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What happens when you mix a television dating show, a prize to win, and pure chemistry between two people? A full-blown collision along with a misunderstanding that lasts till Monday morning when they both–unknowingly–have to show up for work in the same tattoo shop.

Eloise - A new town, a new job, and a huge step forward to break open my shell and crawl out of my comfort zone. The wounds from my past may have healed, but in some form, life ultimately finds a way to rip them right back open.

Lucas - My parents always said my player ways would instantly come to an end once I experience pure chemistry when I finally meet the right woman. They weren’t kidding ‘cause meeting her knocks me off balance in a way that turns life upside down. Including hers when I unravel a dangerous truth from her past.
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CHAPTER ONE
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– ELOISE –

The woman sitting across from me at the table giggles. “Any objections to being naked?” She waves the papers she’s been filling out in front of her face as if she needs to cool down when she adds, “Some of these questions are...phew.” 

Are you kidding me? I barely manage to hold back an eye roll. The same papers are in front of me and I just crossed the box in front of the yes for that question. Of course, I have objections because I’d rather die than get naked before a guy, let alone in front of a freaking camera for a TV show.

It might have something to do with insecurity due to the scars littering my back, neck, and part of my arm. Though it’s more of a principle thing. I’m not a prude; it’s just not something I would do. Kudos to those who don’t give a fuck, embrace their sexuality, and do whatever the hell they want.

As for the girl sitting across from me, pretending to be all prude, shy, and awkward? She’s definitely crossing the “no” box. Hell, I’ll bet the five grand I’m getting for signing up for this dating show that she’ll be the first one to lose her clothes.

The girl sitting next to me–Cleo something I think she said her name was–giggles right along with Miss IWannaBeNaked. “Right? I just hope Lucas will also join this season’s episode. Can you imagine winning the bonus if you manage to kiss him?”

“I knooooowwww,” Miss IWannaBeNaked gushes. “He’s been labeled the victory player of the last three times.”

I mentally cringe. Okay, scratch the chance of winning the bonus. I only signed up to join this dating show for one reason; to add an easy five thousand dollars to my bank account. That’s just for being on the show and dating five guys. The production company will cut and paste some of those fragments they tape today to make a one-hour episode. 

They even paid for the roundtrip plane ticket to this little slice of paradise. I found out about this show and the money when a client mentioned seeing an application for this dating show. I checked online and instantly applied. 

Seriously, it was a spur-of-the-moment solution for not being completely broke. Besides, I didn’t think I’d make it through the first round of screening. It’s not like I’m a good contestant like the other model-like girls sitting at the table with me. Hence the surprise when I received the phone call that I was one of the five girls who were selected for this season’s show.

The rules of this dating show, which has a game angle added to it, are simple. There are basically five girls and five men. We each receive five thousand dollars and that’s where the night starts. It’s a dating show first and foremost, so we try to find a good match and spend ten minutes with each man. Kinda like speed dating, but with a main cash prize angle.

To have some rivalry, the men and the women get an assignment but the risk cuts both ways. Meaning you have a chance to triple your money if you “go all in” and pick a man with whom you would like a second date with. If that man picks you in return, you triple your money. If he doesn’t choose you, then you lose your five thousand dollars and end up completely empty-handed.

Well, I’m not in it to triple my money or to score a date; I’m okay with the five grand I have in my pocket as I sign the contract in front of me. It’s the same amount of money I spent this morning when I signed the contract and assured my spot at the tattoo shop. 

I met with Renny, one of the three owners, earlier today and I’m all set to start on Monday. All of the owners approved me–based on my recommendations and artwork–even if two of them weren’t present during the final job interview when Renny told me I was accepted into their team. 

One of the owners is on holiday and the other was at a hotel, inking a celebrity who was in town especially for this artist to tattoo him. It shows what an amazing opportunity it is for me to get a chair in their shop. 

This morning I asked if one of them would be able to add some ink to my leg and the reply I received was simple; come in two hours early on Monday and we’ll see what we can do. All in all it’s definitely worth the five thousand dollar deposit. Even if it almost emptied my savings due to the added move across the country to start this new chapter of my career.

