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            Chapter 1

         

         Now would be the perfect time to turn into someone else. Doesn’t have to be someone completely different. Just a chilled-out, easier-going version of myself would be nice. Someone whose shoulders aren’t way up by her ears. Or whose right eye doesn’t feel like it’s about to start twitching.

         Why does it have to be him down on one knee? I can think of at least three other guys who could be doing this right now. And he’s way closer than he needs to be. With little effort, I could run a hand through his thick brown hair with all those natural golden streaks.

         “Marry me, Ana,” he whispers calmly.

         The words shouldn’t surprise me, but they do. Especially the way he says my name. Like he’s holding a small bird. I tuck a stray, frizzed-out curl behind my ear just as the cool mist from the fountain reaches my face.

         Come on, Ana. Loosen up. This is the perfect day for a proposal. It’s still early in the summer. Not too hot. Mostly clear blue sky. Central Park’s Bethesda Fountain and the small lake nearby look both luxurious and welcoming.

         “Thanks again for volunteering to do this…” I never even got his name after he delivered our generators this morning. Maybe it’s Chad. Or Jack. He looks like a Jack. Jack from the Midwest. Corn-fed but also a little bit savage. Like one of those young Abercrombie & Fitch models who should be able to afford food but always looks famished.

         “You’re probably wondering why I do the rehearsal myself,” I say to help ease the tension between us. I hope I’m not the only one feeling tension. “I just think it’s not much of a camera run-through if the cameras don’t get the chance to actually run through things exactly the way they’re meant to go. When you’re dealing with a surprise proposal, the rehearsal is really critical. And as the producer, I’m responsible for all the details—know what I mean?”

         He licks his lips but doesn’t respond. His scent is intoxicating. Like bubble gum and the sea.

         I force my shoulders down and shake my head around like a boxer about to enter the ring. Problem is, the clock is ticking and my mind has gone completely blank. Mostly because his V-neck T-shirt is exposing a beautiful triangle of smooth, tan skin.

         “So…what do ya think?” He sounds playful but also a bit worried.

         There’s an undeniable heat between us. It’s like we’re in a warm bubble and the world has stopped and nothing is happening. Wait, why is nothing happening?

         I look around and realize he isn’t the only one waiting for my response. The entire production crew is waiting. My response is everyone’s cue to begin this rehearsal.

         I have no idea how long I’ve been out of it, but now I’m very much back in it—and no doubt visibly flushed.

         It’s fine. No biggie. But if I open my mouth right now, I’m pretty sure a high-pitched YESSS will come out. So I nod.

         Finally, a smile spans his square cheeks just as a Spanish guitar glides into the silence. I look up at a dozen or so rowboats dotting the lake behind him. On the boat nearest us, a young man wearing a white tuxedo struggles to stand. He steadies himself, takes a deep breath, and begins belting out “O Sole Mio.”

         A wave of activity ripples across the other boats as men and women put down their oars and reveal hidden violins, clarinets, flutes, and a tambourine. Within seconds, the lake has turned into a concert hall.

         “It’s now or never…” A children’s choir joins in with the English version of the song. Little girls wearing long pink tutus and boys in gray suits and bow ties walk toward us, each holding a glowing candle inside iridescent flower-shaped holders. They surround us, circling the fountain.

         The performance comes to a sudden stop. The sound of wings flapping makes us all look up. Some of the children gasp as five snowy white swans swoop around us to land gracefully in the fountain. As soon as the last swan settles, the music picks back up where it left off.

         Right on cue, he stands up and pulls me close. His fingertips slide up my forearm, and I’m completely undone. Losing my balance, I roll my ankle. How does one roll their ankle when one is standing still? Luckily, he catches me before I tip over.

         “You okay?”

         “It’s fine. I’m fine.”

         Before I can say anything else, he tightens his grip around my waist and starts to spin me into a dance around the fountain.

         I’m feeling everything at once. Excitement. Nerves. Joy. My senses are on hyperalert. When the sun tucks behind a cloud, I can even feel the slight change of temperature and notice the children’s candles shine brighter.

         A small crowd has gathered. Families, joggers, and even the soapy bubble street performer have all stopped to watch. I’m outside my body, watching us too.

         I feel his strong hands on my back, guiding me. This can no longer be considered dancing. More like caressing on the move.

         I’m not sure if the cameras are getting the right shots or if we’re anywhere near the marked spots we’re supposed to be landing on. Now we’re back where we began, and I notice my hands have migrated from his shoulders to his waist.

         The song ends just as he dips me over the fountain. He holds me there as if he doesn’t want this moment to end. I wish I could think of the perfect thing to say right now. Something clever. Or cute. Something other than “What’s your name again?”

         “You could use a little kick.” Chuck, our lighting director, has appeared and flicks his beloved electronic meter in my face. I imagine him out to dinner at a restaurant, shoving it into people’s faces and arguing with the hostess about inaccurate exposures. The thing beeps loudly as it glides from my forehead to my mouth like it’s mining for gold. I’m just glad it can’t read my thoughts. It would pick up things like: Did anyone else notice what happened a moment ago? Did he feel it too? Will he be handling all of our lighting and power needs from now on?

         “Those clouds should be gone in a few, and the sun will be just above the bridge.” Chuck slaps me on the back. “Your timing is right on.”

         “Thanks,” I croak.

         Chuck walks away, and I’m left alone with him. “And thanks. That was perfect…you.” Hopefully someone will mention his name today.

         “Anytime,” he says teasingly.

         “Okay, well, see ya.”

         I leave him standing there and speed-walk toward the trees where we’ve set up our video village, an outdoor control room with nine monitors tucked behind an Astroturf wall. The moment I sit down, every muscle in my body softens. Even the little ones on my forehead loosen, relieved to be behind the scenes again.

