago. I have no idea what he actually does on a day-to-day basis, because I’ve zoned out every single time he’s explained it to me.

      Every. Single. Time.

      I don’t think that bodes well for my compatibility with any of the men he works with. At least with Jeremy, I feel a sisterly sense of obligation to act like I’m listening.

      A quick glance down at the field reveals that everyone on it is still standing around.

      Why make the game last the single hour the fifteen-minute quarters add up to when you can have it last three hours instead?

      A rhetorical question. Obviously.

      My phone vibrates with a text from my best friend, Haley. How is it?

      Don’t mention concession stand prices to Jeremy next time you see him.

      Duly noted. We’ve been best friends since preschool, so Haley has witnessed over two decades’ worth of Jeremy’s strong opinions. Seconds later, she sends another text. Guess who Laura saw last night. A grainy photo comes through that I squint at.

      One of our good friends, Laura, works at an exclusive club downtown. Chicago isn’t known for being a mecca of celebrity sightings. Most of the clientele the city’s upscale establishments cater to are middle-aged workaholics looking to spend their obscene salary and pretend their hairline isn’t receding.

      All I can tell about the guy in this photo is he’s tall and has brown hair. It’s obviously not Oprah, based on both appearance and location. I send back a series of question marks.

      Ryan Hastings!! Haley replies.

      I roll my eyes as I shove my phone back in my pocket. No wonder today’s offensive strategy seems to be not to have one. Someone clearly doesn’t take his job seriously.

      “Looks like we’ll be here a while longer.” I blow out a long breath following the understatement. “I’m going to use the bathroom,” I tell Jeremy.

      He nods, barely paying attention to me as he scrolls through something on his phone. Probably checking his work email, because the concept of a day off is foreign to him.

      I stand, stretch (because not only are these seats far enough away from the field to practically require binoculars, they’re also super uncomfortable), and start down the steep stairs. Rather than use the restroom directly across the cement hallway, I amble along the popcorn-strewn, beer-stained ground at approximately the same speed as the game on the field is progressing. I’m not in any rush to return to my cramped chair.

      Coming to the Grizzlies’ first home game of the season is an annual tradition. Growing up on the combined salaries of an associate professor and a construction worker in an expensive city, money was always tight. My dad would splurge once a year on the cheapest seats he could get and take Jeremy and me to a game, the same way he and his two brothers went with their father each year.

      It’s a Willis family tradition, one I loved and looked forward to as a kid. One I dutifully kept up with throughout my teenage years and into adulthood because there are far more unpleasant things I’d do for my father than sit through a football game.

      This past March, there was an equipment malfunction at the site he was working on, and the accident left him paralyzed from the waist down. He easily could have died, and seeing him in a wheelchair is nowhere near as horrifying as that possibility. In typical fashion, he’s put on a brave face and made the best of the impairment. But I know today is the hardest day for him since the accident happened. His limited mobility means he’s missing watching the opening game from Englewood Stadium for the first time in his life, and it means Jeremy and I are sitting next to an empty seat because neither of us—even Mr. Money Saver himself—could stomach making the fiscally sound decision to sell the third ticket that’s been affixed to my parents’ fridge for months.

      Some things matter more than money—even when it’s tight.

      I stop at the next women’s room I come across. Although the televisions mounted every dozen feet along the hallway show that miraculously, play has resumed—or maybe because of that—the line is out the door.

      Despite its length, the line moves fairly quickly. I emerge from one of the mostly clean stalls and head for an open sink. A petite woman with long, chestnut-colored hair—we’re talking shampoo commercial quality—appears at the one next to mine.

      “I love your shirt,” she tells me as she squirts some soap on her hands.

      I glance down at the plaid button-down I’m wearing. I tend to dress like I’ve just stepped out of the pages of a J.Crew catalog: soft sweaters, cozy flannels, skinny jeans. Fall is my season, and I’m taking full advantage of the first glimmers of it finally breaking through what’s been a typically humid Chicago summer.

      “Thanks,” I reply with a smile, eyeing her outfit. She’s wearing a lightweight jacket with a distinctive plaid pattern that suggests it likely cost more than two months’ rent in my small studio.

      “I have that shirt in green,” she adds as we exit the bathroom.

      I don’t usually engage in conversation with strangers I meet in the bathroom, but I go with it. She’s rich, it appears, and I have an unfounded theory that rich people are less likely to be serial killers or stalkers. “Oh, I didn’t know they make it in—”

      I stop talking as soon as I see the man standing to the right of the exit. A man, who, if not for the fact that I spent four months dating him, I would not have recognized.

      “Embry.” He recognizes me immediately. I look the same.

      “Oliver,” I reply.

      The woman wearing Burberry glances between us. “You two know each other?”

      “You two know each other?” I echo, looking back and forth between her and the guy I broke up with because dating an aspiring comedian meant always picking up the tab and everything—and I do mean everything—about our relationship being fair game during a bit.

      Oliver looks uncomfortable, and I do my best to act like I have no idea why. “I’m not sure how the two of you met, but Melissa, this is Embry. Embry, this is my girlfriend, Melissa.”

      I don’t miss how he neglects to share the ex-girlfriend-slash-sugar-mama title I paid for with my dignity and a few hundred dollars. However, I am distracted as I study the knit sweater and dark jeans that have replaced the grungy t-shirts and holey sweatpants that were all I saw him wear during the entirety of our ill-fated relationship.

      “I didn’t know you were a football fan, Embry,” Oliver continues.

      “I didn’t know you owned clothes without holes in them,” I reply.

      Oliver laughs. Melissa smiles, which tells me they haven’t been dating long enough for her to hear the uncomfortable edge underneath the amusement. Or maybe she’s simply a better actress than I am. I’ve never been good at acting like things are okay when they’re not.

      “Yeah, I guess I was really dressing the part for a while there,” Oliver replies.

      The part? I don the same horrified expression Oliver would wear any time anyone disparaged his “craft.”

      “I take that to mean you’re no longer attempting to make it as a comedian?”

      He laughs again, with pure amusement. “God, no. Can you imagine? I decided it was time to face reality. Put that business degree to use.”

      Degree? “You told me you dropped out of school,” I state, not bothering to curb the accusation in my voice.

      “Yeah—law school. Business school was way easier. Only two years instead of three.”

      I…can’t. To Oliver, I say, “You owe me several hundred dollars, seeing as I bankrolled our entire relationship.” To Melissa, I say, “Don’t put your green shirt in the dryer. The fabric shrinks.”

      Then, I head toward the nearest concession stand that sells beer. Once I’m $16.42 poorer—freaking tax; alcohol after you encounter an ex is in fact a necessity—I head back in the direction of my section, pausing frequently to take long gulps of beer. I’m basically shotgunning it, but it’s a preferable option than having to listen to any more commentary from Jeremy on one, the cost of the beer, and two, the fact that my dating track record is worse than the Cubs’ was pre-World Series win.

      I gulp the last of the alcohol right as I reach the cement tunnel that leads back out toward the field. It feels like I’ve been gone for hours, but in reality, the fourth quarter hasn’t even started yet. Four minutes remain in the third, which I can confidently state will take a minimum of fifteen to tick away. I toss the can into a recycling bin and walk to the opening that leads to sound and sunshine.

      Halfway there, a man holding a massive video camera—the type you see being held all around the field zooming in on players’ pleased or pissed-off faces to heighten the drama—approaches me.

      “Enjoying the game?” he asks. The question is paired with an upbeat expression.

      My reply is blunt. “No.”

      He quirks a brow, surprised. Or, more likely, as I realize when he hoists his camera, he’s sniffing out a story. As a quasi-journalist, I should know.

      Unfortunately, recent events and my current blood alcohol content ensure I lay out my issues with the game: the uncomfortable seats, the overpriced food, and most importantly, the Grizzlies’ quarterback’s poor excuse of a hungover performance, all in colorful, detailed terms.

      Like I told Jeremy, I’m a fun drunk.
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EMBRY

        

      

    

    
      My life is a complete and utter disaster.

      I’ve thought that before. It’s never been truer than this exact moment.

      January 25th.

      2:04 PM.

      “I’m sorry, Embry. You’ve done fantastic work here. Really. It’s just…we’re on a tight budget. The last couple of issues haven’t been performing as well as we’d hoped. Specifically, the arts section.”

      Also known as my section.

      “Right,” I reply, emphasizing the final sound. Maybe it’s bad form to employ sarcasm while speaking to your boss, but I feel like it becomes far more acceptable when he’s just finished firing you.

      “I really am sorry,” Stephen tells me, pushing his wire-rimmed glasses further up his nose. He hates conflict. I’m surprised he didn’t try to foist this unpleasant task off onto one of the junior editors rather than having to can me himself.

      “I know you are.” I sigh.

      Truth is, I don’t love working at Lemon, the Tribune’s attempt to stay hip and relevant in the digital age. The hours were all right, and the pay was enough to pay rent. I was never excited about coming to work, though.

      The highlight of my time at this magazine was probably the opportunity to wear whatever I wanted to because Jerry, the editor-in-chief before Stephen, endeavored to cultivate a casual atmosphere to avoid workplace conflict.

      Wearing jeans every day wasn’t enough to keep Jerry from getting punched by Carrie’s—the digital producer he was having an affair with—husband in the middle of our weekly staff meeting three weeks ago. As badly as I felt for Mr. Carrie, it was most definitely the highlight of my tenure at this publication.

      Not loving my job is a perpetual problem for me. I never love working anywhere. I enjoy most jobs for the first couple of weeks, roughly the length of time it takes for the role to become comfortable. Boring. Predictable.

      Some people love their jobs for years, even decades. A concept I find as confusing as J Lo’s inability to age.

      “I’m happy to provide a reference,” Stephen offers eagerly. I guess I’m taking this better than he expected me to. “Whatever you need.”

      “I need a job, Stephen,” I say pointedly.

      “Yes, well…” He trails off awkwardly. Not on the table. I wonder if they’re going to hire someone else to fill my position or just scrap it altogether. I decide I don’t want to know.

      I sigh. “I’ll go pack up my cubicle.”

      “Anything you take that was company-issued will be deducted from your final paycheck,” Stephen tells me.

      I raise both eyebrows. Seriously? My expression must convey what I’m thinking, because he apologizes. He has the good grace to look sheepish as well.

      “It’s been an issue with former disgruntled employees,” he explains.

      That’s me: disgruntled. And in that case, I should probably snag my Apple computer. That alone is probably worth more than my final paycheck. For a company looking to tighten the purse strings, Lemon was awfully generous with the technological budget.

      I slink back to my desk, not meeting any of the questioning glances aimed my way—meetings in Stephen’s office mean one of two things: a promotion or a firing—and duck behind the laminate wall that offers some measure of privacy. I stare sullenly at the half-finished email on the computer screen for a few minutes before I log out of my account and shut off the monitor.

      Almost two years working here, and I barely decorated. My penchant for design closely aligns with my level of enthusiasm. I stuff a framed photo of Jeremy, my dad, and me outside Englewood Stadium at the last Grizzlies game we all attended together into my oversized tote bag, followed by a photo booth strip displaying my best friend Haley and me making ridiculous faces. All that’s left is my I Survived Another Meeting That Should Have Been an Email desk plate and the collection of glittery pens I used to edit articles or jot down marketing ideas. In a minute act of rebellion, I snag my black company-issued stapler. If they want to dock me a few dollars for it, they can feel free.

      My exit is met with minimal pageantry. Most of the staff is in a sexual misconduct in the workplace seminar—I’m sure they’re all silently thanking Jerry right about now—and the few who aren’t are the make-forced-small-talk-in-the-kitchen sort of colleagues.

      I tell a couple of them I’ll keep in touch—I probably won’t—and exit the old mill building that’s been converted into trendy offices, stepping out onto the bustling Chicago sidewalk. I debate my mode of transportation for a minute. L or Uber?

      Considering my currently unemployed state, I should opt for the cheaper option.

      Uber it is. I’ll scrimp starting tomorrow.

      I pull my phone out of my pocket. It rings before I have a chance to unlock it.

      “Hey!” I inject as much cheer into the greeting as my just-fired individual can muster.

      “Hi, Embry. You have a minute?” Anderson, my boyfriend of fifteen days, asks.

      “Of course,” I reply. If he only knew how many I suddenly have. As of about twenty minutes ago, my future is nothing but a blank canvas.

      “There’s no great way to say this.” Unease trickles down my spine. Good news never follows that statement. “So, I’m just going to say it. I think we should end things between us.”

      “Oh?” Shock keeps any other emotion from bleeding into my voice. It’s not even a word. Just a surprised sound.

      “You’re a great girl. I’ve really enjoyed getting to know you. It’s just…I got offered a big promotion. I’m moving to London in two weeks, and a long-distance relationship just doesn’t appeal to me right now.”

      “Oh,” I say again.

      Vaguely, I wonder if I should ask him if they’re hiring someone to fill his old position. I decide I’m not that desperate. Yet.

      Hello, rock bottom, horrible to hit you.

      I’ve just been dumped and fired in the span of time it usually takes me to order takeout.

      Anderson keeps talking, saying how this is such a great opportunity and how he doesn’t see our relationship going anywhere after he moves.

      “Isn’t it better just to end things now?” he asks. I find myself agreeing.

      When your life lights up like a dumpster fire, sometimes it’s more appealing to pour on gasoline than water.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      My phone begins buzzing. It takes me a solid ten seconds to talk my arm into rising and reaching for the vibrating device. I don’t even glance at the screen before answering.

      “Hello?” I whisper as I jab at the remote to pause the television.

      “Embry?” Haley’s voice comes through the line. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m in mourning.” I take a long sip from my half-empty glass, then burp. “Excuse me.”

      “What happened?” Haley sounds concerned, but not as worried as anyone but my best friend might sound.

      I have a flair for the dramatics, mostly attributable to my middle school fantasy of becoming a famous actress. Haley has seen the my life is a mess movie starring me before.

      “Oh, nothing much.” I keep my tone airy. “You’re just talking to unemployed, soon to be broke, and newly single Embry Willis tonight.”

      Haley swears. “You’re lying on the couch drinking tequila and watching Gilmore Girls, aren’t you?”

      “No,” I reply petulantly. “I moved on to Schitt’s Creek an hour ago. And I think I should move to Canada. Guys seem loyal and likely to stay in one place there. Like Ted—why can’t I meet a Ted? Do you know any veterinarians? Maybe I should get a dog. Or maybe a bunny. And then I can—”

      “I’m coming over.” Haley hangs up.

      I snuggle back into the couch. Rather than unmute the television, I begin browsing pet adoption sites on my phone. I fill out and submit an application to adopt a fluffy cat—I’m doing a great job taking care of myself; why not add a helpless animal to the mix—and then switch over to Instagram. I scroll, scoffing at some of the photos. One stands out, a magazine-worthy shot of a blonde woman posing along the Chicago River. It was posted by Kara Joseph, who I had one class with at Northwestern. I tap on her profile and look through the rest of her photos. Penthouse apartment, attractive fiancé, and a designer purse she manages to feature in almost every picture.

      Just a little different from how my life has turned out. I keep scrolling, tamping down the urge to leave a petty comment like So candid! on her latest post. I’m the type of person who seethes for days at a faceless stranger who didn’t hold the elevator doors. Unlike my parents and Jeremy, who are three of the most forgiving people you’ll ever meet.

      The high road is the right road. You can’t control other people’s actions. That says more about them than about you. All mantras I grew up with.

      I’d usually respond with an eye roll. Actions speak louder than words, after all.

      There’s a knock on the door. I haul my drunk ass off the couch and open it.

      I smile widely. “Fancy running into you here.”

      “You clearly waited for me to start drinking.” Haley huffs as she shoves into my shoebox of an apartment, carelessly shrugging off her wool coat and dropping it on the floor.

      Unlike me, my best friend has found her professional niche: selling outrageously priced real estate to the city’s elite. The commission she made on her last sale is more than I’ve made since graduating college. Haley could sell shampoo to a bald man.

      “You took a while to get here,” I retort.

      Haley rolls her eyes and strolls toward the kitchen. Since my apartment is a studio, it’s one portion of one wall. “Your emotional breakdown wasn’t on my calendar this evening. Where’s the booze?”

      “Cabinet above the fridge,” I reply, making my way back over to the couch.

      I hear Haley pour herself a drink, and then she reappears in front of me. She eyes my half-empty glass and loose fetal position.

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “I want to drink about it,” I reply, before grabbing my glass and doing exactly that.

      Haley nods. “Okay. Well. Since you’re drunk…I did a thing.” She downs a generous gulp of her drink.

      Slightly better than Stephen’s “I have some unfortunate news” or Anderson’s “There’s no great way to say this,” but still a foreboding way to start a sentence.

      “What sort of thing?” I take a long pull of my drink. I have a feeling I’ll need it.

      Haley kicks off her heels and sprawls out on the loveseat. “You know those reality dating shows people get obsessed with?”

      “Yes…” My alcohol-addled brain takes a minute to connect Haley and doing a thing and a TV show. I sit up from my slouch on the couch. “Did you start watching one? Is it that one where they’re all couples and locked in a villa on an island?”

      “There are no couples,” Haley tells me. “And it’s a one guy, twenty-five girls type of situation. That’s literally the name of the show: Twenty-Five to One.”

      I snort and move back into a slouch again. “How sexist. They have to all fight over one guy? What if he’s old and balding?”

      “They never are. They’re always stupid hot. Anyway…I didn’t start watching it. I submitted an application.”

      “You what?” I screech, jerking upright again. “How?”

      “You can just go on their site and fill out a form. It’s super easy.”

      “Well, I would hope so. Signing up to embarrass yourself on national television shouldn’t be complicated.” I take another sip of my drink as something else occurs to me. “Wait…did you get picked? Because I’ll totally watch if you’re on it. I’ll hand out bedazzled t-shirts that say Team Haley and everything.”

      “No, I didn’t get picked. I didn’t apply. I nominated you.”

      “What?” I practically shout. “Isn’t that, like, identity theft?”

      Haley rolls her eyes. “No. They have a whole section about it on their site. The person you nominate must be single, able to commit to the show, blah blah blah.”

      “I can’t believe you.” I huff and flop back down on the couch. My tequila-filled stomach lurches in protest. “You might as well have told them your best friend is a total loser. When do I get my rejection letter?”

      At this point, what’s one more?

      “That’s the thing…you got picked, Em.”

      I fly back upward as shock mixes with the alcohol swimming in my bloodstream. My body screams Choose a position at me. I’m too stunned to care. “I what?”

      “They emailed two days ago. I wasn’t going to tell you because you were dating he-who-shall-not-be-named and working at Lemon. But now…” She shrugs. “You could do it. I think you should do it.”

      “Me on a dating show? That’s ridiculous, Haley. I make fun of those types of girls.”

      “The type who get flown to a tropical resort for free, lounge poolside all day, and flirt with a hot guy? What’s so terrible about any of that?”

      “It’s all filmed.” For a former aspiring actress, I’m awfully camera shy.

      She snorts. “Well, duh. Who cares? Who are you worried is going to watch it? Your parents? Jeremy?” She laughs at the suggestions.

      My dad is unaware there is anything on television outside of the news and sports. My mom, who teaches history, spends any free time reading books that double as bricks. Jeremy thinks watching television is a waste of time better spent working or with his fiancée Amy.

      “People” is the best answer I can come up with.

      It doesn’t matter if I know them or not. The mere prospect of anyone seeing me on national television and thinking I’m on the prowl for my fifteen seconds of fame is mortifying.

      Haley laughs, but it’s not an oh-that-was-funny laugh. It’s a you’re-being-ridiculous one. “People you’ll never meet or talk to? Just don’t share any sports commentary.”

      I glare at her. “You promised to stop bringing that up.”

      “It was on the freaking news, Em. Ryan Hastings himself probably saw it.”

      I cringe. God, I hope not. Even the tequila in my veins isn’t enough to curb the flood of embarrassment about the whole state of Illinois watching me spew insults about their beloved quarterback on national television. The reminder does give me some ammunition against Haley and this horrible idea, though.

      “You saw that, and you think me going on national television for more than thirty seconds is a good idea?”

      Haley’s smile turns sly. “It can’t be worse than that, right?”

      I throw a pillow at her.
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      I toss a couple more pairs of joggers into my suitcase, add several more suits to the garment bag, and glance up to see Nick Coleman—the guy I’ll always claim is a fantastic wide receiver and occasionally a decent friend—giving me a disapproving frown from his spot lounging on my king-sized bed.

      “I can’t believe you’re still complaining about this show, Hastings. I would pay to go on a tropical getaway with twenty-five hot chicks fighting to bang me. They’re paying you!”

      Nick shakes his head twice, as if the idea of me dreading the next two months is too much for him to comprehend.

      It is.

      Our season ended three weeks ago, meaning all of Nick’s attention is squarely focused on his other love in life: dating as many women as possible. And I use dating as a loose term—as far as the concept can stretch.

      “The point of the show is to get engaged to one of them, not hook up,” I reply.

      My stomach clenches at the reminder of what I’ve signed up for. Tying myself to a woman for the rest of my life—even if we both know it’s a temporary arrangement and we won’t make it to the altar—sounds like my idea of hell.

      I’m not a commitment-phobe; I just hate doing things for appearance’s sake. Ironic how I ended up in a career that relies upon others being entertained by my actions.

      “So? Do both! Try before you buy, you know?”

      “I’m supposed to be there to find love, Coleman.”

      “None of the couples on the show make it more than a month. It’s a low bar.”

      “You know this…how?”

      “It’s the offseason. I’ve been catching up on some old episodes,” Nick replies, with no shame whatsoever.

      It probably would have been a good idea for me to do the same, for the sake of research, but I couldn’t stomach it knowing I’ll be the one sending girls home crying pretty soon.

      “Just pick the hottest one, put a ring on it, and then don’t be a dick when you dump her. Simple.” That will be Tiffany’s next campaign tagline, I’m sure. Who says romance is dead?

      “I can’t believe Stephanie talked me into this,” I grumble as I wheel my suitcase out of the master bedroom and toward the front door. Nick follows me.

      Stephanie Peterson is the most revered sports agent in the country. She’s incredibly selective about who she represents, and it felt like Christmas morning when I got the call in college that she was taking me on as a client.

      I owe the cushy contract and the rave reviews I receive from the press mostly to her. The rest can be credited to the fact that I take my job as a professional athlete seriously. Unlike many of the guys I play with, I don’t see the appeal of stumbling out of a club at three AM surrounded by half-naked women, cheating on my pregnant wife, or knocking a guy out in a bar. I hardly ever drink, I train every spare second I have, and I’m very choosy about who I date.

      It’s earned me a golden boy reputation from the press and respect from my coaches. One would think my agent would be thrilled about that.

      Stephanie chose a different adjective: boring.

      That’s not to say I don’t make stupid decisions. I’ve fooled around with my fair share of women, and there have been plenty of nights I’ve taken advantage of my celebrity status to get into Chicago’s most exclusive hot spots. But I’m discreet about it. I’ve never let fame go fully to my head. I know luck has factored into my success just as much as hard work and talent have.

      I’m still the same guy who grew up in a small town in Connecticut with an annoying little sister and two parents who, against all odds—literally, if you’ve seen the divorce rate—have remained happily married. I didn’t knock up a girl in high school or fail a drug test in college. I worked incredibly hard to get where I am.

      What have those twenty-seven years of good behavior gotten me? The starring role on Twenty-Five to One, a reality television dating show I’m certain is firmly situated in the bottom tier of the American television market.

      I’m no longer a rookie. The average quarterback’s career lasts three years. I’ve become a lot less of a novelty and a lot more of a surety. Reliability isn’t interesting.

      Stephanie decided drastic matters must be taken. Fresh buzz means contract extensions. Sponsorships. More money—for me and for her. But part of the reason I respect Stephanie so much is that she’s not looking to make an extra buck. She’s known for representing athletes who have long, storied careers, who are respected. That’s mainly why I thought she was kidding when she first brought up heading to the US Virgin Islands at the end of the season rather than home to Connecticut like I usually do. I should have known better. Stephanie doesn’t joke about anything.

      “You packed the Ryan Hastings swim trunks, right?” Nick asks as I pull on my down jacket and flick off the lights in my kitchen. My housekeeper will still come in once a week, but there won’t be much to do. I don’t have any pets or plants. I do the dishes every night and occasionally vacuum. I’m essentially paying her to air out the place.

      “Right.”

      Nick eyes me. “Liar.”

      I sigh. “You can’t seriously expect me to wear those, let alone on national television.”

      “It’s rude to reject gifts from friends.”

      “Then don’t buy me any with my face on them. Especially if they’re articles of clothing used to cover my junk.”

      We’ve bought each other ridiculous gifts since college. It’s a time-honored tradition. Nick’s gift to me last year was by far his best, although I could absolutely have gone without knowing swim trunks with my face printed on them exist, not to mention having to see them in person.

      Nick snorts. “Fine.” One final glance around the gleaming countertops of the kitchen, and I hustle Nick out into the hallway then follow him. “You’re sure you don’t want me to look after the place while you’re gone?”

      “I’ve seen your place, Coleman. I’m sure.”

      “I clean more when we’re not in season.”

      “Uh-huh.” I jab the down button for the elevator.

      Nick keeps going on about his self-appointed chore schedule as we step inside the elevator and descend the fourteen floors that separate my penthouse from the streets of Chicago.

      I tune out most of his babble, though not for lack of interest. Actually, mostly for lack of interest, but I’m also preoccupied with apprehension about the upcoming eight weeks. A part of me still can’t believe I agreed to this. Nick is right; it doesn’t sound that bad—on paper. But the thought of forced small talk and fake flirtation makes my skin crawl.

      I’ve encountered plenty of false people since I acquired some measure of celebrity. I hate it. The prepared dance of telling someone what you think they want to hear triples tenfold when someone is seeking a romantic connection.

      Based on my interactions with the overlords who manage the not-so-quality content produced on Twenty-Five to One so far, that’s exactly what I’m in for. They usually pluck guys from obscurity. Good-looking guys who have been moderately successful in their chosen field, but no one who already has millions of social media followers. Is regularly featured on ESPN. Is sponsored by billion-dollar corporations.

      I’m a big get for this show. I’ll open up a whole new viewership demographic for them. Despite my own reservations, other people seem to love the idea of watching someone find love on national television. Or making fun of the attempt.

      Even after signing the contract—the show business equivalent of climbing into bed with them—I’ve been given the gold star treatment in every possible way, shape, or form.

      The only part of the process I’ve had no say in is the twenty-five women who will be my options for a supposed soul mate. Their identities have been kept secret. For now, at least. I’m sure they’ll be spilled as soon as we’re on location. Thanks to my football schedule, filming for the show was pushed later than usual. It will be a tight turnaround for the producers on editing footage before the episodes air.

      “I’m here for you, Hastings,” Nick tells me as we step out of the elevator into the lobby of my building. “Even if you want to complain to me about all the hot women fighting over you.”

      I smirk. He’s right…I hope. How bad could this possibly be? I’ve always had a healthy dose of confidence and the status that comes with a solid throwing arm. I’ve never had issues attracting women or knowing what to say to them. Juggling a couple dozen of them doesn’t have to be a chore. There’s a decent chance a few of them will be ones I’m actually interested in.

      I’ll propose, return to Chicago, and say it didn’t work out on the special we have to film after the final episode airs. Train like mad and finally capture the elusive national championship that’s slipped through my fingers twice now.

      Easy.

      Simple.

      Uncomplicated.

      Right?
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      “I am so sorry, Mr. Hastings. I have no idea what the issue is.”

      “It’s fine,” I tell the terrified-looking flight attendant.

      It’s not her fault we’ve been sitting on the tarmac for two hours. Two.

      The team always flies private. I thought I could wash away a little of my carbon footprint by turning down the private jet the network offered me and instead hoof it in first class like the common folk.

      Well…guess who’s majorly regretting that environmentally sound decision now? The idiot who has been sitting on this commercial flight that’s only moved about twenty feet in two hours, that’s who.

      “Can I get you anything?” the attendant asks. She looks worried I’m about to throw a fit. Not my style, but there have been several tantrums thrown in the short—did I say short? I meant long—amount of time we’ve been sitting here.

      “I’m good, thanks.”

      I’ve already had two seltzers and gone to the bathroom three times. Those people who tell you to hydrate before flying? They’ve obviously never used the tiny-ass bathroom on a commercial plane, an experience I’ll be trying to minimize in the future. Or once we actually, you know, leave.

      “Okay. Just let me know.”

      She heads to the next row. She obviously knows who I am. Celebrity life sounds fantastic, and parts of it are. It also meant it took half an hour just to make it to the counter to check my luggage. The private wing the chartered flights leave from is always swarming with private security, not to mention people who like to pretend they’re too cool to ask for a selfie. I thought a baseball cap and a pair of sunglasses would be sufficient to get me from the airport entrance to the gate. I was wrong. I spent thirty minutes signing autographs before airport security stepped in.

      I look out the window. All I can see is the dark gray asphalt we’re sitting on.

      There have been no announcements about what is causing the delay. No one is doing anything to the plane, which I’m taking as a promising sign we won’t turn into a fireball above the Atlantic. The Gulf of Mexico? Whatever body of water separates the continental United States from the Virgin Islands. Geography is not my strong suit.

      We seem to be sitting here beholden to some sort of scheduling error. Other planes are whizzing down the runway and up into air, just not the one I’m on.

      “Excuse me. You’re Ryan Hastings, aren’t you?”

      I turn to see a blonde woman I’d place as being in her mid-thirties standing at the end of my row.

      “Yeah, I am,” I reply.

      She smiles hesitantly. “I’m sorry to bother you. I’m sure you must get this sort of thing all the time. It’s just…my son is a huge fan of yours. All he’s asked for the past few years is Grizzlies tickets so he can see you play. Anyway…he’s having a tough time lately. My husband and I aren’t…” She lets her voice trail off and then pats her hair, clearly embarrassed and clearly not half of a happy marriage. “We’re going to stay with my parents for a bit. Scott isn’t very happy about it. I was hoping—since we’re stuck here—would you mind saying hi to him? I know it would mean a lot to him.”

      I look at her. This is something I can picture my own mother doing. I know I wouldn’t have handled being stuck on a plane for a couple of additional hours well when I was a kid. Especially headed somewhere I don’t want to go.

      Hell, I’m not handling it well now.

      “Sure. Lead the way.” I shove my tall frame upward. It feels good to leave the confines of the small chair.

      Although, as I follow the woman toward the back of the plane, I realize my “small chair” is at least twice the size of the ones packed back here.

      The woman stops alongside a brown-haired boy who looks to be about ten. He glances up. When he sees me, his jaw goes slack. He’s wearing a Grizzlies jersey. My jersey.

      I crouch down beside him as his mother shimmies into their row through the half a foot that’s the extent of their legroom.

      “Hey there.”

      “Hi,” the kid replies breathlessly.

      I hold out a hand. “I’m Ryan.”

      “I know. I mean—I’m Scott.”

      I smile as he shakes my hand. Kid has a strong grip. “Good to meet you, Scott. Nice jersey.”

      Scott’s cheeks turn red. “You’re my favorite player. I want to be a quarterback when I grow up.”

      “Yeah? You play?”

      He nods. “Since I was five.”

      “That’s when I started, too.”

      “Did you always know you’d make it to the pros?”

      I’ve been asked that question many times before. It sounds different falling from a child’s lips. “No,” I answer honestly. “I had no fucking clue if I would make it or if I wouldn’t.”

      Scott’s eyes widen when I swear, and I glance at his mother. She’s looking out the window. I haven’t been around many kids. Only a couple of my friends are in relationships, none married with offspring. I guess cursing is probably not something you’re supposed to do around them, though.

      “No one knows if they’ll make it,” I add. “Just do your best now and see where you end up.”

      He nods vigorously. “I will. That’ll show my dad.”

      “Your dad?”

      Scott shifts in his chair. “He’s not around much. Only time he was…we played football.”

      I nod as if I understand. I don’t. I grew up with a dad who supported me no matter what I did. He was there to toss a pigskin, but also for every other moment in my life.

      Even moments I wasn’t thrilled about, like the safe sex talk. Bananas were involved.

      I always knew I was lucky to have the support I did growing up. It’s striking me now just how lucky.

      “You should play football for you,” I tell him. “No one else. If you love it, great. If you don’t, find what else you do love. Hopefully your dad will support that. If not…” I lean closer. “He’s not worth your fucking time.”

      Scott laughs when I curse again, and I mentally repeat the same profanity when I realize my slip. I spend a lot of time with guys who say far worse.

      “Okay,” he says with a grin.

      I stand and hold out my right palm. “Nice to meet you, man. Maybe I’ll see you in the league one day. If we ever make it off this plane, that is.”

      His chest puffs out as he shakes my hand. “Count on it.”

      I chuckle. “Okay then. Nice to meet you, Scott.”

      Scott’s mom glances up and mouths, Thank you.

      I smile at her before I head back to my row. I settle back into my seat, appreciating my limited leg room a little bit more. I pull my phone out of my pocket and send a message to my dad. Thanks, Dad. In case I haven’t said it recently.

      He replies instantly: For what? A second later: Did your mother send you another gift and put both of our names on it? Because I didn’t pick anything out. Text her.

      I smile. Mom didn’t send anything.

      Then what are you thanking me for?

      For not just playing football with me, I reply.

      The plane finally starts to move. I shut off my phone and lean back against the seat.

      Here we go.
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      We round another corner, and I have to bite my tongue to keep another wow from falling out of my mouth. That word has been on a constant loop in my head ever since I dug my summer wardrobe out of storage four months ahead of schedule.

      When they started passing out champagne in first class—wow.

      When there was a driver and a limo waiting for me outside of baggage claim—wow.

      When I stepped out of the limo and got a good look at the villa where I’ll be staying until the mystery man I’m supposed to woo sends me home. At the palm trees and pristine white sand and turquoise water. A view that automatically conjures a wow.

      Thank God Haley isn’t here to rub it in, because this most definitely qualifies as an I-told-you-so moment of epic proportions.

      “The lap pool is through there. Kitchen is past the double doors. Down that hallway is the sauna. Hot tub…” I tune out the disinterested voice of the production assistant, Hannah, who was waiting for me outside the mansion I’m now inside in favor of taking in the view. I didn’t think it was possible to be jaded by the sight of sweeping sea views and hand-painted tile floors. Hannah’s face says it is.

      I tear my gaze away from the infinity pool and focus back on what she’s saying. Something about a roommate?

      “Roommate?” I ask. “No one told me anything about having to share a room.”

      I may sound like a snob, but I’m not one; Jeremy and I shared a room for years and I lived with other girls in college, but something tells me the women who will be joining me on this journey are going to be very different from Savannah, the sweet art major who was randomly assigned to live with me during my freshman year at Northwestern. Based on the size of this place, I know it’s not a question of room. They’re looking to stir the drama pot through cohabitation. I’m just looking for a private room in which to freak out about what I’ve gotten myself into in peace.

      If possible, Hannah looks even more bored by my uneasiness. “Until the group gets smaller, everyone has to—”

      She’s cut off by the sound of her walkie-talkie beeping. A garbled voice and some static emanate from the speaker.

      “I can’t hear anything you’re saying, Jane,” Hannah says, holding the device up to her mouth. Boredom has turned annoyed. She clearly loves her job. If she were friendlier, I’d try to commiserate.

      More static. Then a woman’s voice—Jane’s, supposedly—cuts through the tropical air as clear as a bell. “He’s here.”

      That statement captures Hannah’s attention in a way three pools, a jaw-dropping view of the Caribbean Sea, and the most luxurious building I’ve ever been inside failed to.

      “What?” she squeals. Squeals. “Are you sure?”

      “I just dropped him off at the hut. I’m sure.”

      Hut? Is that a joke? Every property the limo passed along the route from the airport to here was just as ostentatious as the oceanfront villa I’m currently inside.

      “How did he look? What did he say? Doesn’t someone need to—”

      “Anna is already showing him around, Hannah.”

      Hannah swears loudly. “Are you kidding me?” she hisses. “She got Thomas Collins two seasons ago. I told—”

      “Hannah!” a man’s voice squawks through the speaker. “Why isn’t nineteen in her room yet?”

      Hannah sighs, then hits another button on the walkie-talkie. “Keep your pants on, Paul. We’re two minutes out.” A grumble is the only response. Hannah glances at me and sighs. “Come on. Hurry up.”

      I opt not to point out she’s the reason we were delayed in the first place. Hannah is already striding ahead, toward the spiral staircase that’s the centerpiece of the front entry. I gape at the dark, varnished wood and carved iron then ask, “Who were you talking about? Who is at the hut?”

      “Ryan Hastings.”

      Hannah drops the name nonchalantly, and my stomach follows suit.

      “Wh—what?” I stutter.

      Hannah glances back, her brown eyes narrowing. “You know who he is?”

      I nod, not yet able to produce actual words.

      “And you do know he’s the lead this season, right?”

      I wonder what gave it away. My shocked expression, perhaps? I’m too nauseous to employ any sarcasm out loud. Staying upright is enough of a challenge.

      “No, I didn’t know that,” I manage to choke out.

      Hannah looks surprised. One manicured eyebrow arches. “Huh. I figured it would have leaked by now.”

      “You’re sure?” I ask. “Completely certain it’s him and not…” literally anyone else?

      Hannah’s pretty face is twisted in confusion, probably at the naked hope in my voice.

      This can’t be happening.

      This isn’t happening.

      Right? She’s joking. Or this is a marketing ploy. I can’t speak for other cities, but I know for a fact a healthy portion of Chicago’s female population would do just about anything for the opportunity to date Ryan Hastings. Why would he limit his options by going on a dating show where he can only date twenty-five women at once, rather than his typical revolving door?

      “He came to ABN’s New York offices to negotiate the contract. I’m sure.”

      Oh. My. God. Panic percolates in my stomach. Hannah is still studying me closely. She’s part of the entertainment industry, trained to sniff out a good story. The fear of her successfully doing so is what forces me to school my expression and shut up the voice in my head screaming, You made a massive mistake! This was too good to be true!

      Famous athletes receive loads of press coverage. Fans at games provide lots of sound bites. What are the odds Ryan Hastings saw—much less remembers—mine?

      Low.

      I hope.

      We reach a door with two neon pink sticky notes affixed to it. One reads 19, the other 20.

      “Here ya go.” Hannah halts, and I draw up quickly to avoid slamming into her. “Someone will be by to get you at eight.” She pauses. “Make sure you wear something other than…that.”

      Based on her lofty expression, she’s obviously taken the fact that I didn’t know a closely guarded secret to mean I’m a complete moron. A critical eye passes over my leggings and t-shirt, and then she’s gone.

      I eye the fancy door before me anxiously. I’m nervous—terrified, actually. Mostly because I have no choice but to go inside. I’m stranded on an island thousands of miles from home. The show bought me a one-way ticket. I signed a legally binding contract after skimming it. I told my parents I’m writing an article for Lemon on tourism in a tropical paradise. For some unknown reason—possibly the fact that I’ve been a pretty truthful child in the past—they believed me.

      I’m the only person I know who could end up in a situation like this.

      Trapped in paradise to “date” a man I was certain I’d never meet and equally sure I never wanted to. I need to stop thinking Fuck my life when the L doors are closing just as I arrive on the platform or when an overeager guy approaches me at a bar and save it for situations that really merit it. Like this exact one.

      A thump sounds from the other side of the door, adding another item to my list of are-you-fucking-kidding-me bullet points. I was banking on having a breakdown moment to myself before number twenty arrived. Clearly, I need to start expecting the worst.

      Maybe it’s not a fellow contestant, but a robber. Would they shut down production if all the priceless artifacts on the premises suddenly disappeared?

      I take a deep breath, pray for a heist, and open the wooden door that leads to my room. Rather than a masked criminal, I’m confronted by a woman I would not be the least bit surprised to learn has at least dabbled in modeling. Her platinum blonde hair falls straight and thick, not succumbing to the tropical humidity the way my dark brown curls undoubtedly have. Her tan skin covers toned limbs, which I know for certain because I can see quite a lot of them. All she’s wearing at the moment is a black thong.

      This is the first time I’ve been confronted by a naked—the scrap of lace is covering nothing—stranger, and it turns out to be a sight I’m wholly unprepared to encounter.

      The blonde bombshell doesn’t seem fazed by my entrance. She strides forward, not making any attempt to cover the boobs I’m ninety-nine-point-eight percent certain are real despite being inordinately perky.

      “I’m Cassandra.” She holds out a pink-tipped hand.

      “Embry,” I respond, gripping her palm and keeping my eyes on her face.

      “You’re pretty,” Cassandra states. Her green eyes scan my appearance. Assessing, not critical, the way Hannah just did. Still, I shift uncomfortably.

      “Um, thank you.”

      Cassandra nods, like that was the correct response. “I’ll be done in the bathroom in an hour. Two tops.”

      She strolls past me without another word, toward another door that must lead to the attached bathroom. I gape after her then glance at the clock on the wall. It’s just past six PM. Two hours will be eight PM. Also known as the time filming starts.

      I roll my suitcase over to the edge of one of the two queen-sized beds. The other is already draped with a bountiful array of silks and bikinis. More clothes cover the bedspread than are in my entire closet. Cassandra is clearly planning to stay the whole two months. Though, to be fair, we all had to pack eight weeks’ worth of outfits or risk pulling a Kate Middleton and recycling clothes.

