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				To my girls,

				If you want it, never stop trying to get it.

				To Cassidy and Evan,

				Thank you for shouting your story in my head and demanding I write it.
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				Chapter One

				As Cassidy glanced around the formal living room, the ball of lead in her stomach grew. What have I done?

				How on earth did she end up here in Denver, sitting in a mansion, surrounded by cameras and beautiful women — some of whom had obvious fake boobs and hair extensions? Of course, she knew how she’d ended up here and it had nothing to do with magic or any other Hollywood special effect.

				Nope.

				It had been her meddling little sister Keira who’d taken it upon herself to apply to be on a new reality dating show — using Cassidy’s name. To Cassidy’s horror, she’d actually been accepted. When she’d gotten the unexpected call from the show’s producer, she’d wanted to kill her sister. Instead, she’d been convinced to go through with the rest of the audition process and screen tests. By the time it was all over and she was asked to be on the show, Cassidy had grown used to the idea of having an opportunity to fall in love with some mystery bachelor.

				Her friends told her to forget the show and take a cruise instead, where she could soak in the sun while “Margaritaville” played over the pool speakers. But did she listen?

				Not a chance.

				Maybe he’ll be the one. Cassidy searched the room for the bachelor of the show, her stomach twisting into a knot at the thought of being forced to date someone new. She hadn’t been with anyone since Brad chose to leave her and New York behind to go back to California to start pro-surfing again. Maybe coming on the show would force her out of her six-month dating hibernation. Or maybe she’d throw up on the bachelor’s shoes when she finally met him. Either was a definite possibility.

				Coming on the show sounded like a good idea at the time. But now she was here — now it was real and not some thing she would do in the future someday. She casually wiped her palms across her thighs and prayed she wouldn’t have to shake anyone’s hand anytime soon.

				Cassidy nervously scanned the room, checking out the other single girls who had also come on the show in the hopes of finding Mr. Right — or, at least, Mr. Right Now. They all appeared more confident than she felt, chatting and mingling with ease while she sat alone on the couch twisting a napkin between trembling fingers. Every hair color, eye color, height, and personal style was reflected.

				She wondered how she would ever stand out in this crowd of glamorous women with her mousy brown hair and eyes the color of pistachio ice cream. No one even likes pistachio ice cream, nor wants to have any part of their body resemble it. She tugged at the hem of her plain white shirt, wishing she’d decided to wear something bright and bold instead. Maybe she should have taken a few more minutes in front of the mirror to touch up her makeup while she’d had the chance.

				The production crew worked around the room checking lights, adjusting cameras, and hanging microphones — the tiny additions becoming almost instantly invisible. No wonder people forget the cameras exist and end up acting idiotic on national television.

				In fact, no one else in the room even seemed to take notice of the production crew working around them. But the crew certainly noticed the room full of women. Cassidy had already caught a few of the men stealing glances.

				Her nervous energy finally sent her body into motion and she sprang from the sofa. These kinds of social situations made her uncomfortable. She preferred orchestrating events from behind the scenes, like she did as a banquet manager in Manhattan. Staging the room was always her favorite part. She loved setting the scene for the party, making it perfect for whoever was in the spotlight that day. Now she was the one in the spotlight.

				She stopped in front of a grand piano, its black finish shining under the extra lights hanging from the ceiling. Although the piano sat silent, she could imagine its beautiful music filling the large room during parties. She gingerly touched the cold ivory keys.

				“Don’t move,” a deep voice said from behind her. “Stay still for one more second.”

				Cassidy froze, intrigued by the unexpected demand. Was the piano off limits? Was it only a prop? She peeked over her shoulder, trying to keep her body in the exact same position while pinpointing the owner of the voice.

				“That’s not exactly the definition of staying still,” the man said. From her angle, she glimpsed the deepest blue eyes she’d ever seen. He peered into a handheld monitor while adjusting the small wall-mounted camera nearest him then hopped down off the ladder, landing in front of her with a soft thud.

				“I … uh … sorry.” Cassidy’s pulse pounded in her ears at the sight of him. His slightly messy, light brown hair screamed for her to run her fingers through it. Hot damn. If this is the crew, how hot will the bachelor be? “I’ll just … get out of your way.”

				“Actually, if you could stand there for another minute I can adjust the other camera, too,” he said without even a glance toward her.

				He shifted the bulky ladder over a few feet into the corner with the ease of someone lifting a week-old kitten. She was pretty sure she’d struggled more lifting a bag of groceries than he had with the heavy ladder. Of course, she didn’t have biceps the size of his, either.

				“That ought to do it.” He climbed down the ladder to stand in front of her. “Thanks for — ” he paused, clearing his throat and gazing at her as if seeing her for the first time, “ — your help.”

				Cassidy worried she might melt into a puddle of goo under the heat of his gaze. She licked her lips and swallowed before finding her voice. “I only stood here. You did all the work.”

				“Well, thanks.” His eyes stayed firmly focused on hers, causing goose bumps to prickle her skin. “I should go. I’m not supposed to be fraternizing with the contestants.”

				“Is that what we’re doing? Fraternizing?” Wasn’t fraternizing something a little more dangerous than this simple conversation between strangers?

				“I think it might be and I’d hate to break the rules my first day on the job. I usually save that for later in to production.”

				Cassidy watched as he hoisted the ladder onto his shoulder and sauntered out of the room. He glanced back to where she stood rooted to the ground and gave her a quick smile before disappearing down the hall.

				“I need a drink,” she mumbled. She forced herself away from the piano and over to the bar. Maybe a drink would calm the butterflies tap dancing in her stomach.

				Tall glass flutes filled with pink champagne sparkled on the silver serving trays. Reaching for a glass, Cassidy bumped the arm of the person next to her.

				“Oh, sorry.” Cassidy turned to see whom she’d bumped into.