         I pick up my clipboard from a narrow table set up in front of the screens and check off “Proposal Run-through” on my list. Two sets of walkies are also on the table, one for the crew and one where I can hear the talent microphones. I nudge the crew walkie earpiece in my ear while simultaneously checking out the monitors.

         “Ana for Jackie.”

         “Go for Jackie.”

         “Let’s get the kids and swans back to starting positions.”

         “Copy that. On it.”

         On proposal days everyone switches from reality TV crew to undercover agents.

         “Jackie for Ana.”

         “Go for Ana.”

         “The trainer wants us to start with the swans in the fountain.”

         “What? Why?”

         “She says they’re tired.”

         “That’s not going to work.” Swans in the fountain preproposal? Puhlleeeze. “Help her with the birds, Jackie.”

         “Copy that. On it.”

         My phone vibrates with the message I’ve been waiting for.

         Jorge: Leaving the cafe now.

         “Ana for Chuck.”

         “Go for Chuck.”

         “Maria and Jorge are on their way. Are we good to go?”

         “Two minutes. Just adjusting the crane to get more of the fountain.”

         “Okay, well, hurry up,” I say and quickly text back: Go to the spot where we rehearsed yesterday. And after you’ve danced around the fountain, dip her!

         I hit send and then add: But only if it feels right.

         This will be the perfect season premiere of Marry Me, You Fool! The rest of this season’s episodes were all filmed, edited, and ready for air. So why have I waited until the last minute to cast the most important slot? And why does it have to be this couple?

         Real love.

         It’s the one thing you can’t fake on reality TV. No matter how extravagant I make the surprise proposal, if the couple isn’t deeply in love, the episode won’t be special. It’ll miss that secret something that makes you root for a couple and then cry in relief when it all ends happily.

         As soon as I watched Jorge’s casting video, I knew he and Maria had it.

         It wasn’t simply because Jorge had a great idea for their proposal. But you can tell a lot about a person by the way they’re planning to propose. Most people go on and on about how much they love their partners and how I should pick them because their proposal idea is so big and original and whatnot. Most of the time they’re way off the mark.

         Marry Me, You Fool! automatically rejects the following:

         
	Cooking the ring into a chocolate soufflé

            	Dropping the ring in a glass of champagne

        (The ring should not come into contact with any edible items.)

            	Creepy lipstick on the bathroom mirror proposal

            	All scavenger hunts and puffs of airplane exhaust

            	Placing the ring in a box within another box and then having the audacity to suggest that box be placed inside another box

            	Anything involving seashells

         

The truth is, Jorge’s casting video stood out because it was…insulting.

         “I’m going to be honest. I hate your show.” Jorge started his casting video with a slightly bitter look in his eyes. “I think pretty much everything on TV exploits instead of educates the masses in a positive way…” At this point in the video, he peered over his shoulder to make sure he was still alone. “But my girlfriend loves your show.”

         Here, Jorge softened his gaze. “This is Maria.” He held up a picture of a happy graduate in her cap and gown. “She watches every single episode of Marry Me, You Fool!, including the reruns. She’s a neonatal nurse, and even after she’s worked all night, she still watches an episode before coming to bed.

         “I restore art and historic architecture. Sometimes I volunteer for low-income communities, and she’s always so supportive. I think we could tell her that you’re doing a before-and-after show about a project I’m working on in Central Park. Even though she’s extremely shy, I know she’ll do it for me.” After a long pause, he continued. “If it were up to me, I’d propose in a more intimate way. But I want to do this for Maria because your show makes her happy. And all I want to do is make her happy.”

         From the moment I met Maria, I understood what he meant.

         “Sorry about the mess.” She greeted me nervously at the door of her apartment. Her hair was up in two braids that wrapped loosely around her head and met in the back.

         As the crew set up the lighting for her interview in the living room, she showed me all the cards and photographs on her fridge. Dozens of adorable children she’s cared for since she started nursing and still stays in touch with. That’s when I had the idea to hire a professional children’s choir for her surprise proposal.

         Maria was fidgety when she sat down under the lights. She kept checking her hair, worried the braids were coming undone.

         “I was about to delete my online dating profile when I saw his. I was working nights at the time, so we messaged each other for weeks before we finally set a date to meet in person. We had been so uninhibited in our texts, I felt like I already knew him. We met at Riverside Park in the Bronx. He had a bottle of rosé champagne and miniature gourmet sandwiches set up on a rowboat for us. As I stepped onto the boat, he said, ‘Is it too soon to ask you to marry me?’” She was more relaxed in front of the cameras, and her eyes started to water. “We both laughed, and I was so happy. It was such a relief to know we were feeling the same way.”

         That’s why we’re re-creating an enhanced version of their first date. Jorge told me he calls Maria his sunshine, so I hired the Harlem Symphony to perform “O Sole Mio.” The swans were my idea—a completely unrelated, last-minute addition for a little oomph. Bringing them and their professional trainer in from Canada made us go slightly over budget. We had to house them in New Jersey for a month and pay hefty park fees to close off the area until the swans were trained to land in the fountain.

         But everything will be worth it. Because after producing this show for eight seasons, I know how to make the predictable flow of each twenty-four-minute episode still feel shiny and new.

         
            Minutes 1–3: Introduce a couple in love.

            Minutes 4–6: Find out one of them is plotting a big surprise proposal.

            Minutes 7–20: Drama ensues from all the hiding and secrets.

            Minutes 21–24: Just when you think all is lost…surprise proposal!

         

         I jam the talent earpiece in my other ear and quickly scan all the shots on the monitors. I see the swan trainer and Jackie shooing the last swan out of the fountain. On the crane’s wide shot, I catch a glimpse of Generator Hottie running for the trees on the other side of the fountain. Such a graceful runner. Like a gazelle.