      Water starts running on the other side of the wall. I climb atop the silky bedspread and assume a spread-eagle pose. Even the first-class section on a plane offers limited leg room. My spine cracks and I release a much-needed sigh. I try to summon Haley’s optimistic voice since my phone’s confiscation ensured I won’t hear it until I’m on a plane back to Chicago.

      This will be a great opportunity, I tell myself.

      This is a pause to decide what direction you want your life to go in.

      This is a free vacation—if you don’t account for the hefty price of public mortification.

      I’m not sure if it’s one of those assurances or the jet lag, but I drift off to the sound of rushing water and the warm breeze wafting in from the balcony.
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      “Nineteen? Nineteen!”

      I jolt awake, almost smacking the blemish-free face hovering above me in the process.

      “Huh? What? Where?” I glance around the room wildly, stuck in the terrifying pause between dreams and reality.

      “You need to get dressed,” Cassandra states flatly. “And you snore.”

      I sit fully upright, stretching my tense muscles and appraising my surroundings. Luxurious fabrics. Expensive furniture. Ocean view. A different sight than I’m accustomed to waking up to, but not an unpleasant one. Then I focus on Cassandra—on her elaborate updo and perfect makeup and a dress that looks like ones I’ve only seen on television at events like the Oscars, not three feet from my face—and the dread that sleep erased makes a rapid reappearance.

      “What time is it?” I glance around the room, a hazy memory of a clock tugging at the edges of my consciousness.

      “We have to be downstairs in fifteen minutes,” Cassandra informs me.

      “Fuck.” I slide out of bed and sprint toward the bathroom.

      I don’t have time to shower. I dab my arms with a wet towel, wash my face, and then set about applying my makeup. Usually I slap on some mascara and a hint of blush then call it a day, but I know enough about television to be certain foundation is a necessity. I slick on a layer of ruby red lipstick as well. Haley is always trying to get me to wear bolder colors, but I gravitate toward subtler shades.

      Tonight, I view the vibrant hue as armor.

      Unemployed, poor, single Embry Willis got left behind in Chicago. No one here knows anything about me. A small voice in the back of my head says, You hope so…but I immediately shut it up because I’m freaking out enough already. I can reinvent myself. There’s no time to do anything but brush my hair, but if I was blessed with one feature, it’s my long, brunette locks. The tropical humidity hasn’t done quite as much damage to them as I expected. We’ll call it volume, not frizz.

      I eye the rest of my appearance critically in the mirror.

      Not great.

      Not terrible either.

      It will have to do. I leave the bathroom and head back into the bedroom. Cassandra is standing in front of the massive full-length mirror that takes up most of the wall next to the wardrobe. Vanity is encouraged here. She’s carefully applying a fresh coat of shiny gloss—an unnecessary one. She already looks like she’s about to walk a red carpet, while I’m still in clothes that smell like recycled air and pre-packaged food.

      My suitcase gets lugged over from the door and unzipped. Haley did most of my packing for me. She insisted the majority of my wardrobe wasn’t going to work here. Unfortunately, I think she was right. Even more unfortunately, I’m now stuck sorting through clothes I’ve never seen before on an extremely tight timetable.

      Dress. I need a dress.

      Something soft and silky swipes my hand, and I stop rummaging and yank it out from the pile of fabric. I stand and hold the dress up. It’s yellow, but not an offensive shade of it. More sunshine than mustard. Strapless and silky with a gathered bodice. It wouldn’t have been my first choice of attire, but it’s my only option. A glance at the clock tells me I have mere minutes to get changed.

      I yank off my leggings and sweatshirt, not bothering to return to the bathroom to change. I’ve already gotten the impression Cassandra isn’t one for modesty.

      The yellow material settles around my waist and drifts down to the floor. There’s a slit up the right side that just reaches my thigh. Next to Cassandra’s attire—a sheer, short, champagne-colored number with almost no back to speak of—my dress is about as scandalous as an elementary school teacher’s. Even so, I’m apprehensive enough not to feel comfortable in anything.

      A knock sounds on the door as I yank out a couple of pairs of heels. Haley is two sizes larger than me in footwear, so this abysmal collection is all my own. I deliberate between beige and black for a split second while Cassandra opens the door.

      “Ready, ladies?”

      It’s a question, but the man delivers it in a tone that makes it clear that no is not an acceptable response. The words are spoken in the bored, harried manner of someone who has said them too many times before. Like when you ask someone how they are without really wanting to know the answer.

      “Ready,” Cassandra chirps. She glances back at me. “Emily?”

      I slide on my heels and stumble forward a step. “Of course…Cassidy.”

      The middle-aged man wearing rumpled clothes and a tired expression glances down at the clipboard he’s holding. If I had to guess, I’d say he’s checking what our real names are. He’s holding a walkie-talkie just like Hannah was earlier and wearing a headset that’s slightly askew, as if he tried to run a hand through his hair before remembering he was wearing it. The walkie-talkie beeps, and the man fumbles to turn a dial and adjust his headset. He starts mumbling into it, then starts down the hallway, only to spin back around and gesture us forward vigorously.

      Cassandra starts walking, and I fall into step beside her.

      “So, Embry, know anything about football?”

      I glance over at her. “So you do remember my name.”

      She smirks. “You’re not going to last very long here if you can’t stand up for yourself.”

      “Noted, Cassidy. Thanks.”

      Cassandra laughs. Just like everything else about her pristine appearance, it’s enchanting. A tinkling, pitch-perfect melody. I bet her Instagram profile looks just like Kara Joseph’s.

      “So? Football?” she prompts.

      I watch our escort glance back at us once and pick up the pace when he sees us following. We’re approaching the staircase, and I can hear commotion downstairs that suggests our trio is about to expand in number.

      “What about football?” I ask warily. “Are you a professional cheerleader?”

      She certainly looks the part, perky and blonde and flexible.

      Cassandra laughs like a bell again. “No. I doubt there are any here. Ryan’s ex was one.”

      Dread trickles down my spine like a melting ice cube. Since I woke up, I’ve alternated between pretending Hannah said nothing to me about the identity of this season’s lead and praying she was somehow wrong. Cassandra doesn’t seem the clueless type, extinguishing any hope of the latter. Still, I play dumb. “Ryan?”

      “Ryan Hastings. The lead this season?” Cassandra looks at me like I’m crazy. It’s a similar expression to the one Hannah sported earlier.

      “I thought they hadn’t announced the lead yet,” I tell her.

      In fact, I know they haven’t, but I’m getting the sense that doesn’t matter very much, the sense that I’m completely out of the loop, not to mention out of my element.

      Sure enough, Cassandra smiles. “You don’t know anyone with connections, do you?” The question itself is highly insulting, but her tone is matter of fact.

      I shrug. “This was…last minute.”

      Admitting my best friend submitted my application without my knowledge and practically shoved me onto the plane this morning doesn’t seem like necessary information to share. Especially since the only reason I agreed to do this is because the rest of my life is embarrassingly empty. I have no commitments short of the four-year-old cat I adopted thanks to a hunky, fictional vet named Ted and a small truckload of tequila.

      A commitment I tried to use to get out of this.

      Unfortunately—in my opinion, fortunately in Haley’s—my elderly neighbor Mrs. Meyers has always wanted a cat. Her husband’s allergies are the only reason she doesn’t already own one. She was so thrilled to feline-sit, she’s not even charging me for looking after the cat I re-named Puddles, despite the fact that I told her there’s a chance—slim, especially if we’re factoring in Ryan Hastings—that I could be gone for two months. She assured me it was more than fine, not seeming to sense I was practically begging her for an out.

      “Hmmm,” Cassandra hums as we descend the staircase.

      That ends our conversation. Because we enter into complete chaos.

      “Tobias! TOBIAS! Light stand over here.”

      “Where the hell is Lucy with the microphones?”

      “Someone tell Bill we’re ready to roll by the pool.”

      Men and women wearing headsets and clutching walkie-talkies are racing about, shouting questions and demands and paying little regard to the group of women clustered in the center of the room. Considering I’m number nineteen and Cassandra is number twenty, I’m going to take a wild guess and say there are eighteen of them. And that we’re waiting for five more, if the name of the show is any indication.

      The man who led us downstairs instructs us to “Head over there” and abruptly abandons us, maybe to fulfill one of the requests being flung about like confetti. I’ve never been on any sort of television set, but the complete and utter chaos spread before me is not what I would have pictured. I thought productions had call sheets and filming orders and order, period.

      I follow Cassandra over to the group of women. A couple of them glance our way, but most of them pay us no attention. I’m glad we’re arriving in pairs, because I absolutely would have read into that if I were walking into this situation by myself. Their utter lack of interest gives me an opportunity to study them all, unabashed. None of them look the least bit alike. Different dresses, different skin tones, different hairstyles. There’s one glaring similarity, though. They’re all stunning.

      One woman with cocoa-colored skin and dark, curly hair glances my way. She appraises me coolly then glances away.

      Cassandra and I reach the rest of the women. The silent group is a stark contrast to the pandemonium surrounding them. No attempt is made at conversation. I glance at Cassandra. She doesn’t seem the least bit bothered by the ice-cold welcome or the fact that everyone around us is acting as though they are only person standing here.

      I’m contemplating breaking the silence—because someone has to and I get chatty when I’m super nervous—when two more women descend the stairs. One is a gorgeous redhead, the other a curvy brunette. They join the group seamlessly. Silently.

      More shouts ricochet around us. One voice stands out from the rest, a booming tone I track to a short, squat, balding man who seems to wield some authority judging by the cowed expressions on everyone else in the room.

      “Where the fuck are the last three?” he demands. “Was I talking to walls this morning when I said we absolutely had to stay on schedule tonight?”

      Silence. It’s apparently a rhetorical question.

      “I asked where the fuck are the last three?”

      “Up-upstairs,” one assistant stutters.

      “No? In the rooms we put them up in?” the man mocks. “I know where they are, Collins. I’m wondering why they’re not where they’re supposed to be!”

      “I-I’ll call Mulligan,” Collins stutters.

      “Good. You”—the man points to a woman I recognize as Hannah—“get the rest in the room for some setup shots.”

      “Sure thing, Paul,” Hannah replies easily. “Ladies, after me.” She starts walking toward a massive set of wooden doors, and the women surrounding me begin to follow.

      It takes me a minute to move. The rest of the women here might be used to witnessing a grown man throw a fit and then continuing on with their night, but I’m not. As we file along, microphones are passed among the group. I follow Cassandra’s lead, clipping it to the front of my dress. I resist the urge to say testing 1,2,3.

      Hannah leads the group into what is essentially a massive living room with the presence of a ballroom. The walls are painted a soothing shade of turquoise that seems like an obvious attempt to match the water that’s no longer visible in the sun’s absence. It’s accented with gold panels and white furniture and crawling with more show staff, who immediately start to disperse when we approach. I can’t even comprehend how many people work on this show. Hundreds? A hundred, at least. Aside from Hannah, I haven’t seen the same person twice.

      As soon as we enter the room, a switch is flipped. Polite chatter filters through the space. Trays of champagne circulate. I take a seat on a white couch and survey my surroundings with bemusement at the rapid change in atmosphere. Then I realize…the cameras have started rolling.

      “I’m Rebecca.” The redhead who appeared after Cassandra and me—number twenty-one or twenty-two—plops down beside me with no other preamble. She’s already clutching a flute of champagne between long, slender fingers. I resist the urge to ask if she’s a pianist.

      “Embry,” I reply. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Embry.” Rebecca rolls my name around in her mouth like she’s sampling a cabernet. “What are you doing here?”

      “Uh…” Is this a test? “On this couch?”

      She smiles. I can’t tell if it’s genuine or forced. “On this show.”

      “Oh. Looking for love?”

      Rebecca giggles and sips some champagne. “Don’t worry about the mic. They’ll cut all this.”

      “Uh…” To be honest, I forgot about the microphone. I glance down at the small black object clipped to the front of my yellow dress.

      “People are here for all sorts of reasons. Money, fame, sex. Love?” She laughs again. “Yeah, right.”

      “Well, I am,” I insist stubbornly. My father likes to tell me I could give a mule a run for its money. I’m sticking with this story, especially since the alternative is spewing the sad series of events that landed me here. “It’s a dating show.”

      Rebecca studies me closely, then sips more champagne. “I can’t tell if you’re a horrible actress or just delusional.”

      “Why choose one?” I roll my eyes. “Why are you here?” I toss back.

      She shrugs. “It’s my dad’s dying wish for me to find love.”

      “Oh.” I flail like a fish out of water, trying to figure out the right thing to say in response. Selfish as it sounds, that was the hardest part of my dad getting injured. Once the panicked fog cleared and we knew he was going to be okay, there were the endless, exhausting questions. The well-meaning sayings everyone repeats because they feel like they have to and there’s nothing else they can say. I grasp for the most common one. “I’m so sorry to hear that. How…how long does he have?”

      The bridge of her nose crinkles. “What?”

      “Your dad?” I prompt. Did I just hallucinate the last thirty seconds?

      “Oh. He’s not like dying dying,” she replies.

      Now it’s my turn to look confused, because what does that even mean? “He’s not dying?” I try to clarify.

      “Well, I mean we all are, right?”

      “Um, sure.” How depressing. And is she some sort of borderline con artist?

      “Twelve!”

      “Hold this for me, will you?” Rebecca hands me her champagne and stands, smoothing the front of her immaculate navy dress. Then she strides away, straight toward the harried-looking man waiting by the doors that lead out onto the patio. Is there anyone working on this show who doesn’t look stressed? I’m strongly leaning toward no.

      “That was Rebecca, right?” Cassandra takes the seat Rebecca was just occupying beside me, smoothing the shimmery fabric of her dress as she watches Rebecca disappear out onto the patio. To meet Ryan Hastings. A fact I’m trying really hard not to dwell upon, because I’m certain it’s a one-way ticket to a panic attack.

      “Right,” I confirm, still reeling from that interaction.

      I’m not surprised the producers are still calling us by numbers, yet Cassandra has already memorized the names of every contestant here. She strikes me as the resourceful type, and she clearly has the so-called “connections” I’m lacking. I wouldn’t be fazed to hear she’s been studying photos of the other women for weeks.

      “You know what you’re going to say, right?”

      “Say…”

      Cassandra arches a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “For your intro?”

      “Intro?”

      “Do you normally just repeat what others say to you, or am I the lucky exception?”

      I huff a laugh rather than stick my tongue out like I’d like to. “I don’t know what an intro is, so I doubt I have one.”

      Cassandra studies me for a moment, her shiny lips pursed. She sighs and takes a sip of champagne then leans forward. “You’ve never seen the show?”

      I shake my head.

      “You need a niche.” She takes another sip. “The slut…the sweetheart…the socialite—pick a lane and stay in it. The more you commit, the longer you’ll stay.”

      “I don’t care how long I stay.”

      Glossed lips tilt upward. “You haven’t met him yet.”

      “Nineteen! Nineteen!”

      “That’s you,” Cassandra states in a bored tone.

      Shit. “I don’t respond to being called a number.”

      “You signed the contract, right?”

      I sigh and stand, setting Rebecca’s champagne on the coffee table. “Right.”

      The man clad in black standing next to the door appears irritated as I approach the exit that leads out to the pool and patio. I’m starting to take that expression in stride. He glances at his clipboard, then back at me. “Embry Willis?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay. Head out now.”

      He opens the glass door, and I step from tile to cement. I focus on the pool first. There are thousands of tiny twinkling lights wrapped about the trunks of the palm trees that surround the patio. Their sparkle reflects off the surface of the calm water, tiny ripples refracting and spreading the glimmers of light.

      Commotion sounds to my left, and I glance over—straight into a pair of hazel eyes. A shade of mostly green with a hint of brown you can’t turn around in Chicago without seeing. On billboards. Covering glossy magazines. Proudly displayed on my parents’ fridge courtesy of the Grizzlies’ calendar my father buys every year.

      Eyes currently very much on me and very much moving.

      The Ryan Hastings in front of me isn’t a replica.

      It’s the real deal. Broad shoulders. Big hands. Blank expression.

      I guess, technically speaking, I’ve seen him in person before—from the sizable distance that separates the highest rows from the turf of Englewood Stadium—and I certainly know what he looks like. I doubt I could pick Chicago’s mayor out of a lineup of two, but the Grizzlies’ quarterback’s face? Yeah, I see it all the time.

      Over the past six months, since a certain unfortunate series of events in Englewood Stadium, I’ve cringed every time. It’s an unfortunate reaction, but not as uncomfortable as my current one.

      Macho and muscles are not my thing. I’ve never dated an athlete. I’m not athletic. The weekly Zumba class I attend with Haley and some of our other friends is more for conversation and coordinating our weekend plans than fitness. The extent of my football knowledge is what my father has forced me to absorb through his fandom.

      Bottom line: up until twenty seconds ago, I didn’t think I was attracted to any football player, let alone him.

      Light brown hair and a perfectly proportional face might be universally appealing, though. Like apple pie. Even if you loathe apples or are allergic to cinnamon, you can appreciate the wholesome sight of a perfectly browned crust. Short hair paired with chiseled cheekbones, a strong jaw, and muscles are also a pretty appealing sight. If we’re setting aside my personal issues, it’d be fair to say Ryan Hastings is an extremely attractive man.

      I’m expecting a charming smile or a cheesy line. Instead, I’m greeted by a stoic studying and silence.

      Oh-kay then.

      A couch has been set up by the pool, surrounded by carefully arranged tropical plants and candles. If not for the two men holding cameras and half a dozen assistants roaming around the periphery of the scene, I’d think it was one of the most romantic sights I’ve ever seen. The nervous energy coursing through me is too distracting, though. Not to mention the serious expression—okay, I’ll call a spade a spade—the glare being aimed at me courtesy of the man I’m here to woo. Or at least the very least, impress.

      “Take a seat on the couch, please,” one cameraman instructs.

      I comply. Sitting sounds better than standing here awkwardly.

      I’m hyperaware of every motion as I settle on the soft fabric. Are they already filming? Should I be looking at the camera? Should I lean back? Lean forward? Smile? Smirk? Why did no one tell me what I’m supposed to do?

      I glance back over at Ryan. He’s talking to one of the producers, who’s nodding. Then, he turns and heads straight for me.

      Deep breath.

      He’s ten feet away. Five. Three. One.

      The scent of some sort of cologne or aftershave hits me. I have no idea what the smell is, but it’s freaking fantastic. He smells like summer rain with a hint of cedar and spice.

      I open my mouth to speak. To say what, I have no idea.

      “It’s too bad this whole place isn’t built out of glass, don’t you think?” Ryan asks before I have the chance to say a word.

      I glance over at him, startled. He’s looking right at me, so I’m pretty sure he’s not talking to someone else. Equally certain we weren’t already in the midst of a conversation. He didn’t even preface the question with a simple hello.

      “The view alone…” he continues. “Plus, it would be entertaining to watch you throw some stones at it.”

      People who live in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones.

      Maybe Ryan Hastings is more than the womanizing playboy I called him out on national television as months ago. More than the serial dater with loose morals he’s trying to imply I am because I’m on this couch beside him. He’s calling me a hypocrite, and he has a small point. Not that I have any intention of telling him that. The animosity wafting off him tells me he is not someone who appreciates weakness.

      Even if I wanted to concede, I’m having trouble stringing together a coherent, profanity-free thought. The only upside is I didn’t have to come up with an intro or pick a “lane.”

      Ryan Hastings not only saw the clip, but he remembers it. Remembers me. Maybe it was naïve to tell myself there was a chance he hadn’t or wouldn’t, but it was the only means I had of staving off the mortification and anxiety I’m currently drowning in.

      “You saw the clip,” I finally state, still meeting his gaze head on. Cringe on the inside, calm on the outside is my current motto.

      Ryan studies me after I call him out on his thinly veiled idiom then leans forward. His knees part, allowing his tall frame to shift closer and take up even more of the tiny couch. Forget manspreading—he’s mansplaying. His tall frame might as well be sprawled out along the whole length of this couch for all the space he’s encroaching upon.

      The expensive material of his suit brushes against the exposed skin of my knee, courtesy of this dress’s side slit. I resist the urge to yank my leg away as though I’ve been burned by the stiff fabric.

      Yup. He remembers, all right.

      But he says, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      He expects that to be that. I can tell by the way arrogance drips from his expression. The confident set of his shoulders as he leans back and stretches an arm across the back of the couch. He’s turned this conversation into a chess match, and he wants to call checkmate, then resume shoving pawns. Well, the clip in question is exhibit A in response to the accusation that I have a temper.

      “You mean your philosophical babbling just now wasn’t a reference to the fact that I offered up some constructive criticism that went a bit viral?”

      Arrogance turns annoyed.

      Confident shifts to choleric.

      I just pissed off the man known for his even temper on the field and off it.

      “Ryan—something I can use, please?”

      I startle at the sound of a producer’s voice. Turns out we are being filmed, and somehow, I forgot that was likely the case. I blame Ryan’s…everything. His deep voice that should narrate audiobooks. His annoyed expression that puts me on edge. His tailored suit that displays the impressive musculature of a professional athlete.

      “So.” Ryan pauses, probably to tamp down the annoyance still visible in his expression. “What’s your name again?”

      “Again implies that you’re forgetful and already asked for it once,” I inform him. “Not that you’re so arrogant you never asked for it the first time.”

      Ryan exhales loudly. “I don’t have time for this. Just answer a couple of questions civilly so they get the footage they need and I can meet the next girl.”

      “You must be awfully confident they’re not going to air any of this,” I tell him, risking a glance at the men and cameras surrounding us. “Imagine the damage some behind-the-scenes footage like this could do to your golden boy reputation. Hell of a lot more than anything I ever said did.”

      “I’m here to destroy my golden boy reputation,” Ryan responds. An abundance of annoyance is clear in his tone and expression. “Now—name?”

      “Embry Willis,” I blurt, distracted by his seemingly honest admission.

      “Embry.” He speaks my name slowly, as if weighing each syllable on his tongue. Probably so he can mentally insert some profanity between the two. “What do you do, Embry?”

      This is his attempt at airable conversation? The last question I want to answer? There’s no triumph in his eyes, making me think his choice of inquiry is just an unlucky coincidence. I’d rather tell him my preferred sexual positions.

      “I’m…exploring new opportunities,” I reply reluctantly, hoping that sounds like something someone with a plan for the rest of their life—or at least the next six months—might say.

      “You’re unemployed,” Ryan surmises.

      “Right now, yes.” I meet his gaze defiantly as I internally cringe. This is so much worse than I was imagining it being. Don’t most of the people who go on reality shows have dubious means of employment? Isn’t there a seal trainer or a doughnut entrepreneur he can harass?

      “You’re here for a free vacation.”

      If he hadn’t accused me of it, I would have willingly admitted to it. “My best friend nominated me,” I reply. “The timing seemed…fortuitous.”

      “Fortuitous,” Ryan drawls. If possible, his stance spreads further, dominance oozing out of every pore.

      “Yes.”

      “What did you do before you started ‘exploring new opportunities’?”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “I worked in editing and marketing the arts section for an online magazine. Lemon—you might have heard of it.”

      “Why would I have heard of it?” Ryan asks. His tone is derisive. Haughty, like he has more important things to do than read.

      “You live in Chicago, right?” Mine is mocking, and I don’t wait for a response to the rhetorical question. “We’re a spinoff of the Tribune, cover lots of local stuff.”

      “You’re from Chicago?” For the first time, he sounds surprised.

      I take advantage of the pause in animosity to employ some sass. “Why did you think I was at a Grizzlies game?”

      More surprise, either from my sarcasm or the second reference to insulting him on national television, but he recovers quickly. “I assumed you were a Sharks fan seeing as you were heckling me, not Adams.” His tone is dry.

      I shrug. “Adams played better than you did.”

      All traces of surprise are gone. Ryan looks decidedly pissed off once again. He takes a deep breath. “Is that what you’d like to keep doing? Marketing?”

      He says marketing in a tone akin to the one a person might mention stripping in. Not that there’s anything wrong with that career path—it just tends to incite some judgment. This is the first time I’ve heard anyone extend the same lack of professional courtesy to marketing.

      “You play a game and pose in your underwear for a living, so I don’t really think you’re in a position to be judging me,” I point out.

      Ryan scoffs, but something in his expression tells me I hit a nerve. “I make eight figures a year playing a game and posing in my underwear. How much are they handing out for unemployment these days?”

      I bristle. “No one ever told you it’s rude to brag about how much money you make?”

      A muscle in Ryan’s jaw visibly jumps. “I’m not telling you anything a Google search wouldn’t.”

      “I’d rather watch paint dry on a humid day than spend time Googling you,” I inform him.

      I watch the same muscle jump in his jaw again before Ryan forces it to relax. He leans back, assuming a casual pose I can easily tell is forced. “So, Embry, tell me…aside from judging other people’s attempts to earn a decent living, what do you enjoy doing?”

      I snort. “I like long walks on the beach and wine tastings. Oh, and amateur sportscasting. You?” I smile sweetly.

      Ryan leans forward, all pretense of casualness gone. “I’ll be straight with you. You’re not going home this week. Or next week, or the week after. You’re going to be here for a while. Not because I want to get to know you or find your disdain charming, but because in the unlikely event anyone who works on this show hasn’t already put together that you trashed me on national television before, they will have now. Seeing as I’ve never heard of whatever citrus fruit endeavor you worked at before, I’m guessing the concept of marketing is a new one to you. This show makes a lot of money for a lot of people. More ratings means more money. More drama means more ratings. You’ll make it to the final six. Hell, probably the final four. Enjoy your free vacation and stay out of my way. Got it?”

      “Yeah. I got it,” I snap.

      Ryan’s face transforms into a wide smile. “Great to meet you, Embry.” To the producer behind me, “Next.”

      I’m going to kill Haley.
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      “I want her gone!”

      “Sorry.” Paul shrugs, not looking the least bit apologetic. “A few well-informed rags already got wind of your former…acquaintance. It’ll run first thing tomorrow. She’ll be here for five weeks, six if the coverage is as big as I think it’ll be. Then you can blow her all the way back to the Windy City.” He chuckles at his own joke.

      Neither Jennifer nor I express any amusement.

      Paul gets the cushy role in the background telling everyone else what to do. Jennifer has to deal with keeping the lead and the so-called contestants happy so we have a functioning show. I can’t speak for any of the women, but right now I’m about as far away from happy as I am from home—thousands of miles.

      “You informed those rags,” I accuse Paul.

      He doesn’t deny it. “Does your coach mention certain players’ performances during a press conference, Mr. Quarterback? It’s called strategy. Garnering interest.”

      I overlook the fact that those aren’t two comparable scenarios and look at Jennifer.

      She sighs. “It’s a coincidence, Ryan, and it’s out of our hands. She stays for now. We’ll see how the next couple of weeks go, what the coverage is like. Someone else might pique the press’s interest instead.”

      They might have—if Embry’s behavior tonight hadn’t ensured she was the talk of the set. If we’d been keeping score, she would have left our encounter with more points than me.

      Yet another thing I’m annoyed about, along with the fact that apparently no one who works on this show watches ESPN or YouTube videos that accrue over two million views and therefore no one thought to give me a heads-up she was here. That’s been rectified, though. Three of the five interns I passed on my way to this impromptu meeting hid their phones with nervous expressions when I appeared, telling me precisely what they were watching.

      Embry Willis’s full lips can deliver an insult convincingly. Unfortunately for me.

      “I want her application,” I demand, using a bossier tone than I usually deploy with anyone. I feel powerless in a job I didn’t want but was assured would at least lend me the decision-making power. I should have known better. Despite what I told her earlier, I was holding out hope they’d let me boot her off this week.

      “Her application?” Jennifer looks confused.

      “Yes. I want to look at it. You keep them, don’t you?”

      Embry had the upper hand before. She wasn’t shocked to see me. She knew I was here as this season’s lead, and I need every advantage I can get for future interactions.

      She’s staying. I can make her time here unpleasant, though.

      Jennifer looks at Paul, who shrugs. “Give it to him.”

      “I’ll have a PA find it and bring it to you,” she tells me.

      “Great.” I head for the door, sick of standing by this pool. It’s where I’ve spent the past three hours. I’m starving, and I’m craving a stiff drink.

      “I need your list of who’s going on the first group date by tomorrow!” Jennifer calls after me.

      I don’t bother to reply as I approach the doors that lead inside the villa. The living room is empty, but there’s evidence of all the women who were in here earlier. Empty champagne glasses marked with countless shades of lipstick cover every available surface. Various cloying scents of flowery perfume swirl in the air. I stride along the tiled floors, barely stopping to appraise the fancy furnishings or lavish decorations. This is the first time I’ve been in the main villa. My accommodations are down the road, in a smaller building the production staff calls “the hut” but that doesn’t conjure any of the mental images most people probably associate with the noun. It’s simply a smaller version of the mansion I’m currently exiting.

      One of the main perks of having a separate place from the twenty-five women I’ll have to whittle down to one is the shiny red Ferrari that is my means of transportation. I’m not a car afficionado, but I am a guy. I can appreciate supple leather and generous horsepower. I slide behind the wheel and exert more pressure on the pedal than is really necessary, enjoying the way the finely tuned engine lurches forward like a jungle cat that’s spotted easy prey.

      The drive to my so-called hut passes fast. Too fast. I keep my foot on the accelerator, letting the salt-scented air whip past me as I fly along asphalt. You can’t drive like this in Chicago. Can’t be out in an open-top convertible in February, either.

      I race along what’s probably most of the island then speed back to the twin columns that mark the entrance to my residence. I stop the expensive vehicle in a spray of gravel, startling the guy standing next to one of the pillars that supports the second-floor balcony. He gulps a couple of times as I climb out of the car and shut the door, the bob of his Adam’s apple evident.

      “Can I help you?” I ask. The poor guy looks like he’s about to piss his pants.

      “I’m just dropping this off.” He holds a golden kraft envelope out to me. “Jennifer said it was urgent.”

      Embry’s application, I’m assuming. Or a copy of my contract, with certain lines highlighted to make sure I remember I signed my life away for the next two months. I played my part perfectly tonight…with one five-minute exception.

      “Thanks.” I accept it with a sigh.

      “Anything else I can do for you, sir?”

      “Ryan is fine.” It feels extremely weird to be called sir by a guy who looks to be my age, if not a little older.

      “All right.” He hovers for a minute, probably waiting to see if I’ll change my mind. I don’t, and he departs quickly.

      I head inside. I debate changing out of my suit for a minute, then decide it’s not worth it. The jacket gets shrugged off and the tie flung while I hunt through the fridge. I head out to the “hut’s” private pool and spread out on one of the lounge chairs with a cold beer in one hand, pre-packaged meal in the other, and the large envelope tucked under my arm.

      I start eating, take a few long sips, then rip the envelope’s seal and begin to flip through her file. It doesn’t take long for me to conclude she was telling the truth and didn’t submit this application herself. I can’t picture Embry writing any of these answers or choosing any of the photos. Maybe that’s completely presumptuous of me based on talking to her for five minutes and a thirty-second segment disparaging my performance in a position I paid for with blood, sweat, and 5 AM workouts since high school, but that’s what my gut is saying, and trusting my instincts has served me well so far.

      My phone rings. Nick. I sigh and answer. “Hey.”

      “You sound like you’re in prison, not paradise.”

      “It’s a really nice prison,” I concede. “But I doubt they’d let me leave if I wanted to.”

      “No shit. It’s out that you’re the lead on the show. Team group chat is going crazy.”

      “Wonderful.” I had to agree to a bunch of stipulations in order to keep my phone, and now I kind of wish I hadn’t.

      “So? What are they like?” Nick’s voice is eager, excited. He would have been an excellent lead for the show.

      I think back to the women I met tonight. Most of them are a blur. Pretty faces. Popular names. Prepared responses.

      “Mostly hot and mostly nice,” I reply.

      Nick laughs. “Mostly?”

      I sigh. He’ll hear about the outlier soon, anyway.

      “Remember the game against the Sharks last season? Season opener?”

      “Yeah…” Nick’s reply is hesitant and confused. He knows that’s not a game I love to relive.

      “There was a chick who talked to a reporter during it. About my…” I grit my teeth. “Performance. They played the clip a bunch on the news.”

      Nick replies immediately. “Of course I remember. She was hot.”

      “She called me an over-hyped, womanizing narcissist, Coleman.” There’s silence, then a loud snort of laughter that lasts far longer than it should. “You’re a terrible friend,” I tell him.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. You need to get over it, though. That was months ago. Tell me more about your harem of women.”

      “She’s here,” I inform him.

      “What? Who?”

      “The girl from that game. She’s here. She’s a contestant on the show.”

      “Holy shit. You’re joking.”

      I take a long swig of beer and let out a dry, bitter laugh. “I wish.”

      “Is she still hot?” Nick asks.

      “You’re a terrible friend,” I repeat.

      “So…yes?”

      “Yeah.” I sigh.

      “Do you think she might be some psycho stalker who’s pretending to hate you but is secretly in love with you?”

      I think back to the fire that flashed in her gray eyes earlier. Again, I go with my gut. “No.”

      My identity as this season’s lead was a closely guarded secret, but I have no doubt it was selectively leaked before today the same way details from tonight were, weeks before the first episode will air. Someone on the show might have seen her application, recognized her, and made her an offer once they realized the publicity this will get. This may be my first foray into the entertainment industry, but I know how the world works. I’m a cynic.

      But weirdly, I don’t think Embry came here knowing I would be too.

      She’s not my usual type. The only girls I’ve given the girlfriend title to have all been blondes. Usually sweet, quiet, and curvy.

      Embry Willis is none of those things. She’s brunette, mouthy, and slender. She also stood out among the twenty-four other girls I met tonight, half of whom I’m still mixing up names for.

      The skintight dresses they were all wearing were stunning, but the only one I can still picture is hers. Yellow and silky. Her tits were practically pouring out of it. Embry’s are perky and appear to be a perfect handful.

      The glare she gave me before standing and stalking away tonight was enough to tell me I’ll never find out for sure.

      “Are you getting rid of her?”

      “I can’t,” I admit. “Not for a few weeks, at least. They want the publicity for the show.”

      Nick chuckles. “Bet you loved hearing that.”

      “Yup. Thanks for encouraging me to do this, by the way. Much better than being back home and training.”

      “Only you could say that last part non-sarcastically. You’re living the dream, Hastings. My dream, specifically. Dating hordes of hot women? Save the sad face for the guys who didn’t become multi-millionaires in college and who supermodels don’t give the time of day.”

      I make a grunt of agreement.

      “You’re already there; you’ve already committed to doing this. Have some fun with it. You haven’t dated anyone seriously since Dakota. Settling down isn’t the worst thing.”

      I snort, and Nick correctly realizes the source of my amusement.

      “I’m single because I want to be, dick. I’m open to meeting someone. You haven’t really considered it since college.”

      He’s wrong; I didn’t consider it then, either. My college girlfriend, Dakota, didn’t want anyone to know our parting of ways was a result of her issuing a ring or we’re done ultimatum after graduation. I’m not sure what bothered me more—her assuming a piece of overpriced jewelry meant more than my loyalty, or the fact that, according to her, it did. The same sentimental bling I’m supposed to slip on a stranger’s finger in less than two months.

      “I’ll give it more of a chance,” I reply. Nick’s right; I don’t have any other option. At the very least, I should try to enjoy myself.

      The thought doesn’t prompt much excitement.

      The fact that, according to her application, Embry has a fear of sharks and the first group date includes a surfing lesson?

      Yeah, I’m looking forward to seeing how Ms. Adams-Played-Better-Than-You handles that.
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EMBRY

        

      

    

    
      Halfway through my sun-dried tomato, goat cheese, and spinach quiche—I’m really not looking forward to having to make my own breakfast again, because it was more of a stale Pop-Tarts situation back in Chicago—the doorbell rings. I figure it’s a delivery, maybe a production assistant stopping by.

      I’m completely unprepared for Cassandra, Rebecca, and every other woman in the kitchen to leap up and race out of the dining room as if a sample sale just popped up in there.

      Okay, that’s mean and judgmental of me. Despite my many preconceived notions, I like most of the other women who are here. None of them are the vapid, shallow type I assumed were the only sort to sign up for this voluntarily.

      Frankly, in my opinion—which no one asked for—they’re all too good for Ryan Hastings.

      That’s not to say there haven’t been comments made while the cameras were rolling. These women get how to play the game, how to fall into the roles Cassandra spelled out the first night. No jabs have been directed at me. I wish I could say it’s because the rest of the women are intimidated by my beauty and wit.

      The truth is, I’m a pariah.

      It took approximately twelve hours after my first conversation with Ryan for every other woman on the show to watch the clip of me talking smack about him. We all lost access to the Internet when we arrived, so I assume some “well-meaning” producer helped with spreading that humiliating clip around. Emphasis on the finger quotes.

      The friendliness ends when the filming starts. I’m an island of one.

      Oddly, I don’t mind it. I’ve gained a free pass from the finger-pointing and backhanded compliments, and I also—if Ryan is to be believed, which in this instance I think he is—am guaranteed an extended stay.

      No drama and no worries about heading back to Chicago any day. Things could definitely be worse.

      I take a sip of the cappuccino that truly tastes like it was transported straight from an espresso machine in Italy and stand. Commotion is emanating from the living room, and curiosity sends me straight toward it.

      As I approach, three women stalk out into the cavernous foyer, each wearing an annoyed expression. I pass them and enter the living room. Everyone is huddled around Hannah, who has been the one handling the last few days’ worth of logistics. Up until now, that’s mostly been lounging around the pool, sipping free drinks from the open bar. Like I said, life could definitely be worse.

      “Eleven,” she emphasizes, then pulls her clipboard to her chest and leaves the room. The rest of the women immediately begin to disperse.

      I walk up to Cassandra. “What was that about?”

      “Of course you didn’t come over in time.” She rolls her eyes and still manages to look classy. “Throw on a bikini, roomie. You’re going surfing.”

      “What?”

      “The first group date is today.”

      “I know.”

      “You’re going on it. Go get ready or look like an idiot when the bus shows up.”

      “Wait. I am?” That, I didn’t know.

      “You must have been a production pick.”

      “You’re not going,” I realize. She said you’re, not we’re.

      Cassandra shrugs, and I can’t tell if the indifference is real or feigned. “I’ve got other ways of ensuring he realizes what I have to offer. Have fun.” She heads for the kitchen with a smile, and I can’t tell if it’s genuine or fake.

      Despite spending the most time with her of all the other women since we’re sharing a bedroom the same size as my apartment, I find Cassandra the most difficult to read. The thought that she might even be messing with me crosses my mind, but the jealous looks from some of the other women tell me otherwise.

      I’d love to tell any of them I’d happily trade places. My plan was to spend today the same way I spent yesterday: in a bikini by the pool, compiling employment prospects and sipping a piña colada.

      Time spent in Ryan’s company is far less appealing. The mere idea of it already has my insides twisting in a way that tells me I won’t be finishing my gourmet breakfast.

      Instead, I head upstairs to change out of my sleep shorts and oversized Northwestern shirt. Rather than heed Cassandra’s bikini suggestion, I change into the solitary one-piece I brought, a sporty number meant for actual water movement, not just relaxing beside a body of it.

      I hope my choice of bathing suit will send a clear message to Ryan and everyone else here: I’m not here to play the fame game, or any game.

      And I’m most definitely not here to win.
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      The beach is beautiful. White sand. Blue water. Green palms silhouetted by brilliant sunlight.

      It’s the type of view people pay thousands of dollars to witness in person and pay two to three dollars to send postcards to friends and family with a Wish you were here scribbled on the back side of it.

      I’m the only one looking at it.

      “He’s so hot,” Reese says.

      “Hotter in person,” Serena adds. “Who knew that was even possible? I think it’s the hair.”

      “Have you seen his abs, Reese? Who cares about his hair?”

      I’m the first one out of the van that picked us up outside the villa fifteen minutes ago. While the rest of the women head over to the guy who, fine, wears a pair of swim trunks decently, I slip off my flip-flops and walk onto the sand. It stretches for a hundred feet then melds into blue-green water that disappears into the horizon. The rhythmic waves glint and glimmer in the sunlight, providing no hint of the terrors that might lurk beneath.

      My only time spent alongside a body of water has been in a tiny cabin that smelled like fish along the shore of Lake Michigan—not in the Caribbean, with pristine sand and a soft breeze that smells like coconuts.

      Beauty is dangerous. It lures you in, and then you’re at its mercy. In this case, hurricanes. Sharks. Riptides. Living things are constantly perishing in the salty depths before me.

      “Ready to go in?”

      I turn to look at Ryan. He’s another excellent example of dangerous beauty. A guy who looks like the perfect package: Mr. Right. Who hates me and happens to be dating twenty-four other women at the moment. The eleven others who are here with me today are headed toward a small tent that’s been set up further down the beach. I can see a colorful array of surfboards and several people with cameras waiting around with the producers.

      “I’ve never been in the ocean,” I admit to him.

      His response isn’t what I’m expecting. “How Midwestern of you.”

      I snort. “You’re a Chicago transplant then, I’m assuming?”

      He doesn’t answer. When I glance over at Ryan, he’s studying me. “You don’t know where I grew up?”

      “Um, no.” I’m confused. His tone makes it sound as though I should, but this is the first civil conversation we’ve ever managed. I don’t know what he considers a cordial tone, let alone his life history.

      “Last night, Emily mentioned she drove through Milton when she was touring east coast colleges.”

      “I’m Embry, not Emily.”

      His lips twist up into a reluctant grin, and I’m tempted to take a victory lap. Smiles mean more when they’re genuine, not expected. “Milton is the town in Connecticut where I grew up.”

