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For Heather, Meredith, and Michelle—because everyone knows the female friendships are the best part






THE FIRST NIGHT OF FILMING

Pasadena, California—Saturday, June 5, 2021

20 Contestants and 64 Days Remaining

Dev

Dev Deshpande knows the exact moment he started believing in happily ever after.

He is ten years old, sitting cross-legged in his living room, staring up at the television in awe at Ever After. It’s like the stories he reads before bed, tented under Star Wars sheets long after his parents have told him to turn out the lights—stories about knights and towers and magic kisses. It’s like the movies he watches with his babysitter Marissa, stories about corsets and handsome men with dour faces and silent dances that say everything. Stories that make his heart feel too big for his small body.

Except Ever After is better than those stories because it’s real. It’s reality television.

On-screen, a beautiful blond man extends a jeweled tiara to a woman in a pink dress. “Are you interested in becoming my princess?”

The woman sheds a single tear as music swells in the background. “Yes. Yes!” She claps her hands over her mouth, and the man rests the crown on the woman’s head, gold against her golden hair. The golden couple embrace with a kiss.

He’s mesmerized by this world of horse-drawn carriages and ball gowns and big romantic gestures. The foreign travel destinations and the swoon-worthy kisses against brick walls while fireworks go off in the distance. This world where happily ever afters are guaranteed. He watches, and he imagines himself as one of the women, being waltzed around the ballroom by a handsome prince.

“Turn off that anachronistic, patriarchal bullshit,” his mother snaps as she comes into the house carrying two grocery bags, one under each arm.

But Dev didn’t turn off that anachronistic, patriarchal bullshit. In fact, he did the opposite. He joined it.

“A toast!” he declares as he sloshes the rest of the champagne into the glasses held in eager, outstretched hands all around him. “To beginning the quest to find love!”

He is twenty-eight years old, sitting in the back of a limo with five drunk women on the first night of filming a new season of Ever After. There’s a former beauty queen, a travel blogger, a medical student, a software engineer, and a Lauren. They’re all beautiful and brilliant and masking nerves with copious amounts of limo champagne, and when they finally arrive at the castle gates, the women raise their glasses excitedly. Dev takes an obligatory sip of champagne and wishes for something slightly stronger to dull the current aching of his too-big heart.

For the next nine weeks, these are the contestants he’ll coach for the cameras, guiding them through Group Quests and Crowning Ceremonies, helping to craft their perfect love stories. If he does his job right, in nine weeks one of these women will receive the Final Tiara, the proposal, the happily ever after.

And maybe then Dev will forget that in his own life, happily ever afters are never guaranteed.

He plasters on his best producer smile. “Okay, ladies! It’s almost time to meet your Prince Charming!” A chorus of shrieks fills the limo, and he waits for it to die down. “I’m going to go check in with our director. I’ll be right back.”

On cue, a production assistant opens the limo door for him. He steps out of the car. “Hey, babe,” Jules says condescendingly. “How are you doing?”

He slings his handler bag over his chest. “Don’t patronize me.”

She’s already pivoted and started her brisk march up the hill toward the castle. “If you don’t want to be patronized, I guess you don’t need these”—she pulls a bag of mint Oreos out from under her arm—“to stave off your crippling depression.”

“Crippling is a bit much. I like to think I’m sort of dabbling in depression.”

“And how many times have you cried while listening to the same Leland Barlow breakup song in the past twenty-four hours?”

“Fair point.”

Jules smacks the Oreos against his chest without breaking stride. Then she shoots him a sideways glance, almost like she’s searching for evidence of his epic cryfest in the shower three hours ago—and again in the Lyft on the way to the hotel ballroom to pick up his contestants. Her eyes fall to his outfit. He’s wearing his standard first-night uniform: cargo shorts with deep pockets, a T-shirt—black, to mask the pit stains—comfortable shoes to get him through a twelve-hour shoot. “You look like an Indian Kevin James in an ‘after’ weight-loss photo.”

He puts on his charming Fun Dev smile and plays along with this little game. She’s wearing corduroy overalls and a Paramore concert T-shirt with her giant Doc Martens, a fanny pack across the front of her chest like a sash, and her thick hair in its usual topknot. Jules Lu is every twenty-four-year-old LA transplant with mountains of student debt, settling for something less than her delusions of Greta Gerwig grandeur. “You look like the sad old person at a Billie Eilish concert.”

She flips him off with both hands while walking backward through the security gate. They both flash their badges to the guard before immediately having to dart to avoid a golf cart carrying two set runners. They skirt the jib, which captures establishing shots from twenty feet up, and run directly into the first assistant director, who accosts them with pink revised call sheets. Dev has always been a little bit in love with the chaos and the magic of the first night of filming.

Jules rudely slams him back into reality. “You sure you don’t want to talk about it?” she asks. By “it” she clearly means his breakup three months ago and the fact that he’s about to see his ex for the first time since they divided up their assets, Ryan taking the PS5 and the apartment and all the real furniture, Dev keeping the Disney collectible mugs and the DVD box sets. “It” being the fact that Dev has to work side by side with Ryan for the next nine weeks.

Talking about “it” is the last thing Dev wants, so he stuffs three Oreos into his mouth. Jules tilts her head and stares up at him. “I’m here for you, you know. If like…” But she doesn’t finish the sentence, can’t fully commit to her offer of emotional support. Instead, she reverts to their usual teasing. “You let me know when you’re ready for a rebound. I’ve got at least four dudes at my gym I could set you up with.”

“Oh, sweetheart, don’t pretend like you’ve ever stepped foot in a gym.”

She punches his arm. “I’m trying to be a good friend, asshole.”

Jules is a great friend, but you don’t just rebound from a six-year relationship, and the thought of dating again makes him want to crawl back into bed for another three months. He doesn’t want to go on awkward first dates with fit, well-groomed, West Hollywood queer men who won’t be able to look past his scrawny physique, his Costco-brand jeans, and his very uncool prescription glasses.

He thought he was done with first dates.

“I think I’m going to take a man-sabbatical,” he tells Jules with rehearsed indifference as they continue their march toward Command Central. “Just focus on scripting other people’s love stories.”

Jules detours them by the crafty table for cold-brew refills. “Yeah, well, you’re going to have your work cut out for you this season. Have you met Mr. Charming yet?”

“No, but he can’t possibly be as bad as he sounds in the group chat.”

“He’s worse.” She claps her hands together to dramatically punctuate each word. “He. Is. A. Disaster. Skylar says he’s season-ruining. Career-ruining.”

Dev would be more concerned if Skylar Jones weren’t always apocalyptic on the first night of filming. “Skylar thinks every season will be our last. I highly doubt Charles Winshaw is going to topple a twenty-year franchise. And Twitter is sufficiently twitterpated about the casting.”

