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    One man down.  Four to go. 
 
      
 
    Claire might have thought that having one less man to deal with in the reality show Matchmaker would have made her life easier, but she was wrong.  As they all get to know each other better, Claire discovers that being compatible with each man doesn’t make him an ideal mate.  And, as they make their way through another week of dates, Claire finds that one of them doesn’t even want to be there… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Traffic got thicker as we went and Darius moved to the middle lane for about half a mile but then moved to the right lane and, after about another mile, traffic eased up again and we were finally driving at a good clip. 
 
    “What do you think about the show so far, Claire?  Do you think you’ll have a good feeling about whoever’s chosen for you when we’re at the end?” 
 
    At that moment, there would be no answering his question.  Things happened quickly as adrenaline rushed through my veins, because Darius said, “Shit.  Hang on.”  I turned my head from looking at him to the road and saw that a big car was pulling out right in front of us—and we were going to be lucky if Darius could get the car to stop before we rammed into their side. 
 
    In fact, we’d be lucky to walk away from it.  
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “THIS IS COMPLETELY fucked up,” Thomas said.  I’d never admit it out loud, but he was awfully attractive pissed off.  The air in the back of the limo felt stuffy, even though the A/C was going full blast.  Being crammed in the back like sardines didn’t help.  The mood was sour, the atmosphere heavy, our nerves tight. 
 
    “Yeah,” Grayson agreed.  “But it’s not like we can do anything about it.  We’re all under contract.” 
 
    There was still half a bottle of whiskey, and Thomas opened it, filling all our glasses half full. 
 
    “Why the fuck are we still sitting here?” 
 
    As the minutes passed, I looked around at all the men in the back of the car, even more torn than before.  After what seemed like forever, Cat slithered in the back, sitting next to Grayson.  Unlike usual, her forehead looked tight.  After she got in, she smoothed her skirt and sucked down a deep breath of air.  Thomas handed her the bottle.  “You look like you could use some.” 
 
    Shaking her head, she said, “I know you’re all freaking out.” 
 
    Gabe shook his head.  “That ain’t even half of it, babe.” 
 
    Cat’s smirk told me she might not mind jumping in the sack with my potential fiancé.  “The six of you will know who was voted off tonight—and that man will be leaving the mansion soon.  But the producers and I are having a discussion.  We need you to head to the dining room when you get back, and I will join you there shortly.” 
 
    She slid back out of the limo before we could say another word and the car soon started gliding down the road.  You would have thought we would be talking our heads off, trying to figure out what was going on and who was getting the axe, but instead it was like a funeral procession.  We hardly spoke. 
 
    But we did nurse that bottle until we arrived at the mansion, and we drained it dry, leaving not a drop to spare.   
 
    I didn’t know that I’d ever had a ride weighed with such a somber, grim feeling, even when I had attended a funeral.  I’d probably never think of that limo in the same way again.  When the door opened a few minutes later, there were two guys in black standing outside to escort us straight to the dining room.  There would be no passing go or collecting two-hundred dollars.  I doubted they’d even let me run to the ladies’ room if I’d said I needed to—not that I would have.  The only thing I’d had to drink since getting onstage was the whiskey in the limo—and not nearly enough. 
 
    Soon, we were seated around the table without talking, pensive looks on each face.  One of these men would be gone before the night was over, and we had no idea which one.  Most of the guys averted their eyes to the wall or their hands on the table, but none of us made eye contact, which I thought was weird.  So I looked around the table, trying to enjoy my last few minutes with one of them.  To the left was Spencer, the guy who’d rocked my world just last night, and beside him sat Gabe, the guy I’d probably dub the best kisser of the lot.  Then opposite me there was quiet Darius, looking particularly thoughtful.  The man wore a cloak of mystery, but I liked that about him.  To the right, there was Grayson, and he looked pretty sad.  He couldn’t mask his anxiety as well as the other men were—if they were anxious at all.  Finally, Thomas sat next to me on the right.  I was starting to not like the guy very much, between our date and the stuff I’d seen him saying on the big screen. 
 
    Several excruciating minutes later, Cat’s heels clicking on the floor announced that she had arrived.  Just like during the first night, she grabbed the podium that had been cowering in the corner and planted it near the table.  This time, though, she asked the men to arrange their chairs so that she could face them all. 
 
    “I have the final results of the vote.  Before I tell you which one of you has been voted off, I want to tell you how this is going to work.  Once your name is announced, you will get up from the table and go to your room.  John will escort you there.  Then you will have exactly ten minutes to pack your things before leaving.  The other four men will have to wait here before returning to their rooms.  Claire, you will be escorted to your room by William shortly after the loser is sent away.” 
 
    William must have been the other guard-slash-limo-driver guy. 
 
    “Are you ready to find out who was voted off?” 
 
    “We’ve been ready, lady,” Thomas said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Claire cocked an eyebrow but simply took a deep breath and looked at an index card in her hand.  “All right, without further ado, let’s get on with it.  Gabe,” she said, and I nearly gasped.  His dark eyes grew wide and I felt my heartbeat quicken.  “You received ten percent of the votes, meaning you were the audience favorite for the week.  You’re staying.” 
 
    I felt myself let go of the breath I’d been holding in—a silly reaction, because I knew one of these guys was going.  Like Gabe, though, I hadn’t expected him to go first. 
 
    A dirty trick. 
 
    Cat’s eyes moved down the table.  “Grayson, you received twelve percent of the vote.  The audience seemed to like you, too.” 
 
    Hmm.  That was interesting. 
 
    “Darius, you received nineteen percent of the vote.  You are also staying.”  Cat’s green laser eyes focused next on the two men left—Thomas and Spencer.  Based on the behavior captured by the cameras, I wasn’t completely surprised that it was down to them.  “That leaves you two.”  Jesus—she was dragging this out like we were still on TV, and then I felt like I understood why they hired her for the job.  She definitely had a flair for the dramatic. 
 
    “Spencer,” she said, and I expected her to tell us what percentage of the vote he received like she’d done with the other men.  Instead, she said, “It’s time for you to go.  Our audience has decided you’re not the perfect mate for Claire.” 
 
    I looked at him and he seemed as shocked as I felt.  But he breathed in through his nostrils and nodded before standing up.  “Claire,” he said, taking my hand in his and kissing it, “it’s been a pleasure.”  John moved over so that he stood right next to Spencer.  Taking the hint, he let go of my hand and began walking toward the doorway.  “Good luck getting me out of her mind, guys.  I bought a nice chunk of real estate there.” 
 
    God, had he. 
 
    Once we could no longer hear their footsteps in the hallway, Cat began speaking again.  I looked at the men and thought I could see relief in their eyes. 
 
    “I’ll see you all at breakfast.  We plan to tweak a few things about the show this week, but I’ll tell you more tomorrow.  In the meanwhile, Claire, you’ll be escorted up to your bedroom and, gentlemen, you’ll be waiting here until Spencer has gathered his things and has been driven to wherever it is he’s wanting to go.” 
 
    My blood simmered as I was escorted up to my lonely room.  If they were going to screw with the show just as I had gotten my footing, I was going to be pissed.  But as shocking and disheartening as it had been losing Spencer, I knew for certain that, even though the show had been created for entertainment purposes, the producers wanted me to look good, wanted me to appeal to the audience, and so I had to believe it was in my best interest. 
 
    But what now? 
 
    I couldn’t even go to the confessional room.  I was told I had to stay in my penthouse until at least four AM.  Why the arbitrary time in the morning, I wouldn’t know.  But fat chance trying to sleep. 
 
    Still, I was awakened at eight AM and told we were having group breakfast at nine. 
 
    The producers emphasized that I should always look beautiful, even if I didn’t feel like it.  They’d offered to give me a hairdresser and makeup artist whenever I asked, and today I took them up on it.  The two of them were ready for me as soon as I exited the shower.  The woman who did my makeup didn’t say much, but she asked a couple of questions, like what colors I planned to wear that day and if I preferred to look natural or glamorous.  The man who did my hair, though, was chatty—and even though his conversation was inane, he managed to keep my mind preoccupied, a welcome relief. 
 
    Soon, I was walking into the breakfast nook and saw that we had a bit of a buffet.  Really, though, it was just Belgian waffles with an assortment of sliced fruits and other toppings to adorn them with.  Of course, what late breakfast would be complete without a mint julep? 
 
    It smelled amazing—and I imagined the done-for-us breakfast accompanied by alcoholic drinks was their way of helping ease the pain of our first loss. 
 
    Once the five of us sat down—me, Grayson, Darius, Gabe, and Thomas—as if on cue, here came Cat, a latte in one hand, a small bowl of strawberries in the other.  She pulled up the free chair, the one that would have been Spencer’s, and sat between Gabe and Darius.  “A rough day, yeah?  But it’ll get better.  I promise.”  The subtext there was I’m not gonna give you time to mourn. 
 
    Gabe shrugged but didn’t say anything, grabbing his coffee cup and taking a big gulp. 
 
    “Here’s the thing, guys.  When we first conceived of this show, we thought it would be really cool and different from other game shows having all of you watch the show with the audience.  But it wasn’t until last night that we realized you all saw a lot of stuff that we don’t want you factoring into your decisions and friendships, particularly gameplay, strategy, and secrets. 
 
    “Last night was fucking awesome.  Our ratings were through the roof, and we were number one in our time slot—so we know we’re doing something right.  And I don’t know—maybe having you onstage as the story unfolded was part of that excitement for the audience, but we can’t go there again.  Claire, I saw the look on your face when Spencer was acting all alpha around the guys, and if he hadn’t been voted off, that knowledge could have affected your relationship.”  Unspoken was the fact that I’d felt the same way about Thomas during the viewing—but I wasn’t going to say it.  “The audience would have voted the way they did anyway, but I have no doubt in my mind that, Claire, what you see could affect your feelings for the men and same with you guys.  You’re already in competition as it is.  It might be unfair for you to get an idea of another man’s gameplay just because we thought their confessional or time with Claire was particularly view-worthy.  Plus you don’t need to know Claire’s thoughts at this stage anyway.”  Man, she wasn’t kidding.  I’d already been rethinking the whole confessional thing—but if the guys couldn’t see it, I’d be a lot more comfortable.  “You can catch reruns for that.”  She got up from the table and scooped up a few blueberries that she began eating one by one, neglecting the strawberries she’d brought.  “Any questions so far?” 
 
    We all collectively shook our heads, except for Thomas.  Cat didn’t miss it.  She arched an eyebrow and asked, “Thomas?” 
 
    “No, I’m good.” 
 
    Cold, monotone, machinelike, she answered, “That’s what I thought.”  Then she ate a couple of blueberries, and it was as if she turned her on-air personality back on.  “How it will work from here on out is we’ll have you all onstage at the beginning of the episode.  We haven’t quite decided yet, but we might chat with you a bit, get your thoughts about what happened over the past week, but then we’ll whisk you out of there where you’ll be until the end of the show.” 
 
    Grayson said, “I don’t think that’s fair, Cat.  Spen—” 
 
    “No, it is fair, and it’s what we should have done from the beginning.  You guys saw shit you wouldn’t normally see in real life.  Would you have known all of Claire’s thoughts about you or what she did on a date with another guy?  No.  So when we do the show again, that’s not going to happen.”  Pop!  Another blueberry down the gullet.  “We’re learning from our mistakes—and we know some reality shows might wait and change things for the second season, but because we already know the show needs to be fixed—before the ratings slip—we figure there’s no sense hesitating.”  Two more blueberries to polish off what she had and Cat rubbed her hands together.  “As far as voting goes, we just wanted the audience’s voice and we didn’t want you to know the first week.  Now you do—and there’s no sense ingratiating yourself to them.  They already love you or hate you based upon what they’ve already seen of you—so just be yourselves.  The bottom line is the camera’s not always going to be on you.” 
 
    I refrained from rolling my eyes, but Cat was dead wrong.  The only time the camera wasn’t on me was when I was in the shower or taking a piss.  Still, though, this was what I’d signed up for—and, as much as I hated to admit it, I was starting to grow used to the camera and being under its watchful eye every moment. 
 
    As Cat continued her sales pitch (which was what every word out of her mouth felt like—probably why she got the job in the first place), I reminded myself that I still had four awesome guys that I was genuinely starting to like. 
 
    “But onward and upward, right?  Gentlemen, you will have your next challenge this afternoon.  We’ll meet in the library just off the grand room at one PM.  I hope you have a way with words, because it will serve you well…but you’ll have to wait till this afternoon to win the challenge and get one step closer to winning Claire’s hand.” 
 
    Oh, the drama. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    I HUSTLED TO my first confessional of the week and, boy, did I have lots to say. 
 
    “I’m starting to wonder what I signed up for.  Seriously.  I didn’t see that one coming.  I don’t know.  I guess I wouldn’t have expected any of the guys to go…but Spencer least of all because we seemed to have quite a connection. 
 
    “Honestly, though, the four guys left are awesome and I like them.  Spencer was probably more just a physical attraction—one he maybe even manipulated from the very beginning, you know?  Now that I’m out of his orbit, I think maybe it wasn’t necessarily a love connection.”  I took a long, deep breath and just stared at the camera, its impatient red light blinking at me, letting me know we were still recording.  But what did I care?  This was my time. 
 
    “I got the vibe from Spencer that he might have been kind of domineering so it’s possible that, over time, I might not have been able to maintain my true, complete independence with him.  Maybe the audience sensed that.  And Thomas…well, he might be on the manipulative side…but none of the other guys feel like they’re going to try to domineer me into being someone I don’t want to be or act like, someone contrary to my nature.  Which is kind of what happened with Spencer.  I can see that now, looking back.  There was something about him that made me act in ways I wouldn’t normally even dream of.”  I took a sip of the coffee I brought with me.  “I don’t know if that’s good or bad, but maybe the other guys will be a better match because of that—because I’m more my true self with them. 
 
    “Maybe the audience really does know what they’re doing.”  I smiled.  “And I guess the producers do, too, because after last night, there’s no way I would have bared my soul in here, knowing the men might see it next Thursday.  Soooo…hashtag:  trust-the-audience.  Hashtag:  trust-the-producers even. 
 
    “I think I’m ultimately happy with the results.  Now let’s see who wins this next challenge.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    I haven’t been a nail biter since I was a little girl—and yet I felt compelled to nibble and gnaw to work out all my nerves. 
 
    Why the hell was I so stressed about this challenge?  We’d already been through this once before…and yet here I was freaking out for no good reason. 
 
    We were assembled in one of the mansion’s “spaces”—they were rooms I might call living rooms or family rooms but I imagined that, in earlier times, they might have been called parlors or sitting rooms.  More recently, maybe they were called dens or in different company, drawing rooms.  Thing is we had more of those than I’d bothered to count—and the only reason why I think we had them was for shit like this. 
 
    Honestly, though, it seemed like this mansion had been bought with most of its contents intact.  I could have been wrong, but I thought I’d overheard Cat telling one of the guys that on our first night.  I hadn’t seen the entire mansion and I wondered if I ever would.  I wasn’t allowed to explore the men’s wing unless accompanied by one of them.  That was one of the rules—just as they weren’t allowed to be in my penthouse without my permission or knowledge.  I knew that if I’d ever felt like it, I could wait till early morning when even the cameramen were sleeping (another area of the mansion that was off limits was the basement level—that was where all the crew were set up) and snoop around.  But there were cameras in every corner of every room, save the bathrooms.  Even outside, there were little cameras everywhere—probably even spots I didn’t know about. 
 
    So we had lots of bathrooms and living room areas but only one confessional room—and I think that, too, was part of the plan.  It was easier for us to monitor who’d been in and out of there.  But I think it was also because they’d bothered to make the room soundproof—so we couldn’t listen in on someone else…and now that we wouldn’t be watching the show air, it would be completely private.  Plus, because they had the confessional room set up so that we could record but not touch any actual camera equipment (to prevent us from tampering), they probably didn’t want to create a room like that over and over.  Too complicated, I supposed. 
 