      “Fascinating,” I drawl. “Thanks for sharing. Should we compare first kiss locations now?”

      His smile grows by a fraction, either due to my sarcasm or because he can tell I don’t want to be talking to him. After last night, I was planning to minimize the occurrence. But he came over to me.

      “Are you scared of the sea?” He looks out at the body of water in question.

      “I think apprehensive is a better word,” I reply. “I save fear for inevitabilities.”

      “Inevitabilities?”

      “Things I know will happen eventually. Things I’m scared to have happen.” I look away. It’s easier to open up to a stranger than someone you know you’ll see again, to a person who already thinks poorly of you than someone you’d like to impress. But Ryan Hastings is not someone to confide in. “Let’s go risk a shark attack, huh?”

      I walk off before he can answer. A few discerning looks are aimed my way as I approach. They morph into sweet smiles that tell me Ryan has followed me over to the tent.

      A couple of cameras swivel my way as I pull off my tank dress and pull on the wetsuit everyone else declines. It smells like mildew, but I hope it’ll serve as smelly camouflage. I may have to be a participant, but it shouldn’t be hard to fade into the background when eleven other women are fighting for the spotlight. I do my best to ignore the fact that I’m being filmed as I watch a middle-aged man named Frank demonstrate how to stand up on a surfboard.

      Constantly having cameras aimed my way is becoming far easier than I ever expected constant surveillance to feel, which is both convenient and concerning. I’m all for not spending time constantly on edge, but letting my guard down is dangerous.

      These girls are not my friends. Ryan is not a confidante.

      Frank made surfing look very easy during his demonstration on dry land. As I wade into salty water for the first time, I’m struck with the strong suspicion that it will be anything but. Two of the cameramen head out in a small motorboat to capture footage of our attempts.

      The water isn’t as cold as I was bracing for, but the sensation of it slowly saturating the black rubber I’m wearing isn’t all too pleasant. I hear giggling to my left and glance over to see Ryan has entered the water. The sunlight glints off his hair, pulling out lighter shades in the strands. I look away quickly, focusing my gaze on the horizon instead. It’s a perfect, cloudless day. The cerulean color of the water and the cornflower-shaded sky meld together in a vibrant blur of blue. I pull my upper body out of the water and onto the board, sunning myself like a…

      “You look like a seal, Willis.”

      I don’t think Ryan catches my response before he dives under a passing wave, but I certainly see his smirk when he surfaces. I’m almost hoping for a We need a bigger boat moment just to wipe the grating expression off his face.

      He’s up and off before any gruesome scene can take place, riding the crest of a wave like it’s an everyday occurrence. I’m almost certain it isn’t. Chicago isn’t known for its surfing, just wind, deep-dish pizza, and the Bean.

      Despite the disdain I displayed for the career path last night, I also know becoming a professional athlete is not an easy feat. Haley’s older brother bounced around the minors for two years before giving up on a baseball career. Unfortunately, Ryan seems to one of those people who’s annoyingly talented at everything they do.

      Two of the women manage to stand up and attempt something that resembles Blue Crush. I float and study the blue waves, worrying about what may be lurking beneath. I’m coated with plenty of salt water and annoyance by the time we all trek back to dry land.

      Part two of today commences.

      It wasn’t enough to have us all surf. The remainder of today’s group date is going to be focused on the sport one of the people on this beach plays professionally.

      Yeah, you guessed it.

      Football.

      This season’s lead is a professional quarterback. It’s the exact sort of cliché I would expect to be extensively exploited on a show like this. We’re all handed mesh jerseys to put on over our swimsuits, giving new meaning to fantasy football. I’m sure it looks like we’re not wearing anything underneath.

      I wouldn’t describe myself as an athletic person. Walking is the cheapest form of city transportation, so I do a lot of it, but I have never voluntarily stepped foot in a gym. I let out a sigh of relief when the last mandatory P.E. class of high school ended.

      I did grow up spending Sunday afternoons in Grant Park playing catch with my dad and brother while my mom knitted in a lawn chair. My father never acted like or insinuated that Jeremy could do anything I couldn’t. Looking back, I appreciate his feminist approach. At the time, I was more wishing I could cyber-stalk Ryan Gosling with my friends in peace.

      My father ensured that despite my utter lack of athletic prowess or even any interest, I can spiral a football. I seriously doubt he ever expected I might utilize that knowledge to date an arrogant asshole on national television.

      Yet here we are.

      As much as I’d like to continue my minor role as an uninterested observer—showing the producers, the other women, the Americans who will watch this in their living rooms, and especially Ryan that I’m not contending for anything—my stupid pride won’t allow it.

      That’s the only explanation for why I’m barking orders at women I was planning to let make fools of themselves. Why I’m irritated when the other team ekes out an extra field goal—through a couple of cones the producers set up because we’re on a beach, not a football field. I’m getting the strong sense that none of them know anything about football based on the blank stares my suggestions elicit.

      The game doesn’t last long, and I have a feeling it’s because annoyed expressions don’t film well.

      Jennifer signals the end of the game with a sharp whistle that cuts through the chaos. “Good effort, ladies. We’ll let Ryan choose the most valuable player from today’s game. An honor he’s familiar with, seeing as he’s won it multiple times himself.” She gives Ryan a sunny smile that makes me wonder if she’d rather be a contestant on this show than hosting it. She can’t be much older than thirty herself.

      I straighten as my insides war with themselves. On one hand, I’m extremely competitive and hate losing. On the other hand, I came into this determined to exert as little effort as possible. Winning an award for making an effort—no matter how trivial and irrelevant—will be a loss in its own way.

      “This is a tough choice,” Ryan begins. I force my eyes to stay fixed on a palm tree behind him so I don’t accidentally roll them. “But one woman really stood out to me today as giving it her all. I hope she continues to show this level of dedication to the show, and to embarking on this journey with me.”

      Turns out Ryan Hastings is a master-level bullshitter. If I weren’t so annoyed by this spiel, I’d give him a round of applause for his acting skills.

      As fast as he switched on the charming act, it disappears. “So, Embry, come get this award.”

      And…there’s the man from last night.

      Fake applause—well, real sound with false intentions—erupts around me as I walk forward to receive the trophy that’s a miniature replica of a Heisman. I mean, I would expect nothing less, honestly.

      “Thank you, Ryan. What an honor,” I gush as I take the metal football from him. “I’ll treasure this always.”

      Laying it on a little thick, he mouths at me.

      I narrow my eyes in response. Ryan opens his arms. I give him an Are you serious? look, and his expression remains annoyingly sanguine.

      Note to self: raising the stakes can push you to do things you really don’t want to do. My competitiveness is the whole reason I’m in this mess, and it’s not going to get me out of it.

      Reluctantly, I step forward, colliding my body with a tall, muscular frame most women would probably pay to rub up against. For a second, my imagination free-falls into that dangerous place. Ryan smells fantastic and feels even better. Strong but not bulky. Tall but not towering. Masculine but not macho.

      Then, thank God, he ruins it. “I know you’re looking for a job. Want me to see if this can get you into the NFL?”

      “You haven’t won one of these since your rookie year. Slack much, Hastings?”

      His hands drop.

      The sooner Ryan realizes I’m a worthy opponent, the better.

      “Blue team, your date isn’t over. Red team, head back for the van.”
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      All the other women are waiting around anxiously when we arrive back at the villa. The rest of the members of the red team slink upstairs, still wearing their jerseys. I stick around for questions.

      What was Ryan like? Boring, which is the truth, not prejudice. He just watched while we surfed and played football.

      Where are the rest of the women? My response of With Ryan might have been just a tad too cheerful. I’m not interested in fighting anyone for him. I’m simply trying to make that clear.

      I head upstairs to shower after the questions end. Mostly to remove sand from crevices I never wanted to contain it.

      Cassandra is standing in front of the massive full-length mirror when I enter our room, straightening her already straight hair. Waste of time, if you ask me. And somewhat offensive to those of us who actually have to rely on heated styling tools to tame frizz.

      “Good date?” she asks.

      I take in my appearance for the first time since I left. My nose is pink and my hair is a disaster. I shrug. “Fine. We surfed. Played football. Where are you going?”

      “To see Ryan.”

      “Oh.” Cassandra delivered her answer in the tone you’d say Grabbing a glass of water, and I try to match her level of nonchalance. “Um, now?”

      Goodbye nonchalant, hello awkward.

      “Soon. He’s out with the winning team, right?”

      “Right.” Does she have a freaking mole on the show’s staff? I don’t ask. “Have fun.”

      I have no idea if that’s the right sentiment in this scenario, but it’s all I can come up with. I know Ryan isn’t staying in this house, but I have no idea where he is staying. Cassandra clearly does. She must have yet another connection.

      “I will,” Cassandra promises with a sly smile. With a flip of frizzless locks, she’s gone.

      Leaving me to wonder why I care that she’s headed off to go have sex with a guy I don’t even like.
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RYAN

        

      

    

    
      Light has barely begun to creep across the horizon when I wake up. I roll out of bed, pull on a pair of swim trunks, and stumble downstairs. Even on a supposed vacation, I can’t sleep in.

      I pass through the kitchen and walk out onto the patio. The view before me is stunning. I may have grown up close to the ocean, but I was too consumed by football to spend much time appreciating the proximity.

      It’s easy to take things for granted when they’re readily accessible.

      I wander out onto the patio then dive into the deep end of the pool. Cool water chases away the final remnants of sleep. The air temperature can’t be much over seventy, but I’ve never lived anywhere that doesn’t have seasons. My body is accustomed to being freezing for all of February.

      I start swimming laps. I’ve always enjoyed swimming. Football is filled with contact and strategy. In the water, you just move through it as fast or as slow as you choose to. No collisions. No decisions. I swim for a while, then prop my arms up on the edge of the pool to stare out at the beach. It’s a freaking incredible view. No rocky shoreline or whitecaps. Just smooth white sand and serene turquoise water. No wonder people come on vacation here, to relax.

      Would I get sick of it? Chicago is filled with hustle. Bustle. Unpredictability.

      My peaceful appreciation of the view is interrupted by a loud “Shit.”

      I look to the left. A pair of pale, toned legs have appeared at the edge of the stone patio. I let my gaze wander upward, over running shorts and a tight spandex tank top, and then finally resting on Embry’s horrified expression.

      “Shit,” she repeats. “I was trying to get to the beach.” She gestures vaguely toward the water. “I didn’t know you, uh, I didn’t know you live here.”

      “You thought I was commuting from Chicago every day?”

      She ignores my sarcasm. “I’m surprised you’re up this early, what with the big night you had and all.”

      My lips curl without permission at the blatant judgment in her voice. For some reason I don’t dwell upon, I find it highly amusing she thinks so little of me. “Rumors running rampant in the house?”

      “No idea. No one was up when I left.”

      “How do you know about my big night, then?”

      Embry sighs. “I’m rooming with Cassandra.”

      I laugh. Not a pairing I would have predicted. Probably why some producer threw them together. “That going well?”

      She shrugs. “I’ll leave the gossiping to everyone else here.”

      For the first time, I experience a glimmer of respect for the woman in front of me. And, not for the first time, confusion. She’ll insult me on national television but draws the moral line at gossiping about women she’s known for a couple of days?

      I place both palms on the edge of the pool and haul myself up, sick of having to stare up at her. Embry glances away immediately, making a show of studiously surveying the patio furniture as pink stains her cheeks.

      “I’m not naked, Embry,” I tell her profile.

      She turns her head slowly then quickly glances at me. “Oh. Okay. Good.” She lets out a relieved sigh at the sight of my swim trunks, and it’s such a stark contrast to her brazen roommate who propositioned me last night that I can’t help the small smirk that forms.

      “Why did you think I was naked?”

      “You just, um, seem like the type of guy who might swim naked?” Her response sounds like a question.

      “I do, huh?” Embry’s cheeks burn a brilliant scarlet. I enjoy teasing her, I realize. Enjoy it more than just about anything else on this island. Maybe because it makes me forget I’m on one, and why. I cross my arms, well aware that the move emphasizes muscles I’ve worked hard for. “What type of guy is the kind who swims naked?”

      Embry fiddles with the hem of her tank top. She’s trying to avoid looking at me, which makes me think she wants to.

      I can’t recall the last time I wasn’t sure if a woman was into me. I’ve had my doubts about if they wanted the Ryan Hastings who majored in history and hates peanut butter or Ryan Hastings, the famous quarterback, but I’ve known they were attracted to some part of me. I have no idea if Embry is attracted to either version, much less which one.

      “If I were the type, you could have been the most popular girl in the villa,” I tease.

      “I’m quite happy with my position in the show’s social hierarchy,” Embry replies.

      “Yeah, I’m sure you are.”

      Embry is one of three women here I have yet to hear a single word about from any of the other contestants. They don’t view her as a threat. They’re all smart enough to understand how this show works; they get that Embry Willis is here because she serves a purpose.

      Annoyingly, she’s also the only person here who I might voluntarily choose to spend time with.

      “Well…I’m going to go,” Embry states. “Sorry for stumbling into your backyard.”

      Any time, I think. “It’s only mildly messed up my morning,” I say.

      “Just what I was going for,” she replies. Her poker face is impressive. I genuinely can’t tell if she’s serious or kidding. “Bye. Ryan.” She tacks on my first name reluctantly.

      The tone doesn’t detract from the weird thrill of hearing her say it, though.

      A hasty wave, and she disappears. I’m left staring at the spot where she was standing. I may be unable to send Embry home, but I could make things here difficult for her. I should. This whole experience would be a lot simpler without her around.

      Except…when I think of her leaving, I don’t feel relieved. I feel disappointed.

      I shake off the strange reaction and head inside to get ready for my first one-on-one date.
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      The main mansion is silent and empty when I enter it two hours later. I stall in place, unsure of what to do. This has never happened before. There’s not only no sign of Natasha, the girl I’m here to pick up, but there’s no sign of anyone. A first for a place usually humming with activity. It’s almost eerie, like I’ve stumbled inside the residence of a dead heiress.

      “Oh, Ryan. Good.” Paul appears in the foyer, riffling through some papers. “Can you come back here for a minute? I need to talk through some logistics for the first elimination ceremony this weekend.”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      I follow Paul down the hall and into the production team’s section of the house. The commotion absent before is plenty present in the large room he leads me into. The far wall is covered with an expansive array of monitors, all of which are depicting footage I quickly avert my eyes from. The wall Paul is headed toward is covered with twenty-five head shots, all affixed to a whiteboard that bears evidence of recently written words. Comments about the women that were erased before I entered the room, I’m guessing. I’m not sure why they’re bothering. This house sees more gossip than a high school lunchroom.

      Paul proceeds to run through the ten women I’m “allowed” to send home, taking the time to highlight the three he thinks I should. Two assistants stand behind him, franticly jotting down notes as he talks. It’s distracting, but I know I wouldn’t be focusing, anyway. Paul’s strategic reasoning reminds me of a football draft. Every player—or woman, in this instance—serves a purpose in his mind.

      “You listening, Ryan?”

      “Yup,” I reply. “But I already know who I’m sending home this week.”

      “They’re on the list?”

      “Yes.” I smother a sigh. I may not like the politicking taking place, but I get it. I knew what I was signing up for. It’s part of the reason I was so reluctant to.

      “All right, then,” he responds, and I move to stand. Paul leans back in the chair that’s barely containing his beefy frame. “One more thing.”

      I relax back and raise both eyebrows.

      “Well, actually two,” Paul amends. “One, Cassandra Martin is on the security feed entering the hut last night.”

      I say nothing.

      “Personally, I couldn’t care less,” he continues. “Bang all of them if you’d like.” One assistant clears her throat, and Paul sighs. “But be discreet about it. If the other women get wind of off-camera encounters… We want drama, not chaos.”

      I nod. “It won’t be an issue.”

      “I hope not. Second…” He pauses, looking almost nervous. I wait expectantly. “Embry Willis.”

      I tense when he says her name. “What about her?”

      “Some footage leaked from the first group date yesterday.”

      “You mean you leaked it.” I scoff.

      “Not this time.”

      “What’s the issue?”

      He sighs. “It’s bad footage.”

      “Bad? What does that mean?”

      Paul snaps his fingers. “Someone show him.”

      In seconds, one of the producer’s phones is in my hand. I watch a ten-second clip of me smiling at Embry on the beach.

      “That’s it?” I ask, bemused. The surf drowns out what we’re saying. “I thought that was what you wanted. She’s still here. I’m not yelling at her. I was being nice.”

      “Exactly. The woman trashed you on national television, and you’re being nice? She’s supposed to be this season’s villain! We want everyone watching the show to love you and hate her. You looking at her like that does not fit with the narrative.”

      “You can come up with whatever narrative you want,” I inform him. “I’m here to get to know these women, and that’s what I’m going to do. With all of them.”

      Up until thirty seconds ago, I had exactly zero intentions of exerting any effort toward getting to know Embry. Now that it’s being discouraged, I’m all for it. Figure that out. It’s called reverse psychology, people.

      Paul studies me. “Fine. I need more footage with her, then. So I can figure out how to play this and how we want the viewers to feel.”

      More footage of me and Embry is going to require…more time with Embry. It doesn’t bother me the way it should. The way I want it to. “Okay.”

      “We’ll add another date tomorrow. Just you and her.”

      “Okay,” I repeat.

      Paul nods. “Good. Natasha is filming her pre-date interview. Joe is waiting out front to get a shot of you pulling the car around to pick her up. Got it?”

      “Got it,” I confirm, standing to leave.

      Paul rises as well. “You don’t have to take this show seriously, Ryan. Actually, it’s better if you don’t. But don’t underestimate how real it can get.”

      He heads for the wall of monitors after delivering that cryptic wisdom, barking orders to the small group scurrying after him.

      As soon as I head back into the hallway, I hear a distant thudding. I follow the noise to the living room. The glass doors that line the far wall offer a sweeping view of the pool and the gray stones that surround the patio. The doors are shut, but the glass isn’t doing much to muffle the booming bass reverberating out of invisible speakers. It isn’t doing anything to hide the session of what I think is Zumba occurring outside. At least twenty of the women have assembled on the stones to mimic one figure at the edge of the pool.

      As I draw closer to the doors, I’m ninety percent certain the song blaring is “Blinding Lights” and completely certain the woman leading the routine is none other than Embry Willis. I watch as the rest of the women follow along, some more successfully than others. My gaze skims over them before it’s drawn back to Embry.

      Among my teammates, she’s affectionately known as “that hot chick from the Sharks game.”

      I was more preoccupied by what she said about me than how she looked saying it. She’s hardly turned into a sweet Southern belle in person. And yet…I’m attracted to her. To her appearance and her smart mouth.

      She’s wearing the same shorts she had on when she appeared by my pool this morning, but she’s lost the top. All she’s wearing is a neon green sports bra, and it’s the most of her skin I’ve seen.

      I’ve never met someone so refreshingly herself. Most people act a certain way toward me, looking for my respect, my approval.

      Embry made it clear she wants neither before we’d even met.

      I wouldn’t say I date pushovers. I like women who are confident. They’ve just also tended to be agreeable and accommodating. I’ve never made a relationship a priority in my life. That’s always been football. The women I’ve dated have all assured me that wasn’t an issue. At the time, I viewed the flexibility as a selling point. Now, I’m realizing that might have been part of the problem.

      Rather than remain in place the way I want to, I head back to the front foyer. It takes twenty minutes to get a shot of Natasha and me leaving the house that Paul deems acceptable, and then we’re off.

      I figure out about fifteen minutes into forced small talk that this will be the one and only time we’ll spend any length of time alone together. Opposites may attract, but not people with nothing in common. She doesn’t like animals. Or sports. Or movies. When I ask her what she is interested in, I get a twenty-minute talk on the health benefits of mung beans.

      Mung beans.

      She must be a nutritionist, right? Nope. When I ask that, I get a confused look and learn she actually designs clothes for a living.

      Fashion! Finally some even ground…not.

      Today’s outing is one of the more loosely planned dates. We’re just wandering around the small town closest to the villa, crew of cameras in tow. For the sake of the show—and also because I don’t want to get an earful from Paul later—I fake some interest in fashion as we wander about. The scenery is colorful and the sun is shining.

      Natasha’s level of enthusiasm continues to rise as mine dips. Her peppy optimism seems false, but I don’t know her well enough to know for sure, and I can’t think of an inoffensive way to ask if she normally acts this eager.

      We end up out on the private patio of one of the resorts on the island. It’s been cleared of people, but I look up at the tall structure of the hotel, wondering if anyone is looking down at us.

      “So…” I start, then stop. What’s a good right-before-a-breakup topic? Is it really considered a breakup if you’ve spent less than five hours with the person? I have a feeling Natasha will think so.

      “Why did your last relationship end?” she asks me as soon as we sit down, with absolutely no preamble.

      “Uh…” I guess it’s a fair question for a first date, but so far my conversations with the other women have been surface level. Small talk. I definitely wasn’t expecting the explain-your-ex talk as I was attempting to figure out how to give the thanks-for-coming-but spiel. “My last serious relationship was in college. I’ve dated women since, but my schedule is pretty hectic. Doesn’t leave much time for romance.” She nods, and I exhale. “So what do you—”

      “Why did your college relationship end?” She blinks at me expectantly after cutting me off.

      Jesus. Does the CIA know about this girl’s interrogation skills? My knee bounces nervously under the table.

      Relax, Ryan.

      It occurred to me that Dakota might come up at some point. Not only because dating twenty-five women increases the number of questions asked by twenty-five, but because our relationship—and its demise—was pretty well-documented back in the day. It’s something I’ve never really talked about. Dakota talked plenty, and if someone were to accuse me of having trust issues when it comes to women, I’d point a finger right at her.

      “We—uh, we wanted different things,” I finally answer.

      “What sort of different things?”

      I suck in a breath, trying to buy myself some time. The truth is, that was a copout of an answer. We wanted the same thing—that was the problem. I wanted to play football professionally. She wanted me to play football professionally. She was ready to rearrange her whole life to fall in line with mine.

      According to her, my dreams were the most important part of our relationship. Maybe I was lucky to find someone like that—so full of commitment and support. I, however, found it to be a burden: the responsibility of making my dream come true for someone else. It made me feel like a meal ticket.

      “I wanted to play football professionally.”

      “She didn’t want you to?”

      “No, she did.” I take evasive action. “It just wasn’t right. And Natasha, I don’t think this is right, either, or what either of us is looking for.”

      I know it’s not what I’m looking for since I’m not really looking for anything, but I decide to be magnanimous and include her in it as well.

      “I—what?”

      Rather than nod along in agreement, she looks decidedly pissed off.

      “I just don’t think we’re…compatible.”

      “After one date?”

      Her voice makes it clear it’s not the right answer, but I still say, “Yes.”

      “Wow.”

      “I’m just trying to be honest. I don’t want to give you false hope.”

      Natasha opens her mouth, then closes it. She visibly gathers herself, shoving down whatever she was going to say. “Fine. I appreciate the honesty.”

      “Can I walk you out?”

      “I think I can manage.”

      She stands and heads along the boardwalk that was lined with candles for this short-lived evening. I watch her go, filled with trepidation. Not that I just made the wrong decision, but that the silk trail of her dress might catch on fire. Once Natasha is out of sight—and unscathed—I sink back in my chair with a sigh.

      One breakup down, twenty-three to go. Technically twenty-four since I have no intention of actually marrying any of these women.

      At least that last one will be off-camera.
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      The kitchen is positively buzzing when I enter it. Gossip echoes off the marble countertops and shiny appliances along with the soft jazz that’s meant to exude more of a vacation vibe than cutthroat competition atmosphere.

      “Morning,” I say to Rebecca as I grab a slice of what’s become my daily quiche. It’s like pie. For breakfast.

      Rather than repeat the pleasantry, she says, “Natasha went home last night,” utilizing the hushed, secret tone one might repeat nuclear codes in.

      “Really?” I’ve picked up enough about how this show works to get why that’s a shock. We haven’t even had an elimination ceremony yet. There’s no obvious reason why Ryan would send Natasha home. “Do you know what happened?”

      Rebecca shakes her head. “No clue. I only talked to her a couple of times, but it’s hard to imagine her saying or doing anything that would get her kicked off before the first elimination ceremony. She wanted to promote her fashion line. That requires lasting more than a few days.”

      “Huh,” I say. “Well, he’s pretty sensitive.”

      “You think maybe she called him an over-hyped, womanizing narcissist?” Rebecca asks, sending me a sly grin.

      I scoff. “If she got sent home for insulting him, I hope she at least came up with some insults of her own.”

      “Do you feel bad about it?” Rebecca asks.

      I take my time sliding some cantaloupe on my plate. It’s a good question, one I’ve been trying not to consider. Since my viral word vomit happened, I’ve mostly pretended my comments about Ryan were spoken by someone else. Most everyone thought it was funny. My dad gave me a lecture about respecting the sanctity of the men who wear Grizzlies jerseys. No one has ever asked if I regret it.

      I’m saved from answering by Jennifer’s appearance in the kitchen. As the host, her presence always means some sort of announcement about the show, and everyone’s attention immediately shifts to her, including Rebecca’s.

      “I’m sure you’ve all heard about Natasha’s departure by now,” Jennifer states. “I don’t have anything to add. It was Ryan’s decision. Tomorrow night is the first elimination ceremony. You’ll have a chance to talk to Ryan before it begins. It will be similar to your first night here. You won’t have scheduled time, though. You’ll have to get his attention yourself.”

      “We won’t see him today?” asks Meghan, a petite Asian woman.

      “No,” Jennifer confirms. “Well, most of you.” Her gaze scans the group, and lands on…me. “Embry, you’ve got a date later. Ryan will be here in a couple of hours to pick you up.”

      She sweeps out of the room, managing to leave even more intrigue in her wake than was here when she arrived.

      “You either did something right, or something very, very wrong,” Rebecca tells me, then heads for the dining room with her plate.

      That seems to be the general consensus. Half of the women look envious, the rest smug. They’re jealous I’m seeing Ryan today. After Natasha’s mysterious departure, they’re also no doubt wondering if Ryan is cleaning house ahead of schedule.

      With two women already gone, he would only have to send home one tomorrow night. Is getting sent home on a date preferable to leaving from an elimination ceremony? I have no idea. I’ve given it no thought. I took his assurance I would be here for weeks at face value, and now I’m wondering if I was a fool to do so.

      According to Cassandra, the show will have leaked our identities to the press by now. Maybe the public response to mine was outrage rather than intrigue. Maybe people think me being here was a calculated decision, not pure coincidence.

      I’m both annoyed and relieved I can’t go online to check.

      No access to my phone also means no communication with my friends or family. I believed Haley that no one aside from our close friends would find out or know about this.

      That might have been true…if not for Ryan Hastings.

      I’ve lived in Chicago my whole life. My friends from elementary school, high school, summer jobs, my college professors, my post-grad employers, my parents, and my brother? All are connected to Chicago.

      All are people I can practically guarantee are the type to have never seen an episode of Twenty-Five to One.

      All people who I am certain know who Ryan Hastings is.

      Despite the panic that realization produces, I have enough of an appetite to wolf my breakfast down. I head upstairs as soon as I finish.

      It takes me an embarrassingly long time to get ready. I straighten my hair into submission. Painstakingly apply makeup. Sort through every single item of Haley’s borrowed wardrobe in my suitcase.

      I tell myself it’s to kill time, to ensure my hair isn’t frizzy and my skin isn’t washed out when I get dumped on television.

      I guess both are true. But I’m also nervous.

      Guys don’t usually intimidate me. I’m not drowning in self-confidence; I date sensitive, mostly sweet guys who don’t have it together yet. I like to be in control, to know what I’m getting into. Outside of random encounters in bars or on the street, most men I interact with are thoughtful and pleasant to be around.

      Neither is true of Ryan Hastings.

      He puts me on edge. I have no idea how to act around him. And that’s been in the span of the approximately ten total minutes we’ve spent speaking so far.

      Natasha left around noon and never came back. I have no idea how long the dates last, but I’m certain it’s a hell of a lot longer than I ever expected to spend around Ryan. Alone. Well, if you don’t count the dozen people who will be tagging along, filming the entire thing. Which, weirdly, I don’t. It’s not like they’ll be jumping into the conversation if it lags.

      When Natasha left for her date, we were all out at the pool. When I walk downstairs, all twenty-three of the other women still here are hanging about. Watching and waiting. I shift uncomfortably under the silent scrutiny. I ended up putting on a blue cotton dress. I think it looks okay, but the heavy weight of judgment has me rapidly reconsidering.

      Any camaraderie I felt during yesterday’s Zumba session is long gone. The villa’s atmosphere has gone from sorority house to women’s prison.

      I debate my destination as I reach the tiles of the front foyer. I’m about to veer for the living room when the doorbell rings. I freeze.

      “We got it!” A balding, middle-aged man walks out from the hallway that juts off the right side of the foyer, toward the section of the house reserved for the production staff. He glances to the left. At me. “And here she is. Perfect.” He walks toward me, hand outstretched. “Hey, darlin’.” A heavy accent—Texan, I think—coats the words. “I’m Joseph.”

      “Embry.” I shake his outstretched hand.

      “I’ll be running this outing. Any questions, send ’em to me.” I nod. “Beautiful. We need a shot of you opening the door, then we’ll stash the cameras until we’re on location. Got plenty of car footage yesterday.” I nod again, and he smiles. “Bill!” he bellows.

      A younger guy hurries forward. “Yes?”

      “Tom outside?”

      “Yes,” he confirms.

      “All right. Answer the door, darlin’.”

      What should be a simple, mundane task feels anything but as I walk forward and open one side of the massive wooden doors that make up the entrance to the mansion. Ryan is standing just outside, wearing a blue button-down, khaki shorts, and an amused expression.

      “Embry,” he says by way of greeting.

      “Ryan.” I mirror his casual tone.

      “Ready to go?”

      “Yeah.”

      He’s not doing much to ham it up for the cameras. I’m half-expecting Joseph to scream Cut! and ask Ryan to give me a lovelorn expression, or at the very least, a compliment. But no one says anything.

      “Nice to see you, ladies!” I glance at Ryan as he waves at the women behind me, then he turns and heads for a shiny red convertible that’s parked outside the house like it’s my sixteenth birthday. Not that my parents could afford a Ferrari. Receiving my driver’s license was more of a you-can-now-use-the-family-sedan-once-a-week situation.

      Ryan is silent as we walk toward the expensive vehicle.

      “Nice car,” I state.

      I’m not going to risk a glance back, but I assume the cameras are still rolling. A few appreciative sounds drift out from the foyer as Ryan opens the car door for me. I wonder if it’s an act. He definitely had no issues acting like the antithesis of the perfect gentleman during our last encounter. Is it because of the other women’s presence, not just the cameras trained on us?

      “It is, huh?” He gives me a boyish grin as he holds the door, and my heart experiences an unexpected and unwelcome flutter in my chest. Regular heartbeats, please, I scold the misbehaving organ.

      I say nothing as I settle in the passenger seat. A quick glance to my right reveals Joseph and the rest of the crew are packing their equipment into a nondescript black van. I relax slightly, knowing I’m not being filmed right now, but not entirely, because my body is hyperaware of the fact that it’s about a foot from Ryan’s.

      He starts the car, and we begin to move.

      “Where are we going?” I ask.

      “Show me your surprise party face,” Ryan replies as he turns out of the driveway and onto the road.

      “My what?”

      “Say a friend throws you a surprise party you’ve known about for weeks. You walk in and everyone jumps out. You look…how?” I shoot him an annoyed look. Ryan laughs, and I act like I’m unaffected by the sound of the husky vibrations echoing off supple leather and shiny controls. “Yeah…I’m not telling you. They’ll know I did.”

      “You’re scared of Joseph?”

      “I’ll get a lecture I’d rather avoid.”

      I take a deep breath and blurt out the question that’s been sitting on the tip of my tongue ever since I learned about this unexpected outing. “Are you sending me home today?”

      “Depends on how the date goes.”

      When I glance over, he’s smirking. “Why did you send Natasha home?”

      “So you can do what she did or avoid doing it?”

      “I’m just curious. I barely talked to her, and I was busy brainstorming job stuff last night. I missed all the gossip when she didn’t come back to the villa.” I also don’t know the answer to his question, even though I should.

      “What job stuff?” Ryan asks.

      I sigh and accept his deflection. “Just trying to figure out what sort of places I should apply to. Another magazine is the logical option, but I didn’t love it at Lemon. If it weren’t for the whole lack of income thing, I would have been relieved when I got fired from there.”

      I’m expecting a dry comment about how terrible it must be to work for a living. Instead, he asks a question I’m not expecting. “Did any Zumba gyms make the cut?”

      A heady dose of humiliation washes over me, something that’s quickly becoming a regular occurrence around this man. My fingers do a nervous tap dance on my upper thigh. “You saw that?”

      “You’re a big fan of The Weeknd?”

      Fuck. He did. “Does anyone prefer weekdays?” I sass, then sigh and give him an actual answer. “My best friend Haley is.” Taking the blame for this is the least she can do at this point. “It’s the only routine I know by heart. Seemed safest to impart on others.”

      “Is this the same best friend who signed you up for the show?”

      “Yup,” I confirm. “She’s very persuasive. Her showing-to-selling ratio is ridiculous. She works in real estate,” I add for context. “This was pitched as a free vacation while I figure out my life. It seemed like a crazy idea, but not this crazy.”

      “What did your other friends think?”

      I wrinkle my nose, trying to figure out what his angle here is. “Incredulous, for the most part. I—well, this show is the kind of thing I like to make fun of.”

      I can’t get a clear read on Ryan’s expression. I can only see half of it. He’s focusing on the road, which I suppose is a good thing, considering I’d like to make it back to Chicago one day.

      “What did your family think?”

      “Oh. Uh…” Ryan seems to have a real knack for asking questions I don’t want to answer. I chew furiously on my bottom lip, stalling while I try to come up with a neutral topic. Like politics. Or religion. “They, um, don’t know.”

      He looks over at me. “They don’t know you’re on the show?”

      “Nope. I made up a job assignment. They—well—my family has been through a lot lately. I didn’t want to worry them or tell them they had reason to worry without having another job lined up.”

      “What about when you make it to hometowns?”

      I meet his gaze. “You mean if I make it to hometowns?” He says nothing. I shrug. “I didn’t think there was a chance I would. I…I don’t know what I’ll do.” I’m sure my family would take the news great. Not. “What did your parents say?”

      He glances at me. “What?”

      “When you told them you were doing this show—what did they say?”

      He shifts in the driver’s seat. “That I shouldn’t do it.”

      I snort a laugh. “They sound like good parents.”

      “Yeah. They are.”

      I smile then look out the window at the scenery flashing by. A couple of minutes later, we pull up at a building that reads Coral Bay Turtle Rescue.

      “Turtles?”

      Ryan reads my apprehension correctly, making me wonder if this is the real reason he refused to tell me our destination. “Do you have issues with all marine animals?”

      “Issues is a stretch, but I prefer soft and cuddly to sharp teeth and shells.”

      “Turtles don’t have teeth.”

      “Even worse—sharp gums.”

      Ryan shakes his head, looking half-bemused, half-annoyed. “What’s your favorite animal?”

      I think for a minute. “Alpacas, probably.”

      “Alpacas?” Ryan echoes my answer in what I’m now fondly referring to as his stripping tone. As in, he says something in the same tone most people say stripping in.

      “For a minute there it was almost like you knew how not to be super judgmental.”

      Ryan makes a face. “Fine.”

      “What’s yours?” Before he can reply, I add, “Please don’t say it’s a grizzly bear.”

      He laughs. A genuine, deep sound that vibrates in my chest and makes me want to hear it again.

      “Welcome!” A dark-haired woman with a heart-shaped face exits the building and shakes our hands. She doesn’t so much as glance at the array of cameras that have already been set up to capture every possible angle of this interaction. I try to imitate her level of nonchalance. “I’m Kathy. Wonderful to meet you both.”

      “Thanks for having us,” Ryan says warmly.

      Huh. He is capable of acting like a decent person. I guess, technically speaking, I fired shots first.

      “Let me show you two around.”

      Kathy proceeds to do just that. The small building is where they house any recovering animals. There’s one turtle recovering from surgery to remove a chunk of plastic from his throat. You can do surgery on a sea turtle, apparently, which is news to me. Another turtle is with her twelve baby turtles. Mama has her hands full—or flippers, rather—but she’s essentially just lying there as her offspring crawl all over her, which seems like the right approach to parenting.

      We head outside onto sand that’s been carefully sectioned into small habitats for the turtles that are closer to release. The whole time, Kathy spouts random facts about turtles. They live to be around a hundred years old. They cry to empty excess salt from their eyes. They can hold their breath underwater for five hours.

      Despite their lack of wool and being mammals, I’m genuinely interested in the reptiles. Ryan appears to be, too, asking questions and studying everything closely. I wonder if he was the rare breed of jock who took school seriously.

      I continue watching him surreptitiously as we walk around the enclosures. The sun beams down, which still feels strange to me. February should be filled with snow and freezing temperatures.

      The warmer weather means Ryan is wearing a short-sleeved shirt and shorts. I got an eyeful of his bare chest when I stumbled upon his pool. It’s a small miracle I didn’t fall in.

      It turns out seeing shirtless men with six-packs in movies and on billboards is a vastly different experience to seeing one in person. I can attest to that with personal experience now. The mental image of rivulets of water gliding down ridges of muscle still makes me feel overheated.

      Ryan Hastings is the most attractive person I’ve ever seen in person. It makes the fact that I’m technically dating him and supposedly hate him pretty inconvenient.

      “Embry?”

      I jerk to attention. “Yeah?” I strive for a tone that says No, I wasn’t just daydreaming about your abs. It comes out an awful lot like irritated.

      One brow arches. “You want one?”

      I look down at Ryan’s outstretched hands. He’s holding two baseball caps embroidered with the rescue’s choice of logo—a turtle, unsurprisingly.

      “Yeah, sure.” I take one, and Ryan pulls the other on top of the brown hair the sea breeze has been playing with for the past hour. Backward.

      I don’t know why a backward baseball cap is so attractive on a guy, but it is. Ryan is no exception.

      We thank Kathy for the hats and the tour, then head back toward the red car. A low buzzing begins as we settle in the spotless seats. Ryan shifts around. I’m about to ask him what he’s doing when I’m wholly distracted by the black iPhone he procures.

      “Oh my God!” I blurt. “They let you keep your phone?”

      “I’m the lead,” Ryan replies in the lofty tone he abandoned in Kathy’s presence. “Of course I have my phone.”

      “Can I use it? Please?”

      “You’re not supposed to have access to any technology.”

      “No!” I sass. “Is that why they took our phones away? I thought they were just trying to avoid setting a world record for the number of selfies taken in an hour.”

      Ryan’s lips quirk.

      “Look, I have absolutely no interest in spilling any season secrets. Even if I wanted to, I don’t know any. All I want to do is talk to my best friend for two minutes.” About you, I add silently.

      To my surprise, Ryan hands his phone over to me. “Fine. Two minutes.”

      Stunned, I grab it before he changes his mind. I open the messages app to text Haley and deflate like a balloon. “Crap. I don’t know her number.”

      He snorts and holds his hand back out. “All right, then.”

      “Wait. I’ll DM her on Instagram!”

      “No. That’s—”

      I’ve already opened his inbox on the app. “Holy. Shit. Does Pornhub know you’ve got a collection that could put them out of business?”

      “Embry. Give it back.” Ryan’s tone is firm. I also note he looks a little embarrassed.

      “Relax, Fabio. I’m not messaging her from your account. Or looking through the ridiculous number of topless photos you receive. I’m signing into my account.” I try to do just that and realize… “I don’t remember my password.”

      I haven’t gotten a new phone in two years, so that’s the amount of time it’s been since I had to come up with it.

      Ryan chuckles. I swear, then glance at him. I seriously doubt any of the other women have dropped profanity around him, but he’s a football player—surely he’s heard worse than an F-bomb.

      “Ugh.” I toss the phone at him and slump in my seat. “We haven’t gone this long without speaking since we were eleven and Jason Josephson kissed me instead of her. She’s good at holding grudges. Not as good as you, but still good.”

      He still looks amused, and I think I’ve set some sort of record for how long I’ve seen him smile.

      “Are you going to tell me where we’re going this time?” I ask as he begins driving.

      “Dinner.”

      “It’s awfully early for dinner.”

      “I know. Lighting was mentioned, and then I zoned out.”

      “We’re eating dinner at four PM because of lighting?”

      “That’s my best guess.”

      I sigh. “Where are we eating dinner?”

      “A table with candles will have magically appeared on the beach, along with a meal we won’t actually get to eat.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “Have you ever listened to someone eat into a microphone?”

      “What sort of question is that?”

      “Chewing doesn’t record well.”

      “So we’re going to dinner, in the middle of the afternoon, to not eat?” I summarize.

      “Correct.”

      “This show is so weird,” I mutter, then turn my gaze out the window.

      We pull up at a scene exactly like what Ryan described: a long stretch of white, sandy beach interrupted by a table and two chairs. From a distance, it looks ridiculous. A spot of fantasy in the midst of reality. But as we approach the elaborate setup, I get a glimpse of what it’ll look like on a high-definition television. Cerulean water and china and colorful flowers.

      “Wow, impressive. How long did this take you to set up?”

      The corners of Ryan’s eyes crinkle. “Less time than you’d think.”

      “Creative and modest.”

      “That’s what they put on the promo posters.”