I don’t like being broke and the idea of doing this TV dating show thing isn’t something I’d normally do, but it’s also an extra push and reminder for me to put myself out there again. I know this won’t result in anything but by committing to this dating game I have to endure awkward conversations and give myself a trial run so to speak.

Two years ago–on the night my cheating ex-boyfriend dumped me–I witnessed a car accident. There isn’t anything I would have done differently, nor do I have any regrets, but that night I literally became scarred for life. 

It was only a matter of minutes between stopping to check on the driver and barely managing to pull him out before his car turned into a ball of fire. I don’t remember everything but I was told that I was standing over him which caused my back, along with parts of my left arm and neck, to suffer from burns. I’ve spent months in and out of the hospital. 

Ronald Oklays–the man I saved–turned into a friend who I have now left behind by moving across the country. At least we’ll stay in touch through text messages and calls. He did try to convince me to stay, even offered more than friendship. 

Talk about an awkward moment because I never felt attracted to him in that way. Though, it’s one of the reasons why I’m putting the signature under the contract of entering this dating show. A new chapter in my career means new leaps forward and earning some bucks by learning to get back into the dating and flirting routine is something I won’t pass up.

I also need it for work. Before the day I got dumped and scarred I felt connected with everything and was chatty and social, especially with my clients. Now? I hardly talk and only discuss what I need to with clients and start to ink–ignoring them until my work is done–and get them out of my chair as soon as possible.

The move to a new town, a new tattoo shop with three male artists, wanting to put myself out there, is scary and everything makes me nervous. So, taking a huge leap is what I’m doing, and I’m gonna damn well grab life by the balls.

Though, there’s no way I’m getting naked or whatever little Miss IWannaBeNaked is still gushing over. I have no clue who this Lucas is she’s rambling about, or the need to kiss him, and not just for the cash bonus it involves. I’m pretty sure it’s a victory, ego thing...kissing a dude who never kisses a chick.

I frown at myself and think back when the last time was that I kissed a man, or have been kissed for that matter. Ronald tried two days ago when he offered to be more than friends. I quickly turned my head to make his lips land on my cheek, so it’s been...years. I can’t even remember the last time I kissed my ex because we were having issues days before he broke up with me.

“All right, ladies,” the hostess says and gathers all the contracts. “Are the rules and expectations clear?”

Shit. I’ve been rambling inside my head to block everything out and I guess I missed some information but find myself nodding. If there was anything crucial it would have been in the contract I just signed. Besides, I’m here for one thing and that’s the five thousand dollars that will arrive in my bank account any second now.

We all follow her out as she says over her shoulder, “Well then, let’s meet your dates for this evening. And remember, try to get them naked. One thousand dollars for each if you’re successful.”

“It will be minus one thousand for us if we lose our clothes.” Miss IWannaBeNaked giggles. “But we will earn ten thousand in total if we manage to get them all naked during our dates.”

Yikes. I’m not going to be shedding any clothes but didn’t realize there are things that can cause them to deduct money.

“Anything else that costs money?” I grumble, making the hostess turn to face me.

She purses her lips, giving me the impression as if she’s annoyed by the fact that I wasn’t paying attention. Which I wasn’t but, whatever.

“What we just discussed is one, and of course when you put your heart on the line.” She shoots me a wink that’s as fake as the eyelashes she’s wearing. “But then you have a chance to fill your heart and your pocket all in one go.”

Riiiiiight. This time I can’t hide my snort and simultaneously roll my eyes. To my surprise the hostess grins and the crinkles around her eyes and the honest look she gives me tells me she’s amused by my skepticism.

“Remember, be yourself,” the hostess tells us as she stops in a long hallway with five doors. “You’ll have roughly ten minutes blind and half an hour in a casual setting with each date. The room will change for each date to give you a blank slate and setting. Eventually we will cut out the best parts of all of you and it will lead to the fifty minutes airtime.”

With a smile and a manicured, pink fingernail she orders each of us to enter a room. Here we go. I take a deep breath and step inside. It’s a small room without a window and there’s another door on my left and a chair in the middle.