				“No problem,” a petite brunette replied. “It always gets so crowded around the food and drinks. Hi, I’m Paige.”

				“I’m Cassidy. You know, people everywhere are the same. If they don’t know anyone in the room, they migrate to the food.” Cassidy chose a selection of little sandwiches, vegetables, and a slice of sinful-looking chocolate cake. She bypassed the naked strawberries and banana chunks — both fruits that should never be eaten without first being bathed in rich, warm chocolate. Cassidy’s preference for chocolate-covered fruit was a quirk that annoyed her über-healthy sister — and which gave Cassidy a little thrill of rebellion every time Keira tried to scold her for it.

				Paige grabbed a couple sticks of celery and a few strawberries and turned away from the food. “Wanna go sit down?”

				Cassidy followed Paige and sat beside her on the sofa in the middle of the room, balancing the plate of food on her knees. She glanced at Paige’s plate wondering how a person could choose strawberries and celery when you had fancy sandwiches, tortes, pies, and salads to pick from.

				“Not hungry?” Cassidy asked.

				“Oh no, I’m starved. But there’s no way I’m eating all those calories when I have to go on television tomorrow. I’ve heard the camera adds ten pounds and I really don’t need any extra. Well, unless they could add it to my boobs.”

				Cassidy evaluated her own plate. It wasn’t overflowing, but it wasn’t celery, either. “Hmm, you’re probably right.” She took a bite of chocolate cake. “But if I starved myself, I’d be cranky and trust me, no one would want to see that on TV.” She savored the taste of the creamy chocolate as it melted in her mouth.

				“Maybe you should follow her lead and put your fork down,” a voice said, dripping with disdain.

				Cassidy swallowed her bite. Of course, the voice belonged to the prettiest girl in the room. She had long blonde hair, vibrant blue eyes, and legs that could walk across the pages of the Sports Illustrated swimsuit issue.

				“Why, exactly?” Cassidy paused, her fork poised above the cake.

				“She’s right about the camera.” The girl eyed Cassidy up and down as she stirred a tall glass of iced tea. “But I guess you’re not much competition anyway, are you? You may as well enjoy your cake while you’re still here.” The girl snickered and sauntered away.

				“Wow. Who was that bitch?” Cassidy stabbed the cake and took another bite just to spite the bitchy blonde’s jiggle-free, size two ass as it walked away.

				“That’s Zoe Oliver. She’s some big-shot singer or something. I bet she’s going to win this whole thing.”

				“Well she can’t be that big if we’ve never heard of her.” Cassidy watched Zoe laughing with another girl and tried to decide if she’d ever heard of her before. “Although there is something sort of familiar about her — like I’ve seen her picture on a magazine in the checkout counter at the grocery store or something. But that can’t be right, can it?”

				“No. It wouldn’t be fair to put someone famous on here with the rest of us.”

				“You’re probably right,” Cassidy said, deciding she really didn’t recognize the girl.

				Zoe glanced up and caught Cassidy staring at her. A smile slowly spread across Zoe’s face as she turned to whisper to the girl next to her who laughed in response.

				“We better watch out for her,” Cassidy said, setting down her plate on the cocktail table.

				Susan, the production assistant, hurried into the room after a man who walked surprisingly fast for his short stature. He had a head full of dark brown messy spikes, which probably took mountains of hair product and plenty of attention to detail to perfect. It was not the kind of hairstyle Cassidy liked. She preferred hair she could actually run her hands through.

				“If I could have your attention please,” the man yelled above the noise of the chatting women.

				The room quickly quieted. He paused a moment before continuing.

				“I’m Chip Cormack, the show’s producer,” he began. “I believe I’ve spoken to all of you on the phone recently, but I must say it’s a pleasure to meet you in person. And might I add, you are all even more beautiful than your screen tests led me to believe.”

				The women in the room glanced at each other and gave a collective giggle at his comments. Chip’s flattery felt superficial to Cassidy, but it seemed the other women were already getting caught up in the moment.

				“As you know, you’re here to participate in what will be one of the hottest new reality shows on TV, The One. You’ll be competing against each other in a series of challenges designed to help our bachelor find his perfect match.” He swept his hands to the sides. “Look around you ladies, this is your competition.”

				He chuckled as the women glanced at each other. “After each competition, our bachelor will select the ladies to make up our bottom three. Then America will choose which two of them go home each week.

				“Now, not to worry. You won’t have to wait much longer to meet your bachelor. Tomorrow, you’ll each complete your first private interview, then the following afternoon you’ll compete in your first challenge.”

				Chip reached into a bag that Susan had set onto the table beside him. Fumbling around for a moment, he finally pulled out a small black box with wires dangling beneath it.

				“These should be wrapped so they don’t tangle. Don’t you know that yet?” he said to Susan, not bothering to lower his voice so the others wouldn’t hear him. Shaking his head, he continued.

				“Tonight when you return to your rooms, you’ll each find a package waiting for you. In it will be a few legal forms to fill out, some additional production information, and a personal mic pack you’ll wear at all times, except while sleeping, of course. When you’re in the bathroom, you may switch the mic off.” He held up one of the black boxes. “If you have any trouble with your mic, don’t hesitate to ask Susan or one of the other production staff to help you. If you don’t wear your mic, we can’t hear you on camera.”

				He set down the mic pack before continuing. “The rules of the house are simple. No speaking to outside friends or family. No physical violence between contestants or with crewmembers. Lastly, please use proper professional conduct during all interactions between contestants and crew. So, no getting cozy with the staff when you get lonely. Got it?”

				Huh? Cassidy thought. Crew and contestants fooling around?

				“The crew is here to film you. They’re not here to be your friend or buddy or to keep you company when you’re bored — that’s what your fellow contestants are for. There are to be limited interactions between you and your cameramen, so please don’t talk to them while they’re filming. It distracts them and, more importantly, it ruins the footage.”