      I smile as I sit down at the table. “So if we can’t eat”—I cast a longing glance at the seared fish sitting in front of me—“what are we supposed to do?”

      “We could talk,” Ryan suggests, leaning back in his chair.

      “What a novel idea,” I drawl.

      The wind plays with strands of his hair, distracting me. I glance at his mouth, then away. We’re on a date. Technically. Is he going to try to kiss me later? The thought doesn’t conjure any disgust.

      When I muster the courage to glance back up, he’s studying me.

      “Why are you doing this?” I blurt.

      “Sitting here?”

      “The show,” I clarify.

      “It’s a dating show.”

      “I know.”

      “Where you date people.”

      “I know.”

      “So…I’m here to date people.” There’s an unsaid obviously at the end of his sentence, but it didn’t answer my question.

      “I repeat: why are you doing this show?”

      “They asked.”

      “I’m not surprised they asked. I’m surprised you accepted.”

      “Why are you surprised?”

      “It doesn’t seem like your thing.”

      “It’s not.” He looks at the water, then slides a white envelope out from underneath his plate and holds it out to me. “Here.”

      I take it. “Plane ticket?” I tease.

      “How did you know?”

      I freeze before I force myself to shrug, trying to appear unbothered by this turn of events, when in reality my stomach is sinking for some stupid reason. You wanted to go home, I tell myself.

      “You have to do the show. You don’t have to make it a miserable experience.”

      Ryan looks confused. “What?”

      I rip open the paper. “Do I still get to fly first class once I’m kicked off? Because honestly, that’s been the highlight of this whole experience so far…” My voice trails off when I get a glimpse of the destination printed on the ticket. It’s not Chicago. “You’re not sending me home?”

      “No.” Now he appears amused. “I told you you’d be here for weeks.”

      “You told me we’d see how the date went.”

      “You don’t think it’s been a good date?” He’s teasing me, and it’s so unexpected I stumble over my words.

      “I—it’s been—I mean…it exceeded expectations,” I finally manage.

      “Low expectations?” He smirks.

      “Yeah,” I admit.

      Ryan nods. “Wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be, either.”

      “Great,” I say sarcastically. “This was still mean.” I wave the piece of paper about.

      “A free plane ticket to London? You’re welcome.”

      “Giving me a plane ticket! That’s a clear See ya later.”

      Ryan shrugs. “Well, that’s what everyone is getting. Everyone who isn’t going home, at least.” His brow wrinkles like it’s just now dawning on him that this might be a confusing message to send. Everyone gets a plane ticket! Just check the arrival airport before you celebrate.

      “What the hell? I thought we got flowers.”

      “I thought you’d never watched the show,” Ryan counters.

      “People leave a lot of tabloids lying around on the L,” I mutter.

      “Well, I thought giving someone a dying plant was more of a doomsday prediction than romantic. You need the plane ticket anyway, so why not just give it to you?”

      “I’d be expecting to hear from Hallmark about a sponsorship any day now.”

      He rolls his eyes at me. “The show is plenty romantic already.”

      “Oh, I know. What’s after dinner? Fireworks? A private concert? No, I’m sticking with my original guess—fireworks.”

      Ryan scoffs, but something in his expression suggests I might have hit the nail on the head. He stands and tosses his napkin on the table, next to his untouched meal. “Nothing else. See you tomorrow night. Someone will take you back to the villa.”

      Then, he strides away. That answers any questions about a goodnight kiss. Not that I’m disappointed or anything.

      Oh yay, I’m getting better at lying to myself.
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      I feel like chum. Like the disgusting goop they toss into the ocean for sharks to swarm around. Not the most pleasant image, but an accurate one. It’s also a vivid picture, considering I watched Shark Week episodes for three hours last night.

      I cut yesterday’s date short for two reasons. One, because Embry was right about the fireworks. Two, because I didn’t want to. I went back to my “hut” and watched the National Geographic channel, trying to imagine what Embry might say about the lack of alpacas being featured. Still, it was better than any other potential outcomes last night.

      Like kissing her.

      “Can I steal you for a minute?” I walked into the villa approximately fifteen seconds ago, and one of the circling sharks has already smelled blood and struck.

      “Yeah, of course.” I force a smile at the redhead who spoke, following her out onto the patio after one longing look at the drinks table.

      “I thought you might appreciate a little initiative. I know meeting so many people must be overwhelming.”

      She’s considerate. Friendly. Too bad I can’t remember her name.

      “It’s a lot,” I agree as we settle on a couch nestled beneath a terrace. “How are you settling in?”

      “Honestly?” She doesn’t wait for a reply. “It’s been fantastic. Three days lounging beside a pool is hard to complain about.” She smiles, then gives me a worried look. “Not that that’s why I’m here or anything. You just haven’t been around, so…”

      “I get it,” I assure her. “Have you not been on vacation in a while?”

      “Nope.” She laughs. “I’m a teacher. People always think that means you have the summer off, but that’s never been the case for me. I only started working a couple of years ago, aka bottom of the totem pole and most likely to be running summer school classes. It worked out well, though. Only way I was able to talk the principal into letting me take a couple months off.”

      “Right.” It truly strikes me for the first time that these women have actually put their lives on hold to come here. I had a natural break in my schedule thanks to my job. Most people don’t have that luxury.

      “Do you like teaching?” I ask.

      Conversation flows easily for the next few minutes. That’s the thing though—it’s easy. There’s no excitement or anticipation. Not the way I always expected I might feel around my future wife. But that’s not what I’m here for, I remind myself. I’m here for easy. This woman—whose name I still can’t remember—might be perfect. So I keep smiling and asking her questions. She’s from a small town, just like me. Teaches at the same elementary school she attended. Has weekly dinners with her family. About as wholesome as it gets.

      “Excuse me, Rachel. Can I talk to Ryan for a minute?”

      Rachel—apparently—smiles and stands. “Of course, Cassandra. Nice talking to you, Ryan.”

      “You too, Rachel,” I reply.

      Cassandra sinks into Rachel’s vacated seat. Unlike Rachel, Cassandra is someone whose name I remember. She is, simply put, a knockout. The kind of woman who is known for her looks. Not because she doesn’t have anything else to offer, but because they’re that noticeable.

      She also propositioned me a couple nights ago, so that left an impression.

      “You look stunning,” I tell her sincerely.

      Cassandra is wearing a green dress that seems to be mostly held together by wisps of silk. It’s an outfit meant to make a guy imagine tearing it off a woman, and I’m no exception.

      “Thank you.” She leans forward, letting her left palm skim across the stiff material of my suit pants and affording me a clear shot of her cleavage. “You look good, too.”

      I smirk at her. From an objective perspective, Cassandra might be my best bet on this show. She gets how this works. She may be attracted to me, but she doesn’t have stars in her eyes for a happy ending.

      We chat for a while, mostly about the sailing group date earlier. Cassandra has a dry sense of humor that’s entertaining. When we do head back inside, one of the production assistants hands me a drink, and I mouth a silent Thank you his way before Rebecca pulls me away. The next couple of hours are filled with rapid-fire conversation. I feel like a buzzer should be going off between each one.

      But I’m more treading water than drowning when I settle on a loveseat beside Meghan, a petite Asian woman, in one of the many sitting rooms on the first floor.

      “I’m so glad we’re getting a chance to talk,” she tells me.

      “Me too,” I agree. Although the truth is that I’d have loved to call it a night a while ago. “Have you been settling in all right?” Meghan is one of the women who wasn’t on any of the dates this week. This is essentially the second time I’m exchanging words with her.

      “Yes,” she replies. For such a tiny person, she contains a lot of energy. It’s practically pulsing out of her as she bounces beside me. “This place is incredible. The pool and the landscaping. And the food is so good! It’s all been amazing. And so are you—I mean, that’s why I’m here! I’m so excited to get to know you. I think we’ll have a great connection. I can really see you being my future husband, you know?”

      Tires screech in my head as that question pulls me to a full stop. Meghan was on my list of probably-going-home.

      “Wow. Thanks.” I gulp some of my drink. “I’ve got to run to the restroom. Maybe we’ll talk later?”

      Meghan beams. “Yeah. Totally.”

      I nod before I split. I actually do have to go to the bathroom, so I head for the one off the foyer, passing a few groups of giggling women. It’s a coward’s way out. I should man up and tell Meghan it takes me more than two three-minute conversations to determine if someone is future spouse material, but avoiding that conversation is not as cowardly as the fact that I’m now contemplating sending home someone else who might take it better than Meghan. This is harder than I expected it to be, and I didn’t come in thinking it would be easy.

      A headache is rapidly building. No one is in the foyer when I leave the bathroom, so I duck out the front door, inhaling some of the clean night air and exhaling some anxiety. This was never going to be a walk in the park. The women here—with one glaring exception—all seem to be genuinely interested in dating me. They all put their lives on hold and came here hoping they’d be the one I got down on a knee for. None of them are going to take that possibility disappearing well—again, with the one exception—and I need to accept that and get through it.

      By the time I circle the house and reach the patio, I’m no longer panicking. My heart rate kicks up for a whole other reason when I spot the figure sitting on the edge of the pool. Her heels are off and her feet are in the water. I came out here craving solitude, but I walk over to her.

      Embry glances up as I approach then looks back at the water. I take a seat beside her, keeping my own feet dry. Stilettos may look like death traps, but at least they don’t require socks. If there’s a sexy way to peel them off, I don’t know it.

      I can’t come up with a single thing to say to her. My imagination is sapped after hours of small talk. There are also lots of things I’d say to other women that I would never say to Embry, because rather than smile, she’d verbally rip me to shreds.

      Embry is quiet too, but in her case, I’m certain it’s because she’s hoping I’ll give up and leave. In the short time I’ve known her, the I can’t stand you exterior has only faltered once.

      When I handed her that plane ticket, there was a flash of disappointment.

      I’m probably reading far too much into it. Leaving here is the end of her free vacation. It means she’ll have to find a job, tell her parents about this show—things I’m assuming she doesn’t want to face. It’s egotistical to think I might have anything to do with it. She’s made her opinion of me pretty fucking clear.

      “Hiding from your fan club?” Embry finally asks. Her eyes are still on the moonlight reflecting off the water as she swishes her calves through the clear, chlorinated liquid.

      “Yes.”

      She laughs, then sighs. “Okay, let’s start over.”

      “Start over?”

      “You’ve proven you can hold a grudge. Can we try getting along now? I’ve got enough to stress about. You glaring at me all the time isn’t helping.”

      “I haven’t been glaring.”

      I’ve meant to be, but I haven’t. At least not recently.

      Embry makes a face. I take it to mean she’s misreading my I’m-attracted-to-you-but-I-don’t-want-to-be expression, which is the one I primarily wear around her.

      “We can start over,” I tell her, rather than explain that.

      “Okay.” She straightens and takes a sip from her glass.

      I eye the beverage. “Vodka?”

      “Water.” The glass taps the cement as she sets it back down. “Where did you go to college?”

      “Seriously?”

      “It’s getting to know you 101.”

      “Fine.” I sigh. “I went to Lincoln University. It’s in—”

      “I know where Lincoln is, you idiot.”

      Lincoln University is one of the largest and most prestigious schools in the United States. Think Harvard, but less stodgy.

      “Well, seeing as you didn’t know I went there, I wasn’t sure,” I tease.

      “Like where you went to college is some sort of common knowledge.”

      I raise both brows. “It actually is. I got an offer from Northwestern as well. Steve Hawkins brings it up every chance he gets, including the game you were at.” Steve Hawkins has provided commentary for every Grizzlies game I’ve played in. He had the gig long before I played for the team and will likely still be talking shit long after I’m retired.

      “Huh. Guess I wasn’t paying very close attention to the commentary.”

      I smirk. “Huh. Imagine that.” I’m surprised she even knows who Steve Hawkins is, actually.

      “Why did you pick Lincoln?” she asks.

      “Aside from the fact that it’s got the best football program in the country?”

      “Aside from that.”

      “They have a good history department,” I admit.

      She stares at me. “You’re joking. Right?”

      I’m slightly insulted. “Just because I’m athletic doesn’t mean—”

      “I’m not stereotyping. It’s just…” Embry looks away and scoffs. “If I make it to hometowns, my parents are going to freaking love you. Not ideal for future dating prospects, but it will soften the I-got-fired-lied-about-it-and-went-on-a-dating-show blow, I guess. My mom is a history professor,” she adds.

      “Really? That’s cool.”

      Embry scoffs. “It’s far less cool when you’re a middle schooler getting schlepped around overgrown fields in Pennsylvania instead of going to Disney World like everyone else you know.”

      “I’ve never been to Disney World either,” I tell her. “All my breaks were spent at football camps.”

      “Do you regret that? Not being more of a normal kid?”

      “No. If I hadn’t taken advantage of every opportunity and didn’t make it to the pros, I always would have wondered what if.”

      “Sort of like how you’ll feel if you miss the playoffs again next season? If I’d only trained instead of going on that stupid dating show…”

      I laugh as she raises one of my own arguments to Stephanie when she started badgering me about agreeing to do this show. “Yeah. Exactly like that.”

      “Why did you really agree to do this? What did you mean about ruining your reputation?”

      I sigh. “Being a professional athlete is about a lot more than your talent when it comes to the sport. You have to be good, obviously, but there’s a whole other dimension to it. It matters who you are as a person. You have to go to the right places. Date the right people. Document it all on social media so everyone knows where you are and who you’re with. I find it exhausting, but teams look at that stuff as free publicity, incentives to keep players. They want the guy who performs on the field and parties off it.”

      “I never thought about it like that.”

      “Most people don’t. It’s always easier to look at the shiny side of things. I’m not as exciting anymore, and that’s what people want. That’s why I agreed to do the show.”

      “Not for love?” She’s teasing. I think.

      “Happy endings don’t always happen.”

      “What about how this show ends?”

      I shrug. “Wouldn’t be shocked if it falls apart.”

      She’s silent.

      “Where did you go to college?” I ask, in a blatant attempt to change the subject.

      “Northwestern.”

      I laugh. “Seriously?”

      She looks offended. “It’s a good school!”

      “I know it is,” I agree. “Just funny to think we might’ve gone to the same college.”

      “I seriously doubt we would have crossed paths,” Embry replies. “Plus, you probably would have had my mom.”

      “That’s where she teaches?”

      She nods. “It’s the only way I could afford to go there.”

      “Did your brother go there too?”

      “I didn’t tell you I have a brother.” Suspicion sneaks across her face.

      I can’t come up with any explanation other than the truth. “It was in your file.”

      “My file? I have a file?”

      “Everyone does. It’s part of the application process.”

      “And you read everyone’s?”

      I could lie. I don’t. “Nope. Just yours.”

      “Why?”

      “I wanted to know if you were lying about applying to the show yourself.”

      She scoffs and swishes her feet. “And?” Her tone is caustic.

      I’m worried I may have just shredded any good will I’ve gained. Then I wonder why I care.

      “You don’t seem like the type to disclose some of the stuff in it voluntarily.”

      Embry narrows her eyes at me. “Like what?”

      “Can’t remember now,” I lie.

      She definitely doesn’t believe me, but it’s bad enough I slipped up on her brother. No way am I letting her know I essentially memorized her entire application.

      “Ryan?” I glance over to see Jennifer standing by the patio doors. “Time to start the elimination ceremony.”

      “Okay.” I stand.
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      I’ve stared down defensive lines less intimidating than this group of women. Each one of them is dressed for a red carpet and looking at me expectantly. I used to think I was someone who can always perform well under pressure, but I’m beginning to think I’m going to crumble this time.

      Tonight is the first elimination ceremony, and I just left a quick meeting with Jennifer and Paul. Jennifer reminded me of what I’m supposed to say. Paul reminded me of who I’m allowed to send home. Neither warned me about what standing up here in front of them all would feel like. I’m in the middle of a game, and there’s no football or play to be found. Just me and a glaring spotlight.

      There are four women left without plane tickets to London and only two more to distribute. I’m proud of the efficiency, but I’ve gotten more than a couple of confused expressions that made me think the women would have preferred the more traditional flowers.

      “Rebecca,” I say. She walks forward, smiling. I hand her a plane ticket. She takes it, gives me a hug, and then returns to her spot amongst the women.

      One left.

      The three empty-handed women’s gazes narrow. I start to sweat.

      “Samantha.” She sashays toward me, proud as a peacock. I focus my attention on her, even as I want to glance at the two women I’m sending home to judge their reactions.

      Jennifer emerges, breaking the awkward silence that falls after Samantha returns to her spot. “Meghan, Josephine, I’m sorry, but your journey ends here. A car is waiting outside to take you to the airport once you’ve gathered your belongings and said your goodbyes.”

      I rock back and forth awkwardly as I watch the women hug and console the two who are leaving. They’ve bonded a lot in the last week, apparently. A couple even look close to tears. Are they acting? In what I’m annoyed to realize has become my default, I glance at Embry. I view her as the barometer for a genuine reaction. She smiles at both of the departing women but doesn’t look anywhere near waterworks.

      Josephine heads for me first. “Nice meeting you, Ryan. Best of luck.”

      I breathe out a subtle sigh of relief at her words. “Thank you,” I tell her. “You, too.”

      She smiles and departs. I turn my attention to Meghan.

      “Have fun in London,” she says when she reaches me. “It was great talking with you.”

      I stare at her, comically dumbstruck. She thought I was her future husband and now it was great talking with me? “Uh, yeah. Thanks,” I manage. “Nice to meet you.”

      She smiles at me, then follows Josephine out. That’s…it? I was bracing for a tornado and was brushed by a light wind instead. I’m so out of my depth here, it’s not even funny. Well, Nick would probably find it hilarious. I hate mixed messages. Women who are overeager one minute and blasé the next terrify me.

      Jennifer claps her hands. “Better go get some sleep, ladies. Your flight to London leaves at six AM.”
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      My phone keeps buzzing. I keep ignoring it.

      “Oh.” A fake laugh follows that solitary syllable. “Oops.”

      I glance up to see Serena—Why did they select so many women with S names?—standing at the edge of the table I’m sitting at, twirling a piece of light brown hair around one red-manicured fingertip.

      The women aren’t supposed to approach me outside of our filmed encounters, but I’m learning a lot of the things that “aren’t supposed to happen” on this show are also actively encouraged. Especially now that the group is shrinking and we’re no longer contained to an island where everyone saw everything, rules seem to be stretching looser and looser.

      Today is our last in London. Yesterday, I spent time with eight of the women, riding around the city in a double-decker bus. It was one of my favorite days since we started filming the show.

      I’ve always wanted to travel in Europe, not just every major city in the US, and the history nerd in me has always considered the crown jewel of the British Empire to be a must see. Time may pass, but the tangible places where events that determined the lives of future generations took place remain, casually situated across the street from a convenience store or coffee shop.

      None of England has disappointed so far. Not the architecture or the food or even the notoriously dismal weather. It’s been sunny and clear every day.

      “Hi, Serena,” I reply politely. I know them all by name by now, at least. Sussing out who has intentions that will align with mine closely enough to avoid this whole thing blowing up in my face has proven to be a more time-consuming task. “Want some breakfast?” I gesture to the spread before me.

      The English do breakfast well. Fried eggs, sausages, toast, jam, a pot of tea, and black pudding all cover the tabletop. The black pudding is the only item I haven’t touched. I think it’s some sort of meat, but it looks like a giant dried turd and smells about as appetizing as one.

      “Oh no, I’m all set. I already ate over at our hotel.”

      “So you were just stopping by for…” I let that sentence hang.

      “I was out exploring the city. Thought this place looked cute.”

      I smirk. “Serena, I value honesty.”

      She sighs. “Fine. I came looking for you. Better?”

      “Yup.” I take a bite of toast.

      “Great.” She takes the opposite seat and snags a piece of bacon off my plate. “Am I going on the date today?”

      “Maybe,” I reply. “If you weren’t wandering the streets looking for me, you’d know the card with the names was delivered to your hotel this morning.”

      “If I hadn’t wandered through the streets, you wouldn’t be enjoying my company along with your breakfast.”

      “True,” I agree.

      My phone continues buzzing. Serena glances down and arches a brow. “You going to get that?”

      “Nope.” I sigh.

      Teasers for the show started airing this week, and my identity as this season’s lead is public knowledge. So are the women’s as contestants. If the number of texts, calls, and social media comments I’ve gotten notifications for are any indication, those announcements didn’t exactly fly under the radar. I might have significantly underestimated how many people care about my foray into reality television.

      Or maybe Embry Willis is to blame.

      “I miss my phone.” Serena sighs. “That sounds pathetic, huh?”

      “No, I get it. It must be tough, not being able to talk to any friends or family back home.”

      “Yeah, it is,” Serena agrees. “Or take any photos. I’ve never been to London before. It’d be nice to have something to remember this trip by.”

      “You could watch the show,” I suggest.

      She laughs. “Yeah, I guess so. So, who are you avoiding?”

      “What?”

      Serena nods to my phone. Honestly, the buzzing has become white noise to me at this point. “Who are you avoiding?”

      “Pretty much everyone who has my number.”

      She nods. “I’m surprised you agreed to do this show.”

      “You are?”

      “You obviously have no problem attracting women. You could get a hundred of them to date you at once if you really wanted to. Plus, you seem dedicated to football, not settling down and getting married.”

      I neither confirm nor deny. I shrug. “We’ll see if it works out. Worth a try.”

      Serena smirks. “Let’s just say I’m right and you’re not planning to find the woman you’re going to marry on this show, just some positive publicity.”

      “Interesting speculation,” I note.

      Her smile widens. “I’m good at reading people. Which is why I’m also going to speculate that you’re going to fall in love on this show for real.”

      I raise both eyebrows. “I do like confident women.”

      Serena laughs. “Oh, I’m not talking about me, Ryan. You seem like a nice guy, but I don’t see us embarking on a long march toward death together.”

      “Lovely way of describing it,” I compliment.

      “Thanks.” She steals another strip of bacon.

      I try to hold it in. I really do, but I fail spectacularly. “If you’re so all-knowing, who am I going to end up with?”

      I’m expecting her to dodge the question. Instead she chews, then asks, “If I had to put money down?” I nod. “Embry.”

      “Embry?” I chortle. “You’re serious?”

      “Yup,” she says. Totally straight-faced.

      I shake my head. “There’s no way. We have nothing in common.” Her not seeming to like me at all is a tidbit I opt not to add.

      Rather than spouting out some tired saying like opposites attract, Serena just laughs. “I heard you spent half the date yesterday talking about the British parliament.”

      I knew the women must talk about me, but it’s still unnerving to have that suspicion confirmed. “We were seeing members of the House of Lords,” I explain. “I find the governmental structure interesting.”

      “You know who spent twenty minutes yesterday morning debating whether Margaret Thatcher or Winston Churchill was a better prime minister?”

      I want to ask which of them she decided on, but I know that won’t help me prove my point. “Her mom is a history professor,” I state.

      “Oh yeah? What does mine do?”

      Rather than appear annoyed, she’s triumphant. She knows I don’t know. Knows I never asked. In my defense, this is only the third conversation we’ve had.

      “What does your mom do?”

      Serena laughs. “I’ll see you later, Ryan.”

      She stands and leaves the café as quickly as she appeared, leaving me staring after her. The last thing I expected was to get dating advice about one of these women from another one of them. Serena seems intuitive and interesting. Also uninterested in dating me, which should maybe bother me more than it does. I’m actually relieved.

      But me and Embry Willis?

      Never going to happen.
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      I honestly have no idea who comes up with the date ideas for this show, but I think they may have gained a few enemies today.

      I’m standing in the midst of a massive commercial kitchen filled with equipment I don’t even know the names for half of. The walls are lined with ovens. Fridges. What I think is a huge dishwasher?

      Every visible surface is silver and shiny. Sieves, cutters, dowels, molds, and something that’s called a fondant extruder but looks like a cross between a flashlight and a syringe have all been laid out neatly, along with more recognizable tools like mixers, baking dishes, knives, whisks, and a rolling pin.

      “Everyone clear on the instructions?” The brisk French accent the question is barked in makes it clear that yes is the only acceptable answer.

      All the women standing around me nod, although most of them look like things are more murky than clear. We’re not even halfway into this show, and yet creativity already seems to have hit a low point.

      Today’s date—essentially a baking competition—seems to be an attempt to capitalize on the popularity of the United Kingdom’s most popular show not featuring Simon Cowell. The women on today’s date have all been tasked with tackling an English staple: the scone. I guess having them all brew tea would be less entertaining.

      None of the women have mentioned an interest in culinary arts to me, and based on the confused, apprehensive expressions around me, I’m guessing that’s because none of them have an interest in culinary arts.

      “To your stations, ladies,” Hélène Passard commands. She’s a highly respected French pastry chef whose bakery is situated in the bustling center of London.

      Whatever the show is paying her to shut down her kitchen for the morning and instruct eight women on how to make a scone obviously wasn’t enough to keep her from worrying one of them will burn the place down, according to her tense expression.

      All the women comply. I stay in place beside Jennifer.

      “This should be an entertaining one,” she whispers to me.

      Each woman has the exact same setup: a spread of culinary tools and the necessary ingredients. I smother a smile as a few of them cast confused looks at the array.

      “Most of them are,” I reply.

      Yesterday’s bus ride was swarmed by pigeons at one point, forcing us to flee to the lower deck. The final group date before we left the Virgin Islands was a sailing one. If I were estimating, I’d say the boats spent more time capsized than afloat.

      “It makes for good television,” Jennifer responds, as if I’m not aware the purpose of this show is not to find a soul mate. Not in a civilized, drama-free manner, at least.

      “Right. It does,” I agree.

      “We’ve got everything in place for next week. Adler Beck agreed to participate.”

      “Wow. Great.”

      “Paul will want to meet tonight to go over elimination picks.”

      “I figured.” That’s become a routine.

      “Have you been reading the coverage at all?”

      “Not really.” Not at all.

      I can feel Jennifer’s eyes on me. “Paul is going to insist that she stay longer. People love the interactions between you two.”

      “I’m sure they do.” They’re not the ones verbally sparring with her. Even if a part of me has grown to love our encounters as much as I hate them. That’s the main reason why I didn’t select her for a date this week. I needed a distraction from the fact that I alternate between wishing she’d leave the show voluntarily, sparing me from her smart comments, and fantasizing about shutting her up by kissing her. Obviously a dilemma denial will help with.

      “Okay. Good.” Jennifer looks relieved I’m not putting up more of a fight. I’m worried for the same exact reason.

      The women have progressed to the baking stage of the date. I wince as I watch Reese measure out a couple teaspoons of baking powder, then shrug and dump a whole lot more in.

      “I have to taste them all?”

      Jennifer laughs under her breath. “That was the idea.”

      When the time comes to taste-test, it’s not as bad as I was worried it might be. Each woman brings up a plate with a scone on it that I smother with clotted cream and strawberry jam. Reese’s is over-salted and Samantha’s is raw in the middle, but otherwise I’d say there was a solid B plus for effort.

      After the “judging” ends, we move out of the kitchen and into the front-facing section of the bakery, complete with display cases, tables, and chairs. A spread of professionally assembled baked goods is waiting for us. Thankfully. Edible and tasty are two different things.

      I’ve barely sat down to eat some cookies when Reese tugs at my elbow. “Can we talk for a minute?”

      “Sure,” I agree. “Excuse me, ladies.”

      Daggers are being glared at Reese, and I catch a few by mere association. It’s both flattering and unnerving. Most of these women are as sweet as the sugar one mistook for salt around me. I wonder if they’d act the same if they had any idea how much time I spend thinking about Embry—who has yet to display the slightest hint of sweetness toward me.

      I follow Reese around a corner and into a back nook where there’s nobody but a cameraman, set up for precisely this sort of situation.

      Once we’re out of sight, she abruptly spins, pressing me up against the wall. “Hi,” she murmurs.

      “Hi,” I reply, smirking. I have a good idea what she wanted to “talk” to me about. Sure enough, she leans forward and kisses me.

      I’ve kissed every woman here—with the exception of one. Most of them have been light pecks at the end of conversations. Reese is attempting tonsil hockey. It’s not a bad kiss, not at all, but it feels rushed. Eager. Desperate—and not in the good way.

      I’ve barely progressed past the surface level with any of the women. I sent home the two causing drama last week after bargaining with Paul. I’m committed to seeing this process through, but I’m not enthusiastic about it. This move on Reese’s part makes me think other women have caught on to that besides Serena.

      So, I kiss her back. It’s not really a hardship on my part. We make out for a few minutes, and I honestly forget we’re being filmed until she pulls back and I catch a glimpse of the camera out of the corner of my eye. I’ve gotten used to the conversations and outings being filmed.

      Making out with someone on television? Still weird. It also makes me relieved I had both my parents and my sister swear they wouldn’t watch a minute of this.

      Reese smiles coyly before she leads the way back toward where the rest of the women are assembled, and Serena gives me a knowing look when we return. The others look annoyed, probably guessing what we were up to. Without warning, Serena’s words flash in my brain like a billboard.

      If I had to put money down? Embry.
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      A loud whistle jars me from what was previously a pleasant sleep. I flop onto my back, trying to figure out if I dreamed the noise.

      Nope, there it goes again.

      I sit up in bed, fumbling around for a light. It can’t be a fire alarm, unless they make them differently in Europe. Rather than the incessant screech that would get set off every time my mother started grading papers while making dinner (which happened quite a lot growing up), a solid thirty seconds pass before there’s a third shrill sound.

      I crash into every object on the table next to my bed until my hand connects with the lamp switch. Soft light floods the room. I glance over at Cassandra, who—no surprise—appears completely dead to the world. Four weeks of sharing a room with her, and I’m better acquainted with her bedtime routine than my own. What it lacks in brevity, it makes up for in bathroom hogging. But her skin looks incredible, so who am I to judge? Just because I don’t have the money or patience to take on a daily and nightly routine that consists of more than one face wash and one moisturizer doesn’t mean I should resent her.

      What I do resent is that following the hour-long routine, Cassandra plops on an eye mask and pops in some earplugs that neither the sound of Serena making a smoothie in her room next door to ours nor the London traffic were able to permeate.

      If there actually were a fire, she’d have to rely on me to drag her to safety. Good thing I believe in karma and am not a sociopath.

      I slide out of bed and march over to hers, flicking her eye mask up. Nothing. I poke her. Nothing. Maybe it’s not the accessories; maybe she’s just a really deep sleeper. I pull out one of the earplugs just as the high-pitched sound resonates through the hotel suite for a fourth time.

      Cassandra jerks upright. “What the fuck?”

      “Morning,” I reply cheerfully, like this is a normal way to wake up. “No idea what’s going on, but I didn’t want you to perish in a fire. Going to investigate!”

      I’m out the door before she has time to respond. Or throw anything.

      I have no idea what kind of strings the show pulled, but the suites we stay in are ridiculous. This week’s is a web of rooms that center around a common space filled with plush couches, a flat-screen television that’s only slightly smaller than the wall itself, and an expansive view of Kluvburg, the German city that was our next stop after London.

      Jennifer is standing in the center of the common space, surrounded by yawning women.

      “Morning, ladies!” She’s either a natural morning person or really dedicated to her job, because her perky smile and perfect makeup give no hint of the fact that the view of Kluvburg is barely visible, seeing as the sun hasn’t even risen yet.

      I track the horrific noise that’s the reason I’m currently awake to a shiny whistle hung around her neck.

      “Today is the final date before the next elimination ceremony. If I read your name off this card, you have five minutes to get dressed and meet me back here. Dress for comfort. You’ll be running.”

      I watch Rebecca silently mouth Five minutes at me and resist the urge to laugh.

      “Okay. On today’s date will be…Selena. Sabrina. Rebecca. Sophie. Rachel. Embry. Sara. Victoria. Serena. And…Cassandra.”

      I glance behind me to see my sleepy roommate stumble into the common area just as her name is called.

      “Okay!” Jennifer claps her hands. The expensive bracelets on her wrists jingle, making most of us jump. “Five minutes, ladies.” She taps her Cartier watch. “Starting…now.”

      We all sprint back toward our rooms.

      I swap out my flannel pajamas for a pair of leggings and an oversized sweatshirt. It’s probably what I would have worn anyway, but the seconds ticking away ensure I don’t have time to second-guess it if I wanted to.

      Cassandra is slowly wiping off her eye cream as I frantically yank a brush through my hair and twirl it up into a messy bun. Actually, messy is generous. It more resembles a disaster zone. Some days—I mean some cracks of dawn—that’s just how it goes. I slap on some moisturizer and head for the door.

      Surprising…no one, I’m the first in the common area. Not because I’m eager, just lazy.

      “Embry.” Jennifer gives me a smile, one I have yet to judge definitively. It might be genuine. It might be assessing. If I were here to win, I might care to find out. But I received another plane ticket—not a popular choice among the women, which I’ll make sure to mention to Ryan once I stop avoiding him—to travel to Germany, and I have no reason to believe the elimination ceremony tomorrow night will be any different. “How have you been?”

      “Just wonderful,” I reply, speaking truthfully.

      I wasn’t selected for any of the dates in London, which left me free to explore the city on my own. I’ve spent the past three days here writing cover letters in a charming café down the street. Haley was right about the free vacation part, and humiliation has been minimal. Win-win. I just hope it’s a trend that continues.

      “Are you excited to see Ryan today?”

      I study Jennifer’s innocent expression. Dangerous beauty, I think. I imagine she’s quite successful at extracting information from male contestants when there’s a female lead.

      “So excited,” I answer. The worst part is, I’m not completely lying, but the exaggerated tone I deliver my response in makes it sound like I am.

      Jennifer’s eyes flit down my slobby outfit and back up to my bare face. I can’t tell which she believes: my words or my delivery. “Good.”

      “I’m ready!” Rebecca bounces into the room. She’s wearing a matching spandex suit and a high ponytail that swishes with every movement she makes. Since Rebecca seems to rival a toddler for energy, there’s quite a lot of swishing taking place.

      The rest of the women trickle in less enthusiastically. Cassandra is last, covering a yawn.

      “Let’s go, ladies!” Jennifer leads the tired entourage that includes me out into the hallway lined with plush carpet.

      Twenty minutes later, the van we piled in stops outside a massive, looming structure. When I climb out of the vehicle, I crane my neck to read the German words displayed on the side of it. One is Stadion, and my lack of bilingualism combines with the ticket windows we’re passing to conclude that we’ve arrived at the location for yet another sports-centered date. How I end up on them, I have no clue.

      I guess Ryan doesn’t fully understand what exactly a truce is.

      The rest of the women look around with wide eyes. Or maybe they’re just holding them that open to stay awake—something the glaring lights of the football stadium take care of.

      They’re so bright they almost eradicate the blurs of pastel shades slowly spreading across the darkened sky. Picture the harsh lights of a makeup counter at a department store. Then change nothing. That’s what walking out on the field looks like.

      My athletic career ended in middle school. I never participated in any sort of high school sporting event, let alone a college or professional one. The scuffed blacktop my seventh-grade basketball career concluded upon was absolutely nothing like the neatly trimmed grass we’re walking across now, not to mention the seats that rise up all around us. Hundreds and hundreds of them. I could spend days counting and never know exactly how many. It appears as if this stadium could seat all of Chicago without breaching into standing room. I’ve never felt more like an ant.

      A lone figure stands in the very center of the field. I assume it’s Ryan, but as we draw closer, I note the man has blond hair, not light brown. I’m wondering where Ryan is when I realize who exactly this is. The rest of the women aren’t as slow to come up with his identity. Whispers erupt around me.

      Ryan is famous. He’s attractive and talented, and those two characteristics automatically pique most people’s interest and intrigue, but I mainly know who he is because my father is obsessed with Chicago sports teams.

      I know who Adler Beck—better known by just his surname—is because he’s basically synonymous with a sport that’s not just played in the United States. He’s an international treasure, and it doesn’t hurt that he was blessed with cheekbones chiseled enough to cut glass, of course.

      “Hello, ladies.”

      I’m of the personal opinion that any woman who says she doesn’t find a man with an accent especially attractive is lying. Each rich syllable that leaves Beck’s mouth sounds like it’s just been dipped in whiskey and wrapped in velvet. If he weren’t so good at soccer, I think he could have had a promising career as a phone sex operator. Or narrating nature documentaries, if we’re keeping things PG.

      “It’s lovely to meet you all,” Beck continues. “Today, I’ll be running you through some basic drills. Then we’ll end with a quick scrimmage.”

      Another male figure approaches as mesh pinnies and soccer balls are distributed around. “Sorry. Sorry I’m late.”

      Ryan clearly just rolled out of bed. His hair is mussed, the collar of his jacket is folded in rather than out, and he’s sporting a light layer of stubble that suggests he didn’t have time to shave this morning. All the women greet with him wide smiles.

      I opt for a more antagonistic method.

      “Bad traffic?” I question. The roads were wide open when we drove here. I doubt much has changed in the past ten minutes.

      Ryan gives me the half-grin, half-glare he’s so good at. “I overslept.”

      “You should have had Jennifer wake you up with a whistle. It’s hard to sleep through.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” He turns back to Beck. “Nice to meet you, man.”

      They do one of those masculine handshake things, and then we’re instructed to start moving. The running part is fine, but once the round black-and-white ball gets involved, things get a bit dicey. We weave through cones, kick between posts, and—most frighteningly—pass to each other. I’m not the least coordinated out on the field, meaning there’s no shortage of flying objects to dodge.

      I’m dribbling toward the goal as part of an attempt to send the ball into the white netting when all of a sudden, my feet are no longer beneath me. I hit the grass with a huff.

      “Crap. You okay, Embry?” Suddenly, Sophie appears beside me.

      Gingerly, I sit up. The breath was knocked out of me, but otherwise, I feel okay. Until I move my leg, that is. A sharp twinge races up my nerve endings. I inhale sharply.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I tell Sophie’s worried expression. Sara is hovering right behind her.

      “I’m so sorry,” she says. “I was trying to pass to Sophie.” Trying being the operative word, clearly. Not that my own aim is anything to brag about.

      More people surround me. I shove upward, uncomfortable with becoming the center of attention. Remaining part of the background is my main goal on this show. Unless I’m distracted by bickering with Ryan, I’m extremely self-conscious of everything I do. Intimidated by the other women. Wondering what they think of me. It’s like high school, except we’re fighting over one immature jock, not ten teams’ worth.

      “What are you doing?” Suddenly, he’s here, crouching down beside me. “Don’t move.”

      “I’m fine.” I can feel the heat building in my cheeks at the attention. This wasn’t my fault, but I still feel sheepish, like this is something I could or should have avoided somehow. This is also the closest I’ve been to Ryan since he handed me a plane ticket to Germany a week ago. Unfortunately, pain and embarrassment aren’t enough to curb the flare of awareness.

      Ryan’s hazel eyes scan my body, as if assessing that for himself. “You don’t know that.”

      “Yes, I do. I tripped. I’m fine.”

      “Don’t be stubborn.”

      I snort and struggle to stand.

      “Dammit, Embry.” He grabs my arm as I wobble, but I pull it away as soon as I’m confident I can stand straight on my own.

      “I’m fine,” I repeat. My voice is brimming with confidence, borderline hostile.

      Ryan seems to be getting more annoyed with me the more I try to extricate myself from the situation, and I don’t get it. Is he mad I’m not letting him play the hero in front of the other women? They’re all impressed by him already.

      “You all right?” Beck asks, joining the huddle around me.

      “I’m fine, thanks.” I smile at him. “Just tripped. I’m going to go sit for a bit.” I nod toward the sidelines and hope that will turn off the spotlight shining on me.

      I start to hobble over, but suddenly the ground disappears from under me once again. A surprised breath leaves my lips then turns into an indignant scoff.

      “Ryan! Are you kidding me? I can walk.”

      “You can hobble,” he corrects, striding along like I weigh absolutely nothing. Not even my squirms of protest seem to slow him down.

      “The point is, I can move. I do not need you to carry me.”

      “Too bad.”

      “Too bad? This is practically sexual harassment! I didn’t say you could touch me!”

      “Do paramedics ask for permission to assess injuries? I’m just making sure you don’t hurt yourself any more.”

      “I’m sorry. When exactly did you receive any sort of medical training? I thought your only skill is throwing a football.”

      Ryan’s jaw clenches when my response registers, and I feel a stab of regret. That was mean, and uncalled for. He’s being nice, and I’d far rather focus on the pain in my knee and arguing with him than dwell on that fact, or allow myself to acknowledge the feeling of the tendons in his arms and chest tensing as he carries me across the field. Guess all those muscles aren’t just nice to look at.

      “You’re welcome,” he snaps as he deposits me on the other side of the white line. His movements are a direct contrast to what he’s saying. As he barks the words, he sets me down gently on the grass.

      I follow through on the petulant child routine and say nothing. Until he takes a seat beside me, that is.

      “What are you doing now?”

      “Sitting,” he replies, as if that part wasn’t obvious.

      I heave a sigh. “Look, you absolutely did not need to, but thank you for carrying me over here. Now, I am perfectly capable of sitting here all by myself. Go flirt with some other women.” A sentence I never thought I would say to a guy I guess I’m technically dating.

      “That’s really what you want me to go do?” Ryan asks.

      I ignore the voice in my head that shouts No! and say, “Yes.”

      He shrugs as if my answer makes no difference. “Too bad. I’m staying.”

      “Ryan, those are your girlfriends. You’re really going to just sit here while they flirt with Adler Beck?”

      Ryan shrugs. “I’m not worried. Plus, he’s married.”