I take a seat and hear a guy’s voice. “Hey, I’m Hector. So, I like to surf and prefer burgers over fries, but I don’t like pickles. Do you like pickles?”

My lips part in an effort to give my brain some time to process before I throw out some words but before I can do that the guy fires some more questions at me. He sounds as if he has his hand in front of his mouth, maybe he’s trying to shut himself up? 

A snort escapes me and I shake my head. I’m really trying to answer another one of the guy’s questions but it’s damn hard with all his rattling. I can’t help but feel as if I’m flunking a test. Shit. This is the first out of five I need to somewhat speed date; it sure doesn’t sound promising for the rest.

On the other hand, it definitely keeps me from being tempted to take my clothes off. Hector barely gives me time to answer two questions and in return I get five more. It doesn’t get better when we’re face-to-face and now I’m actually contemplating if taking my sock off–to stuff it in his mouth to shut him the hell up–would be considered getting naked.

His nail biting and the tilting of his head while he not so patiently waits for me to answer is annoying. Maybe I’m too picky. He does look kinda cute with the long, blond, shaggy hair, along with his sun-kissed skin and green eyes.

There’s no spike of lust or so much as an interest raising inside me. The urge to kiss him isn’t appealing–other than it being another option to shut him up. Then again, who knows where his fingers have been with all the nail biting the man does; he’s definitely overusing his mouth in every way.

I’m relieved when there’s a voice telling us to each leave through a different door. Once more I’m in a small space with the chair and another voice flows through the air. This time it’s a guy named Stuart.

Luckily this one doesn’t have a thousand questions. He’s turning out to be a rather silent type who likes to stare at my boobs. Awkward because I’m wearing a turtleneck and there isn’t a hint of cleavage, but the idiot is licking his lips as if he is picturing licking my nipples inside his mind.

I guess these types of shows draw out some crazies and if there’s a bonus of getting people naked, you’d have to be a bit of a player, outgoing, people loving, sexual...whatever. This guy is just a creep or I’m not normal with my preference to keep people at a safe distance.

When the third guy steps into the room, I practically plunk down onto the couch and keep my expectations low. The guy takes a seat right next to me and grins after he introduces himself as Stefan. A dimple appears in his left cheek and with his brown, curly hair bouncing around his face I must say...he’s very nice on the eyes.

There’s no instant lust, but I can’t help but return the smile he gives me. Chatting is easy and his hand goes to the back of the couch. Stefan shares a story about his neighbor’s cat giving him a jump scare and making him almost land head-first in the pool.

We laugh and he lets his fingers slide over my shoulder. My whole body goes rigid. This is part, beside from the cash, of why I signed up for this. After the accident the whole dating and intimacy came to an abrupt stop.

The ex who dumped me came to visit me at the hospital and when he caught a hint of my body he gagged. Actually gagged. Yeah, that right there left a massive dent in my self-esteem. Ronald–who I saved and became my friend–always kept his distance. Until a few days ago and even that was awkward.

Stefan slowly slides his fingers up and lightly brushes his knuckles over my cheek. “You’re gorgeous,” he murmurs and leans in for what I’m sure is a kiss. He might be the first of three guys I felt more at ease, and laughed with, but kissing for me is a huge step toward sharing something intimate.

Everyone has their own opinion and might kiss at the tip of a hat but for me kissing is a pre-sex game. An appetizer so you get a little hint of how the sex will be. Kinda like starting a motorcycle, hearing it roar and feeling it rumble underneath you so you get excited about the ride. Not that I’ve ever ridden one but whatever.

“Thanks,” I awkwardly manage and rear my head back.

“Shame,” he murmurs. “No kiss?”

I can feel one of my eyebrows head for the ceiling and I know I’m wearing a “glad you got the hint, dude,” look on my face.

He chuckles. “Damn.”

The voice of the hostess fills the room, requesting for the fourth switch. Stefan takes my hand and sweetly places a kiss on my knuckles. I’m still smiling when I enter the small room with the chair. One and two might have been weird and absolutely not my type, but I was warming up to number three.

Who knows, by the time I’m done with this show I might have the nerve to enter a bar and flirt a bit to score a hookup. A one-night stand would be a good way to break my dry spell. I’m grinning to myself when I hear the voice of number four.