         On the center monitor I spot Maria and Jorge walking hand in hand along the final stretch of Poets Alley that leads to the fountain.

         I take a deep breath. I love it when things come together exactly as I’ve planned. I’ve learned to trust my gut when it comes to finding the perfect season premiere. And this is it.
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            Chapter 2

         

         Jorge and Maria are about a hundred yards from the fountain. They stop to watch a Rollerblader expertly weave through a row of small orange cones. Out of nowhere, I get this terrible feeling that I’ve forgotten something. I scan the list. Cameras set. Swans and children fed. Full camera run-through done.

         On the monitors, Jorge and Maria are now walking under the tunnel that leads out to the fountain. My eyes race down the list faster than I can read.

         “Ana for Jackie. Ana for Jackie,” I say, making an effort not to sound like I’m freaking out.

         “Go for Jackie.”

         “Do you have a twenty on the park official?”

         “He’s right next to me.” I see Jackie on one of the monitors, peering out from behind a bush.

         “Great. Have him shut off the fountain and add the dye.”

         “Copy that!”

         Seconds later, the fountain stops flowing, and I scratch the item off my list over and over until I break through the paper.

         “…and we’re still working out what tool would be best for cleaning this ceiling.” Maria and Jorge are now within range of our audio engineer’s soundboard, so I can pick up their microphones.

         Maria believes the small camera crew following them is making a documentary about restoring the bridges in Central Park. I even made up a title to give it authenticity: “Fixing the Bridges: No Walk in the Park.”

         I click on my walkie. “Here they come.”

         The large crane kicks on and makes a sudden jolt, but thankfully Maria doesn’t notice. “Too bad the water’s turned off.”

         “Uh-huh, yeah, that is bad.” Jorge sounds agitated.

         Slowly, he gets down on one knee, right where he’s supposed to. The park goes silent.

         The cameramen step out of hiding for close-ups. On the monitors, I now have a two-shot of Jorge and Maria, singles of each, and a beautiful wide shot of the entire scene, including the fountain.

         Jorge clears his throat again, and I really feel for him. The whole thing is riding solely on him now. The proposal is the one thing I can’t control.

         Whoever is holding the ring is usually so nervous at this point—only the most important moment of their lives thus far—that they can barely remember the things they mean to say, let alone anything I would write for them.

         Sure, soon there will be singing and swans and rosé-colored water flowing over the fountain. In the edit, we’ll heighten the tension and extend the pause before she responds for dramatic effect. But for the proposal, I allow myself to be surprised by his words too.

         Nothing brings it home like a man at his most vulnerable as he expresses his undying devotion to the woman he loves. So as hard as it is for me to not control what he says, I give in and let real love do its thing.

         Somewhere behind the bushes a swan lets out a bellowing grunt.

         “Jackie, calm the swans,” I whisper into the walkie.

         “Believe me, we’re trying.” She sounds out of breath, like she’s been wrestling with the birds.

         Maria’s gaze is full of tenderness for Jorge. There’s also a hint of fear in her eyes. She’s clearly in shock. It’s obvious she had no idea he was going to propose.

         “Mari, Maria, mi amor.” Jorge’s words are slow and deliberate. “The day we met, I saw our future. I knew that all the broken promises and letdowns in my life had to happen because they led me to you.”

         After a few moments, it’s all over. My skin is tingling. Jorge has nailed the proposal. Well, it will appear that way after my editor, Nina, takes out a dozen “ums” and when he called Maria “butterful.”

         The camera slowly zooms in on Maria as the hint of fear in her eyes intensifies to low-grade panic. The tenor stands and puffs up, waiting for his cue. The whole park is standing still, and a traffic jam of tourists on horse-drawn carriages have stopped to watch.

         As Maria opens her mouth, I click on my walkie. “And in five, four, three…”

         The crane begins to lower. “No, wait!” I say, causing the crane to stop and bounce in place.

         Maria’s lower lip is quivering now. She could start crying at any moment. Yes, this is good! I love it when little unexpected things like this happen. You can plan the entire moment to a T, but if you’re lucky, they’ll do something to make it more special. Nothing big—a tear, a yelp, a little hop. Any bit of unexpected reality makes it better.

         I scan the monitors and let out a silent scream. Bright, gooey, pink liquid is starting to drip down the angel’s face on the fountain. The whole idea is for the fountain to be glamorous and overflowing with what appears to be rosé champagne, but right now it looks like the angel is oozing blood out of a head wound.

         “What is happening? Can we stop the fountain?” I scream out in a menacingly controlled walkie whisper.

         Jackie has clearly heard me and told the park official because the pink goo stops flowing, but now it’s threatening to drip off the angel’s nose.

         I watch Maria, hoping she hasn’t noticed, but she’s just standing there looking at Jorge, ignoring the giant crane approaching her from above as well as the half dozen crew and cameramen encroaching from all sides.

         “Mari?” Jorge looks like he’s about to cry too.

         “I’m sorry,” she says.

         Huh? I raise the volume as high as it goes on my receiver.

         Maria shakes her head, turns, and runs off.

         What in the…? I lean in closer to the monitor Maria was just in, dumbfounded. The camera spins around wildly, looking for another shot. It settles on Jorge. His face is still holding on to a feeble smile that makes him look a little creepy but also gut-wrenchingly sad.

         He gets himself up, looks around, and takes in the production crew for the first time. After a moment, he bolts after her.

         My earpiece is flooded with crew chaos all at once.

         “What do we do?” yells one cameraman.

         “Should I follow them?” asks another.

         “She’s coming right toward me. Do you want me to stop her?” Jackie cuts in all bodyguard-like. I picture her CrossFit-obsessed physique tackling sweet Maria to the ground.