      I snort at his confidence. There’s a healthy amount, and then there are narcissists. “He’s also gorgeous.”

      Ryan looks at me like he’s surprised. “You think he’s good looking?”

      I look at him like he’s insane. “Um, yes. Have you seen the man?”

      “He’s been here for an hour. So…yes, I have.”

      “You got to sleep in half an hour later than I did,” I point out.

      Ryan scoffs, then turns his attention to the field. “I think you should rule out a potential career in soccer.”

      “I think you should stop forcing your love of sports on others.”

      Another scoff.

      I zone out for the remainder of the drills. I find European football about as entertaining as the American version. If not for the dull throb in my leg, I’d probably fall asleep.

      Based on the two different colors of shirts we were given when we arrived, I’m pretty sure this date was meant to end in a scrimmage. My complete lack of coordination and other women’s partial lack of it seems to have rerouted plans.

      A while later, all the women gather around Beck. There’s no clock in sight, so I’ve relied upon the slow creep of light across the sky to gauge the passage of time. The sun’s full appearance suggests we’ve reached an acceptable time to be awake.

      “You should probably go over there,” I tell Ryan as Beck starts talking to the women.

      “I’m good here,” he replies, leaning back on his palms, casual as could be.

      I shrug like I’m indifferent, but I’m not. Ryan Hastings is the most confusing person I’ve ever encountered. I never know what to expect from him. How he’ll act around me. Will he be friendly? Teasing? Indifferent? Antagonistic?

      I’m still here, but I can’t read into it, because he told me I would be the first time we met. He’s a cog in this machine the same way I am. He’s tolerating me because he has to.

      I didn’t think it was possible to regret my outburst at Englewood Stadium any more—if there was ever a cautionary tale about how stupid decisions snowball, I’m it—but with each day that passes on this so-called journey, I do. I wonder what the tone of things between us might be like if the first time I met Ryan, there hadn’t been a viral video of word vomit on the couch with us.

      Would he have flirted with me?

      Been nice?

      Forgotten my name the next time I saw him?

      Sent me home at the first elimination ceremony?

      I have no idea, and I’ll never know for certain. That bothers me a lot. Far more than it should.

      Because if we weren’t on a television show trying to find love and he didn’t hate—I may scale that down to annoyance based on the fact that he just carried me off the field—me, I might want to date him.

      Yup.

      Breaking news: I, Embry Gray Willis, am attracted to a wealthy, intelligent man. Cue the shocked gasps.

      I thought there was a better chance of Jennifer Aniston and Brad Pitt getting back together. Or of me and Oliver, the comedian-with-a-business-degree, getting back together.

      As in zero. None. Zilch. Nada.

      Yet here we are. Sitting side by side in silence. Stewing.

      Well, that’s what I’m doing. I have no idea what Ryan is thinking—about anything, let alone us. Asking him would be the most logical course of action. It’s also the one thing I know I absolutely will not be doing.

      Every other woman still here has extensively discussed the state of her own relationship with him. With each other. With Ryan. With the cameras.

      Except for me.

      The other women assume it’s because there’s nothing to talk about. That’s partially true. But the rest of it is a whole lot of nothing. The small glimmers of understanding between us. When I catch a glimpse of a smile or a look that suggests things might not be as clear cut as we both act.

      I have no idea what Ryan has assumed about me—about us. Won’t be asking him about that either. There’s an eighty-five percent chance he’ll laugh in my face, and my pride has already suffered enough at the hands of this man.

      I’m so distracted by my endless circle of thoughts that always need to end up in the same place—You. don’t. care.—that I startle when Adler Beck suddenly appears in front of us.

      Best distraction from a hot guy? Have another one pop up right in front of you.

      And this one is smiling at me. The pain in my knee abates enough for it to feel a bit weak. He really is just that good looking.

      “Feel better soon,” Beck tells me. “Get some ice on that when you can.” I nod dumbly, and he turns to Ryan. “Good luck.”

      “Thank you,” Ryan replies. He stands and shakes Beck’s hand. “And thanks for doing this today. I know you were a big hit.” He glances down at me, and I roll my eyes.

      “No problem,” Beck replies. “My wife is American. She and her friends are all big fans of the show.”

      Beck and Ryan keep talking while I watch the women head for the exit. I realize I should probably follow as their conversation shows telltale signs of wrapping up. I’ve halfway maneuvered upward when Ryan’s hand grabs my elbow and hauls me vertical.

      “Thanks,” I mutter.

      “You’ve got some drool in the corner of your mouth.”

      I look away from Beck’s retreating back—because yes, the view from the back is as nice as the front—and shove Ryan, almost toppling over in the process.

      “I’m not allowed to find other men attractive while I’m dating you?” I make sure to put dating in finger quotes. Bad enough I’m questioning how it would feel to be real. I don’t want to give Ryan any indication of that.

      “You are. I just didn’t think guys who pose in their underwear and play games for a living were your type.”

      I pause before replying, because I know we’re talking about Ryan now, not Adler Beck. He sounds…jealous. Because of some macho competitive thing? Or because the thought of me being into another guy genuinely bothers him?

      I don’t ask. I reply, “It varies on a case-by-case basis,” then hobble away. This time, Ryan doesn’t follow.
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      There’s a knock on the door, and I curse. I just managed to create the perfect pillow nest in the midst of the bajillion-thread-count sheets the five-star hotel we’re staying at sprang for. The alpaca-patterned ones from Target covering the bed in my studio back in Chicago aren’t the perfect balance of stiff and soft the way these are.

      Another knock sounds, so I haul myself upward and tighten the knot on the plush robe I’m wearing. I have no idea what it’s made out of, but it feels like I’m wrapped in a cloud. Maybe I should pull a Lorelai Gilmore and convince Cassandra to steal them from the hotel as a bonding experience. We could use it.

      Ryan spending most of the “group” date sitting next to me while the rest of the women had to run around learning how to play soccer didn’t win me any brownie points with my roomie, or anyone else who’s still here. They obviously didn’t notice our quality time was mostly filled with annoyed silence. It took no urging to convince them all to head out for the night without me.

      This better not be a production assistant grabbing me for a “check-in.” It’s essentially a diary entry via video where I’m contractually required to answer questions like Do you think you’ve opened up to Ryan enough? Is there anyone who isn’t here for the right reasons? How do you think this week will go? If they air any of my answers, I’m fairly certain America will call one hundred percent bullshit. Just like Matthew McConaughey a la How to Lose a Guy in Ten Days.

      When I open the door, it’s not a harried-looking production assistant on the other side of it.

      It’s Ryan.

      I’m wearing a robe and a blue clay face mask. Given a choice, it’s not a look I would have allowed him to see me in. I’m not worried he won’t recognize me without a face of makeup or a fancy dress. I’ve worn plenty of my own, non-designer clothes around him as part of my one-woman mission to act above making an effort.

      Him seeing me like this, though…it feels casual. Intimate. Personal. I’m wearing a mask yet feel completely exposed.

      “Hey?” I say the greeting like a question. Rather than a three-letter word, I’m really wondering What the fuck are you doing here and why didn’t I wash this off twenty minutes ago? The reason I opted for hey instead is self-explanatory, I think.

      “Hi.” He shoves his hands in his pockets. “Are you feeling okay?”

      “You came here to check on me?” If I could move my eyebrows, they’d be up by my hairline right about now.

      This is exactly what I meant about him being confusing. He helps me off the field, sits with me in silence, and then comes to check on me. Is this being filmed? I try to surreptitiously glance down the hallway to check.

      “It’s just me.”

      Not that surreptitiously, obviously.

      “Oh-kay…” I study him. He looks…nervous? He pulls one hand out of his pocket to rub the back of his neck, then shoves it right back into his joggers before I answer his original question. “Um, I’m great. Fine. Good.”

      “Good. It’s just you?”

      He glances around the empty suite—empty of people, not objects. Clothes, jewelry, makeup, purses, heels, and abandoned drinks litter almost every surface in the hallway that leads to the common area. It looks like a middle school slumber party threw up in here.

      I roll my eyes. “You’re being weird. Yes, it’s just me. You think they’re hiding in their closets or already asleep? They all went out.”

      “And left you here?” There’s an odd, annoyed edge to his tone. Does he think I’m an outcast? If so, I hope he knows it’s his fault.

      “I wanted to stay here. My knee hurts, and I just…” needed a break from this show. From thinking about you. “…Wanted to relax,” I say instead.

      Ryan nods once. “Can I hang out for a bit?”

      If I were making a list of things I like about Ryan Hastings, his looks wouldn’t be the first thing on that list. Definitely not his chosen profession, or his perennial need to know best. Nope, it would be his directness. I value bluntness, and Ryan delivers that in spades. It is also a trait that has made me want to demonstrate the right hook my dad taught me on that impressively symmetrical bone structure, but I admire it more than I hate it.

      If I asked him how long I’ll be here, I think he would answer me. He wouldn’t hedge, hem, or haw. That’s why I’m not asking him. Well, that and my pride.

      “Are you going to complain about what I’m watching?” I ask.

      “I liked Avatar. Not enough to dress up, but…”

      I try to shoot him a questioning look. When my face doesn’t cooperate, I realize what he’s talking about. The only upside to the dried goop on my skin is that it hides my blush.

      “Hilarious,” I drawl, leaving the door open and strolling—in my mind strolling, in reality more limping—into the adjoining bathroom to wash the gunk off my face.

      When I enter the bedroom again, Ryan has made himself comfortable in my carefully crafted pillow fort.

      “I didn’t say you could stay,” I grumble as I climb up next to him.

      “Do you want me to leave?”

      “No,” I admit, then yawn. I toss him the remote. “I’m not going to be great company. Someone blew a whistle in my ear at five AM and I then experienced bodily harm while being forced to exercise. I guess I know what it’s like to be an aspiring Olympian in Russia now.”

      Ryan chuckles. The soft sound drapes over me, warmer and softer than the blankets piled around us. “Unless everyone was doping before I showed up at the field, I don’t think that’s an accurate comparison. If we were going to Russia next week, we could find out for sure.”

      Boldly, I ask, “Where are we going next week?”

      “Italy.” He answers immediately, which I’m not expecting, just like I wasn’t sure if I could rely on traveling there, rather than back to Chicago. The we was presumptuous of me.

      “Really?” I’ve joked about this being a free vacation, but how many people can say they had the chance to go to Italy with all expenses paid? It’s certainly not something I ever expected might happen to me.

      “Mmhmm,” he hums as he flips through channels on the television.

      “Are you allowed to tell me that?”

      It’s hard to tell past the pillows, but I think he shrugs. “What are they going to do? Put me on a plane?” I may be easily replaceable; Ryan isn’t.

      “Are you going to put me on a plane?”

      Once again, his answer is immediate. “Yup. To Italy.”

      I ignore the warmth flowering in my chest. “You picked there?”

      “They gave me a list before we started filming.”

      “Where in Italy are we going?”

      “First Rome, then Tuscany.”

      “Have you ever been before?”

      “Nope. I’ve always wanted to go, though. One good thing that can come from this show.”

      “Because of the history there?”

      He glances over at me. “Yeah.”

      “We’re getting kind of far into the show…”

      I’m fishing, and I’m torn between an internal You go, girl and wanting to punch myself in the face as I wait for his answer. Am I staying, Ryan? That’s what I’m really asking, wondering how far his assurance that I’m staying will stretch.

      “Don’t remind me.” Yeah, not the assurance I was looking for.

      “You’re not excited for the show to be over? To go back to training and not being filmed and whatever you do for fun?” Training does seem to be what he does for fun, actually. I may have misjudged his commitment to football as disinterested rather than diehard.

      “If it didn’t end with getting engaged? Yeah, I would be.”

      “You don’t want to get married?”

      “Do you?” he counters.

      I shrug. “We’ll see. I haven’t been pelted with marriage offers so far, so I haven’t given it much thought.”

      “Most men are idiots.”

      I look away from what almost sounded like a compliment. “The Great British Bake Off?” That’s what he’s stopped on.

      “Yeah. You’ve seen it?”

      “A few episodes. My mom loves the idea of cooking, but she’s terrible at it. We watch a lot of shows like this together.” I give him a side glance. “I would have preferred to go on that date than today’s.”

      “I think you’re overestimating the amount of power I have on this show.”

      I say nothing.

      “I’ll make it up to you in Italy.” Ryan presses play.

      Still, I say nothing.

      There are too many things I want to say, and too many things I shouldn’t.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I’m teetering on the precipice. So, so close to tipping over into blissful oblivion. And then…noise. Lots and lots of noise.

      Giggling. Doors opening and shutting. A few thuds.

      Rather than sinking into sleep, I’m rising into reality. One that includes a lot of shrieking female voices. One that also includes me being in bed with the guy they’re all dating. He’s fast asleep with the remote rising and falling on his chest.

      “Ryan. Ryan,” I hiss. The lump beside me grunts. I grab the remote, turn off the television, and shove him. Half the pillows topple off the bed, but I’m far past caring about the state of my fort. “Ryan!”

      “What?” He opens his eyes and matches my annoyed tone.

      I gesture wildly toward the closed door. Ryan gives me a questioning look, but it melts into understanding when a door slams across the hallway.

      “Fuck.” He sits up, then slides off the bed.

      I ignore the fact that he looks sleepy and relaxed and male to give him a Ya think? Look.

      Something—maybe common sense—tells me Ryan being in my bed is not going to go over well with the other women. Somehow, the hour I was going to let him stay for turned into two…and evolved into us sleeping together. Well, him sleeping, me almost drifting off to dreamland.

      “Go out the window,” I suggest.

      “On the twentieth floor?” Ryan looks torn between being deeply offended and laughing.

      “Do you know why I stayed here tonight?” I ask him.

      “So you could hobble around in peace while looking like an alien?”

      I roll my eyes. “They think there’s something going on between us.”

      Ryan doesn’t appear the least bit bothered by that piece of information. “Well, we are dating.”

      I stare at him. “Seriously? You know as well as I do that—”

      The door to my room swings open, and my gaze flies to the doorway. Cassandra saunters in, dressed to the nines in leather pants, heels, and a silk blouse. She looks glamorous and sophisticated, and my self-esteem takes a serious hit. The stiff stretch on my left cheek suggests I didn’t wash all of the face mask off and my robe has fallen open, exposing the ratty t-shirt and sleep shorts underneath.

      I was just in a bed with Ryan, and he fell asleep without so much as flirting with me.

      Yeah, my ego has definitely felt better.

      Cassandra shuts the door, drops her purse on the floor, and then realizes I’m not alone in the room. She doesn’t say anything at first, just glances back and forth between us. Ryan is standing at the foot of the bed with his arms crossed. It’s a triumphant take on the posture, not an aggressive one. I’m only a few feet away from him. My fists are clenched. I loosen them before turning to Cassandra.

      “Hey! Fun night?”

      “It was all right,” she answers, then her gaze flits back to Ryan.

      “Great. Ryan—uh—Ryan was just leaving.”

      He does just that, grabbing his jacket off the chair and heading for the door. “Cassandra,” he says matter-of-factly as he passes her.

      “Ryan,” she replies.

      The door shuts with a soft click, and I send up a silent prayer to the reality television gods asking that he makes it out of the suite without encountering any of the other women. Based on Cassandra’s face, I’m already going to have to face some uncomfortable questions, and I could really go without them being multiplied by the twelve other women still here.

      I opt for defense over offense. “Nothing happened.”

      Cassandra lets out a delicate snort as she sheds her clothes and pulls on a lacy nightgown. I guess I should be glad she waited until Ryan left. Watching him watch this would have been an unpleasant experience. Not that it’s anything he hasn’t seen before. The thought makes my stomach twist with nausea, and I blame it on my knee.

      “I mean it. Absolutely nothing happened. We just watched television.”

      “Uh-huh.” She heads for the bathroom.

      “Cassandra.” I take a step toward her. “Nothing,” I stress.

      She turns. “Drop the innocent act, Embry. He’s into you.”

      “No, he’s not.” The retort is automatic. Ryan Hastings and into and me are four words that are not supposed to all be in the same sentence.

      “Why was he here, then?”

      “He was…checking on me. After what happened earlier.” Even I get how lame that is, so I add, “He’s probably worried I’ll try to sue him. He just felt bad I was stuck here alone, so he stayed for a bit.”

      Cassandra shakes her head before heading into the bathroom. I pick up the pillows that have fallen onto the floor, slip off my robe, and climb into bed.

      When Cassandra emerges from the bathroom an hour later, I’m still awake. I push my luck. “Are you going to tell anyone? Everyone?” When she says nothing, I keep babbling. “Because, really, nothing happened. Not like what happened between you and him.”

      I stayed quiet about that, I add silently. If the women were upset about Ryan paying me attention today, I can’t imagine they would be thrilled knowing Cassandra snuck into his place back on the island. I’m not above a touch of blackmail if it means staying under the radar.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You snuck out to see him the first week, remember? After the first group date?” How can she not? It’s burned into my memory, and Ryan doesn’t seem like an easily forgettable lay. Not that I’d know—or will ever find out.

      Cassandra scoffs. “Yeah. So?”

      “I’m just saying it’s a little hypocritical of you to be upset about this when you’ve had sex with him.”

      She coughs out a laugh. “When I’ve what?”

      “You went over there at night. I’m not an idiot.”

      Except maybe I am, because Cassandra states, “I didn’t have sex with him.”

      “You didn’t?”

      “Nope. We just talked for a bit.” I’m pretty sure there’s more to the story than that based on the edge in her voice, but I don’t press it. The bizarre relief is quickly smothered by a dizzying panic.

      Did I mention Cassandra’s late-night visit to Ryan? I wade through my hazy recollection of the morning I wandered into his backyard. I’m pretty sure I did, and I’m pretty sure I didn’t just mention it—I judged about it. Which brings my tally of making possibly unfounded assumptions about him and other women to two for two. Crap.

      “Oh.”

      “Why won’t you admit you like him?”

      I’m thrown by Cassandra’s question, head spinning as I try to recalibrate with the knowledge that Ryan’s relationships with the other women here might not be so vastly different from my own. I envisioned them eons ahead. Filled with inside jokes and intimate touches. Is that not the case?

      “Because I don’t like him. That’s why.”

      Cassandra sighs. “Whatever. Just try not to fuck this up for the rest of us.” She puts in her earplugs and pulls down her face mask, and I know that’s the end of our conversation for the night.

      But as I lie in bed, I can’t achieve the same sense of peace.

      The bed smells like Ryan. I assumed the scent was his cologne, but I don’t think he’s the type of guy to put it on with joggers. Maybe it’s his shampoo. Or body wash. It’s citrusy and woodsy and manly. It makes my heart race and my lips tingle. What would I have done if he had tried to make a move on me? I have absolutely no idea. Either gone with it, then freaked out, or just freaked out. I don’t handle surprises well, and Ryan is constantly surprising me, just when I think I have him figured out.

      Cassandra came on to him, I’m sure of it. Women don’t do their hair and makeup and put on a cute outfit just to go talk with a guy they’re interested in. Ryan turned her down?

      The photo Haley sent me at the Grizzlies game last fall was not the first time I’d seen a photo of Ryan with a woman. He’s a favorite amongst the Chicago paparazzi. His type seems to be blonde, gorgeous women who look a lot like Cassandra. If I had to pick a contestant most likely to make it to the end of this, it would be her.

      Out of all the women here, she is the one I trust the most when it comes to knowing what is going on. Her connections—whatever they are—and her shrewd observational skills mean she always seems to be aware of everything taking place. She also knows exactly how this show works. Coming from anyone else, I wouldn’t have taken anything she said tonight seriously. I replay the assumptions she made, the things she suggested.

      The truth is, I might believe her. Ryan coming here didn’t make any sense. He knew I was fine. They had some German doctor assess my leg when we got back from the stadium and determine it was nothing some rest and ice wouldn’t heal with time. (At least, I think that’s what he said—he had a thick accent.) Jennifer and Paul would have received that report. Ryan would have had an easy way of finding out that information that wouldn’t require interacting with me.

      Is it possible that he’s overlooked the rocky start to our acquaintance? That there’s some positive mixed in with the negative? Overtaking the negative?

      It’s one thing to speculate about that in my own head. Cassandra suggesting it is another thing entirely.

      I don’t view Ryan as negatively as I once did. Ironic since my comments on national television were about the photo of him leaving a club with a woman. Somehow, watching him date a group of women has elevated my opinion of him. I believe he’s here for football, but he hasn’t treated this process like it’s beneath him—the way I have. He treats the other women and the staff with respect. He’s confident, but he’s not a cocky prima donna.

      Even more worrisome than the possibility that Ryan might have feelings for me? Cassandra’s suggestion that I have feelings for him. Despite my protests, I know it’s far from a remote possibility.

      But if she can tell, that means other women might be able to tell.

      Means Ryan might be able to tell.

      That’s not a chance I can take. I’m not here for him.

    

  







            twelve

          

          

      

    

    






RYAN

        

      

    

    
      I had my doubts about the following for the television show Twenty-Five to One, honestly. When my agent Stephanie was going on and on about all the ways this reality dating show would excite sponsors and increase media coverage, I was thinking more along the lines of Not that many people watch shows like this, right?

      Stephanie assured me that plenty of people do. As usual, she was right.

      My departure from Chicago’s international airport was hectic. My return is pandemonium.

      I’m flying private this time, because the flight from Kluvburg back to Chicago would have taken three layovers. Even if that had been the least bit appealing, which it most definitely wasn’t, I literally don’t have the time for it. I have to be back in Italy to resume filming tomorrow.

      I’m back in my home city for less than twenty-four hours. When I get a glimpse of the crowds forming at the airport, I think maybe I should cut this trip even shorter.

      The private wing didn’t have any gates available, so I have to walk up the tunnel and into the middle of the bustling airport. I don’t just get double takes. People stop, stare, and point.

      I’m met by a member of the Grizzlies’ publicity team and a horde of airport security who usher me past the flashes of camera phones. Every single sliding billboard we pass displays a photo of me wearing a tuxedo and tossing a football in the air with the show’s logo. Each newsstand between gates is packed with magazines with my face on them. It’s like I’m walking through a hall of mirrors. Disturbing, to say the least.

      Finally, it ends. We emerge outside and I’m shuffled into a black SUV. I stare out the window at the familiar landscape of Chicago as the day’s itinerary is read off to me. I’m back for a magazine shoot. It’s only supposed to take a couple of hours, but I know from personal experience that’s likely a conservative estimate.

      I’ve gone to many photo shoots before, but those all took place back when I threw a football on national television, not when I was dating a bunch of women on it. It’s the same scene as the airport, just on a smaller, subtler scale. Side glances instead of straight stares. Whispers rather than pointing.

      It takes about forty-five minutes for the photo part of the shoot to commence. I stare into the lens, trying to ignore the ridiculous directions the photographer is hurtling at me and the fact that no one in here is even attempting to act like they’re doing anything but staring. I grip the laces of the football I’m holding a little more tightly and pretend I’m out on the field instead of in a converted factory building.

      Once I leave the studio used for the shoot, I head back to my apartment. It feels strange to walk into the elevator and out into the carpeted hallway for the first time in weeks. I travel plenty during the season, but I’ve never been away for such a long stretch before.

      I open the front door, expecting my apartment to look just as I left it: pristine and untouched.

      Instead, my first thought is that I accidentally walked into the wrong condo. Socks litter the floor. Takeout containers cover the counter. Dirty dishes are stacked in the sink.

      “Hastings?” The stack of blankets and pillows on the couch are pushed to the side as Nick rolls off of my couch and runs a hand through his hair, looking confused as he stares at me.

      Understandable since I’m supposed to be in Europe.

      Except it’s not understandable since this is my place.

      His face pales. “Oh, shit. Did all of the women decide to leave before you had a chance to trap one into marriage?”

      I drop my bag to the floor and head for the fridge. “I had to come back for a photo shoot, for that Greatest of All Time issue. Not surprised you don’t know anything about it.”

      Nick rolls his eyes. “Oooh, burn.” He ambles over and takes a seat at the island, eyeing me as I gulp down some water. “So? Paradise still look like your worst nightmare?”

      “Let’s start with what you’re doing in my place, Coleman.”

      Nick deflates. “Yeah…so, my condo flooded.” He makes a face. “They haven’t told me how bad it is, so I’m guessing it’s pretty bad. I went back home for a bit. Was already on my way back here when the building called. I looked at a few places, but nothing vibed, you know?”

      I shake my head. Vibing hasn’t been a consideration in any of my real estate purchases. “When did this happen?”

      “Tuesday.”

      “You managed to do this”—I gesture to the mess around me—“in three days?”

      “Two. I crashed at a hotel the first night. I would have squatted at Carlson’s instead, but your place is nicer than his.”

      “Plus, he’s home to make you clean up your shit, right?”

      Nick grins. “It factored in.”

      I shake my head. “Clean it all up before you leave.”

      He salutes. “I’ll head to a hotel tonight.”

      “Don’t bother. I’m leaving in—” I check my watch. “Two hours.”

      “Damn.”

      I sigh. “Yeah.”

      Nick is silent. It’s unnerving, especially since I know why he’s being uncharacteristically quiet.

      I exhale again. “Go ahead.”

      “She’s got a good spiral.”

      I snort a laugh. “You watched the first episode?”

      “Of course I watched. You crazy?”

      “It’s fucking insane, Coleman. You should have seen the crowds at the airport. People actually watch this show.”

      Now Nick’s the one laughing. At me. “Just because you don’t watch anything besides the History channel and sports doesn’t mean the rest of us don’t want to watch strangers find love on a beach somewhere.”

      “I’m going to suggest they rename the show,” I reply. “Strangers Find Love on a Beach Somewhere is catchier than Twenty-Five to One.”

      “What week are you on now?”

      “Six.”

      Nick lets out a low whistle. “Close to the end.”

      “Yeah,” I acknowledge.

      “Do you know who you’re going to pick?”

      I shake my head. “No clue.” Some options make sense. Some…don’t. Yet it’s not an easy choice, at least not so far. We’ll see how the family visits go.

      “Who’s left?” he asks.

      “I’m not telling you.”

      “Aw come on!” Nick protests. “I’m your best friend.”

      “You’ll also tell everyone you know in the next twenty-four hours, and then I’ll get sued by the show. Pass.”

      He pouts. “So much for the show lightening you up. You’re even more of a hardass than usual.”

      “Dating lots of women is fucking stressful.”

      “How did sending your number one fan home go over?”

      I sigh, debating how to answer. He’ll find out eventually, but that doesn’t mean I have to tell him now. I end up not having to.

      “She’s still there,” he realizes. “Embry.”

      I allow a small, jerky nod in response.

      “You’re into her.”

      I attempt a casual shrug. Nick’s laugh makes me think it was not a wild success. I could tell him Paul has insisted I keep her on the show. It’s true, but I also haven’t fought him on it. I’ve felt relieved that the decision was made for me, that I know I’ll have another week of her eye rolls and smirks and sharp tongue.

      “Really into her,” he stresses. “You’re basically blushing.”

      I take a deep breath. “She’s different than I thought she’d be.” Nick’s eyes widen. “Drives me nuts, but in a good way.” I’m also wildly attracted to her, but I keep that to myself.

      “Wow.” Nick whistles, long and low. “Wait, then what do you mean you don’t know who you’re going to pick?”

      “She—uh—she’s not interested.”

      “Back up about twenty steps, dude. You fell in love with a chick, and she’s not into you?” He laughs.

      “Whoa. I didn’t say anything about falling in love. I just—uh, I would be open to dating her for real. Not ending things as soon as I can.”

      Nick gapes at me. “You’re sure you’re not just misreading the no interest on her end?” I guess I should be flattered he sounds like it’s an unlikely possibility. It’s definitely never happened in as long as he’s known me.

      “I’m sure. She barely even looks at me. We didn’t get off to the best start, as you know”—Nick grins widely, and I roll my eyes—“and somehow I got over her constructive criticism, but she didn’t.”

      Nick shakes his head slowly. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but you’re a charming guy, Hastings. Women throw their panties at you when you leave the field, for fuck’s sake. Just flirt with her.”

      “She’ll laugh.”

      Nick laughs. “Damn, I want to meet this girl.”

      “Well, I doubt she’ll be attending another Grizzlies game any time soon.”

      “Have you kissed her?”

      Now, I probably am blushing. “No,” I admit.

      “Have you kissed the rest of them?”

      “Yes.”

      Nick raises both eyebrows. “See? She probably thinks you’re not interested in her.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He sighs. “Women talk, dude. Women who have nothing to do but talk and are all dating the same guy? There’s no chance Embry doesn’t know she’s the only one who hasn’t had your tongue in her mouth. That doesn’t really read ‘I like you.’”

      “Shit.” That possibility hadn’t even occurred to me, but now that Nick’s voicing it, I’m realizing there’s a good chance he’s right. I’ve seen some of the women whisper in front of me. Who knows what they say when I’m not around. “I…I didn’t initiate it with anyone else,” I admit. “They all kissed me.”

      That’s been true of my romantic life since long before this show, actually. Girls have always made the first move on me, and then I’ve simply had to decide how to respond. If I really think about it, I would have little to no idea how to pursue a woman. No way am I admitting that to Nick, though. I’ve already given him enough ammunition during this conversation.

      He grins like he knows what I’m thinking, anyway.

      “Clean this up,” I tell him, gesturing around, then I head toward the bathroom to take a shower.
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      “Can you believe it?” Cassandra bursts into the bathroom. Unannounced.

      I’m currently naked.

      “That you have no semblance of boundaries or concept of personal space? Oddly enough, I can.” I grab a towel off the hook and wrap it around me.

      Cassandra ignores my sarcasm. “The last stop before hometowns is France.”

      “Really?” We’re only visiting one more country before traveling to the US for family visits. How is that possible? When did that happen?

      “I figured you would be the only one who hadn’t heard yet.”

      “Thank God we’re rooming together so you can make up for my ignorance.”

      She acts like I said nothing. “Not for long. Once we’re down to six, we’ll stop rooming together.”

      “Oh.”

      Cassandra snags a bottle of nail polish off the marble counter that surrounds the his-and-hers sinks. Currently hers and hers. “Hurry up, okay? I need to shower.”

      I roll my eyes, opting not to say that’s exactly what I was about to do when she burst in here uninvited.

      I shower, get dressed, and head outside, where the car is already waiting for me.

      The ride itself is peppered with questions from a cameraman. I bullshit answers as best as I can, less annoyed by the prying than I normally am. Coming up with creative answers distracts me from focusing on my destination.

      The SUV stops outside a gray, wooden building. I climb out and walk over to it as the camera crew arrives and begins to set up for Ryan’s arrival.

      He rounds the corner a couple of minutes later, and my stupid heart does a silly flutter in my chest. Externally, I’m completely unaffected.

      Maybe I should reconsider an acting career.

      I hold my casual pose, leaning against the building as Ryan approaches. He’s wearing a gray Henley and a pair of dark wash jeans. Both emphasize the fact that he has the body of an elite athlete. I keep my eyes locked on his hazel ones as he nears rather than appreciate the rest of his appearance. I’m not that good of an actress.

      “Oh. Hey. Nice to see you here.”

      Ryan’s brow wrinkles. I guess acting like randomly running into him on the date he invited me on might be overkill.

      In my defense, I’m so nervous my palms are sweating. I’ve never been so nervous my palms were sweating. I thought that was just an expression people used. Cassandra’s assessing gaze when I left and Ryan’s cryptic I’ll make it up to you in Italy last week have got me majorly on edge at the moment. Not to mention the iron wall I’ve erected that only cordial sayings are supposed to slip through. Post-slumber party, I’ve resolved to treat Ryan with pleasant indifference. The sort that films well and doesn’t leave any room for gray areas when it comes to feelings.

      “Were you expecting someone else?” He seems amused, not offended by my overdone casualness.

      “No.” I look away at the row of dense bushes that shield the back of the building from view. “Should we walk around? Let’s walk around.”

      I stroll forward, only to be abruptly stopped approximately four inches from where I started. As soon as he touches me, I freeze. He hasn’t touched me since carrying me off the field in Germany, and in that moment, I was distracted by a hefty dose of mortification and a throbbing pain in my knee. Not to mention, Italy’s April weather is nicer than I was expecting. I’m wearing a blouse with the sleeves rolled up, meaning Ryan is touching me skin to skin.

      My nerve endings light up like a Christmas tree. Because he’s touching my arm.

      Get it together, Embry, I chide.

      “I got you something,” he says casually, digging through his pocket with his right hand. His left is still holding my forearm. Somewhat disturbingly, my body hasn’t decided to just get over that fact. My body temperature continues to rise, like a pot of water brimming to a boil, with the source of heat being his hand.

      “Um, okay.” I’m expecting a date prop. Like a key that will unlock the wooden building before us.

      Instead, a flag keychain is dropped on my palm. I study the familiar blue stripes and four red stars, speechless.

      “It was slim pickings at the airport kiosk, but I thought you might be starting to feel homesick, so…”

      Rather than do…anything else, Ryan Hastings bought me a Chicago keychain?

      I knew he was going back—they told all of us our first couple of days in Italy would be date-less because Ryan had a commitment in Chicago—but I definitely didn’t expect a souvenir.

      “Wow.” I’m too taken aback to form a full sentence. “Uh, thanks.”

      Ryan shrugs. “No big deal.”

      But it is. It’s a gesture—of what, I have no idea. But it’s something he very easily could have not done yet did anyway. He was approximately five thousand miles away, and he thought of me. Not to mention, I am homesick. When they told us Ryan was flying back to Chicago, I seriously considered asking if I could hitch a ride.

      “It usually takes me a couple of minutes to find my keys. Maybe this will help.” I wave the keychain like a sparkler.

      “Good.”

      “Did you—did you have a good trip?”

      I had a plan for today. A solid, reasonable plan to be polite and friendly and make certain Ryan leaves with no impression of me having feelings for him. With a keychain and an arm touch, in the span of about two minutes, he managed to totally ruin it.

      “It was fine. Bit hectic, especially at the airport. I, uh, I guess I sort of underestimated the show’s popularity?”

      “In Chicago?” My voice comes out higher than usual.

      Ryan nods, understanding why that might not come as great news for me.

      “How hectic is a bit?”

      “There were some billboards.”

      I groan. “Shit. That’s new, right? They didn’t have billboards for the show up in the city before?”

      “I have no clue,” Ryan replies. “But, um, I’m guessing it has something to do with the fact that I’m from there.”

      “That should be Milton, Connecticut’s problem.”

      Ryan grins, possibly because of the fact that I remembered such a tiny detail about him. One I didn’t realize I’d absorbed until it flew out of my mouth just now. “There’s nowhere to put one up there,” he informs me. “It’s a small town.”

      I sigh and try not to think about everyone I know watching me talk about Ryan Hastings on national television. Again. “So…what are we doing today?”

      The scenery surrounding us is beautiful, but the rolling hills to the left and right provide no indication of an activity. Ideally, this will be a day with minimal talking. Conversation with Ryan tends to result with my foot down my throat, one or both of us fuming, or concerning warm and fuzzy feelings.

      Maybe we can go skydiving?

      “Come on.” He heads for the corner he just came from.

      “We’re not staying?” I glance back at the building.

      “Not exactly.” A shiny black Ferrari—we are in Italy, I suppose—is parked alongside the perfectly square building. “Climb in.”

      Today is only my second one-on-one date with Ryan. It doesn’t feel like a second date, though. Or third, if you were to count the surfing-slash-football afternoon.

      We’re nearly three-quarters through this process, rapidly approaching—probably passing—the point in time where my presence here is a forgone conclusion. The looks when I left the hotel this morning were proof enough of that. All the other women—now down to eight—were wondering if this is it for me. So am I. I haven’t gathered the courage to ask Ryan if I’m leaving.

      Leaving this show means leaving Ryan. I’m fine—relieved—regarding the first part, reluctant when it comes to the second. A truth I’ll admit to myself but won’t analyze any further.

      People don’t come on this show for love.

      Ryan didn’t come on this show for love.

      I didn’t come on this show for love.

      I don’t love Ryan. But I definitely don’t hate him, either. If I ran into him with another woman—ironic, considering the circumstances and that an encounter like that is partly what landed me in my current situation—I wouldn’t just buy an overpriced beer. I’d storm the field. Hire a skywriter. Hijack the loudspeaker. Kiss the first guy I saw. Or at the very least, think about doing all those things.

      Clearly being on a reality television show has stifled my flair for the dramatics.

      I take in scenery that looks like an oil painting as we wind along a cypress-lined dirt road for a couple of minutes. It ends up being a short trip; he pulls the car off at another building less than a mile away from the first.

      “Ready?” Ryan asks as he parks outside what looks like an old barn. Not in a bad way. Like everything else in Italy, it has a certain charm that can only be achieved by being hundreds of years old.

      “Ready for what?” Ryan is often cagey about not telling me where we’re going or what we’ll do when we arrive. Maybe it’s part of his contract for the show. Maybe he knows it drives the overthinker in me crazy.

      He doesn’t lord knowledge over me this time. “Wine tasting.”

      “We’re going wine tasting in Italy? How cliché.”

      “Well, we already went to the beach, so…”

      I stare at him as trickles of our first conversation come to my mind. I like long walks on the beach and wine tastings. “You know I was kidding, right?”

      “You don’t like wine?”

      “From Trader Joe’s? Yes.”

      Ryan laughs heartily. “I promise you won’t be able to drink Trader Joe’s wine after this.”

      “That doesn’t bode well for my bank account,” I mutter as I follow him inside the barn. Barrels—which I assume are filled with wine—line the walls. A musky, oaky smell permeates the space.

      A stooped, older man walks over to us, his broad smile exposing a row of crooked teeth as he says something in Italian. I open my mouth to tell him I’m a long way away from bilingual, but Ryan beats me to the punch.

      He replies—in Italian—and the man’s smile widens.

      I stare at him in shock as his hand settles on my lower back and guides me forward. “You speak Italian?”

      “Some.”

      He just strung together at least five sentences, which makes me think he’s being modest. Not an adjective I’ve ever thought to describe him with before. “Since when?”

      “I minored in Italian in college.”

      To avoid sounding like a broken record, I bite back the What? that wants to spill out. This happens a lot around Ryan. Goes to show you that while stereotypes might exist for a reason, they’re rarely right.

      “Well, that’s convenient,” I mutter.

      He chuckles as he steers me out the opposite end of the barn and into the sunlight. It’s warmer here than it was in London and Kluvburg, colder than the tropical island where we first met. There’s a nip of winter in the air, but it’s tempered by the sunshine and lack of wind.

      I suck in a quick breath at the view before me. The front of the barn didn’t betray any sign of the sight spread behind it. Neat rows of vines. Churned earth. Sharp scent of grapes.

      “Come on.” Ryan leads me over to a brick patio. The ever-present camera crew follows us, and an array of glasses filled with a couple of inches of wine each cover the table.

      We bluster our way through, pretending we can taste the notes of wood or fruit or…whatever the sommeliers suggest subtle notes of. I can tell it’s better quality than Trader Joe’s, but that’s about the extent of my assessment. I just enjoy sipping it. And the view across the table.

      Even once the wine has disappeared, neither of us moves. Every time I look out at the lines of grapes, I notice something new. The rake propped up at the end of the closest row. The crop of flowers that are beating spring’s appearance. The way the sunlight draws out different shades of green in the leaves.

      For some reason, this becomes the moment I decide to blurt out the sentence that’s been sitting on the back of my tongue for weeks. The one I might have said that first night if he’d given me more of a chance to do so. “I owe you an apology.”

      I’m still looking out at the vineyard, but I sense him stiffen; can tell the easy camaraderie that was present as we sipped chardonnay has turned tense.

      “No, you don’t.” He doesn’t ask for clarification on what I’m attempting to apologize for. He already knows what I’m talking about. I swallow my pride and my assurance that Ryan signed up for cheap shots by signing a professional contract, and I keep pressing.

      “I do, Ryan. It wasn’t…” I take a deep breath. “Look. Growing up, my dad’s mom—my grandmother—wasn’t around. It was just him and his dad and his brother. Money was always tight, but every year they had this tradition where they would go to Englewood Stadium for the Grizzlies’ first game of the season. My dad has photos of them there going back years, decades. That tradition, that team—it means a lot to him. Every year since my brother Jeremy was born, he took him. Then me, when I was born. Every single year. We never missed one. Even when I got old enough that there were lots of other things I’d rather be doing. And then…”

      I pause. Teeter on the precipice of trusting Ryan Hastings. A point I never expected to reach, much less actually acknowledge. This is a piece of the story I could easily exclude. But I don’t. “I got a call last summer.”

      “You got a call?” Ryan sounds confused, and I don’t blame him.

      It’s difficult to share hard moments in clear, straightforward terms, to wade through the swamp of unhappy recollections and emerge making sense.

      “You know how there are some memories where you can recall every single random detail? Every one, even the things you didn’t think you paid attention to at the time. Like I remember smelling lavender because Peggy’s cubicle was next to mine, and she was constantly spraying air freshener.”

      Ryan looks lost. Again, understandably.

      I sigh. This isn’t a memory I enjoy reliving. “I got a phone call at work last year. My mom called to tell me there was an accident at a construction site. At my dad’s construction site. And…I’d never considered what that would be like, getting a phone call saying someone I love might not be okay.”

      Comprehension breaks through confusion on Ryan’s face. I look away before it turns into pity.

      “I know people die, know terrible accidents happen far too often. Just…knowing that was different than hearing my dad might die, you know? Than pacing the hallway of Chicago General and wondering if I’d ever hear his voice again.”