				Cassidy wasn’t surprised by any of the house rules. She’d known coming on a reality show would involve a bunch of legalities.

				Chip cleared his throat and got everyone’s attention again. “That’s everything I have for you right now. I know it’s been a long day for most of you. You may retire to your rooms to relax and unpack if you like. Remember, we get started filming first thing tomorrow morning. Enjoy your last mic-free night and I’ll see you all at the first challenge in a couple of days.” With one last glance around the room, Chip left the girls to themselves.

				“I’m going to call it a night,” Cassidy said to Paige, standing from the couch. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

				Cassidy said quick goodbyes to a few of the other girls before walking back to her room. She could already feel the jetlag setting in, her bones aching and her head throbbing. She hoped a long soak in the tub would help her recharge after the long day. She sighed, thinking about how good it was going to feel to relax in the quiet and privacy of a bath before she became just another reality show contestant.

	
				Chapter Two

				Evan walked into a small room off the main entranceway. It had probably once been a den but now was where they’d film the private interviews. A small formal loveseat, a coffee table, and a few decorative props in the background filled the small space. The arrangement appeared awkward and out of place in real life, but would look sophisticated on camera. Packed into the room were ten cameramen, some of whom Evan knew from other projects.

				“Hey, Jake,” Evan said. He shook his friend’s hand and grinned at having an unexpected friendly face in the bunch. Evan glanced around the room trying to find Chip. As usual, he was missing, running on his own time with little concern for the rest of the world. “How are Erin and the girls?”

				“They’re good. They’d be happier if I wasn’t spending the summer filming, but I can’t exactly choose when the projects run.” Jake shook his head.

				Evan nodded, understanding as best he could. “I don’t have kids, but I’m certainly going to have an angry dog on my hands when I pick her up. I dropped her at my brother’s house while I’m doing the show.”

				Aspen, Evan’s chocolate brown Labrador, officially held his heart in her front paw. He loved that dog more than he cared to admit. At least he knew his niece Annie would take good care of her while he was away.

				“How’s your brother doing?” Jake asked, concern on his face.

				Evan shrugged. How good can you be when you’ve lost your wife and are now a single dad? “He’s okay. Getting a little better each day.”

				Even after a year, losing his sister-in-law Melissa still made Evan’s chest burn. He couldn’t even imagine how Carter and Annie functioned daily without her. If the sadness in their eyes was any indication, it still hurt. A lot. Evan wasn’t willing to risk that for himself, so stayed away from getting involved with anyone as seriously as Carter had.

				“Hey, guys.” Chip sauntered into the room with a pile of file folders in his arms. He walked through the group, handing one to each of the cameramen. “Inside you’ll find information about the contestant you’re assigned to.”

				Opening the file, Evan’s breath caught in his chest as he peered at the picture inside. Dark brown, almost mahogany, wavy hair and tranquil jade green eyes. His heartbeat quickened — the girl from the piano.

				“Damn. She’s smokin’ hot,” Jake said from over Evan’s shoulder.

				Evan cleared his throat, trying to cut through the fog suddenly filling his head and flipped to the next page in the file. “Um, yeah, she’s a looker alright.”

				“Inside your file,” Chip said, “you’ll find your room number, taping schedule, list of responsibilities, et cetera. There’s the first set of interview questions, too. Each of you will conduct your first interview tomorrow, so make sure you read those tonight. You’ll still be behind the camera asking them, but it’s better if you’re familiar with the questions beforehand.

				“Two PAs will be here at the house at all times. Feel free to ask them any questions. Remember, filming is ongoing. So, if your contestant is walking, you’re walking. If your contestant is partying in the pool, you are at the pool’s edge getting it all on tape. Some, of the best moments of reality TV happen when the contestants forget the cameras are rolling, and you better be there to capture it.”

				Chip paused, eyeing the men before continuing. “Now, I can’t stress enough the importance of remaining neutral to your contestant. You’re not here to be her girlfriend or to let her cry on your shoulder. However, you can prompt her into talking with a few questions. Most of your interactions will be during the interview segments. Otherwise, you’re expected to film and not interact. Any questions?”

				The room was silent. Chip grabbed his coat from the back of a nearby chair. “I’m out. You guys get some rest. This is your last night of freedom, so if you feel the need to stretch your legs, do it now. I’ll see you at the first challenge.”

				Chip paused at the door. “Oh, and I shouldn’t have to tell you this but I will just to make sure we’re all on the same page. I know these girls are all babes, but keep it in your pants, okay? There’s no fooling around allowed. Later.” He disappeared through the doorway.

				Evan and Jake walked out of the interview room and toward the grand staircases that led up the second floor, pausing by the front door to grab their suitcases. “What room are you in, Jake?”

				Jake glanced at the folder in his hand. “Room three. You?”

				“Seventeen.” Evan hauled his suitcase up the stairs and started down the hall. Pausing in front of room three, he stuck out his hand to shake Jake’s. “Good seeing you here. Give me a shout if you wanna grab a beer in the kitchen.”

				Evan wandered down the hall and into room seventeen. He hoisted his suitcase on to the bed. A comfortable bed and a TV were about all he needed to get by for the next few weeks. This place was a hell of a lot better than most of the places he’d been forced to stay for some of his other projects, so he really couldn’t complain. It wasn’t every day he got to live in a mansion filled with beautiful women.

				Unzipping his suitcase, he began putting clothes into the closet and dresser drawers. He hated living out of a suitcase. If he didn’t unpack now before filming started, he’d still be fishing wrinkled clothes out of the suitcase the day he packed to go home.

				Evan grabbed his book from the front pocket of his suitcase and tossed it onto the bed, then noticed a door to an adjoining bedroom.

				“I wonder which cameraman has that room?” He hoped it wasn’t one of the new guys who’d have a ton of questions. He didn’t have anything against the new guys; he just hoped he wouldn’t have to spend all his free time helping someone figure out the job. The hours were going to be long enough without any extracurricular activities. He knocked on the door.