    But here we were in a new space waiting for Cat.  The camera guys were there in full force, probably so they could focus on each face’s reaction, but it was already five minutes after one without any sign of our hostess.  At least this was a different room to look at, and it was kind of breathtaking.  The color scheme was muted, not quite off-white or beige, but kind of in between.  One wall was a solid mirror from ceiling to floor, but it had 3D “branches” overlaid on it, creating a feel of the outdoors, even though there was no mistaking it was art and not a window.  Then there was a sectional, one of the comfiest I’d ever sat on.  There was a low-lying dark brown coffee table with a squat vase on it full of small fresh flowers whose scent managed to fill the space.  But what struck me most about this space was that there were no windows, yet it felt comfortable; more than that, though, was the white marble floor and the breathtaking white ceiling—there was a modest in-ceiling chandelier, but around the perimeter of the ceiling were lights underneath a decorative cover that was reminiscent of the branches on the mirror. 
 
    I didn’t know if I’d ever get used to this. 
 
    The guys seemed less impressed. 
 
    “How long is she gonna make us wait?” Thomas asked, tapping his long fingers on the coffee table. 
 
    “Maybe they’re having troubles with getting the challenge ready for us.”  Grayson tried to smile, but I imagined he was reliving last week’s competition in his head—and that had been pretty difficult for the poor guy. 
 
    Cat finally breezed in a few more minutes later.  Even the camera guys looked bored.  As always, though, I could tell her appearance made all the men in the room instantly forgive her.  Her blonde hair was slicked back, looking sleek to match her off-white dress that ended mid-thigh and clung to her like she’d been born wearing it. 
 
    “Are we ready?” 
 
    The men nodded without words, underscoring how she’d taken their breath away.  She was going to wind up in a relationship, too, if she wasn’t careful.  I wondered how the other powers that be felt about that. 
 
    “So let me tell you about your challenge today.  First, what you’re playing for is an entire evening with Claire—a romantic date.  It could be dinner on a beach, dancing, whatever else you choose, but don’t worry—we’ll give you ideas if you’re stuck.  The rest of you will get a lunch date with our lady, but the time spent with her will depend upon your prowess in our challenge.”  Glancing at the guys, I saw that both Thomas and Gabe looked confident, even almost cocky.  They had this.  I couldn’t read Darius’s expression, possibly one of the reasons I really wanted to get to know the guy better.  He was a closed book, but he begged to be cracked open and lovingly read for understanding.  Then poor Grayson.  He had a brave face on, but there was something about his soft green eyes that gave away his nerves. 
 
    Cat was finally ready to put him out of his misery. 
 
    “Your challenge today is a word puzzle.” 
 
    “A what?” Gabe asked.  I could visibly see the tension in Grayson’s jaw relax! 
 
    “Did I stutter?”  Cat’s lips turned up in a slight Cheshire smile.  “You’ll be solving a paper word puzzle with a pencil, and you’ll have two hours to do it.  The man who is closest to finishing the puzzle at the end of two hours will be declared the winner.  Each of you will be in a different room with nothing more than a table, chair, a glass and a pitcher of water, and the puzzle and a pencil.”  Gabe’s jaw looked like it was going to hit the floor.  “You can opt out now if you like—but if you don’t try, you forfeit any date with Claire.” 
 
    Oh…that was harsh.  But part of me was glad, because it meant that each man would at least have to try—and, if he didn’t, he probably knew it would make me look at him differently.  After all, these guys should be willing to do almost anything for me.  What harm could come from a damn word puzzle? 
 
    “Gentlemen,” she said, stepping aside, away from the doorway.  Four of the guard guys, including John and William, stood in the hallway, ready to escort each man to his room.  Four cameramen exited the space as well, and it suddenly felt like I could breathe fresh air again.  It hadn’t actually been stuffy but it had felt tight…and maybe part of that was due to the tension.  It dawned on me then that the language Cat used, as well as the way she delivered her messages, were meant to increase any anxiety we might be feeling.  Damn, she was good at her job, and I marveled every time I gave it actual thought—even though part of me was growing to despise the woman. 
 
    Once the room was down to me, Cat, and one cameraman, she said, “And now, we wait.”  She held out a hand, indicating I could sit down again, and then she peeked her head out of the doorway.  Seconds later, she said, “Our guy’ll be bringing us some water and a couple of magazines in case you get bored.”  By the time “our guy” had arrived, Cat was on her cell phone, swiping and thumb-typing, and I tried to read one of the People magazines in front of me, but I had no interest in the Kardashians or Miley Cyrus or Taylor Swift. 
 
    I had an impending suitor to worry about. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The nail-biting I mentioned earlier?  As the minutes dragged on and I found no release in the magazines I tried to thumb through, I grew closer and closer to actually placing my index finger to my lips so my teeth could gnaw on the nail.  But my manicure wouldn’t have made that easy, even if I’d decided to give in.  It was bad enough that I was putting them between my teeth. 
 
    I didn’t even know how much time had passed by the time I dropped the third magazine on the dark wood of the coffee table and picked up my glass of water, polishing it off.  I stood and stretched, now disappointed that I didn’t even have a window to stare out of.  That could have alleviated my boredom and stress.  I saw that there was a flat-screen TV on the wall opposite the mirrors, but television was off limits during our matchmaking game.  I doubted they had cable installed anyway, even if I’d tried. 
 
    Finally, I took to pacing the length of the room, and that was when Cat got the idea.  She put down her phone and asked, “Do you want to see what they’re doing?”  I turned, cocking my head.  “Give me a second.”  With that, she left the room, so then I was alone with the camera guy who, frankly, looked just as bored as I felt.  But it wasn’t long before Cat clipped back in the room with a clipboard.  “I thought maybe you could work on the puzzle, too, and see if you could win.”  She handed me the clipboard and a pencil.  “Why don’t you give it a shot?” 
 
    As stir crazy as I felt, I said, “Why not?” 
 
    I stared at the puzzle for a few minutes, trying to get my bearings, and then I got smart and read the directions.  Then I looked at the first clue, which said “Oedipus Rex” playwright followed by nine blanks.  Shit.  How the hell was I supposed to remember that one?  I hadn’t studied Greek plays in years.  The next clue said big cheese and that answer was six blanks.  I was already stressed and I wasn’t even having to compete.  “Do the guys have the same puzzle I do?” 
 
    “Yes.  It wouldn’t exactly be fair if they all had different ones, now would it?” 
 
    Then I understood why they gave the guys two hours and told them they didn’t have to finish to win.  I started skimming through the definitions and finally found one I knew.  Author of “The Tell-Tale Heart.”  That was none other than Edgar Allan Poe.  With one success under my belt, I began feeling a little more confident and continued scouring for ones I could answer.  Just as I really got into the rhythm of it, Cat put her phone down and sat up.  “I think we might have a winner.”  She stood up and started walking across the room. 
 
    “How do you even know?” 
 
    Pulling her hair back, she tapped on her tragus to reveal a tiny ear piece.  “I just got word that there was a knock on a door.” 
 
    She still sounded like she’d lost her mind.  “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “The men were instructed to knock on the door when they think they’re done—if they complete the puzzle before we call time.  If they think they’ve solved the puzzle correctly, I have to check and make sure they have the correct answer—on camera—so I’ll be back.” 
 
    The day before we started the show, the producers gave me head shots of the five guys along with their first names.  I was already in the mansion, confined to just a couple small areas, but those pictures made my mind go wild.  At the time, I had no idea that I wouldn’t be excited waiting to find out who’d won.  I was, instead, anxious—and I couldn’t figure out why.  Any one of these guys would be right for me—at least, according to the experts who’d chosen the men. 
 
    So why was I almost panicking? 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    SECONDS TURNED INTO minutes and my blood pressure was still elevated.  This was ridiculous—but I was beginning to understand why.  It was because, unlike the rest of my life, this was something I had zero control over.  My mind thought back to a year or so when I used to do yoga, and I remembered the concept of letting go—and deep breathing. 
 
    So I closed my eyes and took enough deep breaths that my mind and body went to a calmer place.  Then I looked at the cameraman.  “How long do you suppose this is going to take?” 
 
    He lowered the camera a little so I could see his eyes.  “You know I’m not supposed to talk to you, Claire.” 
 
    I pursed my lips, trying to stop a smile from covering my face.  We were on a first-name basis, apparently, but I was at a disadvantage because I didn’t know his name.  “Cat never mentioned that in the rules.” 
 
    “She said to pretend we’re not here.  Isn’t that enough?” 
 
    I shrugged my right shoulder.  “Not if you like to push the boundaries.” 
 
    “Well, it’s against the rules of the crew—and I could get fired—so stop talking to me.” 
 
    “Fine.  Sheesh.” 
 
    At least I felt a little better. 
 
    But as the clock started ticking again, I found myself agonizing.  I questioned myself again.  I liked all four of the guys, and I knew the guy who won would have a great chance to really wine and dine me…but I had no idea which man I wanted.  That shouldn’t have been stressing me out, but it was.  Maybe it was because I was in this little microcosm of life removed from reality, and my brain had to find something to focus on. 
 
    I only knew I didn’t want to pick up that impossible puzzle again. 
 
    Fortunately, I heard Cat’s heels clicking as they came up the hallway once more.  When she entered the room, she said, “We have a winner.” 
 
    My heart started beating faster again—and, suddenly, I imagined it would be Darius. 
 
    Why would I think that? 
 
    I took a deep breath as I realized that maybe I liked him more than the other three men. 
 
    Seriously?  I hadn’t seen that coming… 
 
    And this was a hell of a time to be thinking that.  But, more than the reasons not to, I still wondered why.  Now, though, I was excited—and I could try to be patient.  Cat moved out of the doorway and Gabe entered.  I smiled at him.  Yes, I really liked Gabe.  We could have a hell of a hot date.  But then Thomas walked in, followed by Grayson and, finally, Darius. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    But then I realized that was the whole point of the show—drama.  And this was dramatic.  Bring in all the guys and then tell me.  Of course. 
 
    “Claire, your date will not be with Gabe…nor will it be with Thomas.”  I could almost hear a drumroll in my head as Cat continued her torture.  “The winner of today’s challenge is…Grayson.  He completed his entire puzzle before time was up.  He was followed by Darius, who was close.  Maybe we should have shortened the time for the puzzle.” 
 
    Thomas all but snorted.  “No, because some of us would have needed that time and still not gotten done.” 
 
    Cat, classy and unruffled but insincere, said, “So sorry.”  But then she addressed the entire group once more.  “Losers, you will get a lunch date as planned but, now that there are four of you instead of five, we’re going to do it a little differently.  Now you can have an actual lunch date during the day time—but the time you spend with Claire will be based on how far you got on your puzzles.  So, Gabe, you didn’t get as far as the other gentlemen, which means your lunch date is tomorrow.  You get to spend an hour and a half with Claire.  Start thinking of what kind of date you’d like to take her on.” 
 
    Cat turned to Thomas.  “Your date is second, and you’ll be taking Claire to lunch on Sunday.  You get two hours with the lady.  That leaves us with Darius, and you get to take Claire to lunch on Monday.  You’ll have two and a half hours with her. 
 
    “But, Grayson, as the winner, you can spend any time with Claire from Tuesday night at six PM until Wednesday morning at eight AM.  You don’t have to spend that entire time span with her—after all, absence makes the heart grow fonder, right?  But you have the potential. 
 
    “We’ve added a little twist, though, guys.  We want you to all practice inviting Claire on a date.  To that end, we’ve installed phones in your rooms.  Don’t think you can start calling your friends in the outside world, though, because these are like hotel phones without the option of dialing out.  You are each allowed one phone call per day—you can call anyone here, including one button for the crew, and they’re instructed to give you dating advice:  tips, suggestions for romantic dates, that kind of thing.  Claire, you are also allowed one call per day if you so wish.  If you call the crew, they can talk to you about almost anything—just ask. 
 
    “The catch?  You have to call Claire and ask her out on a date.  If she’s not in her room, she’ll have a blinking light letting her know you called.  If she pushes the button to return the call, she doesn’t use up her personal call but instead uses yours.  You can continue trying to call her if you like.  Now, as a last resort, if you can’t reach her, let the crew know and we’ll arrange another way, but I suspect Claire will be quite willing to speak with each of you.”  I nodded my head and smiled at each of the men.  Yes, I would.  I didn’t know that I was excited about having the biggest date with Grayson, but he’d won fair and square—and we had a lot of fun during our last date, so I had to have faith. 
 
    “Last but not least—there is no saving up your phone calls.  Use it or lose it.  Guys, you can even call each other to talk strategy or shoot the breeze.” 
 
    Gabe muttered to Grayson, “Doesn’t mean you gotta call Claire once a day, bro.  I’m just tellin’ ya.”  I couldn’t read Grayson’s expression, but I got the feeling he didn’t want or need unsolicited advice.  Gabe didn’t seem to notice, because he looked over at me and said, “Women like mystery.” 
 
    I giggled, feeling my eyebrows raise on my forehead, but I didn’t say a word.  Gabe was probably right, but I really did want to get to know these guys.  There was enough mystery among us all—and keeping secrets wouldn’t make for a good long-term partnership. 
 
    “Any questions?” 
 
    Because we didn’t, we all shuffled out of the room.  Thomas said, “I want to know why Gabe gets to go out with Claire first again.  You’re always gonna be her first date, dude.” 
 
    “Yeah, none of you guys are gonna be able to live up to my dates with Claire.”  He could have been right about that.  I remembered our first date together in the park.  It was lovely and I discovered quickly he was a hell of a kisser.  “That’s my plan, and I’ll gladly lose the challenge to go first.  I’m gonna ruin you all for her.” 
 
    I hoped he didn’t mean that about always wanting to go first, because I wanted to try a long romantic date with him.  But I realized maybe he was saying that just to save face.  And I was equally excited by the prospect that Gabe was going to do his damnedest to give me a special date every time.  What did he have in store for me this time—and what about the other three men? 
 
    * * * 
 
    I shouldn’t have been surprised when Grayson called me first, but he amazed me.  I thought he might be the most nervous about it. 
 
    It turned out he was the most nervous, but that was why he chose to call sooner rather than later—to get it over with.  I didn’t have an issue with that, even though he maybe shouldn’t have said it.  “Anyway, I wanted to know if you would like to go out on a date Tuesday night.” 
 
    “Of course, I would.  What do you have planned?” 
 
    It was short but a long enough pause that I could feel the hesitation.  “I haven’t figured that out yet.” 
 
    “That’s okay.  We’ll have a good time.” 
 
    “Yeah, I hope so.  Anyway…thanks.”  Poor thing.  I could hear the nervousness in his voice, so I let him off the hook.  Gabe had a date with me the next day, though, and he didn’t seem to be in any hurry to ask.  We all sat through a group dinner, even, and he didn’t say a word about it, although he did wink at me once. 
 
    After the meal as we left to our respective areas of the mansion, Thomas caught me outside the dining room.  Talking alone with one of the men—so long as we were in the common areas of the house—had never been forbidden.  In fact, I’d never pushed the issue, but I suspected that we could even get cozy somewhere if we chose…just as long as we kept it out in the open.  In other words, making out in a bathroom would be against the rules or slipping into one of their bedrooms or things like that—but if we wanted to make out on a couch in the second-floor library, I figured that wouldn’t be a problem…but none of the guys had pushed the envelope like that. 
 
    “I’m not a phone kind of guy, Claire.  I’d rather ask in person, because I like to gauge the response to my contact by reading body language and other nonverbal cues, you know?  I can’t tell shit from that over the phone.  The only thing I can get there is tone of voice.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but be amused.  Thomas had never seemed to be that into reading other people—or even caring about others more than himself.  I liked him—don’t get me wrong—but he seemed to be a little self-absorbed.  So to find that he actually wanted to know what someone else was thinking or feeling or how they were responding—well, that gave me hope for him as a decent human being…and it definitely made him more appealing.  “Okay.” 
 
    “I wanted to know if you want to hang with me on Sunday.” 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    A crooked smile formed on his face.  “That’s a surprise—but you’re going to want to wear a bathing suit under your clothes.” 
 
    Gabe had been right about one thing—I loved a little mystery. 
 
    A little, though.  Not a lot—which made me wonder why the hell he wasn’t bothering to ask me on the date.  And I wondered if I could tell him no if he just showed up at my door the next day just to make a point.  What would the producers do if he called me right before? 
 
    And why the hell was I worried? 
 
    Something I hadn’t done in a long time was stress about getting a call—and, yet, here I was, pacing the floor, waiting for that stupid red phone on the end table in the living area of my place (or the dresser in my bedroom—yes, I had more than one!) to ring, alerting me to a call. 
 