“Well, apparently the prepackage shoot was awful. They took him to the beach, and he almost fell off his white horse.”

Dev could admit that didn’t sound great. “Charles is an outsider. He probably just needs some time to adjust to the cameras and the lights. It can be overwhelming.”

Jules rolls her eyes. “Bringing in an outsider isn’t going to convince anyone these Instagram influencers came on this show for love.”

“They’re not Instagram influencers,” he insists. Another Jules Lu eye roll. “Most of them are not Instagram influencers. And of course they’re here for love.”

“And never to promote their line of funky festival headbands on Etsy,” she snaps. “The only people who actually come on this show for love are so brainwashed by the wedding industrial complex, and so convinced their self-worth is tied to matrimony, they literally convince themselves they’re in love with a person they’ve spent all of ten total hours with.”

“It’s so sad to see such cynicism in one so young.”

“And it’s so sad to see such blind idealism in one so old.” He throws an Oreo at her, even if she sort of has a point. About Charles Winshaw, not about love and marriage.

In the six years Dev has worked for Ever After, the new star has always been chosen from the crop of fan-favorite rejects of the previous season. Except recently, this pattern has caused some vocal critics within the Fairy-Tale Family to cast doubt on the show’s romantic realism. Instead of coming on the show to find love, some people were coming on the show to become the next star. So their showrunner, Maureen Scott, decided to bring in an outsider for the new season to shake things up.

Charles Winshaw—the enigmatic, millionaire tech genius with an inexplicable eight-pack—is good for ratings, regardless of whether he can stay mounted on a horse.

Dev pulls out a copy of People magazine from his shoulder bag. It’s the issue with their new star on the cover, the words Silicon Valley’s Most Eligible Bachelor! splashed across the front. Blond curls and a broad jaw and a chin dimple. A perfect Prince Charming.

As they turn away from the crafty table, the sun is beginning to dip behind the castle’s twin turrets, dappling everything on set in soft, orange light. Strands of twinkle lights shine from the trees like stars, and the air is fragrant from the bouquets of flowers, and it’s exactly like the fairy tales Dev imagined as a kid.

“It’s a shitstorm, Dev! A fucking shitstorm!” Skylar Jones shouts as they enter the Command Central tent. She’s already halfway through a roll of Tums, which is never a good sign this early in the night.

“Why is it a shitstorm, exactly?”

“Because this season is completely and epically fucked!”

“I’m very sorry to hear we’re somehow fucked before we’ve started.” Dev slots in his earpiece as Jules hands him a walkie-talkie from the charging station. “Is this about him almost falling off the horse?”

“I wish he had fallen off the horse,” Skylar seethes. “Maybe if he’d been trampled, we could’ve cast a Jonas Brother or a subpar Hemsworth.”

“I think all the Jonases and Hemsworths are married.”

“Oh, is that why we’re stuck with a constipated computer nerd?”

Dev knows better than to laugh at his boss. As a queer Black woman, Skylar Jones did not become the lead director of a reality television juggernaut by having chill. When she developed early female pattern baldness before forty from the stress of this job, she simply began shaving all her hair off.

“How can I help, Sky?”

“Tell me what you know about Charles Winshaw.”

“Uh… Charles Winshaw…” Dev closes his eyes, pictures the spreadsheets he compiled from network background checks and Google searches in preparation for this season, and rattles off facts rapid-fire. “Has the brains of Steve Wozniak and the body of a Marvel superhero. Graduated high school at sixteen when he won a coding contest and a full-ride scholarship to Stanford. Launched his tech startup, WinHan, with his dorm mate Josh Han before his twentieth birthday. Left his company at twenty-six and now runs the Winshaw Foundation as a twenty-seven-year-old millionaire. Has graced the cover of both Time and GQ but has been notoriously private until now, so little is known about his dating history. But—”

Dev shakes out his arms. This is what he does. “Based on what we know, I would guess Charles is looking for a woman between the ages of twenty-five and thirty, no taller than five foot six. Athletic, but not particularly outdoorsy. A woman who is grounded and ambitious, who has her life together and clear goals for the future. Intelligent, but not more intelligent than him, family-oriented and outgoing. He’ll say he’s looking for someone passionate with a great sense of humor, but what he really wants is someone easygoing and agreeable who will happily adapt to his life in San Francisco. Given this profile, I’ve already prepared folders on the women most likely to make top three.”

Skylar gestures to the rest of the tent. “And this, folks, is why Dev is the best.”

Dev does a little mock bow in the direction of a sound mixer. Skylar claps him on the back. “Here’s what you’re going to do, Dev. Hustle down to the west gate to meet Charles’s car and get him to his mark.”

As much as Dev loves a good hustle, especially on the first night of filming, he doesn’t move. “Shouldn’t Ry—I mean, shouldn’t Charles’s handler get him to his mark?”

“You’re Charles’s handler now. This is me reassigning you. And unless you want this show to go the way of Average Joe, I suggest you stop standing there with your mouth hanging open and really fucking hustle.”

Dev still doesn’t move. “I’m sorry, but I don’t understand. I’m a contestant handler, and… Ryan is the prince’s handler.”

Ryan Parker is good at douche-bro camaraderie and Dev is good at coaching women. As the entire crew recently learned after their public breakup at Dev’s twenty-eighth birthday party, they were never good for each other.

“Except Ryan couldn’t get the shots at the prepackage shoot, so now he’s being moved to supervising producer, and you’re taking his prince. Listen.” Skylar cups Dev’s face in her hands in a flagrant disregard of recent network memos about workplace boundaries. “You’re the best handler we’ve got, and it’s gonna take the best with this guy.”

The only thing Dev loves more than this show is being flattered about his abilities as a producer on this show. “If we’re going to make this season work, I need Dev ‘Truly Believes in Fairy Tales’ Deshpande coaching our star. Can you do that for me?”

He doesn’t think about his own failed fairy tale. He simply says what his boss wants to hear. “Of course I can.”

“Excellent.” Skylar turns to Jules. “Go find Charles’s folder and bring it to Dev. You’ll work as his PA for the season. Help him with Charles. Go, both of you. It’s almost sundown.”

Dev can’t even enjoy the repulsed look on Jules’s face at being named his personal production assistant because all he can think about is seeing Ryan for the first time in three months now that he has stolen his job.

There is no time to dwell on that right now. He does what he was ordered to do. He fucking hustles down the flagstone path toward the west gate, where the town car is waiting with their star.

And maybe this is good. Maybe this is better. Dev can coach women in his sleep, but Charles Winshaw will be a challenge, the kind of thing he can throw his entire mind and body into, getting lost in the bright lights and the beautiful stories.

He barrels toward the town car, reaches for the back door handle without pausing, and perhaps, in his enthusiasm, wrenches open the door with more force than is strictly necessary, because their Prince Charming comes spilling out of the car in a mess of limbs and lands squarely at his feet.