				Evan looked at the carpet, trying to stretch out his neck as he waited. A moment later, the lock slipped and the handle turned.

				The door opened slowly revealing hot-pink painted toenails.

				Evan stared at the pink toes in front of him. This was not what he expected to see on the other side of the door. Generally speaking, cameramen don’t wear polish on their toes.

				His gaze traveled up from the toes. Calves with ivory skin that looked as smooth as satin disappeared under a pale blue robe, tied tight, accentuating a small waist. The edges crisscrossed in the front creating a plunging V between two enticing mounds securely hidden beneath the cloth. Long, dark waves of hair cascaded across her shoulders. Warm, soft lips — with just a hint of shine — glistened gently in the low light.

				“Hi,” the lips said.

				Evan pulled his gaze from the inviting pink lips to peer into the eyes of the person who’d spoken. He opened his mouth to respond, but the words caught in his throat as he peered into the jade green eyes he’d seen in the photo earlier. The same eyes that had been burning a hole in his thoughts since he’d first gazed into them by the piano in the great room — eyes that reminded him of the little sculptures and pendants he’d admired in the street markets of Beijing when he was there filming the Olympics.

				“Hi … I … um,” he cleared his throat, “expected someone else.”

				“Sorry to disappoint you,” she said with a smile. “If I’d known I was going to have a visitor, I would have dressed up for the occasion.” She pulled the edges of her robe closed across her chest with her left hand and held out her right. “I don’t think we were properly introduced earlier. I’m Cassidy Quinn.”

				“I know. I recognize you from your application picture.” He shook her hand, holding it longer than he should have. It was more delicate than he’d guessed. His thumb traced a circle across the back of her hand before letting go. “Although, the picture wasn’t nearly as good as the real thing.”

				He cleared his throat again, trying to gather his thoughts into something that didn’t reflect the sudden urge he had to tear open her robe as if it was a brand new big screen TV that had just been delivered on Super Bowl Sunday.

				It wasn’t working.

				“You’ve seen my picture why?” Her question interrupted his thoughts.

				“I’m Evan Burke, your cameraman for the show.” He smiled, relaxing a little. “I promise I’m not some random creep wandering around the house trolling for beautiful women.”

				“Well, that’s a relief. I hate to think how disappointed you’d be at my door if that were the case.” She ran her hands through her hair, gathering it at the nap of her neck and twisting it until it hung across her shoulder like a silk cord.

				Disappointment isn’t even close to what I’m feeling.

				He couldn’t express how much he loved seeing her in a robe, without makeup, and with crazy hair. Nothing was sexier than a woman who could pull off the all-natural look. Something about the way she looked at him or the easy smile playing on her lips as she greeted him sparked a reaction in him unlike anything he’d felt before. He longed to feel the secrets hiding beneath her robe pressing against him.

				Stop. She’s off limits. Don’t even think about having sex with this woman …  Think about something not sexy …  Naked fat dudes in a locker room. Naked fat dudes dancing in a locker room. 

				Better. 

				He needed to maintain a safe distance from Cassidy — to focus on his work and not get caught up with her. He’d have to ignore the fact that she was beautiful, engaging, and apparently had a sense of humor so often lacking in the girls he’d dated in the past. His body would have to learn to be in the same room as her without getting excited.

				His body strongly disagreed with that plan.

				Cassidy coughed, forcing him to realize he’d been staring at her like a lion stalking a gazelle. “So, how do you feel about everything?” he asked quickly. “Do you have any questions?”

				“Honestly, I’m pretty overwhelmed and nervous about everything. I’ve never been in front of a camera this way before.”

				“Well, try not to think about the camera. Imagine it’s you and me in the room, like it is right now, with no one else around. Let the camera be invisible.”

				Cassidy giggled. “I’m not making any promises that I won’t say something stupid or act like an idiot but I’ll try not to give you too many blooper reels.”

				“Don’t worry. Everyone’s nervous at first.”

				“Sure, but is everyone usually clumsy and accident prone, especially when they’re nervous?”

				He laughed. She couldn’t be talking about herself. She appeared too graceful and elegant standing there, with legs like a dancer. He couldn’t imagine her being clumsy. “Maybe it’s a good thing I’ll be right behind you — I’ll be there to catch you when you fall.”

				“Hmm, knowing you’re behind me will probably make me even more nervous.”

				“Nah. In a day or two you won’t even remember I’m in the room.”

				“I doubt that,” Cassidy mumbled, wrapping one of the robe ties around her hand. “I think I’ll have trouble forgetting you.” She glanced at Evan, her cheeks turning scarlet. “I mean — what I meant to say is, um, I’ll still see you even if I imagine the camera is invisible.”

				Interesting. Nervous about more than the cameras? 

				“True. You will be seeing a lot of me.” He winked, suddenly eager for filming to start. He motioned toward her enticing robe. “We have a big day tomorrow. I’ll leave you to finish up whatever it was you were doing.”

				“Oh, yeah. I should finish unpacking. See you tomorrow.” She smiled and raised her hand in a small wave.

				“Goodnight.” He stepped back, taking one last look at the blue robe that he wished would suddenly fall to the floor as she closed the door between them.

				• • •

				As the door closed with a click, Cassidy turned the deadbolt. She leaned back against the cold wood, taking a deep breath. Her head spun with the influx of oxygen to her brain like she’d been holding it the entire conversation.

				Holy, hunky personal cameraman.

				She’d closed the door leading directly into the bedroom of the hottest man she’d ever laid eyes on. He made Dr. McDreamy look like Elmer Fudd.

				He could probably roll out of bed and still look like a GQ model. Cassidy closed her eyes. She could still see his light brown hair, so soft and natural — the kind of hair she wanted to run her fingers through.