      “Did you?” Ryan asks softly.

      “Yeah,” I reply. “He’s alive. Okay, for the most part.”

      “For the most part?”

      I simply nod so I have a chance to swallow the lump in my throat.

      “You’re close with him,” Ryan surmises.

      “Yeah,” I confirm. “There are lots of terrible things that can happen to people you love, but at least most of those terrible things have solutions. Death? There’s nothing left to solve. It’s just…so final.”

      I trail off and try not to look at the cameras. Try not to focus on the fact that this is all being filmed and will likely air on national television. Try not to dwell on the idea that most of the meaningful moments I’ve shared with Ryan don’t really belong to either one of us.

      I take a deep breath.

      “This past fall, the season opener? The game where I…well, you remember. It was the first time my dad couldn’t go to the first game of the season. Ever. He’s in a wheelchair now. The seats we can afford are as far away from the field as you can get. Top row, not exactly handicap accessible. I went to the bathroom—because your games take forever—and I ran into this woman. We were talking, we left the bathroom, and then we ran into my ex. I overindulged on the overpriced beer, one of my friends had sent me a photo of you leaving a club with a girl the night before, the cameraman was in my face, and it just came out. I didn’t expect you to see it—didn’t expect anyone to see it, or for it to take on a whole life of its own.”

      I’m too nervous to look at him. I watch my finger circle the rim of the wine glass instead. Around and around and around.

      “You insulted me on national television because your father had been in a life-threatening accident and you ran into an ex at the game?”

      “Um…” At least a minute of babbling, and he managed to condense it into one succinct sentence. I clear my throat. “Yes.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay? That’s…it?”

      “Yeah. That’s it.”

      “You forgive me?”

      He smiles. It’s not an unpleasant one, but I definitely detect a you’re-an-idiot edge. “I forgave you a while ago, Embry.”
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      “I think I might love traveling,” I inform Ryan as we walk back toward the building I met him at earlier. I sound surprised, and it’s because I am. I tend to be a homebody.

      Case in point: I’ve never lived anywhere other than the same city where I was born. I spent a semester abroad in Dublin, and that was the extent of my international travel up until this show. I went to Florida for spring break; I didn’t even venture all the way down to Cancun.

      “Maybe you should consider becoming a travel writer,” he tells me. While smirking.

      “Maybe,” I agree, smiling back.

      This has become a running joke between us. Well, not really a joke, because my unemployment status isn’t all that funny. A source of entertainment is more accurate. But for someone who once expressed an impressive amount of disdain regarding the fact that I don’t have a job, Ryan has gotten awfully good at making light of it. Most times we talk, he finds a way to suggest some new potential career path. Some ridiculous, some serious.

      Travel writer is one of the better suggestions. I don’t know if I have the desire to travel long term, though. I’ve just enjoyed the past few weeks. Not despite, but because of the guy walking next to me.

      In this instance, I know Ryan is also attempting to lighten the mood following my sob story of an apology.

      “More wine storage?” I ask as we reach the large sliding doors.

      Ryan chuckles. “Not exactly.”

      He pulls open one half of the sliding door to reveal that the barn is filled with alpacas. At least twenty of them, possibly more. Brown, black, white, and every shade in between.

      I say a word that will have to be edited out.

      “You brought me to a vineyard with an alpaca farm?”

      “It’s a vineyard that just happens to have alpacas.”

      “It just happens to?”

      Ryan shrugs. “I have a little more power than I thought, I guess. I asked, and they delivered.”

      I’m floored. I turn and hug him without thinking. Every romantic relationship I’ve been in, I was the responsible, thoughtful one. Ryan has always struck me as responsible. The thoughtful side is new to me, though, and it wreaks havoc on my heart.

      Although it’s nothing in comparison to my body’s response when he leans down and closes the inches separating our lips. I’m too stunned to react. His lips brush mine in a brief flash of heat and sensation. Then he’s pulling away, turning and facing the farm animals.

      I glance at the cameras filming us, almost to confirm. That just happened, right? Ryan is acting like it didn’t.

      “You can go inside if you’d like,” he tells me. “I already cleared it with the owners.”

      Maybe the cameras are the reason he kissed me. I know he’s made out with all the other women. Is he making certain it appears like he gave me a real chance before sending me home at the end of this week? Maybe Paul or one of the assistant producers told him he had no choice.

      Unexpectedly, that’s become my absolute least favorite part of being on a reality television dating show—not knowing if Ryan Hastings does what he does because he wants to or because he was told to.

      “Oh. Um, yeah. Sure.” I unclip the gate and swing it open so I can enter the alpacas’ enclosure. They swarm me as soon as I do, eagerly sniffing my pockets for treats. All they’ll get a whiff of is the wine I accidentally spilled on myself earlier.

      None of the animals have been shorn recently. Petting the alpacas feels like sinking my hand into a soft, wooly cloud. I wonder if there’s anywhere in Chicago I could find them. I’m not sure where my fascination with them stemmed from. To me, they’ve just always seemed like the definition of comfort. Wise and soft.

      I glance back at Ryan, who’s leaning against the door, watching me.

      “You’re not coming in?”

      He eyes the straw-covered floor dubiously. “I don’t want to…step in anything.”

      “You won’t. Alpacas have a communal dung pile.” I gesture to the small mountain I spotted in the corner. “Like a toilet. Minus the porcelain part.”

      “You know this…how?” he questions.

      “You read history books. I read about alpacas.” I shrug. “To each their own. I promise you won’t step in anything.”

      Ryan still looks dubious. “I’d say there’s an eighty percent chance I’m not going in there.”

      I shrug and turn back to the white one nuzzling me. “Suit yourself.”

      I don’t say what I’m thinking.

      I’d say there’s a ninety percent chance I’m falling in love with you.
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RYAN

        

      

    

    
      It seems offensive to call Cassandra’s parents’ house a mansion. Compound, maybe? Estate?

      I’m a multi-millionaire. I have plenty of friends who are wealthy, and I’ve been to a lot of opulent dwellings. This one easily tops them all.

      The black SUV rolls up the paved driveway slowly, allowing me plenty of time to gape at the immaculate landscaping. We reach the house minutes later. Kenny isn’t driving all that slowly; it’s just a really long driveway, the type of space that simply doesn’t exist in most cities, including Chicago. The car rolls to a stop. I step out. The film crew is already poised and ready to capture every moment.

      I’m not having to fake my amazement as I glance around. My surprise is also genuine as Cassandra launches herself into my arms, acting as though it’s been months since we’ve seen each other, not days.

      With some of the other women, I’d be worried. With her, I know it’s part of the act. Cassandra gets how to play the game better than just about anyone else on the show, including the staff. Beneath the bubbliness lurks a shrewd intelligence I appreciate even more than her looks.

      “Welcome to California!” Cassandra pulls back, beaming up at me.

      Her excitement appears completely authentic, and it forces me to rethink my previous lack of apprehension. I get developing unexpected feelings on this show better than just about anyone. I just haven’t developed them for the girl in front of me.

      “Not bad, huh?” she teases, gesturing toward the huge house in front of us.

      “Not at all. You grew up here?” I knew Cassandra comes from money. I just didn’t realize quite how much.

      “No. My parents downsized after I went off to college.”

      Downsized? “Wow.”

      She laughs. “I’m kidding. Yeah, I grew up here. Come on.”

      Cassandra grabs my hand and pulls me toward the front door. The interior of the house is just as impressive as the exterior; all marble floors and domed ceilings and stated elegance. She leads me into a front sitting room. A couple rises from the couch as we enter.

      I just left Rachel’s house in Pennsylvania. Her mom is a teacher, just like her, and her father manages a local convenience store. Their homey Colonial was similar to the house I grew up in, and Rachel’s parents reminded me of my parents’ friends.

      At first glance, I can tell Cassandra’s parents are used to the type of lifestyle their house suggests. They’re both dressed like they’re headed to a film premiere after this, making me glad I opted for a button-down and slacks for this dinner.

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Martin.” I shake Cassandra’s father’s hand, then repeat the pleasantry to her mother, handing her a bouquet of flowers.

      “Likewise, Ryan. Take a seat.”

      I opt for the matching couch opposite Cassandra’s parents, and she sinks down beside me.

      “So, Ryan, Cassandra has been catching us up on some of your adventures. Sounds like it’s been quite the trip,” Mr. Martin states.

      “It definitely has been,” I agree. Last week in France was a complete blur. So were my visits to the first two families in Phoenix and Pennsylvania. I feel like I’m on a merry-go-round that just keeps spinning faster and faster right when I really need it to slow down so I can figure out what the hell is happening.

      Cassandra jumps in, describing some of our outings. She was picked for an individual date in London, and she details our trip on the London Eye, followed by a private tour of Buckingham Palace and dinner at a Michelin-starred restaurant. Her parents hang on every word. Despite their obvious wealth, it’s clear they genuinely care about their daughter’s happiness.

      It’s commendable. It also makes me very uneasy. Because they’re looking at me like I’m part of that happiness, and I wasn’t aware that I might be. I’m visiting four families this week. Three of them will definitely never see me again.

      The one that will see me again will probably wish they never had. No matter how much I like or admire any of the remaining women, I still have no intention of ending up married any time soon. I’m trying to figure out the best way through this, with the least collateral damage. I thought that was Cassandra. As much as I like Rachel and Sophie, the first two women I visited, I can’t picture a future with either one. I know choosing either of them would be giving false hope, and that won’t end well when reality comes knocking.

      I thought the only complication was Embry. Shockingly, she’s ended up being the person here who I might see a real future with. I’ve been personally victimized by her stubborn side enough times by now to know that if I choose another woman at the end of this, the chances of us having any form of future together are likely nonexistent. If I choose her, we can break off a fake engagement, and then reconcile for real.

      The catch is that with Embry, I’ll be putting my heart on the line in a way I didn’t expect to on this show. Not just didn’t expect, was certain wouldn’t happen.

      There’s also the small matter that I’m not completely sure how she feels about me. She spent most of the river cruise that was the group date in France talking with the captain. The only words we’ve exchanged since our vineyard date in Italy were spoken when she accepted the plane ticket to Chicago at the last elimination ceremony.

      Once Cassandra has exhausted discussion of our travels on the show, the conversation turns to my choice of career.

      Mr. Martin asks me if I’ve played against Caleb Winters—the talk of the baseball world—and Cassandra looks mortified.

      “Dad! I told you Ryan plays football, not baseball.”

      “Ah, right—our nation’s other pastime.” He gives me an apologetic look. “I don’t follow sports all that closely.”

      I chuckle, relaxing more. “No worries. My father is more of a baseball fan himself. My lack of a decent batting average was a real disappointment to him.”

      “What do your parents do, Ryan?” Mrs. Martin asks.

      “My father is an attorney,” I reply. “He has a small firm he runs with his brothers back in my hometown. And my mom has a candle business. She sells them at a local store.”

      “That sounds lovely. You’ll have to tell me the company’s name so I can order some,” Mrs. Martin says.

      I smile. “Sure.”

      We talk in the living room for a while longer, and then a neatly dressed woman enters. “Dinner is ready, Mrs. Martin.”

      They have staff. A staff member, at least. I feel like I’ve stepped into a Victorian film.

      “Wonderful. Let’s head into the dining room.” Mrs. Martin stands, and the rest of us follow suit.

      This space is just as opulent as I’m beginning to expect. The far wall is lined with glass doors that remind me of the sweeping view from the villa in the Virgin Islands. Just like there, they overlook a patio that surrounds a pool and is lined with palm trees. The lawn stretching in the distance suggests that the property is just as large in the back as it is in the front.

      “You have a lovely home,” I tell them sincerely as we all sit down at the dining table that looks like it could comfortably seat five times as many people.

      “Thank you,” Mrs. Martin replies. “I was hoping to live down south. I’m from Georgia. This house was Robert’s attempt to lure me north.”

      Mr. Martin smiles sheepishly. “I didn’t grow up with much money,” he tells me. “When I was in college, I developed a bit of technology that some companies were very interested in. I was worried the outrageous sum they paid me for it was a mistake, so I figured I’d better spend it quickly.”

      I nod, feeling a bit bad for having judged the ostentatious mansion when I first arrived. “I felt the same way when I signed my first pro contract,” I admit. At the time, there was no guarantee I’d see all of that money. I’ve earned ten times as much since. “Were you always interested in technology?”

      Mr. Martin nods vigorously. “Oh, yes. I was—what do you kids call it?” He looks at Cassandra.

      “A nerd, Dad,” she supplies. I grin, and so does Mr. Martin.

      “Yes, exactly,” he agrees. “Are you interested in tech, Ryan?”

      “I’m pretty inept with it, honestly,” I reply. “I have a team that manages all of my social media. I would have no idea how to develop an app or do anything of that sort.”

      Conversation moves to a charity event Mrs. Martin is planning. After dessert, Cassandra takes me on a tour of the house. I had no idea what to expect today, and it’s been more enjoyable than I anticipated. Bizarrely, I can sort of picture myself being here in a year or two. Nodding along like I understand Mr. Martin’s tech talk, answering Mrs. Martin’s questions about what I’ve liked at charity events I’ve attended…dating Cassandra.

      When I realize it’s time to leave, I’m surprisingly reluctant. Maybe because I know it’s highly unlikely I’ll ever be back.

      “I’m sorry, but I have to head out,” I tell the Martins. “I have…a flight.” Telling the past two families I was heading to see another girl I’m dating besides their daughter was just as bizarre. “It was really nice to meet you both.”

      “Wonderful to meet you, Ryan.” Mrs. Martin gives me a hug.

      Mr. Martin shakes my hand. “Safe travels.”

      “Thanks, sir.”

      Cassandra follows me outside.

      “Have you had a good week?” she asks. The curiosity in her voice is obvious. She’s trying to figure out where I stand with the other women—where she stands with me.

      “Yeah. It’s been nice, meeting everyone’s families,” I reply. Nerve-racking is another adjective that would easily apply.

      “Just nice?”

      “Bit stressful too,” I admit. “For obvious reasons.”

      Cassandra nods. “You’re heading to Chicago next?”

      “Yeah.” Since Chicago is my current hometown, it made the most sense for Embry to go last.

      “You know her dad is a superfan?” There’s a hint of vulnerability in the question. If I had to guess, I think she’s probably recalling her father’s gaffe about football earlier, wondering if that will give Embry a leg up.

      “He lives in Chicago,” I say in response, as if every person in the city must follow the sport religiously.

      She nods but bites her bottom lip like there are other things she’d like to say. “Well, I guess this is it.”

      “Just for now,” I reply.

      Cassandra leans forward and kisses me. It’s one of the more heated ones we’ve shared. It lasts for a couple of minutes and involves plenty of tongue.

      When she pulls back, I catch the flash of worry on her face. Paul’s voice echoes in my mind. Don’t underestimate how real it can get.

      I did.

      I thought I could skate through this show unscathed.

      Too bad the Ryan who thought that is no longer here. I’d laugh in his face.
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      Five, four, three, two, one.

      Five, four, three, two, one.

      Five, four, three, two, one.

      I pace the pavement for the twentieth time. In the ten minutes I’ve been standing out here, only one car has turned down the street that houses my childhood home. Mr. Milikin’s Honda Civic.

      No black SUV carrying cameras in sight.

      The air is crisp, not cold. There’s the slightest tease of spring, but there’s a harsh overtone of winter saying Yeah, not so fast. I let out a long sigh and lean against the oak tree that’s stood outside my parents’ tiny house for as long as I can remember. I’m not just impatient; I’m nervous.

      I’ve brought home a sum total of zero men to meet my parents. They’ve heard about guys, but they’ve never met one. I’ve dated men I saw a future with—a let’s-buy-tickets-for-a-concert-a-month-from-now future, not a white-dress-house-in-the-suburbs future. There hasn’t been a guy I more than like.

      I resume pacing the pavement. Eight minutes later, a shiny silver sports car pulls up. Ryan climbs out. A black SUV parks behind the car, and the familiar figures of the show’s camera crew climb out.

      “Hi,” I greet.

      “Hi,” he repeats.

      “Uh, so welcome to Chicago!” I know Ryan toured the other girls’ hometowns. He didn’t tour mine, for the obvious reason that he lives here and only a few people in the country aren’t aware of that fact.

      Ryan’s lips quirk. “Thanks. Nice city, it seems.”

      “Very friendly. Bit windy.”

      “You look nice,” he observes.

      I try to act like my appearance isn’t the result of two hours of hair and makeup plus four outfit changes.

      “Thanks,” I reply. “I, um…you don’t look like you came from the airport.

      His smile grows. “Perks of flying private.”

      “Right.” For some reason, I often forget Ryan is insanely rich and moderately famous, not to mention irreplaceable to a powerful television network at the moment. “So…I told my parents about you. About the show.”

      “Bummer. I was really hoping to break the news to them myself.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “I have ground rules. Please don’t bring up the clip. Don’t mention any of the arguments we’ve had, or that time I injured my knee. Don’t brag about your obscene salary. Just—”

      “Believe it or not, I’ve managed to conduct myself like a normal human being when meeting people before, Embry.”

      I huff as we move up the short walk to the front door of the tiny bungalow I grew up in. “Fine.” We reach the front door of my parents’ house. “Oh. And if—” Ryan ignores me and knocks. I send him an outraged glare. “At the very least, you could—”

      The door opens. I shut my mouth.

      “Ryan!” my mother exclaims in a far more excited tone than she’s ever welcomed me inside with. There’s no sign of the confused disappointment that met my announcement that I’ve spent the past weeks on a dating show earlier today. Maybe I inherited my acting chops from my mother. “It’s so nice to meet you. Come on in!”

      I trudge into the house after Ryan. “Great to see you too, Mom.”

      She ignores me and stays focused on Ryan. “Embry never brings boys home. You must be very special.”

      “More like I was contractually obligated,” I mutter.

      Once again, it’s as though I said absolutely nothing. “And she’s told us so much about you.”

      “Literally all I said was that you were coming here.”

      Ryan smiles. “It’s very nice to meet you, Mrs. Willis. You have a lovely home.”

      My mother blushes. Blushes! “Call me Evelyn, please. Here, come into the living room so you can meet Richard. He’s awfully excited to meet you. I don’t know if Embry has mentioned, but he’s a bit of a fan of the team…”

      “She did,” Ryan replies, smiling. That look is lethal, and I watch my mother melt right before my eyes.

      My father is wearing an honest-to-God Grizzlies jersey when we enter the living room. He must have changed after I went outside to wait for Ryan, knowing I would beg him to put on something else.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Willis,” Ryan says, walking right up to my father and shaking his hand.

      There’s no sign of awkwardness or the uncomfortable expression many people wear when encountering someone with a physical disability: half pitying, half uncertain. Ryan treating my father completely normally affects me more than I expect it to, especially when my father beams at him.

      “Pleasure is all mine, son.”

      “I like the jersey,” Ryan tells him.

      I didn’t think my father could look any happier, but he proves me wrong a few seconds later when he replies, “Embry got it for me last Christmas.”

      Ryan grins. “I’m surprised she didn’t spring for an Adams one instead. I know what a fan of his she is.”

      “Ryan,” I hiss. Less than five minutes, and he’s already broken one of the rules.

      My father laughs, and it’s not his forced one. It’s completely genuine. “Emmie knows I’d never be caught dead in Sharks apparel.”

      Ryan takes a seat in the armchair across from my father. Within seconds, they’re chatting away like old friends.

      I expected them to get along; I didn’t expect to feel like I was third-wheeling. They’re not even discussing football. They’re talking about construction, because Ryan apparently spent his summers in high school working with a crew. Who knew? Not me. It wasn’t covered in any of the few non-antagonistic conversations we’ve had.

      It gets worse. Ryan spots one of my mom’s brick-sized books on the coffee table, and before I know it, they’re discussing the historical progression of conflict in Northern Ireland.

      I’m contemplating leaving the room and seeing if anyone notices when there’s a loud crash from the front hall.

      “What the hel—heck?” I say. Jeremy suddenly appears in the doorway the leads into the living room, and I sink back into the cushions. “What are you doing here, Jeremy?”

      “Mom said you lost your job and then went on some lame-ass dating show. Clearly you need an intervention.”

      “You’re currently on that lame-ass dating show,” I retort.

      “I know. Some guy outside made me sign a release.” Jeremy strides right over to where Ryan is sitting.

      Ryan stands as he approaches.

      “Jeremy Willis.” My brother holds a hand out.

      “Ryan Hastings.” Ryan shakes it.

      Jeremy laughs. “Damn. I know who you are, man.” He glances at me. “I can’t believe you’re dating Embry. It’s about time she met a decent guy.”

      “Jeremy!”

      “What? It’s true.”

      “No, it’s not! You liked…” I scramble to come up with a name.

      “None of them,” Jeremy finishes for me. “Well, so far. We’ll see about Hastings here.”

      “No one asked you for your opinion,” I snap.

      “No? What’s the point of this whole meet and greet, then?”

      “Meet and greet? You weren’t even invited!”

      “Mom invited me.”

      I slide my accusing gaze over to my mother. “You didn’t.”

      “I mentioned where you’ve really been these past few weeks. I’m not surprised your brother has concerns. This whole thing is very unlike you, Embry.”

      Jeremy chimes in with “She’s probably having a quarter-life crisis.”

      “I am not having—” I exhale loudly. You’re on television, I tell myself. “Don’t you usually work late?” I ask Jeremy.

      “I left the office early.”

      “To come here?”

      “To see whether you’ve learned how to conduct yourself on national television, yes.”

      I huff and glance at Ryan. Rather than looking like he’d like to run for the hills, he’s sporting a wide grin.

      I try again. “Isn’t Amy waiting for you?”

      “Nope. She’s on the night shift,” Jeremy replies as he takes a seat on the couch next to my mom. “Hey, Pops.”

      “Good to see you, Jeremy. It would be nice if you stopped by for reasons other than getting famous.”

      Jeremy grins. “Noted. Tell Mom not to call me freaking out, then. The last time I heard her that scattered was…” He trails off, but we all know what he was about to say: when Dad had his accident. It pops the lighthearted bubble in the room.

      To my surprise, Ryan is the one who steers us back to more pleasant topics. “So, Jeremy, what do you do for work?”

      “I work in financial software development and analysis.”

      Ryan looks at me. I shrug. “He’s explained it to me at least ten times and I still have no clue what it means.”

      “I read somewhere you play football?” Jeremy asks. With a straight face.

      “Yup,” Ryan confirms. “Not the most exciting job, but someone’s got to do it, you know?”

      Jeremy nods. “Absolutely. Any luck so far?”

      “With a championship? Not since college.”

      “I’ve got a good feeling about this year,” my father declares. “Especially if Coleman can build up some endurance.”

      Ryan nods. “I’ll make sure to pass that along.”

      “You’re good friends with him, right?” Jeremy asks.

      “Yeah, we’ve played together since college. He’s currently crashing on my couch. I turned down his offer to housesit, but then his place flooded, so he decided to make himself at home anyway.”

      An ear-splitting shriek rings out. With the exception of Ryan, who by now is no doubt wishing he sent me home last week, we all look to my mother, recognizing the sound immediately.

      “Mom!” Jeremy protests.

      “Are you kidding me?” I ask her.

      My father starts wheeling his way toward the kitchen, which smoke is just beginning to billow out from. When I enter, it’s just in time to see my mom pull out a pan filled with charred contents. Possibly chicken? Jeremy grabs a chair and starts fiddling with the alarm. My father starts opening windows.

      When I glance over at Ryan, he’s already staring at me. Sorry, I mouth. Well, I don’t actually say it silently. I say it at a normal volume, but the smoke alarm eradicates every other sound.

      He just smiles.

      The alarm suddenly shuts off, leaving complete and total silence in its wake. Cold air gushes in through the open windows, but the heavy aroma of smoke still lingers in the room.

      My mom breaks the quiet. “Do you like pizza, Ryan?”

      “Love it,” he answers immediately.

      “Great.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Twenty minutes later, we’re all sitting in the kitchen with greasy slices of Chicago’s finest. Ryan and Jeremy are chatting away about a video game. I watch my parents exchange a knowing look, completely misreading the situation.

      I hate this for them. I thought I only had my own heart to guard.

      But they’re both thinking this is it, thinking I’ve found the perfect guy. My Mr. Right. They don’t know that when he’s not actively trying to be a jerk, Ryan is naturally this charming. I have no doubt he fit in just as seamlessly with the other three families he visited with this week. I’m sure they all watched him leave with stars in their eyes, imagining him as the perfect son-in-law.

      Although that’s one detail I didn’t share with my parents, partly for this exact reason. I told them this is a dating show; I didn’t tell them it’s supposed to end with an engagement. Initially, it was because I was worried they’d freak out about me potentially getting engaged to a guy I barely know. Now, I’m worried if they knew, they’d be disappointed about not getting to plan our wedding.

      My family all looks comically disappointed when I tell them Ryan has to head out after dinner. He looks amused by me dictating my schedule but doesn’t argue. After a promise to Jeremy that he’ll listen to some local rapper’s music (I had absolutely no idea my brother listens to rap music), five book recommendations from my mother, and a detailed analysis from my father on the Grizzlies’ defensive line, we emerge outside.

      “Wow. I feel like I should apologize.”

      Ryan smirks. “I had fun. Your family is…”

      “Insane?” I supply.

      “Loving,” he replies. “Really loving.”

      “Thank you for tonight,” I tell him. “I know you had to show up, obviously, but you made my dad’s year. My mom’s too. And Jeremy is notoriously hard to please, so kudos on that, too, I guess.”

      “I had fun,” he repeats.

      “Okay. Good.” I glance at the departing camera crew. Guess this conversation didn’t rank as interesting enough to film. “So…I’ll, uh, I’ll see you at the next stop?” The next elimination ceremony is back in the Virgin Islands. Ryan will narrow us down to two, and then to one a couple of days later.

      “You’re heading home?” he asks, glancing back at my parents’ house. I really hope their noses aren’t pressed against the glass right now.

      “Yeah.” I can’t sit around and listen to them gush about Ryan, or answer any more questions about the show or about how I ended up on it.

      “How?”

      “Huh?”

      “How are you getting home?”

      “Oh. The L.” I nod toward the stop just visible at the end of the block.

      Ryan shakes his head. “Come on. I’ll give you a ride.”

      “You don’t need to do that,” I say quickly.

      “I know I don’t have to, Embry. Come on.”

      He starts walking toward the silver car, and I make the stupid decision to follow him. I want to spend more time with him, and that’s dangerous. I’m in deep enough already.

      “Did my dad ask you for your autograph?”

      Ryan and my father disappeared for about fifteen minutes while Jeremy ran out to get the pizza. Supposedly it was to look at my father’s collection of sports paraphernalia. Hopefully I didn’t come up, and I’m fishing for confirmation of that along with an assurance that my father didn’t act like too much of a fanboy. Although he was wearing Ryan’s jersey for the entirety of his visit, so I guess the bar on that is pretty high.

      Ryan chuckles. The husky vibrations sound different in the dark car. “No.” That’s all he says.

      The rest of the ride is silent, aside from my directions. Ryan pulls up outside my apartment building a few minutes later.

      I unbuckle my seatbelt. “Thanks for the ride.”

      He nods.

      “Do, uh, do you want to come up?”

      I’m grateful for the lack of light as I feel his gaze on my face. I don’t know what compelled me to ask him. Well, aside from the fact that I want to spend more time with him. Just the two of us, no cameras. He drove me home; I’m being polite. I also know it’s an epically stupid idea. For once, I just shut off the cautionary alarm in my head and hold my breath as I wait for him to respond.

      “Yeah. Sure.”

      My heart soars and my stomach drops as I simultaneously celebrate and freak out.

      “Okay.” I open my door as he parks, the picture of nonchalance. Internally, I’m panicking. Trying to remember if I put the nine outfits I decided against back in the closet. I’m going to lean strongly toward no.

      “Nice building,” Ryan comments as he follows me toward the entrance.

      “Stop being nice. It’s annoying.”

      “I’m not. There’s a great view…” He gives up on that compliment. “You don’t have to walk far to dump your garbage, right?” He nods to the dumpster in the alley that’s about twenty feet from the building’s entrance.

      I snort. “Solid effort. There’s a trash chute.”

      “Okay. Your view sucks. Happy?”

      “Yup,” I tell him as I open the door and head into the small lobby. It’s empty, thankfully. The possibility of running into a neighbor didn’t occur to me until just now.

      The few other residents of this building I’ve met don’t really strike me as the type to watch Twenty-Five to One, but plenty of them probably follow the Grizzlies, and Ryan has a highly recognizable face.

      The elevator smells like mildew, but it transports us to the fifth floor, which isn’t always a guarantee, and avoids having to climb ten sets of stairs. We exit the elevator, and Ryan follows me down the hallway, glancing around.

      I resist the urge to feel embarrassed. I have no idea what his place looks like, but I can guarantee there aren’t stains in the carpet and peeling paint on the walls. Sad to think how much I pay to live here.

      “This is me,” I announce unnecessarily when we reach my front door. Ryan isn’t paying attention to the lack of décor any longer. He’s staring at the keychain I’m holding.

      “You’re using it.”

      I’m certain I’m blushing. “It’s rude not to use a gift.”

      Ryan smirks. “You’d get along well with Nick.”

      “Who?”

      “Coleman. He’s on the team with me. We’re good friends.”

      “Oh.” A compliment? I open my door and flick on the lights, illuminating the confirmation that I did in fact leave most every article of clothing I own strewn about.

      Ryan doesn’t even attempt to hide his amusement as I whirl about like a hurricane that leaves order in its wake rather than chaos. Although “order” is a stretch. I toss everything back into my closet unfolded and definitely not hung up. It’s no longer visible, at least.

      “You have a cat?” he asks.

      I glance back to see Puddles has emerged from hiding. Me being gone for most of the time I’ve owned him has clearly given him the impression that this is his apartment, not mine. He’s been pouting about my return ever since I got back to Chicago. “Oh, yeah. That’s Puddles.”

      “How do you have a cat? You’ve been gone for weeks.”

      “My neighbor feeds him. Or her.”

      “You don’t know whether your cat is a boy or girl, and you named it Puddles?” Ryan sounds like he’s having trouble deciding which is worse.

      “Well, the guy at the shelter told me it was a girl, but ‘she’ likes to hump pillows, and I thought that was something only male dogs do, not female cats.” I shrug as I head to the kitchen and open the fridge. “Right?”

      “You’re asking the entirely wrong person that question,” Ryan replies, straight-faced.

      “Yeah.” I shut the fridge door, and Puddles comes racing over. “And that’s how he-slash-she got his or her name. Every time I spill something, Puddles runs over. I thought it was cute. The shelter went with Sparkles, but I just didn’t think that fit, especially if she turns out to be a he. Don’t you think so?”

      “I really couldn’t say. I’ve only just met the cat,” Ryan replies.

      I ignore his sarcasm. “Do you have pets?”

      “No,” he replies. “I always wanted a dog growing up, but my mom is allergic and I travel too much now.”

      “So that’s why you really signed up for the show? To find a free pet-sitter while you fly around the country to throw a football?”

      I get one of those rare, genuine grins that appear when he’s not indulging me or mocking me. “Yeah, that’s exactly right.”

      “Do you want something to drink? I have apple juice, milk, and vodka.”

      Ryan raises both eyebrows as he walks over to my couch.

      “I haven’t been grocery shopping in a while, okay?”

      “So the milk is months old?”

      “No, it’s for the cat. I have it delivered every week.”

      “Uh, apple juice, I guess. Thanks.”

      I fill two glasses and walk over to the couch. He takes one glass.

      “Thanks.” Ryan glances over as I take a seat beside him. “You didn’t go for the vodka?”

      “No. Hard alcohol and I are on a hiatus.” Meeting his questioning gaze, I continue. “The last time I got drunk, I agreed to go on a reality television show and bought a sexually ambiguous cat. Seemed like a sign to cut back on the sauce. Kinda crappy timing with the constant stream of open bars lately, but at least I know what I’m saying on the show. Most of the time.”

      “Why did you get a cat while you were drunk?”

      I sigh. “I was watching Schitt’s Creek. You know, that show about a rich family who loses all their money?”

      Ryan shakes his head. “I mostly watch sports.” He pauses. “Or documentaries.”

      I scoff at that. Thank God I got him out of my house before the television was turned on, since those are the only two things my parents watch. “Whatever. Anyway, there’s a hot vet on the show, and I got the idea that if I got a pet, I might meet a hot vet.”

      He laughs.

      “I mentioned I was drunk, right?”

      “A guy I was friends with in college became a vet,” Ryan tells me.

      “Is he hot? Wait, never mind—of course he is.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Good-looking people are friends with other good-looking people. It’s been scientifically proven.”

      “You think I’m good looking?”

      I look over at him. “Have you seen yourself? Yes.”

      “I’m not saying I don’t know other people think I am. I just didn’t know you did.” There’s an unfamiliar edge to his voice I can’t quite place.

      “What does it matter? I’m as susceptible to facial symmetry and lots of muscles as the girls who throw their bras at you after games. Big deal. My apartment is too small for your ego to fit in here.”

      “I’m just surprised. I didn’t think I was your type.”

      “Oh, you’re definitely not my type,” I reply. “At all.”

      “What’s your type?” Ryan asks, leaning back and balancing his apple juice on his knee.

      I sigh but reply, “Usually guys still trying to get it together. Little rough around the edges. Not…” you. Or any muscular, famous millionaire. Not that I know any others.

      “How come?”

      “Comedic material, mostly. I could write a book. Or start a podcast. Embry’s Worst Dates.” Ryan’s lips quirk, but he keeps staring at me. It pulls a serious answer out. “I guess it makes me feel like less of a mess. Dating people who have it together even less than I do makes me feel better about myself. That’s what a therapist would probably say.” I pause. “Maybe I should become a therapist—get paid to listen to other people’s problems. I’d probably be pretty good at that.”

      “You ever been to see one? A therapist?”

      “Once, after my dad got injured. I completely freaked out, and I didn’t—I don’t know, I’m terrible about talking about hard stuff. Stupid things? I can’t shut—well, you know.” I laugh. “I let the light stuff out, not the heavy bits. Never have. I have to work through it myself.”

      He nods. “Yeah, I get that.” Ryan takes another sip of juice, drawing my attention to his face…his lips. He catches me staring. “What?”

      “We’ve never really kissed.”

      He chokes a little on the juice he’s swallowing. “What?”

      “I was just thinking. You’ve kissed all the other girls lots of times…except for me.” This is one of those moments when you say exactly what you’re thinking and can’t really believe what you’re saying.

      “I kissed you at the vineyard.”

      Huh. So I didn’t imagine it. “We touched lips for the cameras,” I reply. “That’s not a real kiss.”

      Ryan looks surprised, then determined. “You want me to kiss you?”

      Dumbly, I nod. I’m not sure where I expected this off-camera encounter to go, but it definitely wasn’t here.

      Ryan leans forward to set his glass on the coffee table. His arm brushes my leg as he does, and I inhale sharply. This is actually a terrible idea. Possibly the worst I’ve ever had, and that’s saying a lot, especially when it comes to him.

      But I’m viewing tonight as a free pass. To do what I want and hope I don’t have to deal with the consequences. Every other woman remaining has made out with him multiple times. It’s stupid and unrealistic to think asking him to kiss me once is going to change anything between us.

      He leans forward. Closer. Closer.

      My heart is beating so fast I don’t think I can claim to have separate heartbeats any longer. It’s just one extenuated pulse as blood and oxygen fight to circulate through my body. I’m not sure if I’m breathing any longer, though, so there’s probably not much oxygen to send around to various body parts.

      Ryan’s lips brush mine. It’s a whisper, a flash of heat, just like our first and only other kiss. But this time, he doesn’t pull away. He deepens it, exerting more pressure against my mouth. One calloused palm slips under the hem of my sweater.

      I gasp, and he takes total advantage. His tongue invades, and I moan. He’s only touching my lips and the small of my back, yet my entire body is overwhelmed. I’m not registering anything except the contact in those two places. The sensation invades my thoughts and chases every doubt away.

      I’m kissing Ryan Hastings.

      I’m expecting him to pull away after he’s thoroughly explored my mouth. He doesn’t. He leans closer.

      “Is this okay?” Ryan asks me as his palm slides upward.

      I shiver and nod simultaneously. “Yeah. And more. You could touch me a lot more.”

      I no longer care that I’m spouting words without thinking them through. I’ve spent almost two months supposedly dating this guy, and we’ve barely touched. I can guarantee this is the one and only time I’ll have Ryan Hastings in my apartment. There’s no reason not to take full advantage, not to beg him to take advantage of me.

      He’s skillfully stroking my tongue and deftly unsnapping my bra at the same time, for God’s sake. I thought the magazine covers of his torso were Photoshopped, but I’ve now spent enough time around him shirtless to confirm the top half is not. I really hope that means the boxer brief ads aren’t, either.

      I give up on my side of the couch and lean forward until I’m essentially in his lap. Ryan accommodates me, tugging my bra off and then pulling me on top of him. I sink down so I’m straddling him, and holy shit.

      I moan gibberish into his mouth as I rock against him. He’s hot and hard and big. Everywhere.

      Ryan takes one of my nipples in his mouth, nipping and sucking the sensitive flesh. A keening sound I didn’t even know I was capable of making flies out of my mouth. It all feels so good, everything he’s doing. I’ve never been that vocal during sex before. We’re not even having sex, and I can’t keep my mouth shut.

      His hands slide lower on my waist. One finger traces the seam of my jeans, right over the spot that’s wet and wanting him. My hips buck.

      “Holy fuck,” I moan.

      The button holding my jeans is opened, zipper pulled down, denim tugged. I send up a silent prayer of thanks to the lingerie goddess that the lacy thong I’m wearing is the only pair of underwear that didn’t show a panty line with these jeans. Not that Ryan takes any time to appreciate them. He delves right into my bare flesh, groaning when he encounters it.

      I’m louder.

      Suddenly, every sensation is heightened. Ryan has his fingers right where I want them, and I’m close to exploding.

      “I want to come on your cock.” The first coherent sentence I manage to get out since he kissed me, and it’s probably the dirtiest one I’ve ever uttered.

      I’m usually a dimmed-lights-under-the-covers-sex kind of girl, not a dirty talker. I’ve laughed when guys have uttered lines clearly stolen from porn. You can imagine how well that went over.

      “You want me to fuck you, Embry?”

      At this point, I didn’t think it was possible for me to get any more turned on. I was wrong. Fresh heat floods my overstimulated body as his raspy, husky voice asks me that.

      “Really, really badly,” I admit as I lean forward, letting my bare boobs brush against the cotton shirt he’s wearing.

      Ryan palms them. “You have amazing tits.”

      “Really?” I’ve gotten plenty of compliments on my cleavage before. Some appreciated, most not. Coming from Ryan, it doesn’t sound sleazy. When a national sex symbol appreciates your assets, it’s a badge of honor. Especially since I would bet my measly savings, he’s seen a lot of boobs before.

      “Really. Move back for a minute.”

      I scootch backward. Ryan pulls his t-shirt off in one smooth motion, allowing me an unobstructed view of the impressive topography of his torso. Then, he unzips his jeans and pulls his cock out. I study it unabashedly as it juts up between us. Long and pulsing. I reach out and grip his length, sliding my hand up and down the velvety smooth, firm skin.

      Ryan tears a condom open with his teeth and rolls it on. I rise up onto my knees, and he pulls me forward. I barely have to sink down at all before I feel the tip of his dick is bobbing against my center. Ryan runs it up and down my slit a couple of times, flooding my body with a fresh rush of endorphins with each pass.

      Finally, he starts to guide me down. Down. Down. Down.

      “Ridiculous,” I mutter.

      He laughs and kisses me. It feels especially intimate now that other parts of him are inside me, not just his tongue. He languidly explores my mouth, then eases me onto my back. Slowly, he pulls out, so far I think he’s going to slip out entirely. He doesn’t, instead thrusting back inside me with a speed I’m not expecting. I hook my ankles behind his back, sinking him even deeper inside of me.

      He starts really moving, rutting into me over and over again. I can hear our skin slapping together. Feel the sweat building between our bodies. I chant “Yes, yes, yes” and “Harder” until I’m hoarse. Until blinding pleasure lights up my body and I can’t manage to vocalize a single word, just sounds.

      I keep my arms and legs wrapped around Ryan, holding him to me. He keeps thrusting, prolonging my pleasure and then finding his own.

      “Wow,” I say when I can speak again.

      His chest rumbles with a laugh. “Yeah, I thought so too.”

      Neither of us moves. This should be awkward. But it’s not.

      That scares me.
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      “You’re no longer my least favorite brother,” my younger sister Brittany informs me as she flounces into the hut.

      “I pity the poor sucker who is,” I reply.

      It’s a running joke between me and my only sibling. When things are noncombative between us, she’s my favorite sister and I’m her favorite brother. When they’re combative, she’s my least favorite sister and I’m her least favorite brother. It was the sharpest barb we could conjure as kids, and it’s stuck with us into adulthood.

      Brittany sticks her tongue out at me before she leans forward to give me a hug. “If not for the endless nagging from my friends about if you’d date any of them, you might even be my favorite brother.” She eyes the back of the house, which opens directly onto a white, sandy beach, and lets out a long, low whistle. “Sh-it. This is nice.”

      “Language, Brit,” my mother chastises, then leans forward to hug me. “Hi, sweetheart.”

      “Hey, Mom,” I reply as I hug her back.

      “This is quite the place,” she observes, looking around the open layout.