Charlie

“Do we think the crown is a bit much?”

Maureen Scott doesn’t look up from her phone or in any way acknowledge he’s spoken.

Charlie shifts awkwardly in the town car backseat, the tux pulling across his chest in all the wrong ways. His body hasn’t felt like his own since they waxed it and tanned it and drenched it in very pungent cologne. The least they could do is let him remove the crown, so he doesn’t look like Stripper Prince William. He even had to double-check the tux wasn’t a tear-away.

(It’s not. However, there were enough nudity clauses in his contract to raise legitimate concern.)

He looks down at the magazine lying casually on the seat between them and experiences the cognitive dissonance of seeing photos of himself. If he could look in a mirror right now, he knows his face would be sweaty and red, pinched together anxiously at the corners of his eyes and the corners of his mouth. But the man on the magazine cover isn’t anxious about anything. His face is smooth, his eyes friendly, his mouth casually tilting in the corner. The man on the magazine cover is a stranger.

The man on the magazine cover is a lie—a lie he has to live for the next two months. He’s made a deal with the proverbial devil, and he can’t control much about his circumstances at the moment, but at the very least, he can take off this stupid plastic crown. He reaches up.

“Don’t do that, dear,” Maureen Scott snaps, eyes still on her phone.

Even with the dear, there is an edge to her words, and his hands fall limply at his sides. He’s stuck with the crown, then.

Or… he could jump out of the moving vehicle and abort this foolish, misguided publicity stunt right now. He tests the door handle, but of course it’s locked. He’s been labeled a flight risk, which is why the show’s creator is personally escorting him from the studio to the set.

Two days ago, Ever After took him to a beach where they expected him to ride a white horse for the intro package, like the Prince Charming he’s supposed to be. Prince Charmings are supposed to intrinsically know how to ride horses. They’re definitely not supposed to be afraid of horses. Instead of looking strapping and manly, he kept slouching and delaying production and grimacing with every uncomfortable jostle of the saddle until the sun was gone and everyone was generally pissed with the shots. The bald woman running set called him “fucking uncoachable.”

Which sounds about right, honestly.

He tries to remember what his publicist said before he left: “You’re Charlie fucking Winshaw. You built a billion-dollar tech company before you got your braces off. You can handle Ever After.”

“But I lost my company,” he had muttered in response. Parisa pretended not to hear him. She knows what he lost. That’s why he’s here. This is his last chance to get it all back.

He feels the pressure of it weighing down on him, and before his generalized anxiety turns the corner into full-blown panic attack, he runs through his coping strategies: three deep breaths; count to thirty in seven languages; tap out the Morse code for “calm” thirteen times on his knee.

Maureen Scott stops jabbing her thumbs against the phone screen and looks at him—really looks at him for the first time all evening. “What are we going to do with you?” she muses, her voice sickly sweet.

He wants to remind her she is the one who sought him out. She’s the one who pestered his publicist for months until he agreed to do the show. He says nothing.

“You need to relax,” she drawls, as if telling someone to relax has ever once in the history of human beings yielded that outcome. Maureen’s silver-gray bob swishes stylishly as she shoots him a threatening look. “All of our futures are riding on this. You need some personal rebranding, for obvious reasons. The show does too. Don’t fuck this up for everyone.”

He would like the record to show he does not fuck things up on purpose. He would very much like to be a not-fucking-things-up sort of person. If he were that sort of person, he wouldn’t be the new star of a reality dating show.

Maureen narrows shrewd eyes at him. “Stop looking so gloomy, darling. You get to date twenty beautiful women, and when it’s over, you will propose to whoever is left standing. What’s so awful about that?”

What’s so awful about dating on television when he has not gone on a real date in two years? What’s so awful about getting fake-engaged to an almost-stranger on the slim promise he might be able to work again when this is over?

Nothing. Nothing at all. He feels great about all of this.

In other news, he’s probably going to vomit.

“And who knows,” Maureen says cloyingly. “Maybe you’ll even find real love by the end.”

He won’t. That’s the one thing he knows for absolute certain.

The car comes to a smooth stop, and Maureen pockets her phone. “Now, when we get out, you’ll meet Dev, your new handler, and he’ll coach you through the entrance ceremony.”

Charlie wants to ask what was wrong with his old handler, but the driver turns off the engine, and without another word, Maureen gets out of the car and disappears into the night. He’s not sure if he’s supposed to follow her, or just sit in the car like a pretty puppet until someone shows up to pull his strings.

He chooses the former, refusing to relinquish every ounce of his free will as he embarks on this two-month journey through reality television hell. He dramatically throws his weight against the door… which gives with suspicious ease.

Because it turns out someone is opening the door at that exact moment. He’s thrown off balance. In one fluid motion, he lands facedown at someone’s feet.

“Shit. Are you okay?”

Suddenly, there are hands on him, hoisting him into a standing position exactly like a pretty puppet. The hands belong to a tall man with dark skin whose Adam’s apple is at Charlie’s eye line. There is something disconcerting about having to look up that drastically at another person. He looks up. Dramatic cheekbones and intense eyes behind plastic-framed glasses and an amused mouth. The man gripping the front of his tux (Dev?) slides his fingers into Charlie’s hair to adjust the crown, and it’s too much.

Too much touching.

Too much everything, too quickly.

The anxiety hijacks his brain, and in a panic, he throws himself backward against the car door to break contact. The new handler raises a single eyebrow in response. “So, no touching, then?” He flashes Charlie a crooked smile, like this is all a big joke.

Touching is never a joke to Charlie. He doesn’t hate it as a general rule, but he does prefer advance warning and for hand sanitizer to be involved. He knows he signed up for this show where touching is required, so he attempts to explain. “You can touch me anywhere you like,” he starts.

And he realizes he’s phrased this inelegantly when the man’s other eyebrow shoots up.

“Wait, no, what I meant was… I don’t mind being touched by you, but if you could just… uh… if you could wash your hands first? Not that I think you are unclean. I’m sure you are very clean. I mean, you smell clean, but I have a thing about germs, and if you could maybe warn me? Before you touch me?”

This is what he gets for attempting verbal communication with a stranger. At first, his handler simply stares at him in openmouthed silence. Then… “No!” he says firmly. “Get back in the car.”

Dev yanks the door back open and kicks at Charlie’s legs with the toe of his Converse. Charlie’s reentrance into the car is about as graceful as his exit two minutes before. He tries to scoot backward to make room for the very tall man who is now halfway sitting on top of him.

Dev asks the driver to get out. “I’m sorry,” Charlie blurts. Apologizing always seems like a good idea when he doesn’t understand a social situation, and he has absolutely no idea what’s happening right now.