    Oh, the stupid things that began to bother me as the “heroine” of this show.  In real life, if I was waiting to hear from a guy, I’d find some way to occupy myself.  Here, it was a lot harder.  I didn’t have dishes to do or an audition to prepare for.  I didn’t have my list of friends to call (and I sure as hell didn’t want to call the idiot crew members to ask for advice.  Seriously, whose brilliant idea had that been?).  I had nothing but an empty room and lots of time. 
 
    Way too much time. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    WHEN THE PHONE did ring, it made me jump.  It was two minutes before ten PM, and I was tempted not to answer it.  Make him sweat for a while. 
 
    But I did.  I waited till the fifth ring, but I picked up.  And even though I did, I was going to make him work for it anyway.  The nerve of making me wait till the last possible second…  “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey, Claire, this is Gabe.” 
 
    “Hi, Gabe.  What’s up?” 
 
    He took it all in stride—maybe because he was used to asking women out.  “I wondered if you’re doing anything for lunch tomorrow.” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I’m glad you called, because I don’t have any plans at the moment.”  This was silly but I understood why the producers wanted us to do it.  Still…what if he hadn’t called?  Would they really have not let us go on this date?  “What are we doing?” 
 
    “Now, Claire…you know it’s going to be a surprise.  But I can promise you’ll get to eat—and we’ll have fun.  What more do you want than that?” 
 
    “I might change my mind if you tell me what we’re doing.” 
 
    “Exactly.  I’ll see you at noon.” 
 
    He hung up before I could protest further. 
 
    I tossed and turned for quite a while—which was stupid.  But here in the mansion I wasn’t working my ass off all day so I could drop into my bed and give in to sleep seconds after closing my eyes.  And I had plenty to consume my thoughts. 
 
    Like Gabe.  What did that little devil have planned for us? 
 
    The only thing for certain:  I’d have to wait. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Noon the next day came soon enough, and Gabe arrived at my door with a single red rose in hand.  “Oh, that’s so sweet,” I said.  “Let me put it in water.”  Maybe it was uncool, but I added it to the bouquet of flowers Grayson had given me earlier that week.  Gabe, busy studying one of the giant paintings on the wall, pretended not to notice.  As I joined him, I asked, “How did you know red roses are my favorite?” 
 
    That sly smile.  “You’re a beautiful woman who appreciates beautiful things.  I took an educated guess.” 
 
    Before I could respond with a maybe not-so-clever comment, Gabe’s hands wrapped around my waist.  “We could just stay here.” 
 
    And don’t think I wasn’t tempted.  But now that we’d made it through the first week, I realized lifetime compatibility wouldn’t just depend upon our chemistry under the sheets.  I already had a sneaking suspicion that Gabe would be amazing in bed—and I wanted to savor that moment later on.  I needed him to appreciate and respect me as a person first.  For some reason, I felt like I needed to take that tack with him.  “And then I’d never get to appreciate the date you promised I’d enjoy.” 
 
    With a grimace, he said, “Fair enough.  Let’s go then.”  As we walked past the cameraman, he added, “Wouldn’t want this big guy here getting his jollies anyway.” 
 
    “So where are we going?” 
 
    “Patience, fair lady.” 
 
    Fair lady?  Gabe was acting strange.  Calling me fair lady wasn’t his schtick.  Or was it?  I’d only known the guy for little over a week.  Maybe the longer we were together, the more we’d begin exposing our true selves—which was what I really wanted to know before ending up with a mate anyway. 
 
    I decided to just chill—and, minutes later as we got into the car, I wasn’t surprised when we had a cameraman sit in the backseat.  As Cat had often told us already, they were learning as they went along—and Gabe’s prank of trying to ditch the camera guys hadn’t set well with them, so in addition to the van following us, we also had a chauffeur…which was probably okay.  I was getting used to their presence, ignoring them like you might ignore a vase in the corner or the salt and pepper shakers on the table.  It helped living in a spacious mansion—but it also didn’t hurt that I could ditch them simply by going to my bedroom. 
 
    As Gabe pulled out into the street less than a minute later, he asked, “So has your heart settled on anyone yet?” 
 
    Why was he asking that? 
 
    “You mean…have I decided which man out of the four of you I want to marry?” 
 
    He turned the wheel, taking a side street, so I couldn’t see his face.  “Yeah, I guess that’s what I mean.” 
 
    “No, of course not.  We’re all still getting to know each other.” 
 
    “Then I guess this time is worth it, eh?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Soon, Gabe merged onto a highway with three lanes on both sides.  It wasn’t long that he began driving like a maniac down the highway, and I didn’t even want to look at the speedometer.  He wove the car from one lane to the next, wedging in between this car and that.  Finally, I said, “Gabe, what are you in such a big hurry for?” 
 
    “Maybe you missed it,” he said, popping back into the lane to the left.  “But I have an hour and a half with you and I don’t want to spend it on the road.” 
 
    The cameraman spoke, breaking one of the rules, but I didn’t care at this point.  Gabe drove faster and faster, getting more reckless by the minute.  “I think Cat and the producers would agree that your lives are more important than dating time.” 
 
    “I disagree.  I’m in it to win it, pal.”  He zoomed into the farthest lane on the left, and I finally peeked at the speedometer.  We were going over ninety, and I felt my foot continuing to push the floor, as if jabbing on an invisible brake would slow the car down. 
 
    Then I heard the camera guy in the backseat.  “Yeah, Cat, are you guys watching any of this?” 
 
    Gabe whizzed the car back into the middle lane.  I could feel my jaw tightening, and I imagined our date ending in the back of an ambulance.  I said, “Gabe, maybe we could just spend extra time alone together at the mansion—maybe back on the beach or something.” 
 
    “Fuck that.  I don’t want the other guys spying on what we do.”  He glanced over, making me want to beg him to keep his eyes on the road as he wove back to the left in front of a semi.  “I’m a good driver, Claire.  I got this.” 
 
    My jaw and hands tightened, and I realized the camera guy was still talking to Claire.  “Yeah, okay.  Gabe, Claire says you can have the entire hour and a half starting at your destination.  No need to be a speed demon.” 
 
    “But this is fun, don’t you think?” 
 
    No, it wasn’t.  “Gabe, I’d rather arrive at our destination in one piece.” 
 
    “You don’t trust my driving?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that.  You could be the best driver on the planet, but all it takes is one asshole swerving in front of you to ruin it all.” 
 
    He seemed unmoved but the cameraman said, “In addition, man…Cat also said that if you don’t obey the law, your date will end immediately.” 
 
    “What?  I’m not disobeying any law.” 
 
    “What do you think speeding is?” 
 
    Scoffing, Gabe swerved back in the lane to the right.  “A ticket—a fine and maybe some points off your license.  Everybody does it.” 
 
    I glanced back at the cameraman, who said, “It’s a misdemeanor, which means you’re breaking the law.  You need to slow down.” 
 
    I realized the cameraman’s tack with Gabe was also dangerous—and it hadn’t been until this moment that I realized, no matter what kind of tests and evaluations and interviews the show’s producers had put these guys through, I didn’t really know any of these men from Adam.  What incentive did Gabe have to slow the car down to a reasonable speed and to drive sanely if he didn’t like the suggestion of having all the time he wanted with me at wherever our date was? 
 
    As he swerved into the middle lane again, I clutched the armrest on the door—not that it could save me.  My heart thudded in my chest, so loud in my ears I could swear the men in the car could hear it, too. 
 
    “Slow down, man.” 
 
    “And what if I don’t?” 
 
    Gabe pulled to the right again, barely missing the car behind us, and then he swerved back into the middle lane when I noticed another car coming our way.  That car drove as if under Gabe’s chaotic influence but didn’t seem to see us—and we were right in his path.  He wanted in this lane, and his car began merging into it.  A squeal escaped my mouth but I doubted anyone could hear it, and I expected the sound of crunching metal to be the last thing my ears would ever hear. 
 
    World, it’s been fun… 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    WITH A GLANCE in the rearview mirror and a sudden jerk of the wheel, Gabe pulled us into the lane to the right, barely escaping the black car hellbent on getting in the space where we’d been seconds earlier.  “He didn’t even see us!” I yelled. 
 
    “I got this, babe.  I told ya.” 
 
    “You can’t control other people on the road, Gabe.” 
 
    “No, but you don’t have to if you’re a good defensive driver.” 
 
    “Fuck this.  Pull over.  I want out.”  He looked over at me, a confused look on his face.  “I said I want out of this death trap.” 
 
    “It’s not—” 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    “I can’t pull over on the highway.  Just give me a minute.” 
 
    I was ready to end the date, and I didn’t care how that upset his plans or the plans of the show.  My life was officially in danger, and I was done. 
 
    Gabe slowed the car, making me think he was going to drive onto the next exit ramp, but he moved and stayed in the middle lane.  “How’s this?” 
 
    I had to admit it.  “Better.” 
 
    “You okay to stay in the car if I go slower?” 
 
    I glanced at the speedometer—he was still speeding but it didn’t feel out of control.  He wasn’t driving recklessly.  “Maybe.” 
 
    The cameraman’s voice almost made me jump.  “Cat said we’ll discuss all this tonight, but you can have your full hour and a half on your date—so long as you’re safe getting there.” 
 
    Gabe nodded, a smirk on his face that would be captured by the tiny camera attached to the window.  “That’s fair.” 
 
    As I let out another long, slow breath, willing my heart to resume its regular pace, I realized Gabe seemed to be a master manipulator—whether consciously or unconsciously.  He got his way, and he knew it. 
 
    It was that kind of shit I’d have to weigh heavily—and hope the audience did, too—before settling on which guy became the man of my dreams.  Gabe was gorgeous from head to toe and an amazing kisser—but could those qualities sustain a lifelong relationship? 
 
    * * * 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, we neared the beach and, as soon as Gabe maneuvered the car in a large parking lot already packed with vehicles, I opened the door and jumped out.  Able to feel the sun on my skin and breathe in the salty, fresh, ocean air, I immediately relaxed.  I hadn’t realized until that moment that I’d still been tense. 
 
    The cameraman returned to business as usual, maintaining a distance from us, and I finally began to take in my surroundings.  We were at an amusement park, and it wasn’t hard to tell by the Ferris wheel looming in the distance.  Gabe now stood next to me.  “Do you like Ferris wheels?” 
 
    I lied, not wanting to seem like a wet blanket.  Honestly, I’d always felt like carnivals and amusement parks were a colossal waste of money.  But Gabe had chosen this date for me and I would try to have fun.  After all, it was only an hour and a half, right? 
 
    Soon, we were in the park, a band on each of our wrists signifying that we could get on any ride without a ticket.  Now that we were inside and walking around, I saw the roller coaster, and it looked hellacious as well.  No way was I going to admit to Gabe now that I was scared of heights—but maybe there were other rides that were more my speed.  After our ride down the highway, the park should have seemed like a cakewalk. 
 
    “So here’s how I see it, babe.  We’re gonna ride for half an hour, play games for half an hour, and then spend the last half hour eating or whatever.” 
 
    I felt calmness wash over me.  Waiting in these lines and only spending half an hour on the rides, I might luck out and only have to do one.  Plus, if Gabe let me pick the first ride, I could maybe take my time choosing—and then going with one that I thought I could handle. 
 
    A moment later, a man in a suit and tie approached us—rather odd, I thought, on this warm California day in an amusement park full of people wearing shorts and sleeveless shirts.  “Hello, folks.  My name is Ian, and I’ve been instructed to make sure you get the VIP treatment today.”  I knew I had a confused look on my face, but Gabe didn’t look surprised at all.  “Matchmaker arranged with us to make your date as eventful as possible—so we’re going to take you to the front of the lines of your choosing.” 
 
    My stomach sank. 
 
    “Wow, man, that’s great.  Guess you have to do that a lot with Hollywood types, eh?” 
 
    “No, but we do close down the park on occasion when a studio contacts us about filming a scene for a movie.” 
 
    “Wanna do the Ferris wheel first?” 
 
    Now my stomach hit the ground, feeling like it was already lurching from the monster roller coaster ride Gabe would no doubt want me to do as well.  I swallowed.  “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    But I wasn’t sure—not at all. 
 
    He turned to the cameraman.  “You comin’ with us?” 
 
    “No.  I’ll film you from the ground.” 
 
    Gabe grinned at me, those perfect white teeth sparkling.  “Perfect.”  To the guy in the suit, he said, “To the Ferris wheel we go.” 
 
    “Follow me, sir.” 
 
    Oh, God.  I felt butterflies begin to flutter like maniacs on meth in my stomach, and I was glad that we at least hadn’t eaten anything yet.  Ian led us into an area away from the line but then, suddenly, we were at the front.  “These are VIP guests,” he said to the operator. 
 
    The other man nodded and turned around, looking at the wheel.  “Just another minute.” 
 
    I was going to try to use those sixty seconds to get my mind in a good spot, but I instead just thought about how scary it was to be way up high.  But, I assured myself, I haven’t been on a ride like this in ten years. I’d be fine now, right? 
 
    When the guy stopped the ride and helped the first couple out of their seats, he waved us forward.  Ian said, “Enjoy.” 
 
    Gabe nodded at me.  “Ladies first.”  As I forced my legs in motion, he asked, “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You’re pale.  I was gonna say you look like you’ve seen a ghost, but you look like you are a ghost.” 
 
    Maybelline, you let me down.  Thanks a lot. 
 
    “I’m okay.  I just, uh, feel like my throat’s dry.” 
 
    “We’ll get something to drink when we get off.” 
 
    I nodded and slid onto the seat.  Once Gabe sat next to me onto the gondola, the operator put the huge wheel in motion, even though there was room for more people—including our camera guy who said he’d film from the bottom.  Probably part of our “VIP treatment” meant that we’d be alone.  The wheel lurched and moved forward, and even when we stopped just a few feet up, the gondola kept moving back and forth.  I told myself this was okay.  And it continued for the next minute or so, moving a little farther up while old couples got off and new pairs got on.  I did fine until we were at about two o’clock.  By then, we were high enough off the ground that I felt my fingers shaking from the fear. 
 
    I couldn’t let Gabe see, though. 
 
    I tried focusing on the ride itself—the white steel bars connecting it all together in my direct view—but it didn’t seem to help much.  My mouth was bone dry by the time we got to the very top.  That was the worst part—the stop-and-start.  I felt like if we were at least in constant motion, I’d feel like we were making progress.  It was at that point that Gabe put an arm around me and pointed to the left, saying, “Look at that view, Claire.  I bet the city would look amazing at night.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered, wondering if it would be any less frightening. 
 
    “And the ocean.  Jesus.  It just goes on forever.” 
 
    It was a hell of a view—I just had a hard time appreciating it.  We began moving down the other side and somehow that scared me more—maybe because there was nothing in front of us but air and a long way down.  I could have moved to the other side of the gondola, but that seemed even scarier.  Gabe squeezed my shoulders a little tighter, but I didn’t think he could sense my nervousness. 
 
    Or maybe he could. 
 
    “Doing okay?” 
 
    I still couldn’t tell him the truth.  “Yeah.” 
 
    Soon, though, we were at the bottom and the last gondola was filled, allowing us to move in a circle unfettered.  That didn’t help me relax like I’d thought it would, but I tried to remind myself that this would be over soon. 
 
    “Looking out over the city together, kind of all alone,” he said as we reached the top again.  “Kind of romantic, yeah?” 
 
    I forced a smile but feared any words coming out of my mouth would give away that I was scared shitless—and I didn’t want him thinking he’d made a bad choice for a date.  I liked that for him it wasn’t just about eating out somewhere.  So far, he’d been pretty imaginative.  Well, all the guys had, really.  After all, I’d never been to an amusement park on a date before.  Not even a carnival date in high school.  But I’d never played laser tag on a date, either.  It made me remember hearing something about the producers giving the guys suggestions when they needed ideas. 
 
    I kept my face looking to the side or in front of me and not at Gabe, because if he tried to kiss me, I’d be a complete disappointment. 
 
    But I made it.  A few spins around and then it was time to get off.  Ian stood there waiting for us, right next to the camera guy.  “What next, folks?” 
 
    Gabe searched my eyes.  “How about the roller coaster?” 
 
    Uhhh…my stomach hit the floor. 
 
    “How does the lady feel about that, sir?” 
 