         Everyone is waiting for me to respond, but I don’t know what to do. I yank out my earpiece and hold it tightly in my hand, but I can still hear all the yelling and confusion coming through.

         What is happening? I’m holding the walkie so tightly, the palm of my hand hurts. Everything is spinning, and I’ve lost all communication with my gut.

         The crew sounds get louder in the walkie, and I hear wailing coming from under the bridge, where the children’s choir is standing by.

         I realize I’ve been holding my breath. I try to exhale, but the air comes out in broken gasps. It feels like too much blood has rushed to my head at once.

         How am I not prepared for this? I had thought everything through. That’s what I do. It’s my job to be prepared. Producers should actually be called pre-producers. We overplan. We play it all out in our minds beforehand and have a solution for every possible calamity.

         That’s the whole point behind “the show must go on.” It takes so much effort, money, and time to get us all to a tape day, we can’t let a little thing like a canoe sinking hijack our tight schedule. It’s why we rented only brand-new canoes. It’s why we have cough drops, hot tea, and a saline gargle station for the tenor.

         In all my worst-case scenarios, Maria never bolted. I don’t know why I didn’t even consider it. The only thing I know for sure is that she’s gone.

         I bring the walkie up near my mouth. “Let them go.”

         Nothing happens. I can see on the monitors that the cameramen are still holding their positions around the fountain.

         “Just wrap it up, guys,” I say in a more convincing tone.

         After a moment, the monitors begin to switch to black, until there’s only one screen following the action of the cameraman continuing to aim his lens at Jorge chasing after Maria, the ring box still in his hand.
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            Chapter 3

         

         I have no idea what Gia’s talking about. She’s been rattling on since we sat down at this new Dutch restaurant in SoHo she wanted to try, but my mind won’t stop replaying the grim final moments of this afternoon. Why did I have to get Canadian swans?

         Things I never should have approved:

         
	Pure Eurasian mute swans

            	Underwater slow-motion cameras to capture said swans landing in the fountain

            	Waterproof microphones for all that exciting &@*#** swan splashing

         

I’m going to get fired. When is this martini going to kick in?

         “I don’t look as old as her, do I?” Gia points to a woman sitting at the very next table.

         “No,” I whisper and take a bite of sauerkraut-encrusted corn bread that I’ve slathered in butter. Everything is a competition to Gia. She’s VP of a production company that specializes in competition reality TV shows, and I think it’s made her lose some perspective. That’s why we’re here, about to try the herring sashimi.

         Gia always has to be the first to discover a unique new restaurant, underground electro swing band, or teen prodigy designer selling garments out of a dirty taco truck.

         She smiles seductively at the young waiter pouring her a glass of water.

         Gia was born in Brazil, which I believe is what makes her a man magnet. Today she’s wearing a slim tie and a man’s button-down shirt, and she still manages to look sexy.

         When we first met, Gia tried so hard to get me to connect with my inner sexy Latina. I tried to explain that I was second-generation Cuban American, and my Latin spice had been watered down, or possibly left on the island altogether.

         “What about him?” she says, pointing to a bohemian-looking guy at the table across from us. “He’s been checking you out since you arrived.” Gia’s other full-time job is finding me a mate.

         “Uh, no thank you,” I say after he looks away.

         “Why not? What’s wrong with him?”

         “Didn’t you see his sandals?” My eyes discreetly motion under the table to his Birkenstocks.

         “So what? You should give a guy a chance to actually disappoint you before you turn him down. Going on a date would help. I’m sure he has other shoes.” I ignore her and help myself to her untouched corn bread. “You know what your problem is?” she continues.

         “I’m too picky?”

         “You’re too picky,” she says at the same time. “Believe me, there can be no other reason why you’re still single.”

         Gia may be loud and egocentric, but she’s always been there for me. We’ve been inseparable since the first week of freshman year, when she introduced me to tweezers and I introduced her to mojitos. And in my darkest hours, when my mom passed away in the middle of our senior year, she never left my side.

         “What’s wrong with sandals anyway?”

         “Men shouldn’t wear sandals in this city. It’s dirty. And who wants to be exposed to caveman toe hairs on the subway? Man sandals are way up on the list.” I pull out a thick black spiral notebook from my bag and flash the first page in her face. “See? No open-toed sandals.”

         “Whatever. Your crazy list gets longer every day.” Gia grabs her cell phone. The screen is full of messages and missed calls. “I don’t even want to know what’s on there now. I can’t believe you still have that thing.”

         I shut the notebook overdramatically and put it away. I mean, she isn’t wrong. The list is ever-growing. But I can’t help that there’s always something mortally wrong with the guys I attract. And I can’t be blamed for the urge to write those things down.

         Top 10 things I don’t want in a man:

         
	Lives outside Manhattan

            	Uses the word “ciao”

            	Prefers tea to coffee

            	Wears open-toed sandals

            	Vapes fruity flavors (can’t trust a guy who puffs a mango)

            	Adds salt and/or pepper to a dish he hasn’t tasted

            	Wears cargo shorts (with more than five pockets)

            	Rides a moped, skateboard, or electric unicycle

            	Has a bar code tattoo (appreciate the ironic anti-consumerism, but now there’s a bar code on your body)

            	Wears jade rings, bracelets, or belt buckles

         

And sure, I keep other lists. What’s wrong with that? I just like to keep things organized. It’s not like I’m weird or anything.

         
            Fears to conquer (heights, grasshoppers, making coq au vin…)

            Dances to learn (tango, tap, Bollywood…)

            Difficult rap songs to memorize for impressing coworkers at Christmas karaoke party (“Rapper’s Delight,” “Nuthin’ But a ‘G’ Thang,” the fast part of “Despacito”)

            Show ideas to pitch (short list)

            Show ideas boss has rejected (long list)

         

         There’s no better feeling than crossing off an entire list. When I’ve checked off every single task, I feel like I’m in command of my own ship. A sense of calm washes over me, and it’s as if I’ve stepped under a warm waterfall. The kind where the pressure of it gushing over my head is so hard that for a moment I can barely breathe. Okay, so maybe I’m a little weird about lists.