“Please stop talking!” Dev plunges his hands into a gigantic shoulder bag and pulls out a tiny bottle of green hand sanitizer. He lathers his hands, and Charlie is weirdly moved by the gesture. Then, when he realizes the hand sanitizer means more touching, he is weirdly freaked out by the gesture.

“Lean forward,” Dev orders.

“Uh…”

“Hurry! Lean forward!”

Charlie leans and this total stranger reaches around his back and untucks his shirt, warm fingers sliding across his skin. And yes, in the past few days, he’s learned LA types are very weird about both personal space and naked bodies, but Charlie is not an LA type. He’s not accustomed to being groped in cars by men wearing truly hideous cargo shorts.

Dev’s fingers feel like pinpricks every time they make contact as he fondles the nude-colored mic belt wardrobe put on Charlie back at the studio. After fifteen excruciating seconds, which Charlie counts out one Mississippi at a time to stop himself from spiraling, Dev pulls away and slumps back against the seat. Charlie finally exhales.

“Holy shit, dude. You were hot.”

“I—what?”

“Your mic.” Dev points to the place where Charlie’s shirt is now untucked in the back and then points to his own earpiece, where someone is presumably shouting things. “Someone left your mic on from earlier, and you’re back in receiver range. Always be wary of a hot mic. Consider this the first lesson from your new handler: anything you say can be taken out of context. Your soliloquy about letting me touch you could easily be inserted into a very different kind of scene.”

“Oh.” He’s suddenly reminded it’s June in Southern California, and he is sweating without the air-conditioning. “Right. Okay, right. Yeah. Sorry.”

From two feet away, his new handler studies him carefully behind his glasses. Charlie holds eye contact for one Mississippi, two Mississippi, then looks down and nervously adjusts his cuffs.

“Did you get hurt? When you fell out of the car?” Dev asks softly. “You look like you’re in pain.”

“Oh. Uh, no.”

Dev dives back into his shoulder bag. “I’ve got pain killers and Tiger Balm and Band-Aids. What do you need?”

“N-nothing,” he mutters. “I’m fine.”

Dev is cradling an entire first-aid kit in his arms. “But your face. It’s all pinched together like you’re in pain.”

“Um. That’s just. My face.”

At that, Dev throws his head back and laughs. One of Charlie’s chief failures in life is his inability to understand when someone is laughing with him versus laughing at him. Nine times out of ten, it’s the latter.

“It’s confusing,” Dev notes in a tone that almost makes Charlie think he’s laughing with him, “because you look like the guy in a fancy cologne commercial, but you’re distinctly acting like the guy in an IBS medication commercial.”

“I can be both of those guys simultaneously.”

“Not on this show you can’t.” Dev pulls the People magazine out from under him and jabs a finger at the face on the cover. “If this whole thing is going to work, you’ve got to be this guy for the cameras.”

Charlie stares at the magazine version of himself, fumbling for a way to explain. I’m not that guy. I don’t know how to be that guy. This was a huge mistake.

“I…”

The car door behind Dev opens. He manages, quite easily, not to fall out.

“Dev! What the fuck are you doing in here? We’re behind schedule, and Skylar is going to demote us to casting if we don’t get the prince to his fucking mark this fucking instant.”

The petite foul-mouth shoves her arm toward Charlie. “Jules Lu. Nice to meet you. I’m your production assistant. It’s my job to make sure you’re where you’re supposed to be when you’re supposed to be there. And you are not where you’re supposed to be right now.”

“Sorry.” He stares at her hand but doesn’t take it. “Uh, you… also meet.”

“Does he think that was a sentence?” Jules asks Dev. “God, we’re screwed.”

Jules yanks Dev out of the car, and Dev yanks Charlie out of the car, and anything Charlie was going to say to Dev gets swallowed up by the madness all around them. They head up a path toward the set, which is supposed to look like a fairy tale. The castle is lit up in the distance, and the show’s host, Mark Davenport, waits in front of an ornate fountain. There are twinkle lights and flowers and a horse-drawn carriage ripped straight out of Cinderella.

It should look like a fairy tale, but the castle is actually just a millionaire’s house in Pasadena, and there are crew members dressed in black, shouting and vaping. Mark Davenport screams at his assistant about kombucha until she cries.

So, like, not quite Walt Disney’s vision.

“Stand here for me.” Dev motions to a little tape x, and he warns Charlie before he slides his hands around Charlie’s back again to click on his mic. Charlie tenses. This is it. He can’t undo it, can’t back out, can’t hide. If he thinks too hard about the past year and all the things that led him here, to this single act of desperation, he knows he won’t be able to keep it together.

“Remember,” Dev says low and close to his ear, “everyone in Command Central can hear you now.”

Charlie swallows the lump forming in his throat.

“You look miserable.”

“Oh, that’s probably because I am miserable.”

“Mic.”

“I’m… ah… miserably happy to be here.”

“Very convincing save. You’re a natural at this.”

Charlie smiles despite himself, and Dev explodes with an enthusiastic, “Yes! Yes!” He turns his fingers into a box and squints one eye like he’s lining up the shot. “Just like that! Smile just like that when the cameras are on.”

Unfortunately, Charlie’s smile collapses in on itself as soon as Dev draws attention to it.

“Well, now you look like you’re going to vomit.”

“I probably am.”

“You’re not going to vomit! You’re about to meet twenty women who are all here on a quest to find love with you!” Dev seems to think this is a delightful prospect, as if all of Charlie’s fairy-tale dreams are about to come true. As if Charlie has fairy-tale dreams. “This is going to be amazing!”

Dev forgets the advance-notice-for-touching rule, and his hand folds around Charlie’s bicep, burning through the layers of his tux. Charlie isn’t sure what’s happening to his body right now, but it’s not good. It’s maybe very, very bad.

Dev leans in even closer. His breath is hot on Charlie’s cheek. He smells like sugar and chocolate and something else Charlie can’t quite place. “I know you’re freaked out right now, but at the end of all of this, you’re going to find love,” Dev whispers. “In nine weeks, you’re going to have a fiancée.”

And that’s when Charlie truly does vomit, all over Dev.

Dev

There is vomit on his Chucks.

Granted, there is always vomit on his shoes the first night of shooting, but it usually happens at dawn, not dusk, and the vomit typically belongs to an overserved contestant, not to Prince Charming himself.

Then again, it turns out Charles Winshaw is no one’s definition of a Prince Charming, no matter how much he might look the part. And he really does look the part. Broad-shouldered, with the tux doing little to conceal his muscular build. Straight-nosed and square-jawed and sweet—it’s the sweetness that caught Dev off guard when Charles fell out of the town car. All the men who come on this show are handsome. None of them have ever been sweet.

Then again, none of them have ever been quite this handsome. Charles Winshaw is somehow the most beautiful man Dev’s ever seen in real life, even with vomit in his chin dimple. Even talking absolute nonsense. Even with all the nervous sweating.