				Maybe even tug on a little … 

				He had the most incredible dark blue eyes the color of the Mediterranean Sea. When she’d first seen him by the piano earlier, she’d thought the color was a trick of the lighting. Her breath caught in her throat as the heat from those eyes smoldered deep inside her. No man had ever looked at her that way before.

				Evan. That’s a nice name to go with a very nice face. 

				It wasn’t only his face that had been nice. Cassidy could do little to pull her gaze from his strong, sleek body as he’d leaned so casually against the doorframe. He had broad shoulders and a strong, defined chest filling out his T-shirt so perfectly it was as if the shirt had been tailored just for him. Those arms — they must have been made to build houses, not hold a camera.

				And his hands …  Wow.

				She’d just experienced possibly the world’s most intimate handshake. She’d assumed his hands would be rough, but one soft circle on the back of her hand and her skin tingled. She shivered at the memory. If that was a handshake, what else could those hands do?

				Cassidy pulled away from the door and hung her clothes in the closet, careful to shake the wrinkles from them so they would be crisp and ready to wear the next day. She needed to stop thinking about Evan. He was her cameraman. They’d be working very closely together. The last thing she needed was to become a blushing idiot every time he spoke to her, like she’d done earlier.

				If this was the kind of man they had behind the scenes, what would the guy in front of the camera be like? She wasn’t prepared to enter heartthrob country, but it seemed like she was there, passport in hand.

				Cassidy was sure of one thing — men like Evan were always off limits. Either they had wives or girlfriends waiting for them at home, or they had the maturity of a twelve-year-old. Guys who were that smooth and charming without even trying didn’t come without strings.

				She needed to remember she was here for the bachelor, not the cameraman. Evan might be easy on the eyes, but she was going to have to try harder not to get lost in his. Suddenly, she understood why they’d made her sign the no fraternizing clause — because of crewmembers like Evan.

				Grabbing her makeup bag, she went into the bathroom to arrange everything on the vanity so it would be organized for the next day. An envelope sat waiting on the counter as she came in. Chip had told them to expect a packet of information, but she hadn’t bothered opening it yet.

				She sat on the edge of the bathtub and turned on the faucet. As the tub began to fill with hot water, she flipped open the envelope and pulled out a note.

				Welcome to The One.

				As you know, you have signed consent forms that allow us to film you for the show and promotional purposes. This filming will take place twenty-four hours a day. Please be aware that we have outfitted all rooms with wall-mounted cameras. We are aware of your privacy needs, so there are no cameras in any restrooms or in your walk-in closet/dressing area. In all other areas, you’re under constant surveillance. 

				Also, you’re required to have your mic pack on and a cameraman with you at all times when you are out of your personal room. Your door has been equipped with a chime to let your cameraman know if you enter or leave your room. However, it is always preferable to let your cameraman know in advance of leaving your room.

				We hope you enjoy your experience on The One.

				Chip Cormack, Producer

				“Oh my God.” Cassidy’s head felt hazy. She surveyed the walls of the bathroom, but found no evidence of cameras or areas where a camera could be hidden. She poked her head out of the bathroom and scanned the room. Sure enough, small black cameras were in every corner. She counted four cameras pointing in toward the middle of the room, and another pointed toward the door. All of them had tiny microphones attached to the tops.

				“Well, that’s just great.” She pulled her robe tighter around her naked body, suddenly grateful that she’d changed into her robe in the bathroom.

				Note to self, always read production letters immediately.

				At least she could take a bath in privacy. She chose one of the fancy purple bottles of bubble bath provided and poured a generous dollop into the running water. Cassidy took a deep breath, inhaling the delicious scent of chocolate and strawberries filling the steamy air. Climbing into the deep tub, her worries and nervousness washed away.

				Tomorrow she would be on TV, and who knew what chaos that would bring. For now, she would enjoy the quiet and calm of the bath.

				Cassidy forced the show from her mind and instead pictured herself floating on a raft gently drifting with the current of a calm sea. She imagined the heat of the sun on her face and body, melting away her anxiety about the show, the dark blue water lapping beneath her.

				Her skin grew hot, almost feeling feverish. Suddenly, she wasn’t peering into the deep blue sea anymore. She stared directly into the smoldering heat of Evan’s blue eyes.

				She splashed water on her face trying to erase Evan from her mind, but every time she closed her eyes, Evan stared back at her with those piercing eyes.

				Oh crap. This is bad. Very, very bad.

	
				Chapter Three

				Evan glanced up from the clipboard on the table in the interview room when he heard a gentle knock. Cassidy poked her head inside the door, offering him a quick smile.

				“Am I early?”

				“Nope, right on time. Have a seat,” Evan said, motioning toward the small couch set along one wall. “I need another minute to finish setting up, then I’ll be ready to roll.”

				He watched out of the corner of his eye as she settled herself on the couch, crossing her legs then uncrossing them again. She glanced up at him as she folded her hands in her lap for a moment before apparently changing her mind and placing them at her side.

				“Try to relax. It’s really not as scary as it seems.” Evan tried to lighten the anxiety he could feel radiating from her.

				“It’s that obvious, huh?”

				“A little, but don’t worry. Everyone feels naked their first time in front of the camera. It’s completely normal and expected.”

				“Naked, huh?” Cassidy giggled and smoothed her hands over her blouse, tugging on the material between the buttons as if to make sure there was no gaping — not that he would mind a little peek. “I’m not sure I’m ready to be naked around you just yet.”

				“It’s a figure of speech not to be taken literally, of course.” That sounded natural, right? The fact that she was nearly naked in front of him last night should be of little concern to him …

				He fought the vision invading his brain of her standing in her robe again. Naked would be good.

				“Here, use this to get yourself more comfortable.” He placed a decorative pillow beside her, swallowing hard as the back of his hand brushed against her thigh. His eyes flickered to hers to see if she’d noticed.