      “Yeah, it is,” I agree as my father walks in, casting a nervous glance over his shoulder, probably at the cameras. My father is one of the shyest people you’ll ever meet.

      “Hey, Dad.”

      He smiles widely when he sees me. “Hi, Ryan.” We hug, and then he glances around with the same wide eyes as my mother and Brittany. “Quite the place you’ve got here.”

      “Just temporary,” I reply.

      One of the producers flashes five fingers at me. My family’s plane was delayed, meaning the couple of hours we were supposed to have together before meeting the two remaining women have been trimmed down to five minutes.

      I had a plan for easing them into this: catching up on their lives, sharing some highlights from the places I’ve gotten to travel to while staying at hotels as ostentatious as the house we’re inside right now. There’s no time for any of that.

      “Uh, so you’re going to be meeting the two women I have left. One in a few minutes, the other right after.”

      My parents are still surveying the furnishings, but both glance up and then at each other when I drop that news. They haven’t even made it past the entryway.

      Brittany is focused on me. “Who’s left?”

      I internally grimace. “Cassandra. And…Embry.”

      “The one from Chicago?” my mother asks.

      I shoot her an accusing look. “You said you weren’t going to watch.”

      She holds up both hands. “I haven’t seen a minute of it. I can’t avoid the supermarket, though. You’re on the cover of every magazine with at least one of these women.”

      Jesus. I sigh.

      “Yes,” I tell her. “Embry is from Chicago.”

      “She’s the one who made the scene about that photo with Riley,” Brittany adds.

      I glare at her. “That was a misunderstanding.”

      She snorts. “A misunderstanding? She called you an over-hyped, womanizing narcissist on national television.”

      “I’m well aware, thanks.”

      Brittany studies me. “You’re going to pick her.”

      “I haven’t decided who I’m going to pick,” I reply.

      But I don’t think I can pick Cassandra. I don’t think I can get engaged to a woman who’s not Embry, no matter how disingenuous the proposal might be.

      “It’s your brother’s decision, Brittany,” my mother says. “Just like this show was his decision.”

      My mother is one of the sweetest people you’ll ever meet. She can also be passive aggressive with the best of them.

      I roll my eyes. “Come on, Mom. You know why I’m here, why I did the show.”

      “We talked about this, Amelia,” my father says quietly.

      “Yes, yes,” my mother says impatiently. “I just mean that—”

      There’s a knock on the door.

      “Be nice,” I hiss at my family before I head to open it.

      Embry is standing on the opposite side.

      “Hi.” She gives me a nervous smile, fiddling with the tag on the gift bag she’s holding.

      “Hi,” I reply.

      The first time I’ve introduced a girl to my parents has never been the first time I’ve talked to her since sleeping with her. I saw Embry at the last elimination ceremony, but we didn’t talk, aside from her accepting the plane ticket that is entirely symbolic at this point. I was distracted by Rachel’s tearful goodbye and Sophie’s thinly veiled annoyance.

      “Uh, can I come in?”

      I’m just standing here with the door open, staring at her. Like an idiot. I bolt into movement at her question. “Yeah. Of course.” I move to the side and gesture her into the “hut.”

      My family members have all made themselves comfortable in the living room but rise when Embry and I head toward them.

      The last woman I introduced to my family was Dakota. I know none of them loved her, but they were all polite enough to tolerate her. Looking back, I’m assuming they spotted many of the traits I tolerated until the demise of our relationship. I wouldn’t admit this to any of them, but I’ll be weighing their opinions from today highly. Lust can incite stupid decisions.

      Embry approaches my dad first. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Hastings.”

      He smiles. “Nice to meet you too, Embry.”

      Unless you threaten his golf schedule, my dad is a pretty agreeable guy.

      Embry moves to my mother next. “Hi, Mrs. Hastings.” She holds out the bag in her hand. “This is for you.”

      My mom is clearly taken off guard, telling me she agreed with Brittany, even if she didn’t say so. She looks at me, and I nod. “Well, thank you. Should I open it now?”

      “Sure. It’s not much. I just…well, I know you have a candle business. I picked this up from my favorite gift shop in Chicago.”

      I’m not sure if I keep the surprise off my face. I didn’t tell Embry about my mom’s business, and I definitely didn’t expect her to bring my mom a gift all the way from Chicago.

      “You probably have tons of candles and are totally sick of them. I just thought—”

      “It’s lovely,” my mom interrupts, sniffing the wax. “Really. Thank you, Embry.”

      “You’re welcome,” she replies. She bites her bottom lip, then turns to my sister. “Hi, Brittany.”

      Brittany is studying Embry curiously. “Hi.”

      We all sit. In silence. “They’re a little jet-lagged,” I say. “The flight from Connecticut had some delays.”

      “Long flights are tough,” Embry agrees. “I think I’ll have had my fill once the show ends. Honestly, I wasn’t expecting to last long enough to have gone on as many as I have.”

      “You weren’t the only one,” Brittany says.

      “Brittany!” I snap.

      “You’ve all seen the clip. Of course,” Embry says, almost to herself.

      “It’s hard to miss someone insulting your brother on national television,” Brittany replies. I shoot her a Back off glare, one that’s amplified when she keeps talking. “I literally had to talk Riley out of doing an interview after that went viral.”

      “Riley?” Embry glances at me. “I don’t…”

      “My best friend? She goes to UChicago. I called Ryan when she texted me, totally wasted, and he went and picked her up.”

      “Oh,” Embry says quietly. “That’s who was in the photo?”

      Brittany sends me a confused look then glances back at Embry. “You didn’t know?”

      It’s obvious to all of us she didn’t. My father—Mr. Camera Shy himself—is the one who helps alleviate some of the awkwardness. “Want to take a walk down to the beach, Embry?”

      “Sure.” She stands. “That sounds nice.”

      I don’t get so much as a side glance as she heads out of the back of the house after my dad. I sigh and rub a hand across my face. “Thanks a lot, Brittany.”

      “I don’t get it,” she replies. “Why wouldn’t you tell her she insulted you for helping someone?”

      “Because you know exactly what those photos looked like. Embry just said what everyone was thinking. And because I knew it would make her feel bad.”

      “Well, duh. She should.”

      “I like her, Brittany. I like her a lot. She could say far worse about me, and I still would.”

      That pulls her up short. “What?”

      “You heard me.” I glance between her and my mom. “She…matters to me.”

      “Like Dakota?” my mother asks hesitantly.

      I shake my head. “No. Nothing like Dakota.”

      She nods and sniffs the candle again.
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      The rest of Embry’s visit passes in a blur. We eat lunch once she and my father return from their walk. The meal itself is filled with forced small talk. It’s not uncomfortable, but it’s not easy, either.

      I watch Embry twist her napkin under the table for most of it. As the common link, I’m not doing as much as I should to smooth things over. This is the last time I’ll see her before proposing. There are things I should say, assurances I need to give and receive—and I don’t know how to go about any of it. My stomach is so tied up in knots, it’s a miracle I manage to eat anything.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell her as soon as she’s said goodbye to my family and we’re back outside. “I—I avoided talking to them while we were filming. I didn’t want to hear what they had to say about it, honestly. But I should have done a better job of explaining…”

      She stares at me for a minute. “Your little sister’s best friend, Ryan?”

      I sigh. “You thought Star Sightings Daily had a thorough fact-checking process?” Before she can answer, I add, “Or that my publicist would rather people know I was helping out an eighteen-year-old who’s like a second sister to me than that I’m getting laid on a regular basis?”

      “I feel…bad,” she replies, glancing away on that last word. “I would have never implied…”

      “I know,” I assure her. “If it makes you feel any better, I have left clubs with women I actually took home to…you know,” I tell her. And then immediately wish I could shove the words back in my mouth. If ever there were something not to say to a girl you’re into, it would probably be that.

      Embry confirms it with a snort. “Okay. Well, I’m going to go.”

      She turns and attempts to do just that. The producer behind her is signaling at me. We’re behind schedule, and I’m out of time. I’m just as oblivious as to how she’ll react to me on one knee as I was this morning. I didn’t even have a chance to broach the possibility, much less tell her it’s my plan—with a Just kidding waiting in case she freaks out.

      “Embry!” I call after her.

      She turns. “Yeah?”

      Rather than anything important—anything meaningful—what comes out of my mouth is “How did you know about my mom’s candle business?”

      She rolls her eyes at me. “I Googled you.”

      Then, she’s gone.
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      The final day of filming, I wake up sad, with a lump of dread sitting like lead in my stomach. Ironically, this was a day I looked forward to, once upon a time.

      Returning home to my apartment and my cat. No longer having to second-guess everything I say, everything I do. Having to wonder what the other women think of me. Or woman, rather. It’s just one now. Twenty-five to two.

      I can’t summon any excitement. The thought of Ryan being engaged to someone else makes me feel nauseous, but the remote possibility that he might choose me doesn’t offer any comfort. It will just extend the agony. I don’t have to experience being pretend engaged to Ryan to know it’ll be worse than pretend dating him. I’m far better at cutting my losses and taking the clean break.

      But it’s not up to me.

      I lie in bed for as long as I can. Finally, I roll out of it. It will be weird, not waking up in an unfamiliar place.

      I walk out onto the balcony in the robe I smuggled from Germany. Extended stays at five-star resorts are not in my future. Might as well soak up every last second of it that I can. The sun is shining and the sound of surf soothing. I close my eyes and enjoy the sensation of the salty air combing through my hair. You can get through this. You can get through this. You can get through this. Ironic how this show has made my lack of employment seem like a small, solvable problem. No feelings or fake intentions to worry about there.

      “Morning.” I startle and glance to the left.

      Cassandra is sitting out on the balcony next to mine, sipping from a steaming mug. Her blonde hair is loose, and she’s wearing a matching set of silk pajamas. She looks stunning, as always.

      “Hi,” I reply. “Morning. Nice to see you.”

      She rolls her eyes at my babbling. “Last day.”

      “Yes. It is.” I look out over the dazzling view. The beach is just visible in the distance, silhouetted by the shade of the palms. I wish I could take a picture.

      “When you came stumbling into our room that first night, I didn’t think it would be you at the end with me,” she says.

      I laugh, remembering my panic and uncertainty when I first arrived here. Hopefully I’ll be able to laugh about today one day in the future as well. “Yeah. Me either.”

      “I knew you would make it to the final two the third night.”

      I glance at her in shock. “What?”

      “I knew you’d make it to the final two the third night. When I told you I was going over to his place.”

      I just gape at her. She’s completely serious.

      “He stares at you when you’re not looking, you know.” She scoffs a laugh. “God, it was so stupid of me to fall for him.”

      “Cassandra…”

      She downs the rest of the contents of her mug. “I should go get dressed.”

      “Things went terribly with his family,” I blurt. “They hate me. You don’t have anything to worry about. Really.” I almost share that Ryan doesn’t consider any of this real, but bite that back. She wants it to be real, and that’s Ryan’s problem.

      Rather than look relieved, Cassandra laughs. “Your capacity for denial is sort of impressive.”

      “I mean it, Cassandra.”

      “I know you do,” she replies. “But you should probably prepare for the possibility that you’re totally wrong.”

      With one last small smile, she heads inside her room. I remain out on the balcony, soaking up the sunshine and salty air. Trying to time my breaths with the waves on the shore and remind myself that soon this will all be over.

      An hour or two passes before I head back inside to start getting ready. I give a hundred and ten percent attention to each task. Stripping off my pajamas. Showering. Drying my hair. Styling my hair. Applying my makeup. Pulling on the yellow dress I wore the first night. The show offered others, but this one felt right. A full circle moment. It’s what I’ll wear when we began and when we end.

      There’s a knock on the door just as I’m pulling on my heels. I open it to see Hannah. She didn’t travel with us once we left here, and this is the first time I’m seeing her in weeks. There’s no glimmer of recognition, and honestly, I would expect nothing else.

      I still make attempts at small talk as we head down the hallway and outside—mostly to distract myself—but Hannah doesn’t help me out much. She alternates between mumbling into her walkie-talkie and typing on her phone. I give up before we reach the black SUV. Hannah doesn’t climb in with me. Neither do any of the cameramen who were documenting my walk from the hotel to the car. It’s just me and the driver as we pull away toward some unknown destination.

      The car heads south, toward the beach. Not surprising. If I were a producer on this show, I’d most definitely capitalize on the sweeping ocean views as a backdrop for a proposal.

      Dangerous and beautiful.

      I spend the drive oscillating between relief and panic. Soon, this will be over—the indecision about how to act, the confusing feelings. I’ll be able to return to my normal life and act like this show never happened.

      Ryan is also about to become engaged to someone else. I think. I’ll never kiss him again. He’ll never touch me as intimately as he did on my couch. Never discuss history with my mother or football with my father.

      The car stops, and I suck in a sharp breath.

      You can do this.

      I know Ryan well enough by now to know he won’t be cruel or act indifferent. He’ll be nice, will say he wishes it could have worked out, but that his feelings for Cassandra are stronger. Maybe there will be subtext, maybe there won’t be. Maybe I’ll read that they broke up in a few months, maybe they’ll actually get married.

      Walking in sand while wearing heels is no easy feat, but I manage until I reach the wooden boardwalk that’s been set up. I treat each step like an accomplishment, avoiding looking up until the last possible second.

      Ryan is wearing a tux. The sun glints in his hair, making strands shimmer like spun gold. The cameras are all behind me. All I can see is him and the ocean behind him. I watch the water creeping up on the shore and then retreating until I reach him and have no choice but to meet those hazel eyes.

      “Hi.” I exhale a shaky breath.

      “Hi,” he repeats. “I like the dress.” Ryan smiles, and the sight makes my stomach quiver. I’ll miss him looking at me like this.

      “Thanks. I was going to wear blue, but that’s what Cassandra is wearing, so…” I trail off awkwardly.

      Ryan seems unbothered. “I know. I saw it.”

      Nerves freeze. I know next to nothing about the logistics of this show, even now, after having been on it for two months. I simply did as I was told when I was told to do it. But the one topic extensively discussed among the women, practically from the first night, was this one. The finale.

      The final pick goes last. Always. No exceptions. They’re not going to shove the engaged woman aside so the lead can dump the remaining girl real quick.

      The only other woman still here is Cassandra. If Ryan already saw her, that means…

      Blood rushes in my ears. I think Ryan is saying my name, saying something, and I can’t hear a single word of it.

      Holy.

      Fucking.

      Shit.

      He’s going to propose. Ryan Hastings is going to ask me to marry on him in front of a dozen cameras and I’m going to be expected to give him an answer.

      Ryan is still talking, but I’m not listening. I’m blanketed in heat. I feel faint. Dizzy.

      The whole point of this show is to get engaged. For some unknown reason, Ryan is choosing me over Cassandra. Maybe he realized she’s genuinely head over heels for him and doesn’t want to give her too much false hope. Maybe he’s concluded I’ll be easier to break things off with in a couple of months. He knows I’m here to escape my real life and its current complications, knows I’m faking this every bit as much as he is, and my intentions are selfish.

      Except…there’s one part of this that is no longer fake to me.

      My feelings for Ryan are very, very real. Real enough that saying yes to him won’t just be inconvenient, but impossible, the most masochistic thing I could do, and like most living creatures, I shy away from pain—especially the self-inflicted sort. I came for a good time, not a hard time.

      “I’ve got to go,” I blurt.

      Ryan stops whatever he was saying and stares at me. “You…”

      “I can’t do this. Sorry.”

      I turn and flee, stumbling through the set I’m sure the production staff has spent days building. Back onto the boardwalk and in the direction of the car that dropped me off minutes ago. Footsteps sound behind me, but when I glance back, it’s cameramen who have followed me, not Ryan.

      Of course.

      This is television gold.

      I reach the SUV that brought me here and climb inside. I don’t know what I would have done if it had left. Call an Uber and hope Ryan doesn’t come looking for me? Except I don’t have a phone, so even that wouldn’t be an option.

      I don’t know what to say to him, to anyone. I just need this to end, need to go back to my life that wasn’t ideal but was a hell of a lot less complicated than this.

      Cassandra warned me this might happen, but Ryan didn’t. I don’t know if thinking there was a chance he might propose to me would have helped, but it’s a moot point. I didn’t think there was a chance.

      The cameras don’t follow me into the car. The two men remain outside, urgently speaking into earpieces as they obviously try to figure out how to proceed. I’ve sent the whole production into a tailspin.

      Finally, one of the men climbs in with me. I let out a shaky sigh of relief when we start driving. Back to the hotel, I hope. Or to the airport.

      “What happened back there?” the man asks, pointing the camera right at my face.

      I wonder what my expression is like. I’m not crying, but I know I don’t look as indifferent as I’d like to appear. Millions of people will see this. Ryan might see this. I’m a mess of emotions I can’t even begin to sort through internally, much less choose which to express on my face.

      “Embry?” the cameraman prompts.

      But I don’t say anything. I stubbornly stare out the window until he gives up with a sigh and lowers the camera.

      The only person I owe an explanation to for my behavior is Ryan. I just embarrassed him on national television, so I doubt he’ll ever want to hear it. Even if he did, I have no idea what I’d say. The only thing I can come up with is the truth.

      I don’t want to get fake engaged.

      I want to date him for real.
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      It takes two weeks for Haley to show up.

      I’ve spent every single minute since returning to Chicago continuing my lifestyle on Twenty-Five to One: staying in one building and pretending the outside world doesn’t exist. Except instead of a luxurious villa or resort, I’m in my cramped studio apartment that I stupidly invited Ryan to.

      Fun fact: it’s harder to convince yourself you’re almost over a guy when you spend all day lying on the couch where you once had out-of-this-world sex with him. If I wasn’t broke and unemployed, I’d buy a new sofa.

      But I am, so I spend most of my days applying for every job posting I can find. The only promising lead is a barista position at a coffee shop down the street. It looks like I’ll soon be learning how to make a latte, because my savings are getting dangerously low. Even cheap wine adds up.

      I thought I’d hit rock bottom before leaving for the show, but nope. Rock bottom is most certainly breaking the heart of the male equivalent of America’s sweetheart on national television and then having to live like a hermit.

      “EM! Open up! I know you’re in there.”

      I sigh and roll off the couch to open the door.

      Haley’s jaw drops so low it’s practically dragging on the floor when she sees me. “Oh. My. God!” she exclaims. “I didn’t actually think you were back!”

      “You didn’t?” I ask dryly, leaving the door open and returning to my safe haven. The couch cushions welcome me back. So nice of them to mold to the shape of my body.

      “No! I read some gossip column that said the show’s filming ended a few days ago, but I didn’t think it was a reliable source.”

      “It’s not,” I state. “Filming ended two weeks ago.”

      “Two weeks? So you’ve been…” Haley glances around, taking in the old takeout containers and dirty sweatpants strewn about.

      “Here,” I supply.

      Haley studies me. I can’t recall the last time I looked in the mirror, but I know what she’s probably seeing: messy hair, massive eye bags, and a stained shirt.

      She moves the day-old Chinese food I was planning to have for lunch off of the coffee table and takes a seat facing me.

      “What happened?” she asks me quietly.

      “You know who the lead for the season is?”

      Haley nods, but I’m certain if I looked better, she’d be laughing hysterically at that question. “It’s plastered across the whole city.” I found that out for myself. “Tough not to know at this point. They’ve also aired half the season by now.” That I didn’t know. I have no idea what’s aired and what hasn’t.

      “I was on a show that’s plastered across the whole city.” I laugh at how strange that sentence sounds spoken out loud. Well, I delivered on the drama for anyone the advertising department convinced to tune in. You’re welcome, ABN.

      “He remembered you?”

      I give her a what-do-you-think look.

      “Okay, he remembered you. So…what? He was a jerk about it?”

      “At first. Then…”

      “Then what?”

      “Then I kindasortamaybemighthavefalleninlovewithhim,” I rush out.

      “I’m sorry, in English, please?”

      I roll my eyes, then fix them on the painting above my television. “I think I’m in love with him?”

      “WHAT?” I think Haley’s screech may have just given me permanent hearing loss. Good thing I have no health insurance at the moment.

      I shrug, quick to downplay things. “It’s stupid. I’ll get over it. They’re trying to get people to develop feelings—that’s the whole point of the show. I’d probably start feeling this way about any decent-looking guy I went on trips to an Italian vineyard and had a candlelit dinner with.”

      “Wait, you made it to Italy?”

      “Yes…” I’m confused.

      Haley looks annoyed. “The Season Secrets blog said you got eliminated after London.”

      “Oh.” I suck in a deep breath. She’ll find out either way. “No. I, uh, I actually made it to the finale.”

      This time Haley doesn’t screech. She just gapes at me, which is even more unnerving. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her rendered completely speechless.

      “You made it to the finale?” she finally says.

      I nod.

      “That absolute idiot! He picked Cassandra over you? Or did Rachel make it to the final two?”

      I gulp. “I’m not supposed to talk about it…”

      I’m pretty sure there are some super strict clauses in the contract I signed and probably should have actually read concerning confidentiality.

      Haley appears unconcerned, although why shouldn’t she be? She’s not the one who might go to jail for spoiling the ending of the thirteenth season of Twenty-Five to One.

      “I’m your best friend, Em! Who am I going to tell?”

      I sigh. “He didn’t pick either of them. He picked…me.”

      Haley blinks twice. “He picked you?”

      “Yup.” I pop the P for emphasis.

      “So why do you look like the Jonas Brothers broke up for a second time?”

      I scoff. “You were the one obsessed with Nick, not me.”

      “Forget about any boy bands. Ryan Hastings proposed to you?”

      “I think so.”

      “What do you mean, you think so?”

      “He told me he’d seen Cassandra’s dress”—I curse when I catch my slip and Haley goes “Ha!”—“and when I realized that meant I was the last one, I sort of blacked out. Freaked out. I don’t know. I said I had to go and then I just…left.”

      “You left. Ryan Hastings picked you and you left.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “It was all supposed to be fake,” I tell her. “It got real. Really real.”

      “How do you know it wasn’t real for him?”

      I snort. “Because he told me so from the start. His agent thought this show would be good publicity. Endorsements, signing bonus, stuff like that. I’m certain his plan was to play along for a few months after the show, then break things off when preseason started.”

      “When did he tell you that?”

      “On one of our first dates. Or maybe in Italy, I think? I don’t know, it’s all kind of a blur now.”

      Haley rolls her eyes, I’m guessing in response to how casually I threw that out. “Okay, Ms. World Traveler. Here’s a thought: you went on the show thinking you’d never fall in love, and you did. Right?”

      “I don’t know if I—”

      “Embry! Yes or no?”

      “Yes.” I sigh.

      “So…why couldn’t the same thing have happened to Ryan?”

      I scoff, but my heart races at the implication. “He didn’t say anything to me.”

      “How about during the proposal you ran out on?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I reply. “Even if he had the slightest passing interest in me, it never would have lasted in the real world. Our lives aren’t the least bit compatible. Neither are we. He dates models and professional cheerleaders! I’m not even his type.”

      “First off, you’re gorgeous, Embry Gray Willis. Don’t sell yourself short. Second, I know for a fact there were a bunch of models on the show and he sent all of them home, according to you. You guys have chemistry! They already aired that surfing date.”

      I feel my cheeks flush. If she thought we had chemistry on the surfing episode I can barely remember, I’m concerned about what she’ll think of Ryan carrying me off the field in Germany.

      “It’s over, Haley. If he did have the slightest real interest—which is a big if—I seriously doubt it was anything me taking off didn’t cure.”

      Haley heaves out a heavy sigh then lies down on my rug. “This is a lot to take in.”

      “I know.”

      Suddenly she flies upright again. “Wait. If you made it to the finale, that means he met your family.”

      “Yeah.”

      “And?”

      I sigh at the reminder. I have to tell them how the show ended, and it’s a conversation I’m dreading. “They loved him. He read some book on the history of Northern Ireland my mom is obsessed with. Talked football and construction with my dad. Jeremy even liked him.”

      “Did you kiss him?”

      I flush. “Yes.”

      “More than kiss?”

      I nod.

      “You slept with him?”

      “Yeah,” I repeat, declining to share that it happened a few feet from where she’s sitting.

      Haley and I have been best friends since elementary school. She’s heard it all, starting with my first kiss, the uncomfortable moments and the sweet.

      “How was it?” she asks eagerly.

      “It was good.”

      “How good?”

      “Really good,” I admit.

      “Really good or—”

      I throw a pillow at her. “That’s all the details you’re getting, perv.”

      “You do like him,” she realizes.

      I shift uncomfortably. “What do you mean?”

      “Normally I can’t get you to shut up about your hookups.”

      “That is not true!”

      “Fine, but you’re not normally so stingy with details. That tells me two things. The Calvin Klein people aren’t stuffing anything down his boxer briefs, and you like him a lot more than any other guy you’ve slept with.”

      I don’t say anything.

      “I’ve got to get back to work. I read the latest Season Secrets blog post this morning, so I decided to come here on my lunch break in case it was right. I’ll come back over tonight, okay? We can talk…or do shots and re-download some dating apps.”

      I smile. “Thanks, H.” I may make a mess of relationships, but when it comes to friends, I’ve got the best.

      Haley gathers up her jacket and purse. She hovers by the door. “Em?”

      “Yeah?”

      “What about the Finale Feelings episode? You’ll have to see him again, right?”

      The requirement of appearing on a live show after the finale airs is another part of the contract I probably should have looked closely at. In my defense, I thought there was a better chance I would win the lottery than end up in the finale. Now, it’s a reality.

      “Yes, I’ll have to see him.” Nerves twist in my stomach at the truth I’ve been ardently avoiding.

      “Shouldn’t you try to talk to him before then? Clear the air some?”

      I laugh. “How? I don’t have his number. No idea where he lives. The show will never allow it without cameras. Short of showing up at the stadium or running into him on the street, I don’t have any way to talk to him before then.” Plus, I’m a coward.

      “You could DM him on Instagram,” Haley suggests.

      I snort, recalling my brief foray into his inbox. “Yeah…that’s not a good idea. He’ll never see it.”

      Haley sighs. “Okay. Just…Embry?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Don’t be afraid to go after what you want, okay?”
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      My barista job lasts for three weeks. Apparently, there’s a reason people in the public eye don’t work in food service. I’m swarmed from the start of my shift until it ends. People asking me what it was like to be on the show, if I knew what the other girls were saying about me off-camera (it’s now taking a lot of willpower not to watch any of the episodes, but I know I’m better off not knowing), and…of course, Ryan.

      Lots and lots of questions about Ryan. None of which I want to answer. Some that I’m contractually obligated not to.

      My manager doesn’t outright fire me, but he makes it clear people coming to the shop to see me rather than buying a caffeinated beverage isn’t excellent for business.

      Ironically, I’m being plied with offers worth obscene amounts of money—interviews, guest hosting gigs, magazine features. I’m desperate enough that I would take any of the offers…if I could ensure I didn’t have to talk about him as part of them. The woman from ABN assigned to handle requests for me assures me that’s impossible, seeing as Ryan Hastings is the only reason anyone cares about me.

      I refuse to watch any of the new episodes as they air, but each one that releases prompts a fresh wave of interest around me and a phone call from Haley that contains a lot of F-bombs. And insistences that I should try to contact Ryan.

      The week before the finale is set to air, I cave. I call ABN. To my surprise, I’m immediately transferred to and connected with a distinctive voice I recognize as Paul’s, Twenty-Five to One’s head producer.

      “Embry,” he greets. “What can I do for you?”

      “I’m hoping to talk to Ryan.”

      “Ah. Well, no can do, I’m afraid. He’ll be at the finale episode next week. You can talk to him all you’d like then.”

      “There are things I’d like to say to him in private,” I reply.

      There’s no sympathy in Paul’s voice when he answers. “Not the way the show works, darling. See you next week.”

      The line clicks.
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      I’m honestly worried I’m going to throw up all over what looks like very expensive furniture. I keep pacing the floor of the dressing room, eyes wheeling wildly as I look for something, anything to distract me from where I am and what’s about to take place.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      In this situation, I have no one but myself to blame. I refused to ask Ryan any questions, too worried about what his answers might have been. Well, I don’t think any of them would have been worse than this—seeing him on national television for the first time after running off on him mid-proposal.

      Where’s a big, dark hole when I really need it? Open up, floor. Please.

      There’s a knock on the door. A pretty blonde pokes her head in. She told me her name, but I immediately forgot it. I’m bad with names on a good day. This is a day I’ve been dreading for weeks, so pretty much the polar opposite of good. “They’re ready for you, Embry.”

      I gulp. I’m facing Jennifer alone first. Seeing Ryan is a Band-Aid I’m itching to tear off. Instead, it’s sitting on me like a two-ton weight.

      “Okay.” My voice comes out like a squeak.

      I tug at the hem of the short pink dress I’m wearing and follow the blonde out into the hallway. It’s like a maze back here. Every hallway looks the same. Commotion and people everywhere. Plenty of people stare at me. I keep my gaze ahead, acting like I don’t notice the looks.

      Finally, we reach the edge of the stage. I can hear the commotion of the live audience along with Jennifer’s voice speaking. My skin itches, like it can already feel the hot glare of the studio lights.

      “Ready?” the blonde asks.

      I don’t think no is an acceptable answer, so I nod. I hear my name and stumble forward. The lights are blinding and I welcome the temporary lack of sight. Better than hundreds of strangers staring at me.

      Jennifer is to the left, seated on an armchair set up beside a couch. The crowd is mostly silent as I approach her. There’s some scattered, polite applause, but mostly silence. Better than booing, I guess.

      “Embry!” Jennifer stands and gives me a brief hug. “So nice to see you.”

      “Nice to see you, too,” I reply. Or lie, rather. I don’t have anything against her personally, but this is the last place in the world I’d like to be right now.

      “Well, let’s get right down to it,” she says once we’ve sat. “We’ve had some pretty dramatic moments on the show. You topped them all this finale. Everyone here just watched Ryan send Cassandra home and pick you. It looked like you were set to get your happy ending, and then…can you tell us what happened?”

      “I really enjoyed my time on the show. Ryan is a fantastic guy. I just… It wasn’t right.”

      “What do you mean, it wasn’t right?”

      “Ryan and I have very different lives in real life.”

      “How so?”

      “Well, for starters, he’s sort of famous.” I pause. Silence. Tough crowd. “We’re different in many ways. It just became obvious we wouldn’t work in real life. Better to make that decision now.”

      “Did you and Ryan make that decision together? Because he seemed pretty surprised when you left the island.”

      “Um…no. That was my decision.”

      “I see.” Jennifer purses her lips. “Well, let’s bring him out. Ryan Hastings, ladies and gentlemen!”

      Applause resounds around the room. I keep my hands in my lap, studying the shade of pink polish the stylist insisted matches my dress perfectly.

      I’m sure I look like a total bitch. A complete coward.

      I can’t look at him.

      He’s finished waving to the crowd. Greets Jennifer.

      Even appraising my nails, I can’t miss the motion as he passes by and sits to my left. I look up as soon as he passes, glancing over at Jennifer. She’s already staring at me.

      “It appears as though there are still some things to work out between you two,” she says, smiling.

      I don’t smile back. Or say anything.

      “Ryan, what’s it like, seeing Embry again?”

      “I’m not sure. She hasn’t even looked at me.”

      I snort, but I don’t look at him.

      “Embry, what’s it like, seeing Ryan?”

      “Hard to say. His ego is blocking his face,” I reply, smiling sweetly.

      “Well, it definitely seems like there are some unresolved issues between you two,” Jennifer states.

      She appears sincere and concerned, but I can see the glint in her eyes from here. She just realized there’s a goldmine sitting across from her, a treasure trove called ratings.

      “Nope,” I say cheerfully. “Nothing unresolved here. Things didn’t work out. We’re all good, though. Right, Ryan?”

      I finally look at him, mostly to prove to myself I can. It’s a terrible idea. He’s wearing a navy suit with a sky-blue tie. He looks handsome. Heartbreakingly so. Mine clenches in a painful reminder that my motto of the past few weeks—You’re over him—is a lie. Why aren’t I over him? If it wasn’t real, why does it still hurt so damn much?

      Ryan doesn’t just look handsome. He appears upset, and that’s far more fatal. Because the sadness in his blue eyes prompts the most dangerous emotion of all in me.

      Hope.

      He looks like he cares, and that has the power to destroy me.

      “Right,” Ryan drawls. “We’re great.”

      I glare at him. I knew he’d be mad. I also thought he would be on board with not dragging this out. Apparently, I was wrong.

      “Embry just shared that she didn’t think you two would work in real life. What do you think about that, Ryan?”

      “I think it’s hard to tell something won’t work until you’ve tried.”

      I dig my fingernails into my palm to force myself not to react.

      “What about Cassandra?” Jennifer presses. “Do you wish you’d given things with her more of a chance? Seen if things worked with her in real life?”

      I resist the urge to glare at Jennifer as she uses my own words against me.

      “I wish Cassandra nothing but the best,” Ryan replies genuinely. “She is a lovely person. I hope she accepts my apology.”

      “What do you feel you need to apologize for?” Jennifer asks. For once, I agree with her question.

      “I made some mistakes when it came to our relationship.”

      Like sending her home instead of me, I surmise. Jennifer comes to the same conclusion.

      “There are a few strings I could pull if you want to be a contender on her season.” I smile. I hadn’t heard that Cassandra had been selected as the next season’s lead. “Everyone deserves a second chance,” Jennifer continues.

      “I don’t have any regrets about sending Cassandra home,” Ryan states. “The mistakes I made were keeping her on the show for as long as I did.”

      “And why is that?” Jennifer presses, grabbing hold of this tidbit like a bloodhound.

      Ryan glances at me. I make certain to keep my expression impassive, not to let on that I was sure he did regret not choosing Cassandra.

      “I figured out pretty early on there was only one girl on the show I could picture a future with.”

      I suck in a sharp breath.

      “You’re talking about Embry, I assume?” Jennifer asks.

      “Yes,” Ryan confirms.

      “How do you feel about that, Embry?”

      “Surprised,” I reply. Honestly. “I—I had no idea.” Ryan snorts. “I didn’t,” I stress.

      “Sure.”

      “How the hell was I supposed to, Ryan? You never—”

      “Are you kidding me? Maybe if you hadn’t walked off in the middle of my proposal then—”

      “Your proposal? I had no idea you were going to propose! You told me didn’t believe in marriage.”

      “No, I said I wasn’t sure if I wanted to get married.”

      “And now you do? To me?”

      “Again, that would have been covered in the speech you took off during,” he snaps.

      “Again, how was I supposed to know that, Ryan? You never gave me any idea!”

      “I never gave you any idea? What about when—”

      Ryan suddenly stops talking. I have a pretty good idea what he was just about to blurt out, and up until this exact moment, I’d completely forgotten we’re having this conversation in front of an audience. On national television. Live national television.

      “I didn’t know, Ryan.”

      “Doesn’t matter now.”

      “Fine.”

      “Fine.”

      “We’ll be right back after this commercial break!” Jennifer says cheerfully.
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      How the fuck do you get out of this place? I spot a PA. “Hey! Excuse me! Where’s the nearest exit?”

      “Uh—I don’t—maybe—” he stammers.

      I huff and turn impatiently.

      All the urgency drains from my body as I’m confronted with the one person I was trying to avoid.

      “I’d be happy to show you to the exit,” Ryan states.

      “Great. Let’s go.”

      He doesn’t move. “Why did you run, Embry?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You know what I’m talking about. I told you I sent Cassandra—sent every other girl home—and you ran. Why?”

      “I don’t want to get married. I’m too young.”

      “So you went on a show you knew ended in an engagement?”

      “I didn’t have any intention of getting engaged when I went on that show, and you know it. If I’m recalling correctly, neither did you. Now excuse me, but I have to go. I’m already late.”

      “Oh yeah? For what?”

      I sigh. “I have a date,” I admit.

      After I told Haley I couldn’t talk to Ryan and I just wanted to move on, she didn’t call me on my bullshit. She set up a date with a realtor from her firm named Jake, who she warned me is a total fuckboy but a perfect rebound. I didn’t realize the evening coincided with the finale airing until I’d already confirmed the date with Jake, probably because I’ve been pretending tonight wouldn’t happen. I also figured it might be a good distraction. And yes, there was a teeny-tiny part of me that didn’t hate the idea of Ryan knowing about it. I’m more than proficient at self-sabotage.

      “You booked a date for right after the finale?”

      I meet his gaze stubbornly. His expression gives nothing away. No annoyance. No hurt. No anger. Maybe he was just acting for the cameras earlier with the apology to Cassandra. I want to ask Ryan if he meant what he said on that stage. Instead, I push him further away. “Yes.”

      “You want to go out with other guys? Kiss them? Fuck them?”

      I suppress the flinch. “Yes.”

      “Great. Have fun.”

      He brushes past me.

      “Ryan!”

      He doesn’t look back. Doesn’t wait to hear what I have to say. Probably for the best, since I have no idea what I would. I need some closure between us, some way to tie up the hole gaping in my chest, the constant whisper of regret.

      But why would he need it? He went on the show respected and left it adored. I’m the villain. The whole city—the whole country—loves him. Whatever he wants when it comes to football, comes to anything, he’ll get.

      I should just walk away before I find a way to ruin that too. So I do just that, in the direction I hope will lead to an exit. With my luck, probably not.
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      My date with Jake is splashed across the front page of every tabloid the following morning. I’m trending on Twitter. Half love me for not giving a shit and moving on with my life. The other half hate me.

      Ryan’s response is immediate. The next day, a photo of him leaving a bar with a busty brunette is everywhere. They’re not alone. Some of the photos are cropped, but others show several of Ryan’s teammates and a group of other women with them. The message is clear. He’s not wallowing.

      It stings, but I force myself not to care, not to act like I care, at the very least. I manage to get a job at a public relations company that doesn’t require regular interaction with members of the public who watch reality television dating shows. I’m certain everyone I work with knows about that recent chapter in my life, but they’re all nice enough to pretend they don’t.

      My salary is more than generous. I can afford to live in my shoebox, feed my cat, and I even have my own car for the first time in my life. I feel like I’m trending toward having my life together as I zoom along the highway in the direction of my parents’ house.

      They’re hosting a family dinner tonight to start planning Amy and Jeremy’s wedding. My passenger seat is piled high with brochures and flyers I picked up from around the city to contribute to the brainstorming.

      I know my family is worried about me. It might have something to do with the fact that I broke down in tears at the last family dinner, simply because Jeremy asked me what happened with Ryan. I’ve never seen him look so horrified.

      They’ve all treated me like I’m made of glass since. I’m not a crier. I bottle everything up and fall apart in private. Well, I have since then. I’m doing my best to act like I’m completely fine. I’ve gone out with four guys since Haley’s setup. Jake was every inch the entitled, attractive snob she said he was. He was also undoubtedly interested in me, but I couldn’t bring myself to sleep with him. I didn’t even kiss him. I haven’t gone out with any of the men more than once. I’ve dodged their requests with excuses about my new job.

      Suffice it to say, my emotional state has been better. I refuse to look back or fully move forward.

      But I’m determined to put on a brave face tonight. My family has had enough to deal with as of late. Half the reason I went on the stupid show in the first place was to keep them from worrying, and I’ve essentially achieved the opposite. Jeremy and Amy have been dating for over a decade. My parents adore her. I refuse to tarnish the excitement of their engagement with my highly public and completely disastrous attempt at one.

      “Hi, everyone!” I bustle into the bungalow about fifteen minutes later, arms filled with brochures. “Happy Friday!”

      Amy smiles at me. Everyone else looks concerned as I dump the folded paper on the kitchen table.

      “What’s all this?” Jeremy asks, grabbing one.

      “Wedding stuff,” I chirp, heading to the fridge and pouring myself a glass of water. I belted some Adele in the car to wash out the melancholy of pre-wedding planning.

      “You have heard of the Internet, right? Where are we supposed to store all this?” Jeremy pokes the pile of paper.

      “Jeremy,” Amy chides. “This was really sweet of you, Embry. Thank you.”

      “Of course.” I take a seat at the table. “Anything I can do to help. Really. I have a job now—yay!—but aside from that, I’m completely free.”

      Jeremy studies me. “How was your date last week?”

      “Fine.” I gulp more water.

      “You had a date last week?” my mom asks.

      I shoot Jeremy a look. “Yup. Sure did.”

      “With who?”

      “You don’t know him, Mom.”

      “How do you know?” she sasses.

      I sigh. “He’s friends with a guy I work with. We ran into each other at a happy hour, and he asked me out.”

      “What does he do?” my father asks, getting in on the Embry Inquisition.

      “He’s in his last year of medical school at UChicago,” I reply.

      “Really?” Jeremy asks.

      “Yes. Really.”

      “You’re not going out with him again?”

      “I should go out with him just because he’s a future doctor?”

      “Was there something weird about him?”

      “No,” I reply. “He was perfectly nice. It just didn’t feel right.” I didn’t feel anything around him, to be precise. “Enough about me. Let’s do some wedding planning.”

      “Embry…”

      “What, Mom?” I look at her pointedly, daring her to say it.

      “Is it too soon?”

      “It’s been two months, Mom. I didn’t even know him for that long. He’s dating. I’m dating. I’m also wedding planning. It’s all great.”

      “How do you know he’s dating?” Jeremy asks.

      No way am I admitting I tend to Google Ryan after I’ve had a couple of glasses of wine. Something I once told him I’d rather watch paint dry on a humid day than do. That’s karma for you, I guess. “I live in a city with an unhealthy obsession with his dating life. That’s how.” Also true.