(Maybe especially with all the nervous sweating.)

“I… I’m s-so, so, so sorry,” he sputters.

Any annoyance Dev feels about the vomit disappears when he looks up into Charles Winshaw’s enormous eyes. He’s like a terrified baby bird. Like a two-hundred-twenty-pound baby bird with crippling anxiety and a fairly intense germ phobia who can’t navigate his way through a complete sentence.

A man from set design comes over with a hose to casually clean the puke off the pavement and douses Dev with a burst of cold water, which is pretty par for the course on his night so far.

“I… seriously… so sorry,” Charles says again as the makeup team swoops in to fix his face without missing a beat.

The vomit is cleared from his chin, the lights are adjusted, and from somewhere in the dark, the first AD shouts, “Final checks, please!” whether Charles is ready to become Prince Charming or not.

He’s definitely not. He looks gray and sickly, and Dev wants to stay by his side, but the AD calls to lock it up, and Dev jumps out of frame at the last second.

They’re rolling. The sound of horse hooves on wet flagstone fills the now-silent set, and then the carriage comes into view, rolling up to the fountain where Charles is waiting. Camera one stays trained on Charles, while camera two films the door opening. A woman in a blue dress steps out: big blue eyes to match her dress, blond beach curls, slender figure. She smiles shyly when she sees Charles, a cross necklace framed in her plunging neckline.

Her name is Daphne Reynolds, and she’s the former beauty queen from Dev’s limo. It’s no surprise Maureen sent her out of the carriage first. Quite frankly, she looks like someone fed a 3-D printer the algorithm for creating an Ever After winner. Dev knows from her file she has a college degree and her father’s a reverend, which means she perfectly straddles the line of catering to the show’s large conservative fan base without alienating its even larger feminist fan base, which claims to watch ironically.

“Hi,” Daphne says, her heels now clacking on the stones. Charles does not say hi back. Charles does not move. He stands by the fountain, his arms stiff and awkward and maybe not attached to his body, and he does not react to the beautiful woman approaching him. No smile. Not a flicker of lust.

Perhaps in response to his indifference, Daphne hesitates as she gets closer. Sputters, stops, and briefly looks like she’s contemplating a leap over the gate. She takes another step forward, and her silvery heels either catch the hem of her dress or an especially wet stone, and she slips, topples forward directly into the immovable, stoic wall that is Charles Winshaw. It’s almost a perfect—albeit unconventional for this show—meet-cute, except instead of putting out an arm to rescue Daphne, Charles flinches backward at her physical contact with his chest. She manages to right herself without his help.

“Stop! Stop!” Skylar screams. The director bursts out of the Command Central tent and into the shot, even though the cameras never stop rolling on Ever After. “What the hell was that? How can two sexy people be so offensively unsexy together? Take it again!”

Daphne’s handler escorts her back to the carriage, and they take the scene from the opening of the door. This time, Daphne doesn’t trip, but Charles still looks disinterested, and they shake hands like this is a board meeting. So they film the scene again. And again. By the fifth take, Jules is turtling into her overalls from secondhand embarrassment, Charles looks like he might vomit again from the stress, and Skylar is screaming profanities into everyone’s earpieces.

Dev has to do something before the season actually is epically fucked. He waves his hands in front of the camera to get Skylar’s attention back at Command Central and requests a five-minute break. Then he darts across the courtyard toward the first limo, where the contestants wait for their carriage ride.

“Ladies!” he greets as he slides inside. “How’s it going in here?”

They’ve all had another two hours’ worth of limo champagne fed to them by their new handler, Kennedy, who looks slightly shell-shocked by their sudden, unexpected promotion. The women hoot and holler in response. They seem to be in the middle of a dance party. Dev briefly mourns the fact that he’s not going to be spending the next nine weeks with these amazing women. “Sorry I abandoned y’all, but they’ve got me working with your Prince Charming. He’s a little bit nervous about meeting so many beautiful women.”

A collective aww ripples through the limo. Perfect. “I think he needs y’all to help him loosen up.”

Dev turns to Angie Griffin, the medical student, and the next woman out of the carriage. Angie has a beautiful, heart-shaped face framed by a pretty Afro and bearing a mischievous smile, which suggests she’s the perfect candidate for loosening up their tech nerd.

“Here’s what I’m thinking: Angie, what if you go out there and get him dancing a little bit?” Dev shimmies his shoulders demonstratively.

Angie appears to weigh the risk of potential humiliation on national television against the thrill of dancing with Charles Winshaw and slams back the rest of her limo champagne. “Let’s do it!” she says excitedly, and Dev knows it will be perfect. That part is done.

He climbs back out of the limo and jogs back to Charles for part two.

“I’m going to touch you again,” Dev warns, and good Lord—Charles blushes as Dev reaches up and adjusts his blond curls beneath the crown. Dev can’t imagine how he’s going to survive nine weeks of being groped by the women. “Okay. I need you to turn it on now.”

“Turn it on?” Charles repeats each word slowly, turning them over on his tongue. Dev watches his mouth puzzle it out, watches him press his tongue against the back of his very white, very straight teeth. Dev gently reminds himself to stop staring at this man’s mouth.

“Yes. Become the cologne ad guy. Whatever you used to do when you had to perform in front of crowds at WinHan. Turn it on.”

The expression on Charles’s face would be comical if it weren’t so thoroughly pathetic, and if this man weren’t at risk of ruining their entire show. “You can do this,” Dev says without evidence or proof that he can. But he’s good at putting faith in things other people are quick to dismiss. “I believe in you.”

Dev slides back out of the cameras’ view.

When Angie comes out of the carriage a few minutes later, she sambas over to him, and Charles doesn’t look repulsed when he sees her. He lets Angie put her hands on his hips and tango him around the courtyard, and he smiles genuinely for the cameras. It’s reality television gold. Skylar sounds pleased in Dev’s earpiece.

After that, Charles relaxes more with each woman he meets. When the contestants make bold choices for their entrances, like coming out in a kangaroo costume because they’re Australian or wearing a pregnant belly because they want to be the mother of his children, he takes it all in stride. He makes it through all twenty carriage exits without vomiting again, and everyone is impressed with Dev’s coaching, because apparently that is where they’ve set the bar.

“You’re doing fucking spectacular!” Dev tells him as the cameras get ready to move inside for Charles’s welcome speech to the gathered women. Charles blushes and smiles down at his feet in response, like this is the nicest thing anyone has ever said to him.

Dev temporarily worries this is the nicest thing anyone has ever said to Charles Winshaw. He swoops in to adjust Charles’s hair. “So, based on first impressions, which of the women would you describe as your type?”

Charles arches away from Dev’s fingers. “Uh, none?”