    Oh…that bastard was giving me away.  Gabe’s look of boyish excitement faded as he turned to look at me.  “Claire, you want to ride the roller coaster, right?” 
 
    I was an actress.  I could do this. 
 
    But I didn’t want to.  I could see now, after spending a little over a week with Gabe, that he seemed to be a bit of an adrenaline junkie.  And I was not.  If he wound up becoming my mate, I couldn’t spend our lives lying to him just to make him happy.  I had to be happy, too.  But I didn’t have to outright burst his bubble.  “Can we see what other rides there are?” 
 
    He didn’t try to hide his look of disappointment—but he rallied.  “What about that big guy?” 
 
    I glanced over to see a ride I’d seen before at many of these things.  A rectangular wall—a tower—that looked as tall as a skyscraper (maybe the shorter ones, but still) had big benches on both sides of the wall attached.  People sitting on the benches were lifted up to the top, then dropped quickly to almost the bottom, then lifted up again. 
 
    No, thank you. 
 
    I scrunched my mouth as I shook my head, looking around for something else to ride.  “How about that?” 
 
    It was a huge boat, for lack of a better word, that swayed back and forth—a recipe for vomiting, that much I knew.  God, I felt like such a wuss.  With all the choices available, I might as well try the roller coaster, the one Gabe really wanted to ride.  I could do this, right?  Put on my big girl panties and all that shit?  Before I could stop myself, I looked at Ian and said, “Take us to the roller coaster.” 
 
    But as soon as the words were out of my mouth, I was asking myself what had I done? 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    I SWALLOWED, SUMMONING up what bravery I could find inside, reminding myself that these rides were safe.  A healthy, natural fear of heights had crippled my sense of fun.  It would just be a few moments, right? 
 
    Gabe’s eyes searched mine.  “You afraid of these rides?” 
 
    Time to be honest.  “Yeah, a little.” 
 
    “We don’t have to do this.  We’ve got games and food still.” 
 
    “No, I want to do it.  I don’t want to ruin our date.” 
 
    “It won’t ruin it, Claire.” 
 
    “No, let’s do it.” 
 
    “If you’re sure…” 
 
    I nodded and Ian said, “Please follow me.” 
 
    The ride wasn’t as bad as I’d made it out to be in my mind, and Gabe held my hand throughout.  I almost laughed at one point, thinking I much preferred this to the way he’d been driving on the highway.  At least I was assured of the safety of the rides at the park. 
 
    So it wracked my nerves and flipped my stomach, but I survived.  When we got off, Gabe said, “One more?  Or are you ready for the games instead?” 
 
    “Up to you.” 
 
    He wanted to make me happy, and I felt like I’d blown his good time.  I got ready to tell him to pick another ride when he said to Ian, “What about all the games?  One at a time?” 
 
    “There aren’t long lines for them, but I’d be happy to escort you just the same if you’d like.” 
 
    Gabe smirked.  “Actually, I think I’ll take the alone time with my girl.  We got this.”  He wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me close.  As much as I didn’t know about being his girl, I even less thought we’d be alone.  After all, we were surrounded by hundreds of people and the camera that never left.  But I knew what Gabe meant, and I suspected we might have more fun now that I could relax. 
 
    So the rest of our date was pretty enjoyable.  Trying to win me a large stuffed animal—no doubt, thanks to the movies always showing the guy winning the girl the biggest one available—we spent more time than we should have at the game where we had to throw rings on water bottles.  But I beat him in the horserace game.  We wound up having so much fun at the games that we only had fifteen minutes for food.  Fortunately, Ian came to the rescue again, only this time, he took our orders and went inside the food booths himself, emerging a few minutes later with our requests.  We also didn’t have to rely on the usual amusement park menu.  Even though we could have asked for cotton candy, corn dogs, soft pretzels, and funnel cakes, we were also able to order a cheeseburger and fries (or onion rings, in Gabe’s case).  And I expected the food to be subpar, but it tasted pretty good. 
 
    “You survived the date, Claire.” 
 
    I chuckled a little, dragging my fry through a hill of ketchup.  “I swear I didn’t try to ruin it.” 
 
    “I know.  Are you happy?” 
 
    After swallowing my fry, I said, “Yeah.  I had fun.” 
 
    “Even on the roller coaster?” 
 
    I wanted to see if Gabe had a good sense of humor or not, and this was my perfect chance.  “Your driving prepared me for it.” 
 
    His face was like stone at first, making me think I’d need to be more careful, but then he smiled wide.  “You know I wasn’t doing that to freak you out, right?” 
 
    “Yes.”  But I was relieved that the producers took control.  “And we wound up having a great date.” 
 
    “A fair date.  That’s all I wanted.” 
 
    I wanted to change the subject, because I didn’t know what all the guys’ decisions entailed, but I was curious as to why Gabe chose a date so far away, knowing travel time counted as part of the whole date.  After all, up until two hours ago, those had been the rules.  It was only thanks to Gabe’s reckless driving, endangering not just my life and the cameraman’s but his own, that the rules changed. 
 
    Of course, I needed to get used to that, because it seemed to be the way the show was going to go.  Cat made no bones about “learning as they went.”  I just hated feeling like a guinea pig, knowing they could change things at any moment. 
 
    “Guys, I hate to be the alarm clock, but we gotta go in five minutes.” 
 
    The poor camera guy had had to stand in the hot sun filming mostly boring stuff, watching us have fun and stuff our faces, while he got nothing.  Well, he had a bottle of water, but he had to watch us gorge on cheeseburgers and milkshakes—and now he had to be the messenger with bad news, too. 
 
    It didn’t bother me.  I knew we were getting close to time’s up.  Gabe, though—the guy was volatile.  “Man, I know.  I don’t need you tellin’ me.” 
 
    The camera guy just shrugged, not saying another word. 
 
    “Besides, what will they do if we don’t leave on time?  Will they dock me on my next date?” 
 
    “Gabe,” I said, reaching over and touching his hand.  Finally, he broke eye contact with the camera and looked at me.  “He’s just doing his job—but do you want to take the chance of the producers deciding to change something else just because we didn’t leave on time?”  I saw his facial muscles soften, so I forged ahead.  “I don’t know about you, but I don’t want them deciding we can only have dates at the mansion from now on—or dates within a five-mile radius from the mansion or whatever.  If we piss them off, who knows what they’ll do?” 
 
    Sighing, he said, “Fine.  You’re right.”  He stood then and asked, “You done with that?” 
 
    There was a little food left, but I had eaten enough.  He slid my trash onto the tray and dumped it all in the big receptacle nearby as I stood and sucked down what was left of my drink.  Soon, we were walking toward the exit—and, even if we were a couple of minutes late, the camera guy recorded that we left when asked. 
 
    Ian stood by the front gates and wished us farewell, asking us to come back again sometime.  I was sure, at this point, he saw it as the perfect free opportunity for advertising.  Couldn’t blame the guy.  And he actually had done a great job.  I doubted we could have enjoyed even half the things we had if he hadn’t stepped in and put us at the front of the line. 
 
    Once at the car, Gabe moved like he was going to open my door, but before he did, he pulled me into his arms and held me close.  Before I could suck down another breath, he planted a kiss on me that I felt clear to my toes.  Unlike our first kissing session, this one felt more passionate if that was possible, and—aside from everything else—I was pretty sure Gabe was the best kisser out of the men.  Kissing was important.  I wanted and needed a guy who was good with his mouth, so Gabe erased multiple sins with his mouth action in a short span of time. 
 
    And, wisely, he left me wanting more.  Leaning his forehead into mine, he said, “You are so sexy, Claire.  I’ve got to win the next challenge so we can spend the night together.” 
 
    I grinned, but he wiped that smile off my face with another kiss. 
 
    Fortunately, we were heading back to the mansion before the cameraman could tell us we were running behind again… 
 
    * * * 
 
    For some reason, dinner that night was tense.  Something unspoken hung in the air, but I couldn’t figure out what it was.  And every time I tried to start a conversation, it dwindled off, because I was mostly talking to myself. 
 
    At one point, I looked around the table, assessing the face of each man sitting there, trying to puzzle out what was going on behind the masks they wore.  But their faces were like steel.  I did manage to get them all to smile at me, but as soon as their faces returned to their food or away from me, that on-the-verge-of-anger look froze their expressions. 
 
    Each.  Guy. 
 
    What was going on? 
 
    Finally, at the end of the meal, I asked.  “What’s up, guys?  I sense something tense and strange among the four of you.” 
 
    Gabe grinned then, the first genuine smile I’d seen all evening.  “I wouldn’t worry about it, babe.” 
 
    “Nothing to worry about,” Thomas said, easing between us before walking farther down the hall.  Darius and Grayson stood beside us, indicating they weren’t going to shove their way between us like Thomas had—but I had the feeling there was more going on there. 
 
    I once more looked at their faces—except for Thomas’s, whose back was to me—but they weren’t going to let me in on this secret.  “Well, good night then.” 
 
    The guys nodded and, as I stepped backward a bit, I watched all four of them move down the hall.  This was one of those nights where I wished we had a group activity, but during the dating phase, the producers either wanted us on a date or in a group activity like dinner.  Equal access, equal time, all that jazz. 
 
    Unfortunately, that meant I had several hours of waking time where I had to wonder what the hell was going on among the men of the house—and there was only so much confessional time I could put in.  And, if I had to be honest with myself, I realized I was finding myself bored a lot.  Yes, I had plenty of books to read and I could have taken a walk outside anytime I wanted, but without my usual routine, my friends, my freedom, it was easy for a sense of ennui to take over—and I had no cure for it except to get through this show.  I understood why they didn’t let me freely interact with the guys constantly—it would be easier to build relationships that way, but it wouldn’t be realistic, because who spends that much time with a person you just started dating? 
 
    But just as I started feeling glum and ready to turn into bed early (again), my phone rang. 
 
    Oh, yeah.  I’d forgotten about that. 
 
    This red monstrosity on my dresser—it was like an old-fashioned telephone, and there was no caller ID.  I just had to pick it up and take my chances.  “Hello?” 
 
    “Claire, this is Darius.” 
 
    I’d know his smooth voice anywhere.  He hadn’t had to identify himself—but I wasn’t going to tell him that.  No sense inflating his ego when he needed to be vying for me like the other men.  “Hey, Darius.  How are you?” 
 
    “Doing all right.  What about you?” 
 
    “Honestly, I’m a little bored.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, you know I can’t really help with that—at least for tonight.  But I wanted to ask you about going to lunch with me on Monday.” 
 
    “I’d love to.” 
 
    “Is there anything you’d like to do?” 
 
    “As long as I’m with you, I won’t care what we do.” 
 
    I could hear the warm smile in his voice then.  “I might keep it simple then.  I don’t want to keep trying to outdo these guys—I don’t think that’s the point of the show.” 
 
    Oh, it might have been, but I liked the way he thought.  “Fantastic.  When will you be by to get me?” 
 
    “Eleven-thirty sound good?” 
 
    Anything sounded good coming out of his mouth.  I could have sat there all night talking with him, but I could tell chatting on the phone wasn’t his thing.  Really, though, Darius was much like a closed book.  He held his cards close to his vest.  But I liked that about him.  I got the feeling that the more we got to know each other, the more he’d share. 
 
    And I could wait. 
 
    I decided to get ready for bed and started rifling through one of my drawers to find the nightie I wanted to wear when the phone rang again, making me jump.  It was a good thing the men used the phones, because they’d been the last thing on my mind.  If I were one of the guys, I might have forgotten that task. 
 
    Talking to the guys on the phone, though, could potentially alleviate the sense of listlessness I’d been feeling—and that thought alone made me eager to pick up the receiver. 
 
    When I answered, the person on the other end began talking immediately.  “Claire, this is Thomas.  I want you to know I think this is bullshit.” 
 
    What was he saying? 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    THE INTENSITY OF his words shook me.  Thomas had seemed a little abrupt on occasion, but his tone and verbiage threw me off guard.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    I heard a small chuckle then—typical Thomas.  Make me edgy and then make a joke out of it.  “This whole calling-you-for-a-date thing—it’s idiotic.  The producers are inventing ways to build tension into this show when there’s already plenty there.” 
 
    This was news to me.  I knew they’d been striving for drama.  “There is?” 
 
    His pause was slight but there nonetheless.  “Sweetheart, you got a lot to learn.”  I felt a little ire rising in my chest.  “But that’s not why I called, as you know.  I just wanted to let you know that I’ll be picking you up around noon for our date tomorrow.” 
 
    That wasn’t an ask—but, then again, he’d already kind of asked in person before. 
 
    “Sound all right?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.”  Before he could dismiss me and hang up, I asked, “Do you think I’m naïve or stupid?” 
 
    “No.  I just don’t think you read people very well.” 
 
    There went the ire, straight from my heart to my mouth before I could stop it.  “No, I think I do—and you’re an asshole, Thomas.  See you tomorrow.”  I hung up the phone before he could say more. 
 
    And, even though I mostly didn’t want to talk with him again that night, I had a hard time falling asleep as part of me waited for the phone to ring again—because, despite being allotted only one phone call per night, that was the kind of thing rebellious Thomas might have done. 
 
    Once I fell asleep, though, morning seemed to come far too soon.  Breakfast was less strained than our meal the night before.  When I got up to go to my room, Thomas pulled me aside and said, “You’ll want to wear a bathing suit under your clothes.  Or just wear a bathing suit if you want.” 
 
    Being outside for our date sounded heavenly.  “Okay.  See you in a while.” 
 
    Something he didn’t know about was the crazy wardrobe I had access to.  I had not one, not two or three, but four bathing suits.  The question was if I wanted to wear a one-piece or a bikini.  I didn’t care that Thomas would probably like the bikini more; knowing I’d be on film, I wanted to make sure I wore something that would show off my best assets.  After all, I still hoped to be seen by Hollywood types. 
 
    The two-piece then—I had a string bikini in hot pink that would look nice up against my skin, even though I didn’t have a tan.  I was going to need plenty of sunscreen.  That was a reason to use my one phone call of the day. 
 
    When Thomas answered, I asked, “So do you have sunscreen or do I need to get my own?” 
 
    “What makes you think we’ll be outside?” 
 
    Oh.  I hadn’t thought of that.  It was possible that we’d go an indoor pool.  Thomas just seemed to be the type of guy who’d want to be in the sun every chance he got.  “Just a guess.” 
 
    “I have everything under control, dear Claire.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    As I got ready to hang up, he said, “Hope you’re looking sexy.” 
 
    For some reason, that hit me wrong—but I didn’t want to be rude or give it away, so I simply said, “You, too,” and then hung up. 
 
    And then I looked over the swimsuits again, trying to decide if I should change my mind and go with the one-piece… 
 
    * * * 
 
    Right around noon, Thomas showed up at my door.  He wasn’t even trying to dress for anything other than what we’d planned—so, shirtless, he wore nothing but trunks and sandals.  His abs caught my attention.  Fully clothed, I wouldn’t have guessed that he was so tight and firm, but his pecs and abs made me drool. 
 
    I didn’t have a chance to say a word, though.  I was wearing a thin, lacy cover but there was no mistaking the bikini underneath.  Cute black flipflops showed off my pink toenails, and I had my hair pulled back in a ponytail. 
 
    “Let’s go, gorgeous.”  Thomas’s approval of my outfit and sweet words helped thaw my chilliness toward him—which was good, considering we had two hours together ahead of us.  Soon, we were in the car, leaving the mansion.  “So you wanna know what we’re doing?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    He was quiet for a minute and then said, “You’ll find out soon.” 
 
    I sighed.  I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why these guys acted like they were holding secrets to Area 51 or NORAD when it was a simple date.  And letting me know beforehand might spoil whatever “surprise” they thought they were going to bestow on me, but that didn’t mean it would ruin the date. 
 
    I found it strange that we were going the exact same direction Gabe had taken me the day before, and I wondered if, perhaps, we were going to be doing the same thing.  After all, how many unusual original dates had I ever been on?  Well, that was okay—but why would I want to ride a Ferris wheel in a bathing suit—even if the rides were on the beach? 
 
    Maybe there was a water park near here. 
 
    For some reason, Thomas didn’t talk much, and I wondered if it was because we had a cameraman in the back seat.  He was the same guy who’d been with Gabe and me the day before.  So, with Thomas concentrating on merging with traffic and me antsy and bored out of my mind, I turned in the seat and looked at the man with the camera.  “What’s your name anyway?” 
 