				If the pink hue of her cheeks was any indication, she had. He would need to be more careful of his appendages if he was going to get through this interview without acting like a teenager crushing on the cute new girl at school.

				He settled himself behind his camera, and placed the clipboard of interview questions to his side. “Ready?”

				“As I’m gonna be.”

				“Okay, these are all pretty straightforward, so they shouldn’t be too hard to answer,” he said, referring to the clipboard again. “Chip was pretty adamant that we don’t interact too much during the interview process. I’m simply supposed to ask the questions he provided, and you’re supposed to answer them in a compelling but honest way. Don’t forget to rephrase the question in your answer so the editor can use your snippet.”

				“Got it.” Cassidy’s eyes jumped between the camera, the questions, and the door.

				“Take a deep breath, Cassidy. You’ll do great. Let’s get started.” He ran his finger along the camera and clicked the record button on, then scanned the page for his first question. “Can you tell me your name, age, and where you’re from?” he asked.

				“My name is Cassidy. I’m twenty-eight and I’m a New Yorker. I mean, I’m from New York City.” Her answer sounded stiff.

				Loosen up.

				“What do you do?” He cleared his throat. “I guess I should say, what’s your career?” Maybe he was nervous and needed to relax, too.

				“I’m the banquet manager at an upscale boutique hotel in New York City. I help people plan all their special events. Weddings, retirements, sweet sixteen birthdays — I’ve done them all.”

				“Has anything interesting ever happened at one of your banquets?”

				“We’ve had a few interesting moments.” Cassidy smiled at the camera as though she was finished answering the question.

				Did she really think that counted as compelling? He stuck his head out from behind the camera, and mouthed “more” to her while pulling his hands apart like he was pulling saltwater taffy in a shop window on an ocean-side boardwalk.

				“Ah, my — my favorite moment was a fiftieth anniversary party. At one point, the husband sang one of those beautiful old love songs to his wife. He wasn’t the world’s greatest singer, I don’t even think he was good by karaoke standards, but at that moment he sounded like Sinatra. I think the whole place was in tears by the time he finished. I can only hope to have a love like that someday.”

				There was a time when Evan had wished for a love like that, too.

				Those days were long gone.

				“Why did you decide to be a part of The One?”

				“I decided to come on The One because I wanted a little adventure. I needed to do something different and unexpected, and I really didn’t want to go on a cruise, although everyone told me I should. Why does everyone always tell me to go on a cruise? Is there a pyramid scheme people are getting rich with by recommending cruises to other people, like some Amway of cruise lines or something?”

				He laughed at her reference to the cruise industry. He had always wondered about the appeal of “cruising,” too.

				“Anyway, my sister is actually to blame for my being here. She thought it would be funny to apply for the show on my behalf, and then I got accepted. So, here I am.”

				“Are you expecting to find love while you’re here?” He refocused on the questions, trying his best not to get distracted by her.

				“Oh, um, well. I don’t know if I’m expecting to find love.” She stammered over her words, wringing her hands together in her lap. “But I suppose there’s always a chance someone will find real true love on a reality show. Why not me, right?”

				“Aside from possibly finding love, what do you hope to get out of this experience?”

				“I’m hoping to meet some new friends, to try some new things I normally wouldn’t do, and to have fun. And I pray I don’t make a complete fool out of myself on TV.”

				Her laughter filled the small room. The sound of it made him want to start laughing, too. “What’s your idea of the perfect man?”

				Interesting question.

				“The perfect man? Hmm, that’s a really hard question. I guess it’s someone who treats me well, someone who’s fun and easy-going, and someone who’s sure of who they are and what they want in life.”

				“I don’t think that’s quite what they were getting at.” Evan studied the questions for a moment to make sure he understood what they were asking. “It says here ‘characteristics’ in parentheses. I think they want physical stuff … like, blue eyes — just as an example.”

				“Hmm, well I don’t usually base my future with a man on looks. But if I had to pick a few things, I guess maybe lighter colored hair, strong build, but not like a body builder, and blue eyes are — ” she paused, her gaze finding his through the camera as though it was invisible, “ — nice. Certainly, I would be, um, okay with that.”

				Sounds a lot like me … 

				“Are you currently dating anyone?” he asked, reading the next question.

				“No, of course not. Why would I be here if I had a boyfriend?”

				“How long ago was your last relationship?”

				“About six months ago.”

				“Why didn’t it work out?”

				Cassidy looked down and shrugged. “Not all relationships are meant to be. Everyone has priorities in life. For some people, a relationship isn’t one of them.” Cassidy raised her chin and squared her shoulders as though she were challenging him to ask her more about her previous relationship.

				Relax. I’m just happy that dude’s out of the picture.

				“If you could only use one word to describe yourself, what would it be?” he asked, getting back on track.

				“In one word, I guess — average.” Cassidy sighed, looking dissatisfied with her answer.

				Average? No way. “Explain that, please.”

				“I’m not like the other girls here. I’m not an up-and-coming singer, or a beauty pageant winner, or even a runner-up for that matter. I’m a girl from New York who organizes parties. I have a small, sixth floor walk-up apartment, not a stately plantation home in the South. That doesn’t mean I think I’m boring or anything. I love my life. But it’s not the kind of life people usually find memorable or exciting.”

				Sounds okay to me. “What’s your best physical trait?”

				“I don’t know.” She rolled her shoulders and adjusted herself on the couch. “I guess my best physical trait would have to be maybe my legs? They’re not the longest legs in the world, but they get me where I need to go.”

				“What’s your best personality trait?”

				“I hate these kinds of questions. Personality trait? I don’t know. My sense of humor maybe? But, I guess that depends who you ask. I think I’m funny, but I’m not sure if anyone else does.”

				“Lastly, as a lead-in to the first challenge, if there was one food you couldn’t live without, what would it be?”

				“Finally, an easy question. Pizza. New York-style, thin crust pizza. It’s definitely the one thing I’d wish for on a deserted island.”