Annoyance spikes in Dev’s chest. “What about Daphne? You’re both shy and a little… awkward.”

“Which one was Daphne, again?”

“Blue dress. First out of the carriage. We filmed the scene five times.”

“Oh… I…” End of sentence.

A camerawoman is nearby, and Dev lowers his voice. “I can’t coach you if I don’t know what you’re looking for in a partner.”

In response, Charles does an elegant sidestep that almost ends with him facedown in a succulent. “A partner? With a woman here? B-but… I mean, I’m not. That’s not why I… But this show is fake.”

The crackle of annoyance shifts to a full-blown wildfire inside Dev’s stomach. “What do you mean, fake?”

His eyebrows are scrunched in confusion. “I mean, the show—it’s not really about love.”

Charles Winshaw is standing in front of him, but all Dev can see is Ryan six years ago when Dev first joined the crew, fresh out of USC. Ryan Parker: leather jacket, dark hair falling in front of his eyes, apathy perfected. “This show isn’t really about love,” Ryan said as he gave Dev a tour of the castle. “We aren’t here to help people find happily ever after. We’re here to help Maureen Scott make interesting television.”

And Dev was already so smitten—with Ryan and with this show and with the idea of being behind the cameras, making the stories come to life—all he’d said in response was, “There’s nothing more interesting than love.”

Ryan never misled him. Dev can give him credit for that, even now. From their first night together, Ryan told him he didn’t believe in soul mates or fairy tales or loving one person forever. Dev willingly threw away six years on a man who told him from the beginning exactly how their love story would end.

Now Dev is going to throw away nine weeks on another man who thinks this show is fake. He’s about to fly around the world with a man who isn’t here for love; he’s about to spend every waking minute next to a man who is clearly only here to use the romantic expectations of twenty women for his own selfish needs.

On this show, in this world, happily ever after is supposed to be a guarantee.

So what is he supposed to do with the fact that Charles Winshaw doesn’t want a happily ever after?

Charlie

He’s not sure how he went from “fucking spectacular” to fucking it all up, but he can see it in Dev’s expression. Charlie doesn’t understand.

He just met twenty women and forgot the names of twenty women, and he doesn’t have much mental capacity for understanding anything beyond the fact that the front of his tux is somehow covered in glitter.

He considers apologizing again, but Dev stomps off toward the giant white tent across set. Jules swoops in, her bun bobbing like an Adam’s apple. “Come on, Charles. I’ll take you inside for your welcome speech to the women.”

He tries not to obsess over what he did to anger Dev. Naturally, he obsesses over it.

He obsesses over it throughout the generic speech his former handler wrote for him, about how he’s “excited for his quest to find love” and how he’s “sure his future wife is in the room.” He obsesses over it as the cameras shift again for the social hour. Then a blond woman grabs him by the wrist, and he can’t obsess about anything but the unwanted touching.

“Can I steal you away?” the woman purrs. He thinks her name is Megan. She tugs on his wrist and drags him outside to the patio. Charlie hears the producers whispering to contestants as they pass:

“Wasn’t that forward of her?”

“I guess someone is here to win.”

“You’re so much prettier than her.”

Megan drags him to a small bench beside the pool where cameras are already waiting. She proceeds to sit too close to him, touch him too much without permission, and drone sweet nothings in his ear about her YouTube channel where she posts exercise videos. People have always told him he has terrible social awareness (usually while firing him, or dumping him, or trying to ring up his groceries), but he isn’t totally oblivious. He’s aware of how he looks and of the effect his looks have on some people. Particularly women. Particularly this woman, who is putting her hands all over his thighs.

He clenches his jaw and tries to listen to her stories about working as a spray-tan technician in Tampa until they’re interrupted by another blonde who comes to confront Megan about hogging Charlie’s time. Soon, the two women are yelling at each other. He tries to de-escalate the unexpected tension, then quickly learns the tension is not so much unexpected as it is carefully coordinated by producers with headsets who poke and prod the women into these little altercations.

There are some okay moments. He talks to a software engineer named Delilah who starts a jokey argument about spaces versus tabs, and it’s the first time all night he feels like he knows what’s going on. A woman named Sabrina tells interesting stories about her travel blog. At one point, when attempting to dodge a very assertive woman who won’t stop touching his ass, he finds Daphne (the first woman out of the limo, he remembers now) and Angie (the woman who danced with him, he could never forget) sharing a bottle of wine behind a generator. They kindly offer him a top-off of pinot and let him know half of his shirt buttons are open, which is kind.

Soon it’s two in the morning, and he has a raging headache, indigestion, and an unsettling pit of anxiety metastasizing in his chest. Worse, he feels the horrible certainty of knowing this was a mistake. He never should’ve deluded himself into thinking he could handle this. He never should have let Parisa convince him this was the right move.

He’ll back out—pay for the money lost in production himself. Yes, all of America will hear the rumors about how Charles Winshaw had a breakdown on a reality television show. Yes, he will never work in tech again. But maybe that’s for the best. Perhaps he’s better off hiding in a secluded cabin in the Sierra Nevada mountains away from all other humans. Perhaps he’ll learn to whittle.

“You’ve almost survived the worst of it,” Jules reassures him on a break as she brings him a bottle of water. Another woman fixes his hair. Dev, he notes, is nowhere to be found.

“Just one more contestant to talk to,” Jules continues, “and then you’ll need to choose four women to send home in the Crowning Ceremony.”

He wants to tell Jules about his new plan to send himself home at the Crowning Ceremony, but she’s already leading him to the place set design has arranged for his meeting with Kiana. They chat for about a minute before Charlie notices a large white man with bulging muscles and neck tattoos walking toward them. Two cameras follow, along with two security guards.

Kiana follows Charlie’s gaze, a look of unguarded horror flashing across her symmetrical features. “Oh God. No.”

“What the hell, slut?”

“What is happening?” Charlie asks, maybe of the man shouting horrendous derogatory terms. Maybe of Kiana, who is being shouted at. Maybe of the cameras, or the crew members, or the little half-circle of contestants who’ve gathered around to watch this scene.

“Are you the dude dating my girlfriend?” the man growls as he jabs a finger against Charlie’s chest. And first, ouch.

Second: Kiana had a boyfriend back home and they brought him onto the set to scream at her? What’s worse, no one steps in to stop it. Four cameras, and no one intervenes when the man gives Charlie another shove.

“Roger, it’s not his fault!” Kiana cries.

“Shut up, slut!”

Something about the second “slut” triggers the panic inside him, and Charlie can feel himself hurtle toward the brink of an episode. And he can’t have an episode right now. Not in front of all these cameras. Not when he came on this show to prove to the world that he’s the sort of man who doesn’t have triggers or episodes, the sort of man who never breaks down, who keeps it all in, keeps it all together under pressure.