    I could see his frown behind the camera.  “I’m not supposed to interact with you.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, there are lots of things we’re not supposed to do around here that we have been anyway.  I just want to know your name.  How much harm is in that?’ 
 
    I could tell he agreed by the tone of his voice.  “Jimmy.”  I got ready to ask him more questions about himself when he said, “Now turn around and pretend I’m not here.” 
 
    Thomas laughed.  “Like that’s possible.”  After a few seconds, he said, “Do you like burgers and fries, Claire?” 
 
    “Who doesn’t?” 
 
    “How long have you lived in this part of California, woman?  Burgers are, like, evil.  I guess you could say they’re a guilty pleasure—unless, of course, it’s a gourmet burger.  But around these parts we’re more interested in avocados and salads.  Fish tacos.  California rolls.  Shrimp tacos.  Pho.” 
 
    “Fine.  But I still like my burgers.”  I wasn’t a native Californian, and he knew it—and while I liked the cuisine served in my new home, I still liked the tastes from home I’d become accustomed to growing up—and a plain old cheeseburger was one of them.  But I didn’t have an issue with gourmet burgers, either, because my taste buds liked trying out a chef’s new take on a classic. 
 
    When Thomas finally pulled off the highway, I was amazed to find that we were still going the route Gabe had taken the day before—but I wasn’t going to say anything.  I couldn’t imagine the producers letting two guys take me on the same date two days in a row. 
 
    Or maybe they were.  See how I’d react to the guys and our date if done differently. 
 
    Soon, though, he drove past the amusement park, so I knew we weren’t going there.  But not far away from that point, he turned off the main road and into a huge parking lot—for the beach. 
 
    I got out of the car, removing my wrap and setting it on the car seat before taking a deep breath through my nose, enjoying the salty ocean air once again.  As we walked toward the huge open beach, I wondered how I’d gone so long living here and never been to this particular place before. 
 
    That told me I’d been working way too hard, not making time for fun.  The beach was long, and it reminded me of all the ones I’d ever seen in the movies—lifeguards in tall chairs, volleyball nets here and there, a walkway away far enough up the sand that high tide wouldn’t touch it, and miles of pristine light-colored sand, perfect for wading or wandering.  There were lots of people enjoying the sun, including people jogging and biking along the wide sidewalk. 
 
    Under the sun, it was obvious that Thomas got plenty of rays already.  His skin had a beautiful golden tan, and I wondered if he was even browned under his trunks or if that was the only spot on his body that never saw the light of day.  He had a bit of alpha male asshole in him—but he seemed more manipulative than dominant, and that made me wary of him.  And that was too bad, because he was likable, nice enough when he wanted to be…and fucking hot. 
 
    It was warm outside but not scorching hot, so I wasn’t particular about how we spent the next two hours.  “Do you want to take a walk or sunbathe—or would you rather play volleyball or swim?”  He nodded his head toward the water.  “Or surf?”  All those things sounded fun—but the best way we’d be able to get to know each other (and assess true compatibility) would be by talking to each other.  So my choice was simple.  “Why don’t we take a walk?” 
 
    “We can jog part of the way if you want.” 
 
    “I want to get to know you better—so I want to leisurely stroll.” 
 
    Grinning, he said, “Okay.  Lead the way.” 
 
    The cameraman cleared his throat.  Both Thomas and I turned to see him holding a can of spray sunscreen.  Mr. I’ve-got-in-under-control had forgotten that my skin was much lighter than his.  But he took the hint—and the sunscreen—and did me the honor. 
 
    Soon, we were walking along the wide sidewalk that not only had room for the two of us to saunter side by side but leave plenty of space for other folks walking, biking, or skateboarding in the opposite direction.  The sun felt so nice on my shoulders and the slight breeze moved the hair in my ponytail enough that I could feel it brushing against the top of my spine.  After I let the waves of gratitude move through my body, I decided it was time to start up a conversation.  Out of the four guys left, Thomas and Darius were the two I knew the least about—so I needed to do my research.  I figured the audience knew more than I did, so it was up to me to educate myself.  After all, what if we had completely different values?  I knew the matchmakers thought we were compatible, but I needed to find out for myself—and that information might also help the audience.  “What do you do for a living, Thomas?” 
 
    I saw the smirk form on his face, even though he managed to keep that tone out of his voice.  “You sure you wanna know?” 
 
    I tilted my head and glanced at him while taking my next few steps.  “Unless you’re a drug dealer or a pimp, I think I’d be okay with whatever it is you do.” 
 
    His eyes remained on the water to the west, watching the waves come in.  “I’m a dancer.” 
 
    That explained why he was so toned and firm. 
 
    “Yeah?  What kind of dancer?” 
 
    “That’s where I might lose you.”  I took my focus from the water to him, but his eyes didn’t meet mine.  Finally, he said, “I’m a stripper.” 
 
    Suddenly, my imagination went wild.  A stripper?  “As in Chippendales?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I don’t work for them.  There are plenty of places in this city for me to do my thing, so I go where the money is.” 
 
    “Where do you work right now?” 
 
    “Nowhere.  I quit to be on the show.” 
 
    I stifled a giggle, imagining him striking one of the typical poses I’d seen male strippers do—hands interlaced behind their head while they gyrated their pelvis, putting all emphasis on those tummy muscles between their pecs and waistband.  The need to laugh I figured was due to nerves, mainly because I’d never been around a guy like that before—and I realized I was being judgmental, but I wondered what guy would use his body in that fashion to make money.  That was none of my business, I supposed, but it didn’t mean I didn’t want to know more.  “What got you into that line of work?” 
 
    “At first, I did it as a joke.  I knew I had a great body and a friend told me all I wanted to do was be worshipped.  You know, he said, that’s the only reason why I worked out in the first place.  So I said, ‘Yeah, that’s it.’  And the next day I went to one of those places and applied.  I wasn’t much of a dancer then, so I almost didn’t get the job, but the guy auditioning me said I had charisma, and he could work with charisma—so he had the other guys there show me enough moves to get by and, over the next couple of months, I watched them and found ways to incorporate their moves into my own routines.  I finally took some dancing lessons, just so I could get better.  And now I don’t even think twice about it.  Some places, you don’t make a lot of money, but you go to the right place and you can make money hand over fist.” 
 
    A kid on a skateboard coming my way got a little close and I had to sidestep to protect my toes.  Thomas put an arm around me to keep me steady and I was actually sad when he removed it as we continued down the path. 
 
    “I think it depends on how freely the drinks flow and how well we can get the ladies enjoying themselves right off the bat.  The last place I worked, all the guys were rock hard and shirtless, from the guy at the door to the bartender to the waiters.  And the ladies used that as an excuse to shove one-dollar bills anywhere they could.” 
 
    I started kind of feeling sorry for him.  “Were you ever groped?” 
 
    “More than you could imagine.” 
 
    He didn’t seem to be broken up about it.  Pointing to the east, he said, “That’s where we’ll eat lunch later.  Want to keep walking and then come back in a while?” 
 
    “Sure.  I think we have plenty of time, don’t we?”  He nodded and we continued walking.  “Are you planning to return to that work after the show?” 
 
    “In some ways, it was good.  Flattering for the ego and fun to see how much money I could make in a night.  But I’m worth more than that.  I’ve considered getting into the escort business, because that’s where the money is.  A guy like me could make a thousand or more a night.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.  I have friends who do.”  I found that interesting, and I tried to imagine myself married—or even just dating—an escort.  What would that be like, knowing he screwed other women for a living? 
 
    I couldn’t think of what to say, at least nothing that wouldn’t come off as judgy or snoopy, so I instead looked at the ocean as we walked and waited for a natural topic to come to mind.  After a while, though, he started talking again.  “I actually tried out for this show as a way of getting out of that business entirely.  I want to break into show biz.  Lots of my friends have told me I’d look good up on the silver screen.” 
 
    “What a coincidence.  That was the main reason why I tried out for the show—exposure.  I’ve been trying to break in for years.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Maybe we’ll break in together.” 
 
    I never would have thought I’d have something in common with Thomas, so that was cool.  In spite of being good looking and having a sexy drawl and nice body, I hadn’t felt much of a connection with him, so I appreciated being able to relate to him. 
 
    As we continued walking along the beach, though, he stopped talking and started moving as if he was in a strip club on a stage.  I didn’t know if he was trying to embarrass me or show me his moves or even turn me on, but it made people stop what they were doing to watch us.  It was bad enough we had a camera guy walking near us at all times filming, because that kept a few eyes on us, but Thomas was increasing the number of watchers just by doing his thing. 
 
    At one point, he jumped in front of me and cupped his hands behind his head.  Then he started grinding the air to the beat of electronic dance music in his head.  He was so into it that I could picture a dark room and dozens of women screaming and thrusting dollar bills into his crotch.  It wouldn’t have been so bad if we hadn’t stopped walking when he began performing an entire routine as women began gathering around, along with a couple of guys, too. 
 
    Me, though?  I wanted to melt into the sand and head back to the mansion… 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    SURROUNDED BY WOMEN and a couple guys while Thomas performed an entire routine to some music in his head was not a date about me.  In fact, it seemed like he wasn’t even paying attention to me anymore.  No, I didn’t need the world to revolve around me all the time, but I did expect my date to want to spend that time with me and not a bunch of adoring, drooling fans.  Finally, I looked at the camera guy, raised my eyebrows, and then began walking back down the sidewalk from where we came.  If I had to, I’d call a cab from the parking lot, but I was done.  It was great that Thomas didn’t mind making a spectacle of himself, but I had other things to do with my time. 
 
    What gave me hope, though, was that I didn’t get too far before I heard his southern voice calling to me.  “Claire, where you goin’?”  I turned around then, waiting for him to join me, leaving the cheering crowd behind.  “You didn’t like my dancing?” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t that.  It was that you were amassing a mob.” 
 
    “Did that bother you?”  I shrugged and started walking again.  “If you want to be an actress, Claire, you need to get used to paparazzi, don’t you think?” 
 
    That sort of pissed me off, even though I kept my temper in check—but I couldn’t keep my mouth shut.  “That wasn’t paparazzi, Thomas—that was an audience.” 
 
    Chuckling, he said, “Fair enough.  Are you ready for lunch?” 
 
    “I thought you’d never ask.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The rest of my date with Thomas was uneventful compared to his dance routine.  We ate lunch and he mostly talked about himself, although he did ask me questions on occasion.  By the end, though, I was beginning to think there was no compatibility between us, and the more he talked, the less I found him interesting. 
 
    When we got to the car, he said, “Imagine it, Claire.  What if I won the whole thing and became your mate—and then we parlayed that into an acting career for us both?” 
 
    “That would be pretty cool.” 
 
    “Hell, yeah.”  Unexpectedly, he swept me into his arms and said, “Now that shit makes me hard.”  Without warning, he planted his lips on mine.  I hadn’t much remembered his kiss from our strange first date last week, but this time was memorable.  He pressed his body into mine and nipped at my lips until I responded.  Then he slowly touched his tongue on my lower lip before entering my mouth.  It led into several passionate kisses, amazing because he finally read my cues instead of boring me with stories about himself. 
 
    Maybe he would be a good escort. 
 
    Finally, camera guy said, “I hate to break up the party, guys, but time’s up.  Gotta head back to the mansion.” 
 
    Thomas let go of me and turned.  “What if we made this a threesome, dude?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    That night at dinner, I could feel tension so thick, it was harder to slice through than the ribeye on my plate.  Something strange was still going on with the men, and I suspected it involved testosterone. 
 
    Fortunately, I was able to get Grayson to talk.  All I did was ask if there was a new videogame he was looking forward to, and the words spilled out like bees from a disturbed hive.  The men argued daily and threats surfaced, but Grayson tried to stay out of it.  After the discomfort of dinner, I gladly walked away for a while and spent the evening reading a book and painting my toenails.  If my existence here was supposed to be a life of leisure, I was beginning to think I wanted no part of it.  I’d never been this bored in all my life. 
 
    Of course, if it meant I would have an amazing companion for life, I could sacrifice a little longer. 
 
    The next day, I didn’t see Darius at breakfast, but he picked me up promptly at eleven-thirty as promised.  He gave me a hug and I could smell his cologne then—spicy but subtle—and I was immediately in the mood for romance. 
 
    He held my door for me as I got in.  I wore a light-blue flowery sundress that ended a few inches above my knees, and I think he appreciated the view, but I couldn’t be sure.  Just as Thomas felt like he was wearing a disguise to fool us into thinking he was someone different, if any guy in this game was a closed book, it was Darius. 
 
    That made me all the more intrigued.  I couldn’t help it—I loved a good mystery. 
 
    As he pulled out onto the main road (cameraman in tow in the backseat, mouth shut but filming every little thing), he said, “Since we have extra time, I decided I want to take you to one of my favorite restaurants.  It’s in Malibu, so it’ll take us a while to get there, but we’ll still have plenty of time to eat.” 
 
    “I thought drive time didn’t matter anymore.” 
 
    A sly smile widened on Darius’s face as he slightly turned his head to look at me, his white teeth gleaming.  “They said I’m traveling too far out of the accepted radius.” 
 
    “That sounds like bullshit.” 
 
    This cameraman—not the same guy who accompanied me with my Gabe and Thomas dates—said, “Now that we’ve taken the drive time out of the equation, the producers had to make sure things were still fair.  So any date within ten miles, no matter the traffic conditions, gets extra time for travel.  More than that, though, and we have to count the time.” 
 
    I felt my heart sink, begging that Gabe never chose anything far away—or else my life would be in danger again. 
 
    “I planned this date before the rules—and it’s okay.  I already planned on the drive being part of our date.  Kind of a road trip.”  I nodded.  “You don’t mind traveling a bit, do you?” 
 
    “No, not at all.” 
 
    “Good.”  After just a few minutes, he pulled onto the highway—going the same way we’d gone before.  I was getting pretty familiar with Santa Monica nowadays.  “Have you ever driven up the Pacific Coast Highway?” 
 
    “No.  I’ve lived in California for years and have a heck of a bucket list.  That’s on it, but I’ve been too involved in day-to-day stuff that I just haven’t done it.” 
 
    “This is part of it, you know.” 
 
    “Oh, Highway One—” I started to ask. 
 
    “Yeah, is it.  Now this section isn’t that exciting, but wait till we get a little farther.  And the restaurant where we’ll be eating lunch has great views of the ocean.” 
 
    He wasn’t lying that the road trip was part of the date.  I smiled, marveling at his thoughtfulness. 
 
    “And I know the dates the guys have been taking you on—at least, what they’ve said they’ve done.  This probably isn’t as exciting, so I apologize.”  Darius looked in the rearview mirror and then out the driver’s side before moving to the left lane where traffic was moving a little faster.  “But I thought the whole point of this show was for us to get to know each other.  The producers keep giving us these huge lists of ideas if we feel like we’re stuck, and I fell victim to that thinking last time, which is why I took you to laser tag.” 
 
    “In all fairness, Darius, that was a lot of fun.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was, but I still don’t know much about you—except that you’re a good sport.”  I laughed.  “If we’re taking the premise of this show seriously, then we can’t just trust the matchmakers.  Should we take their word for it that we’re compatible?  Then let’s say we do get married, and a year from now are all like, What the hell was I thinking?  Naw.  I want to get to know you, Claire, and I hope you want to get to know me.  That’s the way we’ll really know if we’re a good match.” 
 
    That was probably the most I’d ever heard from Darius—and it was good to know we’d been thinking the same damn thing. 
 
    “Yeah.  I think you’re right.” 
 
    “So far, I believe we could be compatible and be a solid match for life—but let’s see what kind of chemistry we have.” 
 
    Ooh, chemistry.  I liked the sound of that. 
 
    Traffic got thicker as we went and Darius moved to the middle lane for about half a mile but then moved to the right lane and, after about another mile, traffic eased up again and we were finally driving at a good clip. 
 
    “What do you think about the show so far, Claire?  Do you think you’ll have a good feeling about whoever’s chosen for you when we’re at the end?” 
 
    At that moment, there would be no answering his question.  Things happened quickly as adrenaline rushed through my veins, because Darius said, “Shit.  Hang on.”  I turned my head from looking at him to the road and saw that a big car was pulling out right in front of us—and we were going to be lucky if Darius could get the car to stop before we rammed into their side. 
 