Miles. He’s in his late thirties and an accountant. Our introduction runs smoothly and when we step into the room–that has the setup of a living room–his appearance is what I expected. His short, brownish hair, the suit he’s wearing, everything is crisp and neat; nothing is out of place.

It makes me wonder what he’s doing here because he doesn’t strike me as a man who wants to date a woman like Miss IWannaBeNaked or strike a conversation with her for that matter. The corner of my mouth twitches at the thought. He would probably throw his suit jacket at her if she did get naked.

His eyes take me in. From my brown hair, pulled back in a low ponytail, to my light blue turtleneck. He doesn’t check the blue jeans I’m wearing which are hugging my curvy thighs. I’m more of a plus size compared to the four other model-like figures in this show.

Miles’ eyes slide up and I know the exact moment he notices my scars. They are littering my neck and are slightly visible on my jaw. Repulsion is clear on his face. The man doesn’t even attempt to hide it and even his mouth twists as if he’s tasting something sour.

Anger rises inside me and it’s a harsh reminder of why I decided to attend this dating show. This right here is the prime example of what I was expecting when I put myself out there to start dating. If a guy is repulsed by a mere hint of my scars...how the hell would I be comfortable getting naked for a one-night stand? Fuck in the dark will be my only option? Ugh.

“What?” I snap. “Do I stink? Do I repulse you in any other way? Oh, wait. It’s the scars, huh? Want me to get naked so you can get a better look?”

He jolts up from the couch and smooths his jacket down with his hands, ironing out imaginary wrinkles. “This is unnecessary. I don’t think we’ll be a good match. You’re too straightforward for my liking.”

I snort. “Right. Whatever, dude.”

My mood takes a nosedive once more. One out of four men being somewhat entertaining isn’t too bad, right? Hopefully they saved the best for last. Wait. I actually think they did because Miss IWannaBeNaked and the other chick were discussing someone named Lucas.

The other four all had different names so I haven’t met the one who has a bonus on his head if I manage to kiss him. A player. He probably expects chicks to kiss his ass instead of his lips. Yeah, that’s definitely not going to happen.

Besides, the four men before him didn’t leave a good impression and blew my expectations, hopes, and efforts to smithereens. They should have started with Miles to give the player a chance after Stefan because I was sporting a smile when he left.

Yikes, now I’m even pushing mediocre to a number one spot. This dating show turned out to be the worst of the worst but on the other side...if it goes this weird during a date that’s been setup then it can only go better if it’s spontaneous, right?

Ugh. I might need to look for an apartment that allows pets. I’m all for getting a cat and remaining single for the rest of my life. Scratch that. I’ll pick up a variety of vibrators and live happily ever after with a rubber-buddy to keep me all hot and bothered.

No complaints, zero weirdness, throw him in a drawer when I’m done, and grab him when I need to get off. Sounds like a brilliant plan. My rambling thoughts allow me to ignore Miles and I’m thankful when I finally hear the voice telling us it’s time for the final switch.

Great. Lucas. The man who doesn’t kiss. I am kinda curious if he knows how to handle that mouth during a conversation. Probably a smooth talker because all players are. Miss IWannaBeNaked had her shot already, as did the others since he’s number five for me. 

Down to the last one. An hour tops and then I’m out of here. A weird experience, along with five grand richer. Definitely something to look forward to.
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CHAPTER TWO
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– LUCAS –

Silence greets me as I lean back in the chair. Most times it’s the women who start to rattle but nothing comes from the last chick I need to take down. I cross my arms in front of my chest and wait.

Just one more and I can cash out and head for the hotel to spend some quality time relaxing before catching my plane in the morning. The first time I joined this show for the sole reason to win as much money as I could so I can start my own business with two friends of mine.

Why not use the one quality that comes without effort to get what I need? That was my motto but after winning the first show I had what I needed. Though, those folks offered me an extra bonus if I’d return for a second season and I guess the easy money and the added expenses for traveling and all the arrangements is a nice addition.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
E S HiliEReE%S>C HNIDT
ADDY ARCHER





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