         “Besides, what are you wearing?” Gia peeps down at my shoes. I proudly cross my legs for her to admire the tan heels I switched into during the cab ride here. “Hmmph,” she mutters, unimpressed. Gia is always trying to save me from terrible shoe choices. My closet has two shelves. Sensible and G-approved.

         “A lot of men are intimidated by a successful, single woman. If a guy has the balls to ask you out, you should at least give him a chance.” Thankfully, our next round of drinks arrives, so I can zone out during her speech.

         Gia refers to “successful, single women” as if having a decent job takes some of the bite out of being single. But I’m not just single. I’m malnourishedly single. I’m so single I’m afraid my heart will start to eat itself soon.

         “You need to be open to the unexpected because…”

         I know she means well, but Gia has no idea what it’s like to be a nondescript-looking person. She has literally never not had a boyfriend. And there’s always an understudy waiting in the wings. A few years ago, she was single for all of twelve minutes. We went to a coffee shop to plan out what we would do now that we were two single ladies in the city.

         “This is exactly what I need. To be alone for a while,” she had said just as her phone double pinged with texts. “Oh wow. He’s so crazy,” she said as she texted back a response. “It’s Nadim. He just bought me a first-class ticket to visit him.” And just like that, she was off to Dubai to hang out with a billionaire sheik she had met the night before as she crossed the street.

         Pardon me, that was just the sound of my aorta chomping on itself.

         “We need to go wedding-night lingerie shopping on Saturday,” Gia says, recapturing my attention and not looking up from her phone.

         “I can’t.” I always thought I’d be a great maid of honor. But the truth is, I’d rather go out with caveman toes over there than keep helping Gia with her wedding. It’s less than three months away and, as the big day approaches, my free time has been consumed with endless tasks for her wedding. Last weekend we spent two hours picking out the perfect shade of burgundy for her thank-you cards.

         “My stepsister’s wedding is this weekend.”

         “Oh right, I forgot. Sorry,” she says, feeling genuinely bad for me. “Well, family is more important than anything else.”

         I sigh as our salads arrive. “You know me. I love weddings.” My heart flinches at the memory of Maria running away earlier. Away from her proposal and away from my premiere episode. Stupid swans. We let them out as we were wrapping up all the gear, and they looked so freaking majestic flying around the fountain in perfect unison as the sun set all orange and pink. The tourists applauded, clearly unaware that everything was awful and my life was over.

         I remember the hottie who’d delivered our generators—whose name I still don’t know—and how he made me feel. Like it wasn’t a rehearsal, but I was in fact the subject of his love and devotion. Maybe he’s one of those actors who takes production jobs instead of waiting tables? Is that a thing?

         I eye Gia suspiciously as she ignores her food and pecks away into her phone. I can tell she’s typing responses to multiple guys. Gia’s a huge flirt—always has been. But I don’t approve of her encouraging stragglers when she’s about to marry someone great.

         “What are you wearing to the Bach Bach tomorrow?” Gia and Matt have decided to combine their bachelor/bachelorette parties. But I don’t have the heart to tell her that calling it a “Bach Bach” (pronounced Batch Batch) is the equivalent of fingernails scratching down a chalkboard for me.

         “Well, I don’t know if it’s the perfect Bach Bach outfit,” I say, trying not to wince. “But I was thinking of wearing my little black dress. The one with sleeves.”

         “Sleeves?” she asks as if it’s the first time she’s heard the word. “Send me a picture in it when you get home. The entire wedding party is going to be there, so I want to get some group shots.”

         The restaurant fades out of focus around me.

         “The entire wedding party?” I say, trying to remain calm.

         “Yes, everyone.”

         It’s happening? It’s happening. Tomorrow. I’m going to meet him.

         Let me explain. You know when you see someone for the first time and feel a wave of energy pass through your entire body where you don’t know if you want to laugh or cry? Well, that’s how I felt when I first saw Landon, Matt’s best friend.

         Okay, so it was a photograph of Landon. But still.

         Gia’s fiancé had met Landon when he went to business school abroad in England. I saw Landon’s picture in Matt’s home office a year ago. Both men are wearing tuxedos and standing on a dock with a grand sailboat behind them. Matt is the more conventionally handsome of the two, but when I saw Landon, my heart hurt.

         He looked like James Bond. Smooth. Unstirred. Not the Bond they call for hand-to-hand combat or to disarm a bomb. Landon’s more like the secret agent who talks art history and tangos with the gorgeous jewel smuggler at a ball. He’s Intellectual Soiree Bond.

         I picked up the picture frame that day and felt like my arms were going to fall off my torso. It was love at first sight. Fine, photographic sight, but whatever, it counts. I can understand how this must sound, but I felt a profound connection with the man in that photograph.

         Over the past year, my feelings for Landon have only grown. As have my online stalking skills. His name is Landon Wright. He’s a British nautical architect who designs luxury sailboats for a living.

         Everything about him is unearthly and divine. His chestnut-colored hair. His dark-green eyes. The way his ears connect to his head.

         Bizarre nautical dreams I’ve had about Landon:

         
	Landon and I step onto his sailboat, and inside, it’s a replica of my tiny New York apartment, so I get stuck in the narrow galley.

            	Landon and I are sitting on the sand. He leans in to kiss me, but a giant octopus comes out of the sea and chases us down the beach.

            	Seagulls attack my nosy doorman for trying to stop Landon from coming up to my apartment.