    In fact, we’d be lucky to walk away from it.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    THE SECONDS SLOWED to a crawl as we got closer and closer to the car that had pulled out in front of us.  Inch by inch, we got nearer, and instinctively my hand gripped the dash, my feet pressing into the floor as if I could psychically help us brake.  Darius turned the wheel while continuing to apply the brake, and maybe the dumb ass who’d pulled out in front of us saw he was about to be hit because he finally moved a little faster, maybe trying to get out of our way—but we weren’t in the clear yet, especially because when I glanced in my side mirror, I saw that the guy behind us was getting pretty damn close, too. 
 
    I was clasping the dash so hard, I was surprised I didn’t pull a chunk off of it. 
 
    Darius’s driving skills saved us, though.  He managed to (barely) avoid hitting the car in front of us—but I heard the sound of crunching metal as the guy behind us made contact with our bumper.  The force of the truck hitting us moved us forward once again but we finally ground to a stop.  Rattled, I found myself waiting for another hit as time seemed to speed up again. 
 
    Fortunately, none came. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Darius asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied, mentally examining my body.  My psyche, however, needed a few moments to chill. 
 
    “What about you, man?  You okay?” 
 
    The cameraman said, “Yeah.  Sorry, but I think I need to keep filming.” 
 
    “Do what you gotta do.”  Darius looked out the side mirror and slowly eased his door open.  Traffic passing by was moving slower than usual, no doubt trying to maintain safety as they passed—either that or as they gawked at the mess.  I looked ahead and couldn’t see the offending car anywhere. 
 
    “Should I call 911?” 
 
    “You could, but I bet someone already did.” 
 
    I doubted that.  I fished in my purse for my cell phone and made the call, our date now the farthest thing from my mind… 
 
    * * * 
 
    I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been so angry.  The person who should have been madder than hell was Darius, but he was cool and collected.  Impressive. 
 
    Now, though, we were standing off the road, waiting for a new vehicle.  The old car was towed away, probably for repair but maybe to be totaled—I had no idea—but the producers were sending over a new car and told us we could either come back to the mansion or resume our date.  The choice was ours. 
 
    After the shit we’d just gone through, there was no way I wasn’t going through with the date—unless Darius wanted to go back to the mansion.  So I told him that.  “I’m okay with continuing our date if you are.” 
 
    “Of course.  This was just a little snag.” 
 
    I loved how he didn’t let any of this shit rattle him.  It was a testament to his inner calm and, as I marveled at that, I realized how much I needed that kind of guy in my life.  I hadn’t gotten a sense of this kind of peace from any of the other guys. 
 
    Putting the cart before the horse, though. 
 
    Soon, we were in a gray Prius and cruising back down the highway.  Darius spoke first.  “Wally, I didn’t even think that you were filming the whole time until you said something.  That was brilliant.” 
 
    “It’s evidence.  That way when the jackass they have to arrest for—it’s not hit and run but whatever—for causing an accident, they’ve got it on film.  There’s no denying it.” 
 
    I swallowed and said, “Guys…was it just me or was that cop being a total dick?” 
 
    Darius shrugged, keeping his eye on traffic.  “I don’t know.  He seemed pretty typical to me.” 
 
    “Really?”  I turned in my chair to look at our camera guy.  “What did you think?” 
 
    “Yeah…kind of a dick.” 
 
    I wondered if maybe I knew the reason—and I almost hated saying it out loud…but if Darius and I were going to get to know each other better, this was a fair question.  “Do you think…it’s because he’s prejudiced?” 
 
    “Could be.” 
 
    Why was he being so casual about it?  “Doesn’t that piss you off?” 
 
    “And what good does that do, Claire?  You take a guy who already looks at me like a criminal and I get all indignant and in his face—what do you think that will solve?  Or will it be like taking a match to a gasoline-soaked rag?” 
 
    Fair point.  “But—” 
 
    “There are no buts about it.  And, in all fairness, he wasn’t exactly nice to you, either.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s just a dick in general,” the camera guy chimed in. 
 
    “So imagine how miserable he is.  He’s chosen to work in a profession where he sees bad people all the time, and he’s obviously got some issues.  He’s the one who has to go home at night and live in his own skin.  I refuse to make it my problem.” 
 
    Having had to learn in life to stand up for myself, I couldn’t quite wrap my mind around his viewpoint, but I was intrigued.  “That’s nice, Darius, but how do you keep your temper in check.” 
 
    “It’s easy.  All those things I just told you?  I believe them.  I believe I’m in a better place than he is, so it’s easy to show compassion and not let it get to me.”  I think he sensed I still wasn’t buying it.  “I have to believe that most people are as good as they know how to be with the tools they’ve been given to cope.  And I also have to believe that people are doing as well as they can at any given moment.  Does that mean that some people seem to be dicks?  Sure.  Does that mean all people are always good?  No.  But it gives me the space and freedom to let go and not let that shit bother me.” 
 
    Ah…the source of calmness. 
 
    “I’m not a Buddhist, but I’ve studied it and have seriously considered embracing it full on.  I just don’t think I’m ready yet.” 
 
    I was awestruck—blown away, in fact.  “I’m impressed.” 
 
    “Don’t be.  I have a long way to go—but just what little I’ve done has helped me deal with a lot of negative shit in my life.” 
 
    The only question I had left was one I’d never ask:  Why the hell was he on this show? 
 
    * * * 
 
    Darius hadn’t been kidding about the restaurant.  It was breathtaking and most definitely worth the hype he’d given it.  I discovered quickly upon arrival that, even though we didn’t have an official reservation, they’d been expecting us.  Perks of being on an already popular show. 
 
    We got a table away from a lot of other diners but next to a window (the entire wall was nothing but) so we had a beautiful view of beach and ocean.  It was a late lunch, so no candles were lit, but the place had a high-class feel anyway.  I knew it was because of the linens, both tablecloth and napkins, and the tiny plants that served as centerpieces. 
 
    Our water glasses were filled and then the waiter came by to get our drink orders.  Darius said, “I don’t know about you, but after our adventures today, I think I want a glass of wine.” 
 
    “Yes, make that two.” 
 
    Soon, we were sipping wine and nibbling from a cheese plate.  Because our date happened later than planned, I think Darius was worried about the cameraman and offered him some cheese and fruit (which the camera guy declined, but Darius told him the offer stood).  Darius focused on asking me questions, reminding me that was why he’d wanted a simple lunch.  I told him what I’d told everyone else, a story that was getting old for me, but it was the first time he’d heard it. 
 
    “Why do you want to be an actress, Claire?  What about that profession appeals to you?” 
 
    It was a question that none of the other men had asked but one that I’d examined myself over the years.  “When I was younger and tried to figure out what I wanted to do with my life, a lot of jobs sounded interesting—but I knew they’d get boring eventually.  As an actress, I’ll be able to be different people with each role, so it’ll be like I’m living dozens of lives.” 
 
    “I can see that…but have you ever thought of doing something else?” 
 
    I couldn’t help the scowl on my face.  “Well, I wait tables for a living and I’ve worked in retail some.  I can tell you I don’t enjoy those jobs.” 
 
    “I might be wrong, Claire, but I’m not surprised.  You seem intuitive, empathetic.  You have a big heart—and I could see you doing something more humanitarian.” 
 
    Really?  I didn’t think I could see that but, as the idea buried itself in my bones, I started to think of other possibilities—but I wasn’t ready to give up on my dream yet.  The waiter brought our main courses, and I decided to shift the conversation to him a little.  I needed to know more about this man. 
 
    “What about you, Darius?  Why are you on the show?” 
 
    I saw a shadow cross over his eyes, making me wonder what was in his mind.  “Let’s just say the opportunity presented itself—and I could use the prize money.” 
 
    Tilting my head, I asked, “Prize money?” 
 
    “Yeah.  I told you about it last week.  All of us guys earn prize money, depending on how far in the show we make it.  Even Spencer got money, even though it wasn’t much.  More than that, though, something I didn’t know until I’d been chosen, is that we’ll get more perks as time goes on.  Like the last two guys will get cars, based on our sponsors, and a big deal will be made out of that—although you might not be part of that, Claire.” 
 
    I tried not to let my disappointment show.  “So you’re only doing this for money?” 
 
    His disarming smile grabbed my heart.  “I started out that way, yes.  But I hadn’t known what to expect, any more than the other guys or maybe even you.  Did you know this is what it would be like?” 
 
    “I hadn’t known what to expect.” 
 
    “Exactly.  I didn’t think I could develop feelings for anyone in a contrived setting in such a short time—but I have to admit I like you very much.” 
 
    I smiled.  I guess I’d hoped for a stronger reaction—because I felt more than a little fondness for Darius—but at least he didn’t hate my ass, right?  And I supposed he also had to guard his heart a little, because he was competing against three other men—and, if I wound up with someone else, he’d have to find a way to let go.  “The feeling’s mutual, Darius.” 
 
    “How’s your risotto?” 
 
    “Amazing.” 
 
    “Worth the drive, right?” 
 
    I nodded.  “What about your lobster?” 
 
    “I came for the view and the company.  Everything else is gravy, as they say.  But, yes, it’s good.” 
 
    “Thanks for bringing me here.” 
 
    He nodded.  “Yeah.  Sorry about the wreck.” 
 
    Grinning, I said, “It probably makes for good TV.” 
 
    We finished our meals, followed by dessert—tiramisu for him, carrot cake for me…but we shared with each other.  Then, with fifteen minutes before we had to head out (because the producers had “recalculated” how much time we had), we walked the beach a little.  Darius took my hand in his and we enjoyed the fresh salty air and sunshine.  There were some clouds along the horizon, blocking the sun on occasion, but it didn’t change how lovely the weather seemed. 
 
    We headed back to the car and, next to my door before he opened it for me, Darius asked, “Can I kiss you?” 
 
    “Do you even have to ask?”  I grabbed him by the collar and pulled his face down to mine.  Out of all the men, he was a true gentleman and honestly more surprising than any of the others.  No, I didn’t think I knew any of the men really well, but Darius seemed like a kind soul, even if there were lots of things I knew I didn’t know about him—but it made me want to know him better. 
 
    This kiss was even better than our first, gentle yet consuming—and I knew I wanted to spend lots more time with him. 
 
    “I need to get you back.” 
 
    “It’s kind of like being a kid again.  Gotta get home before I get in trouble.” 
 
    He laughed.  “Something like that.” 
 
    The calm drive back made the wreck earlier seem like ancient history.  Even though traffic was still pretty steady, we didn’t have any dummies pulling out in front of us.  Darius once more offered to pull into a convenience store or something for the cameraman to get something to eat or drink, but he said no.  He’d had a glass of water at the restaurant, so he was fine. 
 
    When we got to the mansion, Darius continued treating me like a date.  He wrapped an arm around my waist and let me inside.  As we started to head to my room, though, we heard shouting in one of the areas just off the great room and, because they were our roommates, we didn’t even ask each other if we wanted to see what was going on. 
 
    In the game room, Gabe and Thomas were just inches from each other.  Grayson towered behind them but acted like he wasn’t sure if he should try to pull them apart or not.  Face to face, they shouted at each other, ready to come to blows. 
 
    What the hell was going on? 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “TRY ME, MOTHERFUCKER.  Just try me.”  Gabe was no longer the sweet, thoughtful man—instead, scary and intimidating, and I believed, just hearing his voice, that he could beat the shit out of Thomas. 
 
    Two cameramen—and now a third—just stood around and filmed. 
 
    Thomas’s chest was puffed out and his brow furrowed, his fists clenched at his side.  “No need to try, asshole.  Let’s do this.” 
 
    “Take it outside, guys,” one of the cameramen said. 
 
    “Stop it!” I shouted, angry that no one was doing anything to stop them. 
 
    Darius, though, approached, even though he probably knew he was likely to get in the line of fire—or, worse, they might turn their aggression on him.  “Guys…”  Apparently, Darius not only had a calming effect on me but on everyone else as well…because both men took a deep breath and seemed to relax a little.  “Now what’s going on between you two?  How can I help?” 
 
    Thomas backed off a little and said, “It’s nothing, man.” 
 
    “Like hell it’s not.  Thomas doesn’t know how to drop anything.” 
 
    “Guys…I thought all our problems were behind us.” 
 
    “Just replaced,” Gabe said, his jaw rippling, suggesting unleashed aggression. 
 
    “Thomas?” 
 
    “It’s cool, man.” 
 
    Darius blinked and then turned back to Gabe.  Gabe finally said, “Yeah, fine.”  But then to Thomas he said, “Just stay out of my face.”  But then he turned his fury on Darius.  “And how the fuck did you manage to double your date time?  How’s that fair?” 
 
    “Didn’t anyone tell you?” 
 
    I felt rage rising from my gut.  “We were in an accident, asshole.  Instead of complaining about our date, you should be asking if we’re all right!” 
 
    Gabe’s eyebrows shot up his forehead and he waved his hands in front of his chest.  “Peace.  Sorry!  I was just messing around.” 
 
    Cat peeked in then—shitty timing, I thought at first, but then I realized that, of course, they wanted drama.  If she’d shown up and broken it up, there wouldn’t be as much footage to use.  “Just wanted to let you all know we’ll have dinner a little later than usual, so feel free to grab a snack if you need to.”  Her eyes moved to Darius and me.  “Glad you made it back safely.” 
 
    Yeah…but leave it to the show to ruin even the end of my date.  But no matter.  They couldn’t steal my memories of the day. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Just like they had a week earlier, the producers told Grayson the sky was the limit.  It seemed that, with their help, he was going to get to create a dream date for me.  I knew, once again, that I had to dress beautifully, so I wore a gorgeous burgundy dress with thin straps and sexy cold-shoulder sleeves, a plunging neckline, and a scalloped skirt that didn’t have slits up the sides but was cut so that the sides were shorter than the front and back.  It was dressy but playful. 
 
    Grayson once more brought me flowers.  So thoughtful.  This time, he’d chosen a dozen red roses already in a beautiful vase.  After taking a deep whiff, I set the vase down on the coffee table and kissed him on the cheek before taking his arm and letting him lead the way. 
 
    “You look very nice,” I said, and I meant it.  Grayson had always seemed more like a casual guy, but he pulled off a business look nicely.  He wore a dark gray suit with white shirt and light blue tie, matching pants, and black shoes.  Gone were the glasses, replaced with contacts (I hoped he had contacts on, since he would be doing the driving).  He’d trimmed down his facial hair more into a goatee, really showing the rugged, handsome shape of his face—and, more than before, I saw his appeal as a potential mate.  Before, I’d considered him friend material but now? 
 
    Wow. 
 
    I figured the ladies of the audience would feel the same way. 
 
    Soon, we were out front, and Grayson had a red Charger with two black stripes down the middle for the length of the car.  He could barely contain his excitement.  “A beauty, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Yeah, she really is.” 
 
    The cameramen—just two now, because the producers probably figured it was overkill sending lots of guys to film a couple—took their own vehicle again for our big date, just like they’d done when I’d gone with Spencer the week before.  So the producers hadn’t completely changed the way the show worked—just mostly. 
 
    Once we were on the road, Grayson began fiddling with the radio, tuning into a metal station.  “You mind if I turn it up a little?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    Maybe I should have asked him not to, because he was banging his head every time he had to stop at a light or a stop sign.  But I was amused when he would begin singing, using a death metal voice.  I tried not to giggle.  We were on the freeway in a matter of minutes and, even though he continued singing, he wasn’t acting like a maniac anymore. 
 
    Finally, I asked, “So where are we going, Gray?” 
 
    “Downtown, baby!” 
 
    Realizing he hadn’t planned on saying anything else, I said, “Okay…but that doesn’t tell me much.” 
 
    “We’re almost there.”  Taking an exit off the freeway, he slowed the car and it wasn’t long before we were surrounded by towering skyscrapers and bright lights.  A couple of minutes later, he pulled into a drive in front of a hotel.  Grayson left the keys in the car and a valet driver whisked it away as soon as we were out.  He told a man at a podium who we were.  “We need to also wait for Mr. Simpson, correct?” 
 
    “Yes.  They should be here in a few minutes.  They left right after we did.”  Ah…Mr. Simpson was one of the camera guys.  I hadn’t known that—but I imagined the guys got more chances to chat with them than I did. 
 