Charlie looks at Kiana, her expression a mixture of sadness and shame, and the only thing more potent than the anxiety attack clawing at his chest is his outrage. He turns to the boyfriend. “It’s not acceptable to talk to her that way,” Charlie says.

Or that’s what he intends to say, before he is promptly punched in the face and says nothing at all.


Dev

“Put me back on contestant duty.”

“Dev—”

“Please, Sky. Please. I cannot spend the next nine weeks standing in that man’s shadow. He’s cold and awkward and he called the show fake.”

Skylar finishes ordering camera one to pivot so the audience won’t see how bored Charlie looks talking to Kiana; then she turns to Dev. “This show is fake.”

“It’s produced. Sure, we set things up, create the perfect ingredients for romance, but people truly fall in love.” Dev points at the monitor as Charles stifles a yawn. “He didn’t come here for love.”

“I hate to be the one to tell you this, but neither did most of your girls.”

“My women are decent human beings. Charles isn’t.”

Dev thought Charles had a sweetness to him, but he is obviously a poor judge of character.

Skylar shakes out another antacid. “You know you’re the best producer we’ve got.”

“If I’m the best, I shouldn’t be saddled with an uncoachable mess.”

“Dev, it wasn’t my call to put you on prince duty, so if you’re pissed about your reassignment, take it up with Maureen—What the fuck is this?”

Camera three has cut to an assistant producer and a security guard escorting what seems to be the anthropomorphic embodiment of toxic masculinity.

“Who the hell is this? Who brought this man onto my set?”

The answer to these questions becomes clear when the stranger confronts Kiana and Charlie. Kiana had a boyfriend back home, and Maureen brought him to set. “Shit.”

Dev books it out of the Command Central tent, down the sloping driveway to where Maureen is coordinating this scene with another producer. “Cut! You’ve got to call cut! Charles isn’t ready for this! You’ve got to get him out of there!”

“Relax,” Maureen Scott says with a dismissive flick of her hand. “America loves a man who fights back. Our new prince might surprise us.”

Dev knows he won’t. “Seriously, I don’t think—”

“Chill, D,” the other producer says, because the other producer is Ryan in his new supervising producer position. Dev’s ex is standing on Maureen’s other side looking, as always, like a mystifyingly attractive combination of grunge rocker and yacht club enthusiast. Ryan’s wearing cuffed khakis and boat shoes, a flannel tied around his waist, brown hair pulled back in a tight bun. The sight of him hits Dev squarely in the solar plexus.

He’s spent weeks agonizing over seeing Ryan again. He’s rehearsed how he’d come across as aloof and unaffected, still Fun Dev, doing fine. Yet, of course, the reality is Ryan gets to be the one standing there looking casual and indifferent, and Dev is the frantic, emotional one. Ryan Parker: always making Dev feel ridiculous for caring. Across the set, the boyfriend starts poking Charles in addition to shouting misogynistic things.

“This will be great for ratings,” Ryan says coolly, refusing to meet Dev’s gaze. “And we’ve got security right out of frame.”

But Dev knows security will only break up a fight after it starts, not prevent good television before it happens. As much as he resents Charles and this reassignment, violence is not part of Dev’s fairy tale. He’s two seconds away from barreling into the scene himself, even if it means ruining the shot. The show has legal permission to use any footage he accidentally ends up in, but producers aren’t supposed to appear on camera. Still, he’s about to do it when a hand grabs his elbow. It’s Ryan, anticipating his next move.

“Let it play out, D.”

So Dev lets it play out, which means, thanks to Ryan Parker, he watches Charles Winshaw get punched in the face from thirty feet away.

Because Dev is truly a terrible judge of character.



“Well, the good news is, the nose isn’t broken,” the set medic announces to the cramped back room full of producers and cameras. Charles is sitting on a table with blood down his shirt and two cotton tubes shoved up his nostrils. “The bad news is, he’s definitely going to have some bruising, and he needs to sit here until the bleeding stops.”

“Shit,” Skylar snaps. “We’re already behind schedule, and we needed to start filming the Crowning Ceremony ten minutes ago!”

The medic shoots her a glare.

“Which is not as important as his health, obviously,” Skylar corrects herself. “I’ll just go arrange some establishing shots of the contestants on the risers.”

Skylar pushes her way past two cameras as Maureen slinks over to Charles.

“Listen, dear, I hope you don’t think we invited that man onto set.”

They definitely did.

“He showed up unexpectedly demanding to speak to Kiana. We had no idea what he was going to do.”

Oh, they definitely knew.

Maureen places a manicured hand on Charles’s shoulder. “I am so sorry this happened.”

She most definitely is not sorry.

Ryan was right: a physical altercation on night one is going to be amazing for ratings. Dev can’t even blame her for it; Maureen Scott is only doing what she has to do. The only thing audiences want more than a happy ending is drama.

Charles says nothing in response, and Maureen drops her hand and turns to the medic. “Ten minutes?”

“Ten minutes should be sufficient to stop the bleeding, but—”

“Ten minutes,” Maureen says firmly before she follows Skylar out the door.

The medic hands Charles two cold compresses and shoves acetaminophen at Dev. “Have him keep the ice packs in place for ten, then take out the gauze and give him six hundred milligrams of this.”

At the medic’s exit, Jules takes her cue to round up the cameras and lingering crew members. Then Dev is alone with the star he hates on the show he loves, unsure of how to proceed. Charles has a cold compress under each eye, bloody gauze dangling from his nose.

“You look ridiculous.”

Apparently, that is how he’s proceeding.

“Well, you smell like vomit,” Charles snaps back.

“And whose fault is that?”

Charles tries to smile, but the pain turns it into a wince. He pulls the cold compresses away from his face to reveal the bruises already forming under his eyes. “Are you also going to try to convince me Maureen didn’t pay that man to come on the show?”

“She didn’t have to pay him,” Dev clarifies. “Men like that come on this show for free.”

Charles looks wounded, which is sort of his default expression since his face is 90 percent eyes. His eyes are storm-cloud gray, the color of the sky during the North Carolina thunderstorms of Dev’s childhood. Charles licks his lips nervously. “Have I… upset you, or—?”

“You said the show is fake.” The words come out harsher than he intends, and he bites his lip. Yelling at Charles isn’t going to help. Besides, Skylar is right. Dev is the best. Unless they want this entire season to be an uneditable sequence of their star getting the literal and metaphorical shit beat out of him, Dev’s got to step up.

He takes a deep breath. “I know a lot of people believe this show is fake, but I don’t. I think if you open yourself up to this process, you could find real love in the next nine weeks. I could help you find love.”

Charles kicks his legs, which don’t quite reach the floor from where they dangle over the edge of the table. “I’m not really looking for love.”

“Then why did you come on this show?”