				Huh, a greasy pizza kind of girl. Refreshing.

				He was more of a steak and potatoes kind of guy, but he’d happily share a pizza with a girl like Cassidy. He’d share a lot more than pizza.

				“Okay, that’s all of them.” Evan clicked the camera off again. “I need a few minutes in here, but you’re free to leave if you want. I can meet you out in the great room with the others as soon as I’m done.”

				“Did I do okay?”

				“You did great.” He smiled reassuringly. “You’re a natural on camera.”

				“Thanks. You, um, made it easy to talk to the camera and not be nervous.”

				Evan was silent as she slipped out the door. What could he say to that? Was she simply complimenting his professionalism, or was there something more?

	
				Chapter Four

				Cassidy was supposed to wait for Evan in the great room with the other women while he finished logging the footage in the interview room. Everywhere she looked, cameramen followed contestants. They probably figured nine other cameramen would be able to cover her if she started doing anything worth filming, which she wasn’t planning on doing.

				Cassidy was glad to have the remainder of the day free to relax before the competition got started the next day. She planned to go for a walk later to see the grounds and gardens behind the house.

				She scanned the room for Evan again, but still didn’t see him anywhere.

				Where is he? How long am I supposed to wait?

				What she did see was a room full of beautiful women who the bachelor and America were sure to fall in love with. How did I end up in the same mix as these girls? America is totally going to vote me out in the first round. 

				Cassidy sighed, feeling the need to clear her head after that uncomfortable interview. She would go for a quick walk. They wouldn’t care if they got that on film or not. How interesting could it be?

				Cassidy wandered out into the backyard. The glare of the bright sunlight made her squint as she glanced up at the dozens of tiny cotton ball clouds in the sky. The grass was a lush, vibrant green, squishing softly under her feet. She wished she could take off her heels and run barefoot, but she didn’t want to appear on TV running like a schoolgirl across the yard.

				She still couldn’t believe a cameraman followed her around at all times now. Well, not now exactly. Not since she’d been rebellious and impatient and ditched her cameraman.

				She hadn’t expected to be so uncomfortable during filming. Although, she never envisioned she’d have such a good-looking cameraman to deal with, either. Part of her nervousness in front of the camera was because Evan stood behind it.

				She really needed to stop thinking about the hotness of Cameraman McCutie. Instead, she should focus on tomorrow’s challenge if she wanted any hope of completing it. Whatever it was.

				But he’s hot. Cassidy shook her head. No, I need more than looks this time.

				“You will stop thinking about him,” she said out loud, then remembered her mic pack was recording every word. Damn it, she cursed inside her head. Hopefully the sound people would think the “him” she’d referred to was the bachelor.

				I need to focus on why I’m here, she thought, careful not to speak out loud again. Play the game. Enjoy the experience. Hang by the pool. I will not get caught up with the super hunky cameraman. I’ll enjoy window shopping, but I will not swipe my credit card.

				She walked to the edge of a grassy area near the pond. Ducks squawked to each other as they nibbled the grass. “I can’t believe I said my legs are my best physical feature. Seriously? Legs? I couldn’t have said my eyes, or my lips, or even my hair?”

				Her legs weren’t even long. She considered herself far from being tall at only five and a half feet. Her legs were only good for getting her from point A to point B.

				Cassidy startled at the sound of a loud snap behind her. She cried out in surprise and lost her balance. Her left ankle rolled to the side and a sharp pain shot up her calf. Before she could catch herself, she was on the ground, her leg bent under her with pain raging inside her ankle.

				“Ouch! Crap.” Cassidy grabbed her ankle. “Stupid, impractical heels.” Tears filled her eyes as she rubbed her ankle. It was already starting to swell. She needed to get back to the house and see the production medic.

				“Are you okay?” Evan appeared in front of her like her personal superhero — just missing the tights. And thank goodness for small miracles. Tights aren’t sexy on guys. Any guys. Ever.

				She eyed Evan, confused. “Where did you come from? I thought you were still in the interview room.”

				“I finished up with the interview stuff, but then I couldn’t find you. I poked my head out the backdoor and saw you out here.”

				“Oh good, you have that on film.” Cassidy’s cheeks burned. “That’s great. Peachy. Now all of America gets to see firsthand what a total klutz I am.”

				“Not a klutz so much as easily startled. Besides, you don’t know what they’ll decide to use and what they won’t, so don’t worry about it.”

				Evan gave Cassidy a little wink, set down his camera, and scooped her into his arms before she could protest. She hesitated before slipping her arms around his neck. The desire to protest disappeared instantly.

				I could get used to this.

				“Let’s get you up to your room and I’ll find some ice for your ankle.” Evan readjusted her in his arms.

				Oh crap. I weigh a ton. “I’m too heavy for you. Put me down.” She wiggled to get out of his arms before they gave out and she dropped to the ground.

				“You’re not.” He adjusted her again. “Stop wiggling.”

				“Look, your muscles are straining. I’m too heavy. It’s okay. I know I’m not like some of the other waifs here. I’ll walk.”

				“You’re not heavy. My muscles are not straining, but thank you very much for that vote of confidence.”

				“That’s not what I meant. Your muscles are obviously strong — I, oh brother, never mind. Just put me down so I can walk with dignity.” She pressed her hand to Evan’s chest, trying to free herself from his grip, but it was no use. His hold on her was strong and solid — oh boy, was it solid. There was no way those pectorals would let her fall.

				Under her palm, Cassidy felt the contours of Evan’s muscles and his steady heartbeat beneath them. Her hand lingered a moment longer than needed, but she couldn’t force herself to move it. If anything, she wanted to trace the lines to see where they led.

				“You’re not walking. You don’t want to risk hurting it more, do you? So I’m going to carry you with my dignity …  and my wee, weak muscles.” Evan smirked, his eyes getting a new twinkle in them.