         

I haven’t told Gia about my Landon dreams because the first time I asked her about him, she shut the whole thing down.

         “Trust me. He’s not your type,” she said, and that was that.

         But since when is “wonderful” not my type? If I told Gia how I felt about him now, she’d say something like, “Don’t be ridiculous.”

         So instead, I’ve kept my feelings about Landon a secret. But soon he and I will be walking down the aisle together because in the luckiest break of all time, Landon is Matt’s best man.

         “I could wear the leather pants and silk turtleneck you gave me.”

         “No, wear the dress. You should show off your legs more.”

         Thinking about finally meeting Landon has me forgetting about how I may get fired tomorrow for going over budget with no episode to show for it. Landon smiling in a tuxedo could heal the world.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Early night? Nice dinner? Why are you barefoot?” My doorman fires questions at me as I power-walk across the lobby and I try to answer them all before the elevator doors shut.

         “Yes, yes. Dutch. It was good. You know me and heels!”

         Having a doorman in Manhattan was supposed to be a luxurious upgrade, but instead it’s like having a gynecologist appointment a few times a day. Felipe sees everything. He knows everything. I’m sure his face expands or contracts because he’s judging my shortage of suitors and surplus of takeout.

         I moved in a few months ago, but he already knows everything there is to know about me. If I have a rare day off, he’ll say, “Taking the day off and going for a run?” If I have a later shoot and miss his shift, he’ll ask, “You had to work late on Tuesday, huh?” And when he hands me my dinner, he’ll feel the weight of it first and say, “Let me guess, dumplings? No, no, wait. Salmon teriyaki.”

         On the flip side, the only thing I know about him is that the sleeves of his uniform are too short for his arms.

         I open the door to my apartment and catch myself just before falling over a giant cardboard box in the hallway. I sigh and push the heavy thing into my kitchen.

         Inside this box is the single most expensive thing I’ve ever purchased. In an effort to make my one-room studio seem grander, I ordered a state-of-the-art chandelier from Sweden. It’s big. It’s beautiful. It’s impossible to hang. And in the meantime, there’s no place for the thing to be that isn’t in the way.

         I’d stuff it in the closet, but there’s no room in there since Gia’s wedding dress moved in. That thing is enormous. It’s $11,000 stuffed inside a bright white marshmallow garment bag with the words “Carolina Herrera” written in gold cursive letters. I can’t believe I agreed to keep it in my tiny apartment until the wedding so Matt wouldn’t see it. It’s like having a pompous new roommate that doesn’t pay any rent.

         I open the closet and find my black dress with the small, slightly puffy sleeves. By this time tomorrow night, I will have met him. Just the idea of seeing him and suddenly I have an urge to try again to hang the chandelier. Sure, I have to go to work tomorrow, where I may potentially be fired and therefore lose this apartment, but the only thing that can calm me down right now is checking off “hang chandelier” from my DIY list.

         I drag a chair into the middle of the room and pull the chandelier out of the box, sending Styrofoam balls spilling across the room. I step up onto the chair with the chandelier in my left hand, my pink wireless drill in the other, and a screw between my teeth. The chandelier is heavy, but I totally got this.

         I live for taking on DIY projects. I’ve hung up shelves, leveled picture frames, painted walls, and even replaced the old moldings in this apartment.

         My cell phone buzzes on the couch. I can see it’s Gia calling, probably demanding that photo of me in the dress. I almost lose my balance, causing the chandelier’s hanging glass crystals to softly tap against one another.

         I carefully tuck the drill into my pants and grab the cable at the end of the chandelier. The drill is part of an all-pink toolbox my father gave me when I went away to college and, I have to say, it’s come in handy. The phone buzzes again, then stops.

         While still holding the cable attached to the lamp, I use the same hand to grab the screw out of my mouth and the drill out of my pants. I’ve so got this.

         It’s late, but I figure that a single, precisely drilled screw into the ceiling won’t bother my neighbors. From the very beginning, the trick with this chandelier has been that it’s Swedish. And apparently in Sweden, they don’t include the specific screw you will need to fit into the tiny cable thingy that attaches your new chandelier to the ceiling. But after trying every hardware store within a twenty-block radius, I think I finally found what I need.

         I’ve got to hold the cable thingy just so and place the screw in just so, and then quickly drill the little sucker in. But I see now it’s a three-arm job because as soon as I place the screw in and let go, it drops onto the floor, but not before I’ve started drilling into the ceiling. The drill connects with the other holes I’ve been making for the past couple of months, and it sinks in deep.

         I yank it out and take a chunk of ceiling with me.

         The chandelier is still dangling in my hands unhung, but somehow I feel better. Patching up holes in the ceiling is my specialty. I’ll just put that on the list.
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            Chapter 4

         

         Things I will miss about Manhattan when I get fired today and have to move back in with my dad and stepmom in New Jersey:

         
	Homemade Pop-Tarts in Union Square

            	The truck in Bryant Park that sells truffle-flavored popcorn

            	Tap It Out! tap dance class on Thursdays at Lincoln Center

            	The Single Girls Can Hike Club every second Saturday

            	Parlez-You French Lessons on Sundays

            	Medieval Fight Club every other Wednesday at the Cloisters

            	Columbus Avenue

            	Park Avenue

            	Madison Avenue

            	The way the sun sometimes sets at the end of the block you’re walking on, making you feel like the whole world is yours and anything is possible

         

Each season of Marry Me, You Fool! has eighteen episodes. After eight successful seasons on the air, we’ve had 144 happily accepted proposals. One time a girl fainted when her fiancé proposed, whacking her head on a baby grand piano. But even she said yes when she woke up in the ambulance with her adoring boyfriend by her side—along with two cameramen, a sound operator, and me. Second-best-rated episode, thank you very much, fainting girl.