    While we waited, I lowered my voice and said to him, “So what are we doing at a hotel?”  A huge one, at that. 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    God, we were still playing the wait-and-see game.  I supposed I needed to respect that.  After all, the guys needed some way to entice me, keeping me on my toes.  At least it wasn’t sweltering hot outside or chilly.  The weather was perfect.  The only thing making it even begin to be unpleasant was the smell of car exhaust from the city streets. 
 
    But that too was short-lived, because the van with the guys showed up and, as the valet shuttled their car away, we all followed the maître d’ inside the restaurant.  The ride up the elevator took my breath away.  The doors were glass and we got a view of the city as we shot up the outside of the building.  The view was reminiscent of Gabe’s amusement park adventures, but it didn’t take long before we got to the top.  When we exited, following the maître d’, my breath escaped me.  The view of the city from this high up was spectacular.  The sky was a dark blue—the sun’s last rays barely illuminating the atmosphere—but the city lights already twinkled. 
 
    “We have the perfect table over here for you,” he said, leading us across the room to a table by a window.  Just like lunch yesterday, this place didn’t spare the glass.  After we were seated, he said, “Your waiter will be right with you.  Enjoy your dinner.” 
 
    I examined the drink menu and, as I looked up to ask Grayson what he was considering, I gasped. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing.  But look!”  The city was moving right in front of our eyes—or, rather, the restaurant was revolving. 
 
    “Yeah.  You really didn’t know?” 
 
    “Okay, so I’ve lived in LA for a while, but I had no idea this place even existed.”  Before the waiter got to our table, I asked, “Have you ever been here before?” 
 
    “Nope.  This is a first for me, too.” 
 
    The waiter approached and gave us a slight nod when we looked up.  “Hello.  We’re honored that you’ve chosen to dine with us tonight.”  He handed me a menu and then gave one to Grayson.  “You have lots of choices on tonight’s menu, so please take your time.”  Another man in a white tux grabbed the stemmed glass in front of me and filled it with ice water before moving behind the waiter to fill Grayson’s.  “If you know what you’d like to drink now, I can get that for you—or I can come back.” 
 
    Grayson was already scouring the menu.  “Actually, I have a question.  What would you recommend out of the starters?” 
 
    The waiter’s stoic expression reminded me of the Queen’s Guard standing in front of Buckingham Palace—no emotion but complete dedication to his duty.  “It’s a matter of personal taste, but most diners enjoy the skewered teriyaki chicken, and I’d pair that with Merlot.” 
 
    “That sound okay with you?” 
 
    I smiled and nodded.  This show was making me open to all sorts of new experiences, and I embraced this one eagerly. 
 
    “Very good.  I’ll be back in a moment to take your order.” 
 
    Once more, we were left alone and I began perusing my menu.  Everything, from the seafood to the filet mignon, made my mouth water, so it was going to be hard deciding what to get.  Maybe Grayson had had the right idea of asking the waiter his recommendations.  If I couldn’t narrow it down, I’d have to do that, too. 
 
    Grayson said that he was also agonizing with meal choices.  Finally, I leaned over the table to whisper to Grayson, because I had a feeling he could relate to what was rolling through my head.  “Have you looked at these prices?”  For what our two meals, drinks, and starters would cost (not to mention dessert later), I could buy groceries for a month or two for myself. 
 
    “Yeah—but not to worry, Claire.  This is all covered by the show.” 
 
    “I know, but—” 
 
    Our waiter reappeared with a bottle of Merlot, and he expertly poured first my glass and then Gray’s.  I couldn’t wait for the starter to get there, and I brought the wine to my lips—and it tasted even better than I’d expected.  “Your starter will be ready soon.  Do you need more time or do you have any questions about our entrées?” 
 
    “I just can’t decide.  Everything looks so good.” 
 
    “Same here.” 
 
    “Might I suggest the shrimp scampi?” 
 
    Grayson asked, “Do most of your diners like it?” 
 
    The waiter lowered his voice.  “It’s my personal favorite.” 
 
    “I’m sold.” 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    “Very good.  Might I suggest a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc to go with your meal?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    The fact that there was no price next to the wine list told me it cost a ridiculously exorbitant amount—but I imagined the show either had the budget for it or was getting a discount considering the places we went to were getting free advertising.  And something I didn’t know until after I was able to watch reruns of the show later on was that Cat made a big show of introducing the place where we went for the winner’s special date.  They’d done that the first show, too, but it was a tradition that continued—so, by the second season, restaurants were vying to serve the matchmaker contestants. 
 
    Off he went again, soon to return with the chicken teriyaki.  Grayson and I hadn’t gotten done marveling at the place by the time we had the food to fawn over.  I was thoroughly enjoying myself.  Hell, I had been for the entire show for the most part…which was probably why the universe considered it was time to deliver a blow.  I saw, entering through the elevator, a woman I’d deemed as my worst enemy—and she had a hot guy on her arm.  It wouldn’t have been so bad if she hadn’t noticed me but, just after she and her date were led to their table, she turned and began walking straight toward me. 
 
    This woman was a casting director who’d had my acting fate in her hands more times than I could count, and I imagined seeing me here with Grayson—and cameramen around us (thus making it hard not to notice)—wasn’t going to work in my favor. 
 
    Goddammit. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    BETSY WALCH STRODE over in her black fuck me pumps, emphasized by the slit in her red dress that climbed so far up her leg it almost exposed her undercarriage.  I couldn’t believe she had the nerve to just waltz over to our table like we were long lost friends. 
 
    “Claire, darling.  What’s going on over here?” 
 
    What really sucked?  I had to be nice to this woman because, in many ways, my future was in her hands.  Well…maybe not nice but at least not outwardly obviously snarky.  If she as a casting director didn’t like me for a role, then I probably wouldn’t get it.  That was her job, after all.  By this point, I’d all but given hope getting a role if she was the one doing the casting, because she just didn’t seem to like me for some reason.  I didn’t get that. 
 
    And I somehow knew she was one of those fakey women who’d want me to air-kiss her but no fucking way.  I wasn’t even going to stand up when she approached our table, career be damned or not.  Matchmaker was going to make or break me, but in a way that my future with a person like Betsy Walch no longer mattered—and that sudden realization made me feel bold. 
 
    First, though, I’d try to be polite, just like my mother would have expected.  “Dinner, of course.  Your hair looks great.”  In all honesty, it did, and there was no sense not being gracious about it.  She’d gone from black to red and the new color looked better against her pale skin.  And even the weird updo she had it in, looking a little like a 20s flapper, complemented the look in a way I wouldn’t have thought possible. 
 
    “Oh, that?  I’m kind of getting tired of this look.” 
 
    Of course.  Wouldn’t want to accept a compliment from me.  I stifled a sigh and said, “This is Grayson Shaw.  And, Grayson, this is—” 
 
    Before I could spit out her name, she stuck her hand out, palm down, toward Grayson and said, “Betsy Walch.  I’ve been the casting director for—” 
 
    “I recognize your name.  You cast a lot of episodes of Star Force 3000.”  He actually took her hand and kissed it. 
 
    Idiot. 
 
    Betsy’s face lit up at the fact that Grayson recognized her name.  “Yes, that’s me.” 
 
    “You’ve brought so many of my favorite characters to life.  It’s like you magically know the best person for a role.” 
 
    My heart sank.  Did that mean I had been a shitty choice for any of the roles I’d tried out for with this woman? 
 
    This was the first time I’d seen a genuine smile on her face.  “It’s not magic.  That’s my job.”  Glancing at me, she said, “And I’m good at it.” 
 
    A primal beast inside me wanted to get up and start scratching at her face—but the civil side of me maintained control and forced a phony smile to turn my lips up a little, a smile she should have been familiar with, considering it was the one she usually used.  But my stomach was queasy.  Still…I managed to keep my voice saccharine sweet.  “I think your date’s getting impatient.” 
 
    “He can wait.  He wants a leading role in the next movie I’m casting, so he’ll just have to be patient.” 
 
    The snark rose from my belly just as I imagined lava climbs from the depths of a volcano.  “So if I took you out for a nice dinner, you’d consider me for the next role I audition for?” 
 
    A sneer curled on her lips.  “He’s got a lot of talent and just needs the right role.” 
 
    What a bitch.  I was done.  “Sorry we can’t talk with you longer, Betsy.”  She blinked twice then and seemed to be struggling for words.  That was a first—and even if I never got a role thanks to her (which hadn’t been likely anyway), I felt like I’d won.  Our waiter stood beside her, patiently biding his time.  At the same moment, the cameraman directly behind me coughed, reminding Betsy that she was on film.  I already knew one of the guys would approach her later and ask if she’d sign a release to appear on the show—and I thought she might agree, because it could be good publicity for her.  Otherwise, her face would be blotted out. 
 
    But the camera was a good reminder that she might not want to go full-on bitch for the moment.  “Good to see you, Claire.” 
 
    Yeah, and I had half a dozen sarcastic comebacks for her.  But I had to be nice.  It was only fair to my date.  “You, too, Betsy.  Have a nice dinner.” 
 
    Her date was a real cutie, and I’d be looking for him on the silver screen.  I now had the feeling Betsy used her position to her advantage and, even though I’d joked about it, maybe chumming up to her was the way to get a role when she had the control—but the very idea of having to ingratiate myself to a bitch like that turned my stomach. 
 
    In spite of seeing her across the way (fortunately, I only had to look at the back of her head), dinner was great.  Not only was the food delicious, but watching the city move before us was breathtaking, even if it happened slowly. 
 
    I grinned, taking another bite of shrimp and marveling at the view.  Not only did we get to watch night fall on the city from a higher vantage point than usual, but then we got to enjoy the lights beginning to twinkle one by one, as if they’d come out for our pleasure. 
 
    My only worry was that we had quite a bit to drink and, even though Grayson was tall and beefy, I didn’t know that he’d be able to handle it all.  Of course, that was based on the fact that I was tipsy and giggly.  By the time we got to the crème brûlée, though, I was more in control of myself. 
 
    By the end, we’d done a full three-sixty and then some.  I was a little wobbly on my feet but after two steps, I was moving fine.  Grayson offered his arm and I took it, but I also took the lead, taking us over to Betsy’s table before walking to the elevator.  “Betsy,” I said, catching her with a bite of steak in her mouth.  “It was a pleasure.  We need to do coffee sometime.” 
 
    She nodded as I turned my gaze to her date.  Typical Hollywood wannabe actor.  Boyish good looks worth a dime a dozen, but Betsy, in her late thirties, enjoyed exploiting their dreams for a little roll in the hay.  I had no doubt she was footing the bill for dinner even. 
 
    But it didn’t matter.  I smiled at the actor (had I seen him in anything?) and then turned on my heel, leading us toward the elevator.  Once there and riding down (not so scary in the dark), he asked, “How do you know her again?” 
 
    “Casting director,” I replied, forgetting he knew who she was.  “She’s passed over me dozens of times for roles.” 
 
    “She’s crazy.  You’d be a great leading lady.” 
 
    Aw.  He was warming my heart.  “Thank you, Gray.” 
 
    And soon we were on our way. 
 
    “What do you want to do now?” he asked, winding his way back toward the freeway. 
 
    “We have all night, don’t we?” 
 
    “That’s what they told me.” 
 
    It was time to throw this sweet guy a bone.  “Then I think we should go to my room for a while.”  I didn’t want to get his hopes up about anything, but I had no issues exploring our boundaries a little bit.  And, honestly, I was starting to feel like he really had earned some serious alone time with me. 
 
    “This is your night, so we’ll do whatever you want.” 
 
    As he drove the freeway, a little less congested than earlier, I thought about his statement.  What did I want?  Did I even know anymore?  This show had so muddled me inside—even though not quite two weeks had passed—and presented me with so many options, I didn’t know what I wanted, truly, anymore.  So I was open for whatever and hoping I’d get a sign. 
 
    Again, though, what did it matter?  I didn’t have any say ultimately about which man I’d end up with.  I knew the audience decisions were supposedly based upon what they saw and who they thought would be best for me, but that meant I’d have to put faith in the cameramen to capture exactly what was needed; the editors to not let the bad stuff wind up on the cutting-room floor; and the voting portion of viewers to be wise people who had my best interest at heart. 
 
    That was a lot of people who had my future in their hands. 
 
    Of course, I also knew the contract didn’t force me to marry the last man standing.  It only strongly encouraged us to do so and, if we did, they’d pay for a no-holds-barred wedding and give us a few thousand in cash for the honeymoon. 
 
    Don’t think it would be free.  The caveat was that they’d be filming the whole damn thing, including the beginning of the honeymoon. 
 
    But the end of the show was still two weeks ahead…and I had four guys left, four guys who’d been thought to be compatible with me but who were different enough that I couldn’t just point my finger and choose based on superficial biases. 
 
    I hadn’t thought this game would fuck with my head as much as it was. 
 
    “Claire?” 
 
    “Yeah?”  I snapped myself out of a tipsy half-daze and looked up at Grayson who stood beside the car, holding the door open for me. 
 
    “Are you ready or do you need another minute?”  I blinked, realizing I’d been fretting during our entire trip back to the mansion.  “Is everything okay?” 
 
    I saw the cameramen getting out of their van just behind us, but they weren’t hovering around.  They were officially off duty, at least as far as Gray and I were concerned.  The rest of the evening was ours, sans mobile cameras.  So I was shocked when the second man turned and asked, “Do you guys need anything for the evening?”  I wasn’t sure what he meant until he added, “A bottle of wine or something else?” 
 
    In case I decided to get frisky with the guys, I had a stash of condoms in my room, courtesy of the show, but I was on birth control and we’d all been tested before filming began.  If one of us had wound up having something unsavory appear on the tests, I wondered if we would have been replaced, because that would have made things a lot more complicated. 
 
    Deciding to take my fate into my own hands, I said, “Yes, more Merlot—and while you’re at it, can you bring some butterscotch schnapps?” 
 
    “Um…okay.” 
 
    We took our time heading to my room, and I felt relief that none of the other guys happened to be anywhere along the way.  I knew the rules were that they weren’t supposed to be anywhere near my place on this special night, but I knew I had a rule breaker in the bunch—and I also figured I had a couple of amorous suitors who were beginning to take this seriously (although that could have been my ego and self-deception). 
 
    But our evening was pleasant, even though we had to wait a little longer for the schnapps, and we didn’t drink much anyway.  I could tell Grayson seemed slightly nervous now that we were completely alone and I hoped to ease that tension.  Soon, though, we were like two old friends, chatting away:  about family, growing up, school—you name it. 
 
    “You’re fucking with me!” 
 
    “No, I swear I’m not, Claire.” 
 
    “You were the developer behind the Evil Among Us series?” 
 
    “Yeah, it was totally my concept.  I didn’t build the whole game but the characters and storyline—even the look of the game—were all mine.” 
 
    “Get out of here.” 
 
    “Seriously—you can check the game credits.” 
 
    I shook my head.  That blew my mind.  Evil Among Us, especially the first game in the series, was one of my all-time favorite videogames, and I was surprised we hadn’t already talked about it, because games were Gray’s favorite subject.  I was also shocked that I hadn’t mentioned it was one of my favorite games ever, because it had just the right combination of mystery and adventure, with a little dash of horror thrown in for fun.  “It’s brilliant.  And here I am, dating the designer.” 
 
    His cheeks turned just a little pink.  The change in hue was so slight that, if I’d had one more shot, I wouldn’t have noticed.  I loved that, though—he was modest.  “Thank you.” 
 
    I scooted closer to him so that our legs were touching.  Grayson had been a decent enough kisser the time we’d kissed before, but he didn’t seem confident enough to make a move.  Emboldened by the liquor, I grabbed his hand impetuously and set it on my thigh, exposed because the flimsy skirt wouldn’t stay put.  Then I looked up at him and saw his pupils grow wide as he swallowed.  He knew exactly what that meant. 
 
    “Kiss me, Gray.” 
 
    He complied—and we spent a while making out on the sofa.  His kissing got better as we moved along, and I could tell he was feeling as impassioned as I.  Why not?  The producers seemed to encourage me to test-drive all the guys and, if I were to truly decide if Gray was a guy I wanted to spend my whole life with, I’d need to find out if he could satisfy me in bed. 
 