“To have my ass kicked in front of twenty million viewers, apparently.”

That startles a laugh out of Dev. Charles tries to smile again. This one sticks, and shit. He’s kind of adorable. The women are probably half in love with him already.

“Don’t worry,” Charles grumbles back into his lap, “I’m not going to be the star much longer.”

Dev crosses the room and stands two feet in front of Charles on the table. “What do you mean?”

“I… I thought I could do this, but I was wrong. Maureen can recast me.”

“No, she can’t. We’ve already announced you publicly as the star.”

“I can pay for the cost.”

“Will you be able to pay millions of dollars after the network sues you for violating your contract?”

“I mean,” he looks vaguely embarrassed, “yes, probably.”

Dev takes a minute to remove his glasses with one hand and scrub his face with the other. “Look, can we maybe start over?” He sticks out his hand. “Hi, it’s nice to meet you. My name is Dev Deshpande.”

Charles allows one of the compresses to fall into his lap so he can shake Dev’s hand. His fingers are freezing against Dev’s palm. He shivers. “It’s nice to meet you, too. I’m Charlie Winshaw.”

“Charlie?”

He does a little half shrug, too careful to commit to a full one. “Charles is the cologne model. I’m just Charlie.”

“Charlie,” Dev repeats, testing the lightness of it. “Charlie, why did you come on this show, if not to find love?”

Unsurprisingly, this question still gets no answer. Charlie fidgets, and the cold compress in his lap slides to the floor. Dev scoots closer to pick it up. “Here, let me.…” He gestures with the ice pack and slots it in place under Charlie’s left eye. Charlie tenses at the contact, then settles into it, letting Dev help, each of them holding onto one ice pack. It’s a perfect metaphor for Dev’s job on Ever After.

He tries one more time. “Why did you come on this show?”

Charlie takes three slow, deep breaths. His chest strains against the buttons of his tux. “Before I, uh, resigned as my company’s CTO, I developed a reputation for being… difficult… to work with. A liability. I… I haven’t been able to get a job in tech since, and my publicist accepted Maureen’s offer for me to come on the show because she thought it might help me salvage my reputation. I’m starting to see the inherent flaw in the theory, though.…”

Dev wants to call bullshit. A reputation of being difficult isn’t enough to blacklist you from any industry when you’re as white and male and traditionally handsome as Charlie, not to mention a certifiable genius. But this is the most he’s said all night—multiple grammatically correct sentences in a row—so Dev doesn’t call him out on it. “Why don’t you just start a new company?” he asks instead.

Charlie gives another half shrug. “I don’t have a mind for business. That was always Josh’s role. And I don’t exactly have people clamoring to be my business partner.”

“Okay, then why work at all? You’ve apparently got enough fuck-you money to pay off the network. Why not just run your charity and swim in your piles of gold like Scrooge McDuck?”

Charlie scrunches up his face. “I want to work,” he says. “It’s not about the money. It’s about the work. I’m good at the work.”

Dev can relate to the rush that comes with being damn good at something. “So you need me to help you look hirable, then?”

Charlie nods slowly.

“I can definitely do that,” Dev says, “but for my work, I need to write your love story, and if I’m going to help you with your reputation, you’ve got to help me, too. I need you to try to make it work with the women. And I need you to be on. Cologne Charles, whenever the cameras are rolling.”

Charlie takes exactly three breaths again. “Being on is really hard for me. It drains me emotionally, and sometimes I’ll need time. To recalibrate my mind. Or else I’ll, um… I’m not sure… does that make sense?”

Now Dev is the one who stumbles over his words. “Uh, yeah, actually. It makes perfect sense.”

Dev can really relate. When they’re filming, Dev can throw himself into it completely, feeding off the energy of it all, giving his busy brain the perfect outlet for all its extra. For nine weeks, he flies through twelve-hour days on a steady diet of coffee and cookies and feels no need to ever stop moving. But invariably, after they film the Final Tiara Ceremony, he crashes. The energy bottoms out, creating a vacuum inside his head. He climbs into bed and stays there for a week until he can recalibrate.

It’s how he’s always worked. In college, it would come in huge bursts of creative energy. He would spend two weeks writing a script—open up his heart and pour it all onto the page—and then, out of nowhere, he would sort of wake up, realize every word was shit, climb into bed, and watch The Office until he could face the real world again.

For some inexplicable reason, he almost tells Charlie Winshaw about the coffee and cookies and dabbling with depression, about his busy brain and his too-big heart. The urge to confide in him makes no sense, except he feels like he’s been living this night for years—like he’s stuck in a very unfunny Groundhog Day of his own personal hell, haunted by cute boys who don’t believe in love.

Dev swallows down the confession rising in his throat. “It sounds like we have a deal.”

He reaches for Charlie’s hand.

“Deal,” Charlie echoes, and his enormous hand squeezes Dev’s. Charlie doesn’t pull away immediately, so they remain with their hands frozen between them for a beat too long. Dev ignores the way his skin hums at the touch, because they’re finally making progress, and Dev isn’t going to screw that up because a pretty man with a weak understanding of socially appropriate handshake lengths is touching him.

When it becomes clear Charlie is never going to let go of his hand, Dev pulls away first.

“It’s probably been ten minutes. Should we assess the damage?”

They lower the ice packs, and somehow, Charlie makes a nose injury look exquisite, his cheeks a crisp pink from the cold compresses and his large gray eyes circled in light purple.

“Yikes,” Dev says.

“Is it bad?”

“You might as well scrap this face completely and start over from scratch.”

“Ah, well, no great loss. People don’t like me for my face. They generally prefer my sparkling personality.”

Dev laughs again. Charlie’s kind of funny when you can get him to speak without stammering. Dev shakes out three Tylenol and reaches for Charlie’s water bottle. “So you’re not going to quit on us? You’ll stick it out as our Prince Charming?”

Charlie swallows the pills. “If… if you really think I can do this?”

“We can do this.”

Charlie stares up at him, a question twisting the corner of his mouth. “You,” he tries, eyebrows bunched together, “you think you can make me actually fall in love with one of these women, don’t you?”

Charlie is more perceptive than Dev gave him credit for.

Charlie Winshaw didn’t come on the show for love, but he’s about to spend the next nine weeks going on extravagant dates in beautiful places with amazing women. Dev might have been completely wrong about what Charlie is looking for in a woman, but he can still find him a soul mate. He always does.

He gives Charlie a breezy smile. “I know I can make you fall in love.”
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“A heartwarming rom-com
with unforgettable
characters who will

challenge you to see
love in a new light.”

—Hannah Orenstein, author
of Head Over Heels

ALISON COCHRUN





OEBPS/e9781982170721/fonts/EBGaramond-SemiBold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982170721/images/title.jpg
CHARM
Olfensive

ALISON COCHRUN

New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781982170721/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