         But you’re only as good as your last episode, and right now I don’t have a last episode. And yet I managed to spend a lot of the company’s money.

         As I approach the conference room for our monthly pitch meeting and see most of the staff through the glass walls settling in, I consider fainting at just the right moment so my head will hit the copy machine.

         Paper Cut Productions has multiple divisions spread over four floors in this building. Nuptials are on seven. We make shows about wedding cakes, celebrity weddings, big-budget weddings, and surprise proposals. I like to think of us as a love factory. Anything involving mud, trucks, and fried food is on floors eight and nine. Floor ten is our documentary division.

         I sometimes feel like the folks on the tenth floor have a holier-than-thou attitude. I can feel it when we ride the elevator together. It’s as if “telling the truth” gives them a license to be pompous.

         But I think if there were a hierarchy, our shows would be on top. True love should be valued way above documentaries. Though last year, they made a film called Life Is No Beach about the tense relationship between pelicans and egrets that I did find compelling.

         The only possible downside to working on our floor is it could skew your expectations just a tad. You know, make you feel deflated when wildly romantic things don’t happen to you at the market.

         Like in Episode #517, Dominic and Sarah. They were checking each other out while in line to check their luggage at JFK. He was hoping she would be on his flight but knew the odds were slim. She could’ve been going nearly anywhere in the world. He refused to let her get away. So he walked right up to her and handed her a note he’d written on the back of a baggage tag.

         If you’re not on my flight, will you still be in my life?

         Four months later, he was proposing to her on our show.

         “What happened? Why didn’t that idiot say yes?” Bianca calls out as I walk in the door. Bianca was recently promoted to senior producer, though I’ve been here way longer than she has.

         She always takes a seat right next to our boss, Edith, who’s thankfully distracted at the moment with her cell phone. Sitting around the hip, metallic table are the junior producers, editors, and coordinators. Standing along the walls like vultures waiting for someone to die (or call in sick) so they can nab a seat, are the production assistants and interns. Thankfully, my lead editor Nina always has my back, so I take the seat she’s been saving for me at the table.

         Edith hadn’t sounded too upset when I called her from the park yesterday, but then again, I was strategically standing near the swans being loaded onto a pickup truck. There was so much hissing and honking, it drowned out most of my explanation.

         “I have no idea” spills out before I have a chance to think.

         Bianca looks confused. “What do you mean? Didn’t you ask her?”

         Edith looks up from her phone.

         “Why didn’t you just get her to fake it for the cameras? That’s what I would have done.” Bianca’s long red hair bounces in perfect waves as she speaks. “I would have lied to her and told her the contract she signed legally bound her to finish the taping. I would have forced her to just nod, put the ring on, and be done with it. Who cares if they don’t get married in real life? Why didn’t you just make her say yes for the show?”

         I imagine Bianca dragging Maria back to the fountain and forcing her to say yes to Jorge against her will. Maria would have nodded and cried. Jorge would have cried too, and their emotions would have been real enough for the viewers at home. The orchestra would have played, the children would have sung, and the swans would have landed in the rosé-flowing fountain. And the season premiere episode would have been saved. I’m pretty sure Bianca sold her soul for the shiny Emmy on her desk.

         I consider saying the truth. But then, “I let her run away because I felt bad and wanted to give them their privacy” sounds like the most non–reality show producer thing to say right now. Maybe they give Emmys for Most Spineless Producer?

         “They won’t return my calls,” I say, sounding convincingly disappointed. Because I am disappointed. Through the years, there’ve been plenty of couples I thought should not be getting married, but Maria and Jorge were not one of them. And frankly, it’s annoying Maria would dismiss Jorge like that. I use my frustration to convey an angry vibe. “And ugh.” I slam my fist on the table. “I’m so upset about it.”

         “Ana, we should…” Edith takes extra-long pauses in the middle of her sentences, so you never know if she’s going to say something good or bad until she’s done, causing you to stress out either way. Right now I’m filling in her pause with “fire you and get a real producer.”

         “…find a way to use the material you shot.”

         “Top Ten Most Embarrassing Proposals,” Bianca spits out coldly.

         “Yes, perfect. Write up a pitch for that, Ana.”

         I nod at Edith.

         “All right, people, pitch time. We still haven’t heard if Marry Me [extra-long pause and critical look in my direction] will get another season. Who [mini pause] wants to go first?”

         I’m ready to develop my own show. Something special like Marry Me but with more depth and meaning. Not that there’s anything wrong with a show that culminates in a surprise marriage proposal. I just want to create something a little more life-altering. Some people would say marriage should fit that bill, but the couples on our show would eventually get engaged anyway. Though, if you ask me, not all of them should.

         I want to make moments that help change the path of someone’s life, not just throw a bunch of sopranos and swans at one that was going to happen with or without me.

         I’ve been working on an idea I was planning to pitch today, but after Maria and Jorge’s failed proposal, I’m not feeling my best. My freshly washed jeans are extra tight, and my hair is looking like one big flyaway. Overall confidence is about negative 6%.

         “I’ve got two proposals.” Bianca delivers pitches with gusto. Like she’s doing us all a favor by telling us about them.

         Marry me, You Fool! was Edith’s creation, so for the past eight years I’ve worked on a hit show that wasn’t my idea while Bianca has created two successful series since she started here. Nothing would be more rewarding than seeing my name at the end of a show with a created by credit.

         “Mobster Brides. Imagine the potential scenes. Shopping for the gaudiest wedding dress, family feuds over seating arrangements, the bride’s father is in prison so she has to walk down the aisle with her uncle, but wait, her uncle’s gone missing on the wedding day, so we have an exciting crosstown manhunt trying to find him as the clock is ticking at the church.”

         “That is…”

         …a ridiculously terrible idea.

         “…fresh!”