      “Embry—”

      “I don’t want to talk about it, Jeremy.”

      “I just think—”

      “Drop it, Jeremy,” my mother warns.

      I shoot her a grateful look. “Okay. So I was talking with Haley, and she had some suggestions for venues…”

      After we finish brainstorming about the wedding, we all dig into my mom’s mostly edible spaghetti and meatballs. Nothing is burned this time, just extremely al dente. We migrate out into the living room to watch a movie after finishing dinner. As usual, we can’t all agree on what to watch.

      I extract myself from the argument and head into the kitchen to make popcorn. I grab a bag from the box in the pantry and stick it inside the microwave. I stare mindlessly at the rotating bag as it starts to expand, then head to the fridge for a seltzer. I grab the handle and freeze.

      There’s a blank envelope affixed to the front of the fridge. Nothing remarkable. But for the twenty-five years I’ve been alive, the fridge door has been reserved for safekeeping only one thing, arguably my father’s most prized possession. I tug the envelope’s contents out slowly, though, because despite the lack of indication, I somehow know what it contains and need to brace myself for confirmation.

      I’m still staring at the tickets when Jeremy walks into the kitchen a few minutes later.

      He sighs. “I told Dad to hide those, not stick them on the fridge.”

      “He sent these?”

      Jeremy stares at me, then nods. “A couple of weeks ago.”

      Long after we blew up. “Fuck.”

      “He’s a good guy, Em.”

      I huff a laugh. “Yeah, I know. That’s part of the problem.”

      “They’re handicap accessible.”

      I swallow a lump. “Yeah. I see that.” I flip the tickets over. One is signed. I study the loops and swirls that spell out Ryan Hastings and glance up at Jeremy. “There’s a chance I fucked up.”

      Jeremy has never pulled a punch, especially when it comes to me. One of his greatest joys in life is telling me he told me so.

      So when he half-smiles and says, “Maybe,” I know it’s bad.
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      I wish I could say my night improves from there, but it doesn’t. I head to Haley’s twenty-sixth birthday party with a decided lack of enthusiasm. It’s a small group of our closest friends at a trendy bar called Terrace that’s Haley’s favorite.

      It’s already packed when I arrive. I squeeze my way through the crowds into the VIP section in the back. Haley squeals and stands when she spots me.

      I hug her tightly. “Happy Birthday, H.”

      “You’re late,” she informs me.

      “Sorry.” I smile. “Wedding planning took a while. So did choking down dinner.” I leave out my emotional breakdown in the kitchen.

      “Your mom cooked?”

      “Yup. I’m going to get a drink.”

      “Okay. Hurry back.”

      I slip off my peacoat and head back into the masses. I order a Manhattan from the bartender then lean back against the wooden counter to survey the bar. I’ve only been here a couple of times before, but I know it’s popular with Haley’s rich realtor colleagues. It’s about as polar opposite from a grungy pub as it gets, all honey-colored wood and soft lighting and leather seating. Maybe I should suggest it as a rehearsal dinner venue.

      “Here you go, miss.” I turn back to the bartender as he slides my maroon drink toward me. “Do you want to open a tab?”

      “No, just the one drink for now.”

      “All right. Fifteen for the Manhattan.”

      On second thought, this may be way out of our price range. Amy’s family is no wealthier than my parents are. I hand him a twenty. “Keep the change.”

      I turn away from the counter, planning to head back toward Haley’s booth. Instead, I freeze. All the oxygen seems to disappear from the room.

      Ryan just walked in.

      This is not a possibility I’ve considered since I returned to Chicago. Logically, I know we both live in the same city. So do almost three million other people. Not only that, but we exist in wildly different social circles and tax brackets. The chances of us ending up in the same place at the same time? Miniscule.

      Yet here we are.

      He’s here with a couple of other guys. One is dark-haired, the other blond. Based on the stares they’re garnering and their muscular builds, I’m guessing they’re fellow football players.

      The blond says something to Ryan, and I watch him laugh as he runs a hand through his hair. He’s wearing a plain white t-shirt. He looks casual. Happy. Relaxed. Light-years from how he appeared the last time I saw him.

      He hasn’t seen me yet. He’s clearly discussing something with his two companions, talking intently. Everyone in the front half of the bar has noticed their arrival, but the news hasn’t spread back to where I am yet. People chat obliviously around me.

      I’m still frozen in place. I have no idea what to do. Part of me wants to run out the back and text Haley telling her I got food poisoning from my mom’s spaghetti. Totally plausible.

      The other half of me wants to walk right up to him. Seize this opportunity and tell him I fucked up and I still think about him every day. Thank him for the tickets.

      Before I can decide what to do, he looks over at the bar. Right at me. I make no attempt to act like I wasn’t already staring at him.

      He holds my gaze. I read the emotions as they scroll across his face. Surprise. Annoyance. Uncertainty. Anger. Then his expression goes blank, and he says something to the dark-haired guy, who nods. The three of them walk back outside.

      I exhale for what feels like the first time in days. Then, I’m swamped with regret. Again. I’m used to Ryan taking the lead in our relationship. He was the one who decided when we talked. Where we talked. Whether I stayed. I resented it, but I also grew accustomed to it. I panicked when I knew he was going to ask me a question that required a concrete answer for many reasons. One was that I was wholly unprepared for the responsibility of having a choice. A say.

      Based on Haley’s expression when I return to the booth, the news of who was just here beat me back.

      Just as I sit back down, our friend Colleen arrives. “Hey! Sorry I’m late. I had a class run long, and it’s a total madhouse outside. Took me forever to get in here.” Colleen works as a teacher’s assistant at the Art Institute.

      “Blame Ryan Hastings,” our other friend Nicole says after a quick glance at me.

      “Who is Ryan Hastings?” Colleen asks, wrinkling her nose.

      I laugh before taking a sip of my drink. Once upon a time, that would have been my response. For lack of interest, at the very least.

      None of our other friends look impressed.

      “He’s the Grizzlies’ quarterback,” Haley replies. “Rich. Famous. Hot.”

      “Huh.” Colleen only moved back to Chicago a few weeks ago and would rather go to a museum than a football game. I’m not surprised she doesn’t know who he is.

      She glances at our friends, who are all looking at me. “What am I missing?”

      “He… Embry knows him,” Haley explains.

      Colleen looks at me. “How do you know him?”

      “He’s the guy from the dating show,” Haley supplies.

      “Embry went from feud to finale.”

      Colleen looks confused. “How did you get into a feud with him?”

      “I really can’t remember,” I reply. My tone stays breezy, even when Haley snorts. “I think that’s the beauty of a good feud, you know? It just takes on a life of its own, and then you can’t even remember how—”

      “It was that clip from the Grizzlies game. Remember? I sent it to you. She called him a…what was it, Embry? Arrogant, slutty narcissist?”

      “Over-hyped, womanizing narcissist,” I mutter.

      Colleen laughs. “Good for you.”

      “Yup, we’re all proud of Embry’s ability to toss a good insult. The only problem is she had the gall to fall in love with the same guy.”

      “What? You did?” Colleen asks me.

      “Sort of.”

      “How do you sort of fall in love with someone?” Colleen wonders.

      “If you’re in denial.” This from my supposed best friend Haley.

      I shoot her a glare. “I’m not in denial. The whole point of that show is to fall in love. The locations, the dates, the romance. Really, it would have been more shocking if I hadn’t developed any positive feelings toward the guy.”

      “Uh-huh, sure.” Haley has her I’m-calling-bullshit face on.

      “I barely think about him anymore,” I lie. “I’m more out of love than in at this point.”

      “I still can’t believe you went on a dating show,” Colleen says.

      “Yeah. Me neither,” I reply.

      Best and worst decision I ever made.
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      I’m no stranger to being talked about. It comes with the territory of fame. Of living in the public eye. Of playing a role that—warranted or not—can affect the mood of thousands of people. Each Sunday, I rival world leaders for the number of minutes spent discussing me and the number of articles written about me.

      Weirdly, it doesn’t bother me. I’m a perfectionist. I put a hundred and ten percent into my performance on the field. Criticism rolls right off me, because I know there’s nothing else I could have done.

      Or rather, I should say it didn’t bother me. Reading articles criticizing my passing yards is fine. Reading articles about Embry is…excruciating.

      I figured not many previous leads had had their first choice flee before they’d even forced out the “Will you marry me?” Not many turned out to be zero.

      None of the other guys got into it with their final choice on the special that’s supposed to consist of some ring-flashing and fake smiling, either.

      Essentially, I made a bad problem worse.

      Since I returned from the Virgin Islands, I’ve acted more like a sloth than a human. Hardly moving. Mostly sleeping. Our preseason games have gone fine. Well, the games themselves, at least. The press afterward has been another story.

      Today is our first game of the season. That means the decisions I make out on the field will actually count for something, not just be fodder for sports reporters’ speculating. I’m not nervous about that. The fact that I made the idiotic decision to give the Willis family box tickets to this game? Yeah, I’m plenty freaked out. I’m not sure which will be worse: if they—she—come, or if they don’t. Essentially, it’s a lose-lose situation.

      Nick walks into the kitchen as I’m eating breakfast. “Hey, can you do me a favor?”

      I pour some cereal, not bothering to answer.

      “Come on, Hastings. Tiny favor? Super small one?”

      I pause with a spoonful of cornflakes halfway to my mouth. “Would you consider living with me for the past couple of months a tiny favor?”

      Nick sighs. “It was partly for your own good.”

      I take the bite, immediately on the defensive. “I’m fine.”

      “Oh yeah? How come we left Terrace last weekend?”

      “Too crowded,” I mumble.

      Nick shakes his head.

      I know he saw Embry, but acknowledging that is basically an open invitation to have a conversation about it, which I have absolutely no interest in doing.

      I choose to deflect. “What’s this favor?”

      “I’ve got an appointment to tour a place. It’s on Michigan Ave. Killer view.”

      “I’ll keep my fingers crossed it’s got good vibes,” I say sarcastically.

      “Well, I was thinking you could come along.”

      I eye him. “Something happen to your car?”

      “My car is fine. It’s just…not here.”

      “Where is it?”

      “At Lily’s.

      I sigh. “Who is Lily?”

      “She works for ESPN. I met her after the press conference last week. We went out last night, and I forgot I left my car at her place. I Ubered back here.”

      Well, that explains the loud crashing sounds when I was trying to fall asleep. “You know we have a game today.”

      “No shit, captain. I was home by midnight, which you’d know if you stayed up past eleven or went out like you’re twenty-seven, not seventy.”

      I ignore the dig, because if I engage, it will just drag this out longer. “So you’re asking me for a ride to look at this place?”

      Nick nods. “And to the game. Seeing as we’re, you know, headed to the same place and all.”

      I sigh again. I really do sound like I’m seventy. “Fine. What time?”

      “I told the real estate agent one.”

      “That’s cutting it close,” I reply.

      “It’ll take twenty minutes, tops,” Nick responds. “We can head straight to the stadium after I check out the vibe.”

      I roll my eyes but agree.
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      “This place does have a killer view.”

      “Told you.”

      The condo Nick is touring looks over the glistening blue spread of Lake Michigan. It reminds me of the view of the Virgin Islands from my hut, minus the palm trees.

      “It’s got hardwood floors throughout. In-unit washer and dryer, of course. And…”

      I tune out the realtor and walk into the kitchen.

      Nick follows me. “What do you think?”

      “It’s nice, Coleman. Really nice. But I’m probably not the best person to ask. I’d rave about a dumpster if it meant getting you out of my place.”

      “Aw, you love having me stay with you, Hastings.”

      I snort. “Keep telling yourself that. Can we go now?”

      “Yeah, sure. I’ll tell the guy we’ll think about it.”

      “There’s no ‘we,’ dude,” I tell him as we head back to the entryway.

      The real estate agent is no longer alone. He’s standing with a woman with light brown hair who’s wearing a pink suit.

      “Hey, Mike,” Nick says. “We’re going to have to think about it.”

      “You’re going to think about it,” I correct.

      As soon as I speak, the woman glances at me. Her brown eyes widen to the degree that I can see the white surrounding her irises.

      “Haley?” Mike asks. “You got the key, right?”

      The woman—Haley—keeps staring at me. She glances at Mike. “Yeah. I got it.” She looks back at me. “This is going to sound really random, but could I talk to you for a minute?”

      “Haley!” Mike sounds outraged. “He’s not even the client. This is completely unprofessional—”

      Partly to piss off Mike, who I’ve decided I don’t really like, I interrupt him to say, “Sure.”

      I follow the woman into the kitchen. I don’t recognize her, but I really hope this isn’t going to be an awkward fan encounter I’ll kick myself later for not avoiding.

      She stops walking and turns as soon as we reach the island and are out of sight from Nick and Mike.

      “I’m best friends with Embry Willis.”

      She drops that sentence on me and then says nothing else. “Oh.” Now that she’s said it, I can recall Embry mentioning a Haley. “You’re the one who nominated her for the show,” I realize.

      Haley nods. “Yeah, I did. You’re welcome.”

      I huff a laugh.

      “And…here’s the thing. I know Embry really well. I was there when she wanted to go to this sleepaway camp in Canada, then hated it and called me every day. Her dream school was Duke, but they didn’t offer her enough financial aid. After her dad’s accident, she’d jump every time the phone rang for weeks. The point is, I’ve seen some rough patches. I’ve been there for them all. This thing with you and her?” She bites her bottom lip and glances toward the stove before meeting my gaze again. “She would kill me if she knew I was saying any of this to you, and I don’t want to get in the middle of this mess. But…for what it’s worth, I know Embry is crazy about you. I also know she’s under the delusion that you think she’s replaceable.” Her voice turns fierce. “She’s not, Ryan Hastings.”

      I nod. “I know that.” I’ve been around plenty of other women since I returned to Chicago. I’m well aware Embry is special. I knew that before I returned to Chicago.

      “Good. Now tell her that.”

      Haley leaves the kitchen before I can say another word.

      By the time I make my way back into the living room, she’s gone. Both Nick and Mike give me curious looks, but neither says anything to me as they finish discussing the condo.

      Uncharacteristically, Nick is completely silent on the drive to the stadium. It gives me time to think. Could Embry possibly not know how I feel about her? How is that even possible? I picked her. She was the one who decided not to choose me back.

      Rather than focus on my pre-game routine, I second-guess myself the whole time I get suited up. When we head to the tunnel, I finally speak.

      “That woman from the condo is Embry’s best friend. She thinks…she thinks Embry doesn’t know I’m in love with her.” It’s the first time I’ve said the words out loud, and it feels both bizarre and right.

      I’m expecting Nick to laugh. Instead, he says “Well, duh. I could have told you that.”

      “What?”

      “Did you tell her you’re in love with her?”

      “I—she—what are you talking about? I fucking proposed! That doesn’t say I’m in love with you?”

      “She left before you actually proposed…so no. That says nothing, actually.”

      “But—I—she—” I sputter, then concede that Nick has a small, miniscule, barely visible point. “Okay, fine. I didn’t say the words, per se. But she knows, right? She knows?” I look at Nick with horror. “She knows?”

      Nick looks like he’d rather be absolutely anywhere else right now. “I’d say there’s an excellent chance she’s got no clue, bro. But I guess it’s possible she’s a mind reader who knew that the fact that you were contractually obligated to propose to someone means you love her? And she ran off because she doesn’t like you at all? I mean, fingers crossed, right?”

      I stare at him for a few seconds, deliberating. I can wait and wonder, or I can find out for sure. “I need to make a phone call,” I decide.

      “Wait, what? A phone call? Hastings, we’re about to head out on to the field!”

      “Stall things!” I call over my shoulder as I start jogging back toward the locker room.

      “Stall things? What the hell am I…” I run out of earshot before Nick has a chance to finish that sentence, but I know what he was going to say. I owe him a vacation. Or at least a genuine thank you.

      I get a few double takes from the stragglers leaving the locker room as I burst back inside. I smile at my teammates as I jog over to my locker to grab my phone. I get confused expressions back.

      Once I have my phone in hand, I duck into the hallway. The first number I try sends me to an automated system. I listen to the spiel of numbers I’m supposed to press for a minute, selecting four, which is allegedly customer service. I’m immediately placed on hold. I curse and hang up. The two guys who were left in the locker room are entering the hallway now, giving me curious looks. I wave them along, like me standing in the hallway glaring at my phone is some sort of regular occurrence.

      According to the clock, we’re supposed to be out on the field in a matter of minutes. I try the number again. This time an actual human answers.

      “Englewood Stadium, how can I help you?” a bored voice drones.

      “I need to know if a box is occupied.” The words spill out in a rush.

      “Sir, that’s private information. We can’t just—”

      “It’s my box.”

      The man sighs. “Name?”

      Fuck. “Ryan Hastings.”

      Another sigh, this time excessively drawn out. “Sir, I don’t know if this is some sort of prank—”

      “I need to be on the field in about thirty seconds. Just tell me if the fucking box is occupied!” I burst out.

      Silence, then the soft tap of typing. “It’s occupied.”

      “Good. Have someone escort Embry Willis to room 122 after the end of the game.”

      I hang up and sprint toward the tunnel.

    

  







            twenty-one

          

          

      

    

    






EMBRY

        

      

    

    
      When I climbed aboard a jet bound for the US Virgin Islands all those months ago, ending up here like this was not an outcome I considered. My last trip to Englewood Stadium was a disaster, to say the least. I definitely didn’t predict the next time I was here—if there even was a next time—it wouldn’t be in seats so tight you’re forced to rub against your neighbors.

      It turns out the handicap accessible seats Ryan procured are in a suite. The boxes that make up the outer perimeter of the stadium are plush, opulent spaces far more luxurious than I would have thought a structure mostly built of metal and cement would be capable of containing. There’s even a spread of food, and a bar that’s not self-serve. A uniformed waiter is standing behind it, waiting to take an order.

      Jeremy makes a beeline for the buffet. My father gazes around in awe. I take a seat and stare down at the green field. It’s strange, but despite being even further away from the field than my cramped seat, I feel closer to the field. Maybe it’s the personal connection to one of the players.

      Around me, my family eats and chats. My father is beaming so widely it’s a wonder his face can accommodate the expression. Jeremy is enthralled by the amount of “free” food. I’m sure whatever obscene amount a suite like this costs more than covers the usual inflated prices, but I definitely don’t mention that to him.

      Instead, I sink into one of the plush seats and prop my feet up on the ledge of the window that overlooks the field. Players, press, and coaches invade it slowly, spreading out across the green expanse. I stare down until my vision turns blurry, trying to act like I’m studying a work of art in a museum. Looking, but not absorbing. A passive participant, not an active one.

      My family was all insistent I could stay home. My mom even offered to go shopping with me—one of her least favorite activities.

      I’ve never missed a Grizzlies home opener, though. I’ll be damned if falling in love with the current quarterback deters me. The power of positive thinking, right?

      It feels as though this game is passing even slower than the last one I attended, but finally the colored figures leave the field for the last time.

      I stand. “Great game, huh? Should we head out?” I ignore the concerned glances of my dad and brother and start in the direction of the door.

      A dark-haired man pokes his head in the suite and looks at me. “Ms. Willis?”

      I pause. “Yes?”

      “You’ve been requested downstairs.”

      “Downstairs?”

      “Yes.”

      “Downstairs…as in, like, where the players are?”

      He nods. “Yes.”

      An explosion of nerves fizz in my blood like fireworks. “Oh. Um. Okay.” I glance back at my dad and Jeremy. “I’ll meet you guys outside, okay?” I don’t wait to see their response. I’ve got enough to contend with when it comes to my own reaction.

      I follow the man through a maze of hallways, resisting the urge to ask him if he’ll be showing me the way back out as well. My head is spinning so much I can’t force it to focus on the turns we’re taking.

      Finally, we stop outside a nondescript metal door.

      “In there,” the man says, then keeps walking.

      I stand for a moment, listening to the whoosh of blood in my ears. Feeling my heart drum against my ribs. My hand is shaking as I lift it to the handle. There’s no hint of what’s hiding behind it, no window to peer in. I open the door like I’m entering a zoo exhibit, expecting a wild animal to leap out at me.

      The room I step into is free from any artificial trees or fake toys. It’s some sort of old locker room that’s been turned into a supply closet. Aside from a random assortment of junk, it’s empty.

      The distinctive sound of the door opening again meets my ears. I spin around to see if my silent tour guide has returned. Halfway around, my elbow collides with a glass canister filled with sports tape that falls to the floor with a spectacular crash.

      Under any other circumstances, I’d find the sound and sudden litter of shards distracting. But when I realize who’s just entered the room, the floor could be covered with alpaca droppings along with rolls of black tape and shards of glass, and I wouldn’t notice.

      It’s not the guy who brought me here, at least not the one I followed through the maze of hallways. Ryan is here, which means he knew I would be here. I’m ruling him randomly showing up in here as an impossibility. Partly because this room doesn’t look like anyone is using it on a regular basis, mostly because he doesn’t look surprised to see me.

      He’s still in his uniform. One knee is stained with grass. The black lines under his eyes are smeared. He looks like he just returned from war. A minor one, but still battered. There’s a haunted expression in his hazel eyes.

      He says nothing.

      I say nothing.

      Knowing he was one of the green blobs on the field was different from seeing him up close.

      We stare at each other.

      And stare.

      And stare.

      It’s like we’re seeing each other for the first time.

      The collection of everything we’ve said—everything we haven’t said—grows and expands to fill the room around us.

      “Hi.” I was the one who walked away from him mid-slash-pre-proposal. Staged or not, I can veer toward the high road. Especially after the whole date-after-the-finale-episode thing.

      Ryan grunts.

      I clear my throat. It feels like some cotton balls were recently crammed down it. “You don’t seem surprised to see me.”

      “In the room I requested they bring you to at the game I gave you tickets for? I’m not.”

      I chew the inside of my mouth as I contemplate that answer.

      “Why?”

      “Why am I not surprised?”

      I huff as some annoyance trickles into my bloodstream and spreads into my voice. “Why am I here, Ryan?”

      “You tell me.” He folds his arms across his chest.

      “You sent the tickets.”

      “Yeah. I did.” He nods. “You came down here.”

      “Yeah. I did.” I mirror his response and his nonchalance.

      Having established…nothing, we’re both silent again.

      “I’m sorry,” I state.

      More silence.

      He scoffs. “That’s it? A blanket apology for weeks of—”

      “For weeks of what, Ryan?”

      He opens his mouth, then closes it again. “Why did you come?”

      “You sent the tickets.”

      “Yeah, I did—for your dad.”

      I shrug. “You didn’t include any conditions. This game means a lot to my dad, which you know. Which you used. He and Jeremy are upset with me enough already. I figured coming would—”

      Ryan cuts me off. “What do you mean, they’re upset with you already?”

      I hold his gaze. “They don’t think I handled things between us well.”

      “You didn’t,” he replies.

      I suck in a breath. “Yeah. Well…” I lift one shoulder and let it drop. I could list all the ways he didn’t handle things well, either, but what would that accomplish? “Nothing you have to worry about anymore, right? Goodbye, Ryan.”

      I spin to leave but don’t get very far as he grabs my arm.

      “I am worried about it.”

      “Well, that’s your problem, not mine.” I attempt to pull my forearm away so I can get the hell out of this room.

      “You’re right,” Ryan agrees. “It is.”

      “We agree on something. I’ll go check the sky for pigs.”

      Ryan doesn’t crack a smile. “Do you know what I was planning to say to you on that beach?”

      I freeze. Ryan seems to take my statue imitation as some sort of encouragement to keep talking.

      “You were going to propose,” I state. “Because of the show.”

      He’s shaking his head before I finish. “That’s not why. I was going to tell you why at the live taping. Then we…fought.”

      “Takes two to,” I retort.

      “You said they weren’t paying my teammates enough millions to be around me.”

      “I was mad,” I snap. Did I really say that? I’m sort of surprised I managed to come up with that dig under extreme duress.

      “Yeah, I definitely got that message.” Sarcasm drips from each syllable. He lets out a whoosh of breath and runs a hand through his hair. “Are you still mad?”

      “Not at you. Not as mad, at least.”

      “Who are you mad at?”

      “Myself, mostly.”

      Whatever he way expecting me to say, it wasn’t that. Surprise is the prevalent emotion on his face now. “Why?”

      We’ve come full circle in this conversation. Rather than dodge the question the way he did, I take a breath in and stop avoiding what I know I need to say to him. “I’m mad at myself for not ever telling you I was—” I stutter back to present tense since it applies more than I should probably admit after months of silence, two big fights, and one disappearing act. “That I am in love with you.”

      All I can hear is the quiet buzz of the HVAC system and the loud pounding of my heart. I’m staring at a statue of Ryan Hastings, complete with a grass-stained Grizzlies jersey and a stoic expression.

      “Well, great. Good to see you. I’m just—” I pull away and start walking toward the door. With the lightning-fast reflexes of an elite athlete, Ryan stalls me in place.

      “You mean that?”

      “No. I dropped the L word in the hopes you’d stare at me with a blank expression and minimal eye contact. Thanks for delivering.”

      He spins me around so I’m facing him again.

      “Did you mean it?”

      I exhale the apprehension, focus on the mesh bag of worn footballs on the shelf behind him, and bite back the urge to deflect. “Yes. I did.”

      “This was the first game of the season. It’s a big deal. I—there’s a press conference.”

      “Right. I’d suggest showering before it.”

      “Will you wait?”

      I exhale, just to give myself a moment to respond. “For what?”

      “For me to shower and answer questions about the game. And probably some about you.”

      “What will you say?”

      “What?”

      “If they ask you about me, what will you say, Ryan?”

      “That my dating life is none of their fucking business,” he replies.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t have gone on a show that documented your dating life, then,” I contend.

      “You know why I went on that show.”

      “Yup, I do,” I confirm. “You made it pretty fucking clear.”

      “You made it pretty fucking complicated.”

      I shrug. “I’m not going to apologize.”

      “I’m not asking you to.”

      “Great. Don’t ask me anything.”

      “Even if you want to get dinner?”

      I blanch. “You’re asking me if you can ask me to dinner?”

      “Yup. Want me to write it down on a card for you?”

      “Like you ever wrote those.”

      Ryan grins. The expression is unexpected after the last few minutes of glowering. “Not a one.”

      “Ryan, I…” I let my voice trail off, because I was hoping he’d interrupt me. This conversation has spun me in circles. I didn’t come in with a clear direction, and I’m more confused than ever. I clear my throat, trying to act like I’m not. “I should go.”

      Ryan’s face is serious as he studies me. “That’s it?” His voice is quiet. Remote. Devoid.

      “This conversation has been ninety-nine percent unproductive, so it seems like we should call it before that becomes an even hundred.”

      “I wouldn’t have picked you—wouldn’t have tried to propose—if I wasn’t in love with you, Embry.”

      “Oh” is my articulate response to that revelation. “I didn’t—I wasn’t—I never—” I give up. “I didn’t know you felt that way about me.”

      “Feel,” Ryan corrects. “I feel that way about you. I didn’t want you to think I was just saying it for the show. I couldn’t pick anyone else. And then you ran, and I didn’t know if it mattered either way.”

      “It matters,” I say, or more like exhale. It’s like my voice is worried if it gains any volume, it will pop this fragile moment like a bubble.

      I’m not sure if Ryan even heard me. But he replies, “Okay,” confirming he did.

      “I’m not sure if Paul would approve of your choice of venue,” I finally say, glancing around the tiny room filled with forgotten items and illuminated by harsh fluorescence.

      “I think what you say matters more than where you say it.”

      “Yeah, I think so too.”

      He takes a step closer to me. “Did I say it?”

      “Did you mean it?” I ask.

      “Yes.” His serious expression doesn’t leave any room for doubt.

      He’s inches away now. I take advantage of the proximity to study his face closely, tracing the slope of his brow, the ridge of his nose, the curve of his lips.

      “You’re not a work in progress,” I whisper. “You’re…you.”

      I’m half-expecting him to laugh, but he doesn’t. His voice is fierce when he tells me, “We’re all works in progress, Embry.”

      “We’re too different.”

      “Do you want to date a male version of yourself?”

      I roll my eyes. Ryan smirks.

      He was supposed to be Mr. Wrong. The antithesis of everything I was looking for in a guy. Cocky instead of modest. Accomplished instead of struggling. I can’t look at him and see adjectives. My feelings for him can’t be boiled down into collections of letters that form words.

      Not anymore.

      “No,” I answer. “I want to date you.”

      I watch several emotions scroll across his face: surprise, disbelief, amazement. Hope. That final expression settles and spreads, transforming the features I’d know even if they weren’t plastered across half of Chicago. The ones I never thought would be twisted in anything but annoyance when he looks at me.

      “I miss you,” I whisper. My voice cracks halfway through.

      His hand rises slowly to settle on my waist. He pulls me to him, and I go willingly. So willingly I do half the work for him, collapsing against his chest. I feel a laugh vibrate beneath the layers of his jersey and pads. He smells like sweat and grass and a scent I can only describe as Ryan.

      I feel his lips brush my hair, and I’m sure the soft touch would leach away any remaining resistance. But the uncertainty, the self-doubt, the anger? It’s gone as I focus on the sturdy frame holding me upright. I don’t want to move. I just want to bask in this moment.

      Until Ryan’s hands leave my waist and dip under the hem of my shirt. Liquid lust races through me, consuming everything in its path. There were a lot of things about Ryan I forced myself to forget. My body’s response to him was only one item on a long list. Right now I couldn’t tell you a single other thing on it.

      “Did you miss this?” Ryan’s voice is a hypnotic tease as his palm slides higher.

      I arch against him rather than answer, although I think doing so replies for me. We were already pressed together; now we’re tighter than Velcro. Ryan’s lips crash down onto mine. We’re heat and urgency and hunger.

      “Oh my God. Oh my God.” The sound of a stranger’s voice penetrates the haze of lust Ryan’s touch incites in me. I pull away from him and turn to see a petite redhead wearing a Grizzlies polo and a horrified expression. “Oh my God,” she repeats for a third time. “Steve is dead to me.”

      I glance at Ryan, trying to gauge what he makes of this.

      “Did you need something?” he asks her. His voice is polite, but I know it well enough to hear the undercurrent of impatience. That tells me he wasn’t expecting an interruption, and that he’s not particularly pleased about one. The latter conclusion makes me smile.

      “Um, yeah. Yes. You.” The woman’s eyes ping-pong between the two of us. “The whole staff—everyone is looking for you. The press conference is starting…well, it already started, technically. Coach Marks is fending them off for now. Steve sent me to look in this hallway, and I’ve since realized that wasn’t an accident.” She rocks back and forth on her sneakers, waving her hands and exuding nervous energy.

      “Can you give us a minute?” Ryan requests.

      “Oh. Yes. Sure.” The woman backs away, then winces. “Just not, like, a whole minute, okay? Because I really like my job and I—”

      “I’ll be fast,” Ryan assures her.

      She leaves the room with an apologetic, nervous smile.

      “I’ve got to go,” he tells me.

      “I heard,” I reply. “It’s fine.”

      “I don’t want to go anywhere right now.”

      I smile. “It’s fine. We’ve got time.”

      Ryan studies me. “We do?”

      “Yup,” I confirm. “I mean, I have a job now. I mostly manage the schedule of a woman who manages a public relations company, but it’s entertaining. And I might have volunteered to plan my brother’s wedding. Plus, Puddles requires a lot of supervision, according to the pillows in my apartment. But aside from that, I’m all yours.”

      Ryan laughs. “And you’ve got time in that busy schedule for dinner tonight?”

      I nod. “Especially if it’s takeout.”

      “You want to get takeout?”

      I nod again. “Sushi. Since I heard you make eight figures a year.”

      He smirks. “Deal. You don’t want to go out?”

      This time, I shake my head. “I want to eat dinner with you in pajamas with not a single other person around.”

      His gaze softens. “That sounds really nice.”

      “Okay. I’m going to go find my dad and Jeremy so they don’t worry that I was abducted. Pick me up when you’re done here—seeing as I don’t know where you live.”

      Ryan laughs softly. “Okay. Can I have your number?”

      I stare at him for a moment…then laugh. As absurd as it is, he doesn’t have mine. I don’t have his. That might have solved some problems. “Yeah.”

      We exchange numbers, then head out into the hallway. The same woman is waiting, literally tapping her foot on the floor. We definitely took longer than a minute.

      “I’ll see you later,” Ryan whispers. “And by the way, you don’t need to pack pajamas for tonight.”

      I shove him, cheeks flaming. “Goodbye, Ryan.”

      He chuckles before heading down the hallway. I start walking in the opposite direction.

      “Hey, Embry!”

      I turn to see he’s walking backward down the hall. “What?” Pretty sure my face is still red from his parting comment.

      “I mentioned I’m in love with you, right?”

      Now I’m flushed for another reason. “Yeah, you mentioned it.”

      “Okay, good.” He grins at me then disappears around the corner.

      I start walking again. Even if it takes me an hour to get out of this maze, coming down here will have been worth it.
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EMBRY

        

      

    

    
      What use is having a hot, successful boyfriend if he can’t attend family functions with you?

      Absolutely none is the correct answer.

      Ironically, I’ve gone from judging Ryan’s seeming lack of commitment to football, to appreciating his dedication, and then to wishing it didn’t take up quite so much of his time. But I’ve come to terms with it. He promised he would be here, though, and he’s not.

      I continue pacing the front lobby of The Crystal Gardens, ignoring the side glances I’m getting. I try calling him again. Nothing.

      Ryan appears ten minutes later.

      “Sorry. I know I’m late,” he says, slipping off his peacoat and straightening his tie.

      I study him. “You look weird.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Thanks.”

      “You said the meeting would end at five.”

      “It ran long, Embry.”

      “Why?” He shoots me a confused look. “Why did it run long?” I clarify.

      “It just did.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      He scoffs. “Well, that’s my answer.”

      “Why won’t you tell me?”

      “Why don’t you trust me?” he fires back.

      I snort. “You’re being ridiculous. Of course I trust you, but you said it would be quick, and it wasn’t. It’s my brother’s wedding reception!”

      “I had to take care of it. It wasn’t my call. Just like this.”

      “What is that supposed to mean? You’re mad Jeremy moved the date of his wedding reception because of some random meeting that suddenly came up?”

      “Well, it was last minute. I didn’t have control over either date.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Why do you care when Jeremy has his wedding?”

      “I don’t. And I went to the wedding. This is the reception. Plus, I’m here now.”

      “Did you get traded?” I blurt.

      Ryan looks taken aback. “What?”

      “I overheard you talking with Stephanie a couple of days ago, saying other teams were ‘having conversations.’ We can talk about moving. I mean, not right now, but eventually. Eventually we could talk about it. You know, if you…want to.”

      What am I even saying right now?

      “Oh, there you two are!” Proving she has the worst timing to go along with her culinary skills, my mother rounds the corner. “Hurry up! They’re almost here!”

      She herds me and Ryan into the main hall where the reception is being held. Unsurprisingly, Ryan’s entrance causes a stir. I’m not sure why anyone is surprised he’s here—it feels like the whole world is aware that we’re dating by this point—but the whispers and stares start up right on cue. I’m more used to it than I ever thought I might become, but it’s still weird to me.

      I take a seat next to my dad. Ryan shakes his hand, then takes the seat on my other side.

      The main doors swing open, and Jeremy and my new sister-in-law enter to a deluge of cheers and wolf whistles. Amy is beaming.

      Once the happy couple has started making the rounds, I stand, leaving Ryan talking with my dad. I run into Haley at the bar.

      “Hey!” She gives me a hug. “Told ya Hunky Hastings would show up.”

      “You have to stop calling him that.”

      She grins but then turns serious as she studies me. “Something wrong?”

      “He’s acting kind of strange tonight.” I play with the stack of napkins embossed with Jeremy and Amy’s names and the date. “He had some meeting earlier and he won’t talk about it now.”

      “Why is that bad?”

      “He might get traded.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay? Haley, I’ve never lived anywhere but Chicago!”

      “You can come back and visit. The football season doesn’t last all year. Split your time. Come back when he travels.”

      “He seemed surprised.”

      “Huh?”

      “When I said we could talk about it. Do you…do you think he thinks I wouldn’t go with him?”

      “I think you should ask him.”

      “Right. Yeah. Right.”

      “Embry, he loves you.”

      “Yeah, I know. I just…sometimes I worry we’re stuck now. We met on a show that’s supposed to end with an engagement. He’s so busy, and I don’t want to seem like I have nothing going on. So then I make plans, and on the rare occasion when practice ends early, it’s like we’re ships in the night. We’ve hardly seen each other in weeks.”

      “Embry, remember how not being up front with him about how you feel worked out? Hint: you were on the couch for weeks. Just talk to him. Okay?”

      “Okay. Yeah. You’re right.”

      “I know I am.”

      I roll my eyes but give her another hug. “Thanks, Hales.”

      “Go be disgustingly in love with Hunky Hastings.”

      I laugh before I head back to the table. Except now, it’s just my dad.

      “Where’s Ryan?”

      “I think he headed into one of the other rooms,” my dad says.

      The Crystal Gardens are indoor botanical gardens at Navy Pier. It’s where my junior prom was held, and that was the last time I was here. I appreciate the space far more as an adult, especially as I wander past palm trees and monstera plants that remind me of the scenery the first time I saw Ryan Hastings in person.

      I find him sitting on one of the benches that line the path snaking around the far edge of the gardens. The thick greenery hides the tables, chairs, and stage that have been set up for the reception.

      “Hey.” I perch on the arm of the bench, trying to avoid wrinkling my dress.

      “Hey,” Ryan replies. He’s leaning his elbows on his thighs, looking out at the dark water just visible outside thanks to the illumination inside.

      “Is everything okay?” I ask.

      “Yeah. Fine. I just needed a minute.”

      I nod, playing with a stray thread on the hem of my dress. “And is everything okay with us?”

      I feel his eyes on me. “Of course. Why?”

      “I’ve barely seen you lately. And…you seemed a little freaked out when I mentioned coming with you if you get traded.”

      “Embry, I’m not getting traded. They’re paying me a lot of money not to go anywhere else. Other teams are a negotiating tactic. That’s what you heard Stephanie talking about.”

      “Oh. Okay. That’s great. Go Grizzlies.”

      Ryan doesn’t crack a smile. “You thought I was freaked out?”

      “I mean, you didn’t exactly seem thrilled about the idea.”

      “You love living here.”

      “Yeah,” I agree. “But I love you more.”

      He stands and turns to me, caging my body against the hard metal of the bench. “You want to know why I was upset about Jeremy moving his reception date so they could have it here?”

      “Um, yes?” I’m distracted by the hard press of heat and muscles against me, but I think that’s the correct response.

      He smirks, like he knows what I’m thinking. “I had a plan for tonight.”

      “A plan?”

      “Yup. A couple of months ago, I hired a boat. And a caterer. And a string quartet. And a florist. And then I canceled the string quartet, because it seemed weird, and I’m sick of having all our big moments with other people watching. So then I canceled the boat, too, because the insurance people wouldn’t let me take it without a licensed captain and I didn’t think that—” He takes a deep breath. “The point is, I had a lot of plans for today. I bought plane tickets to Spain. I rented a house in California. I even asked Nick for advice despite knowing he’s shit at romance. I just… Nothing seemed like enough. I made all these plans for tonight, because I know I’ve been stupid busy lately. Tonight was supposed to be the night we weren’t busy. Just together.”

      I’m frozen. Completely and utterly motionless. I don’t even think I’m blinking.

      “I wasn’t freaked out. I’m pissed off because tonight was supposed to be the night I proposed, and your brother had to go and move his wedding reception to this exact date.”

      “You—you want to get married?” I sound shocked, and I am.

      Ryan’s lips twist into a wry grin. “The possibility never occurred to you? After meeting on a show that ends in an engagement?”

      “Of course it’s occurred to me,” I reply. “I just didn’t expect…this,” I conclude lamely. “To want to get married, to feel this way about you when a year ago we were probably arguing in Germany.”

      Ryan smirks. “We were on a couch at the villa a year ago, Embry.”

      Comprehension sinks in. A couch at the villa. One year ago. “You were going to propose on the anniversary of the day we met,” I whisper.

      He shrugs. “That was the general idea, yeah.”

      “Ryan…”

      “It’s fine. It’ll happen some other time. Won’t be much of a surprise now, but hopefully that means it’ll end better than the last time I tried.”

      I wince at the reminder. I’ve now foiled not one, but two proposals by a guy I actually do want to marry.

      “Do it now,” I blurt.

      “What?”

      “Ask me now.”

      “Here?” Ryan glances around. “I don’t think…”

      I step forward and drape my arms around his neck. “I don’t need some big gesture. I love you for trying to make one, especially since you had to do it by yourself and not with a production team,” I tease. Ryan rolls his eyes. “But I just need you to ask me, Ryan.”

      “I don’t even have the ring with me.”

      My heart races. I believed him already, but the knowledge that he has one makes this all the more real.

      Ryan Hastings wants to marry me.

      “It’s just symbolic. I think we can get engaged without one,” I inform him.

      He studies me. “Okay.” Ryan slides down onto one knee.

      I blink twice to make sure this is really happening.

      “Embry?”

      “Yeah?” I murmur breathlessly.

      “Will you—”

      “Yeah. Yes. Yup.” I kiss him.

      He goes along with it for about thirty seconds and then pulls back. “You didn’t even let me—”

      I kiss him again.

      And again.

      And again.

      “I don’t need any more time to think about it,” I tell him.

      Because it turns out Mr. Wrong was right all along.

      
        
        THE END
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