    We were finally hot and heavy, to the point where we needed to retire to the bedroom—because that was my only true sanctuary, the only place where I could shut off the cameras for a while and enjoy my date with abandon.  So at a breaking point in the kissing, I stood, holding my hand out to Gray in invitation. 
 
    But he hesitated. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Claire, you need to know something—something that’s embarrassing as hell.”  I cocked an eyebrow and hoped I looked nonjudgmental. 
 
    “I’m a virgin.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    I DIDN’T SAY it out loud because I didn’t want Gray to feel more self-conscious than he already did—and I didn’t want to break our trust, because he was sharing a secret that made him feel vulnerable—but I wondered how the hell in this day and age did a guy get to be in his mid-twenties without having sex even once? 
 
    I knew Gray, though—he was a little shy, awkward around me when it came to courting, and afraid of putting himself out there.  I imagined he’d maybe gotten up the nerve in his youth and asked a girl or two, only to experience rejection, and so he’d buried himself in his work, telling himself he didn’t need a woman. 
 
    But he wanted that—otherwise, he wouldn’t have applied to be on the show. 
 
    “That’s okay, Gray.  Come with me.” 
 
    The look in his green eyes said it all and a slight smile crept up on his lips as he took my hand and stood, a willing participant. 
 
    Once we were in my room, door closed, I asked, “Have you ever done anything with a woman before?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is there a way you want to start—knowing you’re safe here—or would you rather I lead the way?” 
 
    A shy smile appeared on his face.  “If you’ll let me, I’d like to try.” 
 
    I nodded my head but, poor guy, just as soon as he got near me, I thrust my index finger in the air and then turned to walk toward my nightstand…where there was a little red button I’d only pressed once before, just to see if it worked.  I could have used it for changing clothes, but I’d instead gotten in the habit of putting my underwear on in the bathroom and then putting everything else on in my room and, frankly, I didn’t give a shit if they saw me in my underwear.  It covered more than the bikini I’d worn to the beach with Thomas. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “This little button here—it controls the cameras in the room.”  I pointed to the upper corners in the vaulted ceiling where the not-so-subtle cameras stuck out, much like the ones I’d seen the last time I’d stepped foot in a bank.  “When I push this button, see how it lights up?  It’ll stay lit up, letting me know the cameras are off, and it gives us two hours.” 
 
    Frowning, he watched me press the button and saw how it became illuminated.  “How can you be sure?” 
 
    I could feel a grimace contorting my face.  “You really think they’ll want to make a porno with you and me?” 
 
    “No, but what would stop them from getting their jollies?” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    He walked over to one corner and examined the camera.  Then he looked around for a chair. 
 
    I said, “Look.”  I turned the button back off.  “This is off.”  Then I pressed the button again.  “And this is on.” 
 
    “Hmm.”  After a second, he said, “Do that again.”  When I did, he said, “Okay.” 
 
    “Nothing to worry about?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that, but it looks like the power’s shut off to the cameras.” 
 
    “So are we good to go?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so.” 
 
    “I thought you guys had a red button in your rooms.” 
 
    “Nope.  But I’m glad you do.” 
 
    He walked back over to the side of the bed where I stood and I said, “I’m all yours, Gray.” 
 
    Once more, a boyish grin lit up his entire face, and I realized how much more relaxed I felt with the cameras off.  Apparently, they’d been causing a little stress, even though I hadn’t noticed the effect they were having on me, being under scrutiny all day long for days on end.  And I knew relaxation was key to enjoying sex—for me, at any rate. 
 
    “Do you care if I undress you?” 
 
    I almost giggled like a school girl.  “No.  Please do.” 
 
    He looked me over like a sandwich…then like a science project, his brows furrowed.  “Do I just pull it up over your head or—” 
 
    “There’s a zipper in the back.”  Hard to see, but it was there.  I turned around and pulled my hair over my shoulder, leaning my head forward.  All I could feel on my neck was the cool draft from the air conditioner as I anticipated his warm fingers grabbing the zipper pull…but, for some reason, he was hesitating.  I wanted to help him—or even just ask if everything was okay—but I decided to be patient.  Maybe other girls and women in his past hadn’t and that was why he hadn’t had the special encounter of losing his virginity. 
 
    Finally, when his fingers brushed against my neck, I almost let out a sigh of relief.  He pulled the zipper down as far as it went, almost to my waist, and then he pulled both sides apart a little. 
 
    What shocked me—in a good way, of course—was his hot lips on the nape of my neck.  I felt chills shoot through every nerve in my body and I bit my lower lip, thinking this could be a great time after all—and not just for Grayson.  He moved his hands so that he was holding me at the waist and he continued kissing, but he started moving down my spine.  When he got to my bra, he paused and then unfastened it before continuing with his trail of kisses.  By the time he met the fabric near my lower back, I was taut from head to toe. 
 
    His hands returned to the top of my dress and then he first pushed the straps down, followed by sliding it down my arms.  Still behind me, he turned his head and kissed my neck on the side cleared of hair.  On instinct, I tilted my head so that he had more exposure. 
 
    This guy might have been a virgin, but his foreplay so far was amazing. 
 
    Goosebumps covered my arms while my nipples tightened and my toes curled.  He nibbled my ear lobe while sliding his hands over my waist, this time under the dress, gliding the fabric over my hips until it dropped to the floor. 
 
    Grayson’s hands left my body, but he moved to stand in front of me.  The look in his eyes resembled a starving man in front of a buffet, as if he couldn’t decide where to start.  He held out his hands, inviting me to take them, and he had me step out of the dress completely.  So there I stood in heels, panties, and a loose bra—and he couldn’t have been more pleased.  As he brought his lips to mine, I half expected a sloppy, overly eager union of our mouths, but it was as if he had the patience of Job at that point.  He grazed my lips and I felt my pulse quicken until he finally consumed my mouth with his.  Pulling me close, he held me at the waist before allowing his hands to cup my ass cheeks, all while assaulting me with his kiss that grew more passionate and expert by the moment. 
 
    Grayson, so far, was turning out to be a hell of a lover.  He had foreplay down already. 
 
    Methodically, he pulled my bra down my arms and moved away from me so it could fall, and my nipples grew more rigid.  Hunching over, he drew one nipple into his mouth while his finger and thumb fondled the other one, and a small moan escaped my mouth.  In seconds, though, he left them alone to kiss down my tummy, and the cool air hit my wet nipple, causing my pussy to clench in response. 
 
    His fingers wound around my panties on both sides and eased them down my thighs while his lips kissed around and down a leg, but as he let my undies drop to the floor, he snuck a hand between my legs and pressed up against my underside. 
 
    I was wet, so I had no doubt he could feel that. 
 
    “Sit on the bed, Claire.” 
 
    A willing participant now, I obeyed as my body begged to find out what would happen next.  As if he were Cinderella’s prince, he lifted my leg, but instead of fitting the shoe on my foot, he delicately took it off.  Even the way his fingers brushed against my foot sent chills charging through my entire body.  Once both shoes were removed, he said, “Would you stand for just a minute?” 
 
    I did.  I would have thought I’d feel self-conscious standing in front of him, completely nude while he examined my body.  When auditioning for a role years earlier, I’d had to do the very same thing in a completely clinical but intimidating way.  This was different, perhaps because I was the object of his desire and I was helping him grow into his full sexuality. 
 
    My fucking body was on fire. 
 
    “You’re beautiful, Claire.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  After another few seconds, I wasn’t uncomfortable but I was needy.  “Touch me, Gray.” 
 
    “I will.  Just a minute.”  His jacket long gone, he loosened his tie and pulled it off, folding it and setting it carefully on the nightstand.  “Would you lie down?” 
 
    Without a word, I got on the bed and lay on my side, my head propped on my elbow, watching him.  He sat on the bed and leaned over, taking off his shoes and socks.  Then he undid the top buttons on his shirt before turning around. 
 
    “Lie on your back, Claire.” 
 
    Giving him control had made him feel empowered, and now he had no trouble telling me what he wanted me to do—and I had no problems giving him that power, because not only did he respect me and that position, but he was also making my body feel heavenly. 
 
    I rolled onto my back as he requested.  It was kind of strange that he still had most of his clothes on, but this was his night.  He kissed me again and I closed my eyes, allowing all sensations to be tactile rather than visual—and as his tongue gently explored my mouth, his finger began tracing a path down the center of my body.  He started just below my throat and had made his way past my cleavage, but then he cupped my breast with his entire hand—fondling it, playing with the nipple, teasing. 
 
    Grayson’s lips left mine then and he started following his hand’s path.  First, he kissed my neck and then made little kisses down, past my collarbone, down my cleavage to my bellybutton.  My muscles tightened in response as he slowed his lips, getting closer to the one place that really needed attention.  “I might be a virgin, Claire, but I know what women like.”  I lifted my head from the pillow and looked in his eyes, now dark and lustful, and my pussy clenched in expectation. 
 
    As my breathing deepened, Grayson adjusted enough so that he could fit his head between my legs.  Soon, I could feel his breath against my skin as my pussy dripped in anticipation.  He gently pried my lips apart before I felt the first hot lick of his tongue.  Every muscle in my body responded to it, tensing up, as heady chemicals rushed through my veins.  Suddenly, my fingers needed something to do to keep me from shoving my crotch in his face and begging him to hurry.  One hand clenched the sheet below; the other wrapped into his thick hair, trying not to yank it out.  Grayson’s arms held my thighs down so he could feast with few obstacles. 
 
    A moan escaped my lips as he licked again and it wasn’t long before he picked up the pace.  He wasn’t moving quickly—more like a boat drifting lazily down a wide, calm river.  He was hitting the exact right spot and my body was responding perfectly.  It wasn’t until I could feel my thighs quivering that I knew I was close to orgasm, so I took a deep breath to help me relax and that was when it hit me—and I cried aloud as my brain undulated to the rhythm of the climax.  Wave after wave washed over me as Grayson continued to give my clit the attention it yearned. 
 
    After what felt like one of the longest orgasms I’d ever had, I lay my head back and let go of the grasp I had on Grayson’s hair.  I sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly.  After kissing the inside of my thigh, he asked, “Was that good?” 
 
    I laughed then, long and loud, and raised my head up.  His expression told me he thought my mirth was projected at him, so I reassured him quickly.  “You couldn’t tell?”  The painfully shy look on his face said it all.  “It was amazing, Gray.  How’d you learn to do that?” 
 
    “I’m not telling—but let’s just say I had a lady friend who let me experiment.” 
 
    Aw.  The look on his face made me melt.  “What kind of friend would let you do that without taking your virginity?”  He was trying to think of an answer when I pressed my finger against his lips.  “Why don’t you come up here and let’s rectify that situation right now?” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    THE NEXT TWO days were supposed to be no-contact days—except for the live airing of the show we had to attend Thursday night, of course.  But Cat called us all in to a group meeting on Wednesday night. 
 
    I had no idea what was going on, but I wondered if it was because of Grayson and me—because we technically broke the rules.  After popping his cherry, we’d wound up having sex twice more.  He was willing and eager, and I had no qualms about enjoying each other’s bodies, napping in between each round.  After all was said and done, we took a long shower together and curled up in bed for a final rest—and we both wound up sleeping past his eight AM exit time.  It wasn’t until eight-thirty that one of the FBI-types knocked on the door and gave him the bum’s rush, not even allowing me to give him a sweet kiss goodbye. 
 
    I’d been feeling uneasy all day—not just because I’d had no real human contact, but the idea that not only did these folks have me on camera, but they also could just come barging into my place with no warning…I didn’t much care for that.  Now, granted, they hadn’t opened my bedroom door before knocking, but I wasn’t thinking of that as a plus. 
 
    We met in the library located in the east wing.  I hadn’t spent much time in there, so I walked around, looking at the books on the shelves, until Cat asked me to have a seat.  We sat at a rectangular mahogany table with a polish so brilliant, I could almost see my reflection.  Darius was at one end and Gabe at the other.  Then, on one side, I sat diagonal to Darius with Thomas beside me and Grayson beside him, catty-corner to Gabe.  Cat, of course, stood on the empty side of the table, but we were all mute while she and the cameramen discussed positioning of the cameras. 
 
    Something big was happening here, but I couldn’t tell what. 
 
    I let my eyes wander around the room, hoping for some distraction.  I tried to dream of my ideal home library, looking at the fireplace and sofa at the other side, and the rich woods used to construct the huge shelves.  Before I left this mansion, I’d have to explore this and the other libraries in the house, leaf through the books and find one to read—and, when I reached the end of a chapter and had to ponder the words I’d just consumed, I could look out the glass doors at the beautiful garden outside.  In the upstairs library, I imagined there was an equally large window or two to peer out of.  This room was one of the most beautiful in this house—and that was saying something. 
 
    But my nerves could not be calmed.  Could they just get on with this shit already?  I was tired of having my emotions manipulated by the producers’ need for good TV. 
 
    It wouldn’t have been so bad if they would have let us talk to each other. 
 
    Finally, Cat and the cameramen stopped chatting and stood in position.  “Are you all ready?” 
 
    Thomas said what we were all thinking:  “Been ready.” 
 
    “Good.  One of you talked to me earlier today about leaving the show.”  Had I heard her right?  “Look…this is…unorthodox.  We probably won’t handle things like this in the next season, but, as you know, we’re learning as we go.”  She turned her focus to the man on my right.  “Darius, you had mentioned that you had concerns about signing up for the show even before you signed with us, so we knew you were worried about a family member.”  This was no huge surprise—he and I had had a long conversation about it last week, because he’d been worried about someone in his family…but I thought I’d convinced him to stay.  If he’d talked to Cat about it, then he was serious. 
 
    “In retrospect, we probably should have passed.  No offense, Darius.  But you scored in the top one percent of our compatibility index, so we felt compelled to put you on the show—and we probably pressured you to do it.  That said, we do have a show to run.” 
 
    I doubted she really cared.  It was all about the fucking ratings.  I knew, though, that they might have a harder time airing the show for four weeks as planned if they lost a guy.  Would they bring in a replacement?  That would be so weird, not to mention unfair to the other guys.  Yes, we were kept away from true reality and our relationships weren’t exactly natural, but I at least felt semi-comfortable around these guys.  Someone else in the mix wouldn’t feel right. 
 
    Of course, the producers might not mind that so much. 
 
    Really, though, we’d made it through week two.  They’d probably just not have the audience vote—but then that would ruin one of the game’s main premises. 
 
    “So we’re trying to feel our way around, figure out what works.  Darius, if we allow you to make a phone call, will you stay?” 
 
    All our eyes were focused on Darius.  I sensed from the other guys that they didn’t care.  If Darius left, then the other three would move on, one step closer to the end. 
 
    My heart clenched in my chest.  As I honestly considered him leaving, it made me almost want to cry.  For some reason, I felt like I cared about him more than the other men at the table—which might not have been true, but I was thinking that. 
 
    He looked at me then, and I sensed that he was going to tell me he was sorry—and I knew what that meant. 
 
    “Claire, do you have anything to say to Darius?” 
 
    My eyes searched his deep brown ones.  On impulse, I grabbed his hands in mine.  His were warm and firm and reassuring, reminding me that we indeed had a real connection. 
 
    “Darius, I know you’re worried about someone in your family—and I get that.  I don’t want to stop you if you have to leave…but I’ll miss you.”  I was afraid of saying what really dwelt in my heart:  what if I marry the wrong guy?  What if Darius really was the one for me?  If he left, I’d never know for sure—and I was afraid I’d always have that notion in my heart. 
 
    “No matter what I decide, Claire, I want you to know it’s not because of you—because we have something, you know?” 
 
    He was right.  Spencer?  I’d already forgotten about him, despite the things we’d done with each other.  I doubted I could forget Darius as easily. 
 
    “Okay, guys.  Sorry to cut this short.”  Bullshit, Cat—but I wasn’t going to say it aloud.  “Darius, we need you to decide.  Do you want to make that phone call and stay?  Or would you rather walk out of here and lose your chance with Claire?” 
 
    It wasn’t until she’d asked that question and Darius took a deep breath that I realized there was a grandfather clock against the wall behind Cat—and now I could hear it ticking.  Each second seemed to get louder and louder and each second seemed to grow longer. 
 
    Cat arched an eyebrow, her gaze fixed on Darius. 
 
    He looked at her and then again at me, squeezing my hands.  Then he nodded, ready to give his final answer. 
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