         Fresh? There is absolutely nothing fresh about mobsters or their wives. But I figure I should just keep that to myself right now because of my failed attempt to get two non-mobsters engaged.

         “Great! My second idea is about women getting intensive plastic surgery before their wedding day. Nose, chin, boobs, complete makeovers to look the way they always wanted to look on their wedding day…like someone else! The goal is for the groom not to be able to recognize his bride as she walks down the aisle.”

         “Oooh, I’d watch that!” my editor Nina shouts out. I give her a look that says, Et tu, Nina? But she only shrugs.

         Bianca looks so satisfied with herself.

         “Love it. Get me budgets for both shows, ASAP. Anyone [medium-size pause] else?” Edith looks around the room.

         I consider my options. I could take these color printouts back to my office and save my pitch for next month or…I could redeem myself. So I sit up a little taller and slowly scan the room.

         “Um, I’ve got something,” I say and begin to pass the documents around the room.

         “Okay. So. This show would be called What We Did with Our Wedding Budget or maybe something…shorter. Um…the idea is that we take wealthy couples who are about to spend a lot of money on their wedding and put them in situations so they see what they could be doing with all that money instead. For example, bringing running water to an impoverished village in Ecuador or building a school for orphans in Myanmar.”

         The room is silent.

         “It’s like, um…a fish-out-of-water type show and they learn lessons and…” I can’t remember how I wanted to finish that sentence. My jeans are squeezing my midsection, and I’m parched.

         “So…once they’ve spent time in those places…with the orphans and locals, they have to decide whether they still want to go ahead and have the big, expensive wedding or donate the money to that community instead. Obviously, they’d always choose to do the right thing. And when they get home, they have a quick, albeit extremely meaningful wedding at City Hall.”

         I hear people shuffling around in their seats. I look up, and Bianca is admiring her nails.

         “So let me get this straight.” Edith holds up my printout like it’s a dirty diaper. “This picture of a sweaty couple posing with shovels in what is clearly [long pause] the middle of nowhere, they’re engaged?”

         “Yes.”

         “And what are they doing?”

         “Digging up toilets for a remote community in the Dominican Republic,” I say, losing some steam.

         “Toilets?”

         “Yes. Well, I think it’s actually more of an outhouse.”

         “So instead of planning a gorgeous wedding and exchanging their vows in front of their family and friends [unsettlingly long pause] in some divine and exotic location, viewers at home get to watch this couple dig [mini yet still extremely insulting pause] toilets?”

         On the outside you can’t tell, but emotionally, I sink deeper into my chair.

         “Oh wait.” Thankfully, I’ve remembered my favorite part about the idea. “The best part is that the couple will be even closer after what they’ve experienced together. The difficult circumstances will push them past their comfort zones, and they’ll have to overcome any relationship issues they have with each other and—”

         “They’ll end up breaking up,” Bianca cuts me off.

         “Well, yes, I guess that’s possible. But I mean, that would be a good thing, right? If they weren’t meant to be together, that’s a happy ending too. Isn’t it?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         When the meeting is over I walk away quickly to avoid any further feedback on my show idea, but Edith calls out to me before I reach the door.

         “Ana, since you no longer have a premiere episode [painfully long pause] to edit, Nina will be working with Bianca.” Oh crap. Bianca pops up out of nowhere.

         “Aaaand, Ana, it would be best if Nina just stayed with me for the next couple of months and helped me finish the new pilots.”

         “That’s a great idea, Bianca [mini pause], whatever you need,” Edith says, making Bianca smile.

         I’m losing Nina? My favorite editor? We’re the dream team. We have a system. We have our own language. And we’re the perfect representation of our viewers because we’re both single women in our thirties.

         “Wait, who will I work with?”

         “We’ll sort it out. Once you [bitter, long pause] find a new premiere episode, we’ll move people around.”

         I’ve lost the best editor in the world. I’ve lost the Maria and Jorge episode. And even I didn’t like my pitch.

         An uplifting, romantic song spills out of one of the edit rooms as I walk down the long hallway. If I were editing this moment, I would replace it with a more appropriately depressing tune. Maybe some jazz. Deep, dark horns. As I step inside my edit room, Nina’s walking out.

         “Can’t work without my Marry Me mouse pad,” she says, sadly waving it around.

         “Yep.”

         “Lunch?”

         “Sure.”

         I walk into the room and sit down. Everything we’ve shot so far for Maria and Jorge’s episode has already been loaded onto the computer. I scan through and hit play on the day we shot Jorge picking up Maria’s engagement ring.

         Jorge looks so nervous as the guy behind the counter hands him a small box. He opens it and then walks right past the cameras over to where I am. The cameras follow him, so I see myself taking a bite out of a poppy seed bagel with cream cheese. I’m wearing my glasses and a big sweatshirt. I look right into the camera and push it away.

         “What do you think? You’ve gotten to know Maria. Do you think she’ll like it?” Our audio guy lowers the boom microphone down until it thumps me on the head, but I just brush it away like a mosquito. I can’t look away from the ring Jorge has custom-designed for Maria.

         My first thought was There must be some mistake. I’ve seen hundreds of engagement rings. Round diamonds, square diamonds, rectangular diamonds, pink and yellow diamonds, some with a diamond surrounded by rubies or other gemstones, but there’s always a diamond. On Maria’s ring, where the rock should have been, there was just a flat golden surface. At this point the camera zooms in on the ring, revealing three small circles etched onto it.

         “It’s the Mayan symbol for sun. That’s why I call her Sunshine. She’s my life source,” Jorge says. The camera zooms back out and focuses on Jorge, who is now tearing up. I can see myself on the corner of the screen, tearing up too and nodding.

         “It’s perfect.”

         It really was perfect, and I knew Maria would love it.
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