				“Oh, shut it. That’s not what I meant and you know it.”

				“That was a pretty good fall you took.” Evan’s smile widened.

				“Do not laugh at me.” Cassidy wiggled her finger at Evan’s face. “I wouldn’t have fallen in the first place if someone had been a little quieter while they snuck around following me.”

				“I wasn’t sneaking around. You make it sound like I’m some pervert. I followed you because it’s my job. It would’ve been easier to do that job if you’d waited for me in the great room like you were supposed to. Instead, you decided to wander around alone in the backyard.”

				“It’s not like I went into the jungle on my own — it’s a backyard.” Cassidy shook her head. “And for the record, I did wait for you. You just took your sweet-assed time getting your camera and finding me. It’s not my fault you took so long.”

				Cassidy stuck out her chin, determined to be right. “Maybe next time you’ll hurry up and stay a little closer to the person you’re supposed to be working with instead of screwing around in the interview room doing God knows what wasting time.”

				Cassidy watched as the corner of Evan’s lips pulled up into a smile. His eyes sparked.

				“Sweet ass, huh?” He cocked one eyebrow at her.

				“It’s a figure of speech not to be taken literally, of course,” she said, copying his very words from earlier.

				Evan started walking toward the house. “Let me and my sweet ass get you back to your room. I don’t want that ankle to swell up more before it gets some ice.”

				Cassidy cheeks flushed again for about the fourth time since meeting Evan.

				• • •

				“Just hang on and we’ll be inside in a minute.” He tightened his grip on her slightly, enjoying the feel of her body so close to his. Evan wanted to get Cassidy back to her room and have the medic check her ankle, if only she’d stop squirming and let him.

				“Oh, this is so humiliating. Do we have to go through the great room? Isn’t there a secret back way or something?”

				“We’re not staying in the bat cave, Cassidy. There are no secret entrances here. This is the most direct way to your room, so this is the way we’re going.”

				Evan banged on the sliding glass door with his foot. Suddenly, everyone inside became a blur of motion, swirling around, trying to find out what happened to Cassidy.

				“Everyone, she’s fine. She needs to get ice on her ankle and she’ll be as good as new.” Evan spotted Paige in the corner of the room.

				“Paige, go get the medic and bring him up to Cassidy’s room, okay?”

				“Of course,” Paige said. “I’ll go find him.”

				“Jake, I left my camera out by the pond. Would you mind running out to get it for me? I’m sure Chip wouldn’t be too happy it’s out there with the ducks.” His friend simply nodded.

				“Can we, um, go now, please?” Cassidy whispered against Evan’s chest. She’d turned her face against him as though she was trying to hide. Her warm breath penetrated through his shirt. He liked being able to protect her.

				Don’t go there. You can’t protect her.

				Evan pushed the thoughts from his head and walked through the crowd, easily maneuvering around anyone who was too busy staring to get out of the way. When they’d reached the stairs he peered down at her again. “Better now?”

				“I’d be better if you’d let me walk up the stairs on my own so I can maintain at least a small shred of dignity.”

				“What kind of gentleman would I be if I did that? Besides, my sweet ass needs the workout. Asses like mine don’t just happen on their own.”

				Cassidy narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re not going to let that go, are you?”

				“Not a chance.” Evan stopped in front of her bedroom door and waited as she fished the key out of her pocket. She fumbled with it before finally unlocking the door.

				He crossed the room, placed her on the bed, and sat down by her feet. Slipping off her heels, he tossed them onto the floor near the nightstand then placed a pillow under her ankle, elevating it. “This should help with the swelling.”

				In slow, small circles, he gently rubbed the tender, swollen skin around her ankle. “Does it hurt when I do that?”

				“Maybe a little, but it — um — also feels good.”

				Evan glanced up from her swollen ankle and found Cassidy staring at him. She appeared to be in much less pain, but still uncomfortable.

				“Can I come in?” Paige called from the hallway.

				“Yep,” Cassidy called back without breaking his gaze.

				Paige walked into the room followed closely by her cameraman and the staff medic. “I brought you a glass of water and an ibuprofen to help with the pain,” she said, handing the things to Evan. “I mean, if the medic says it’s okay to take one.”

				Evan shifted out of the medic’s way to give him room to evaluate Cassidy’s ankle.

				“How does it feel when I do this?” The medic carefully nudged her ankle one way, then the other.

				“Not good, but not too terrible.”

				He manipulated her ankle for a few more minutes then reached for an ice pack and placed it on her ankle before wrapping it with a towel. “You should be good as new in a few days. It doesn’t appear to be broken, just a bad sprain.”

				“Can I still compete tomorrow?”

				“I think so, but I’ll need to evaluate it again before the competition starts.” He rose from the bed and crossed the room to leave. “Go ahead and take the ibuprofen. It’ll help with the inflammation.”

				Paige came to the side of the bed. “You’re still going to compete?”

				“I’m planning on it. I’m sure it’ll be better tomorrow.” Cassidy squeezed Paige’s hand. “Thanks for worrying about me, but I’m worried for you. You’re going to have to face Zoe alone at dinner tonight.”

				Paige rolled her eyes and started for the door. “So that’s why you got yourself injured. It’s all a big plan to let me get eaten alive by Zoe. Trying to thin out the competition, huh?”

				“I want details later,” Cassidy said as the door closed behind Paige.

				“Not a fan of Zoe Oliver, huh?” Evan asked.

				“She’s not exactly on my list of favorite people.” Cassidy adjusted herself on the pillows.

				Evan got off the bed and walked into the large closet in the corner of the room to grab an extra pillow and blanket. “Is it because of that other reality show she was on?”

				“She’s been on a show before?”

				“Yeah. What, you girls didn’t know that?” He chuckled. “She was on another show a few months ago. But it wasn’t a dating thing — some kind of reality game show or something. I can’t believe you didn’t recognize her. She almost won.”

				“Well I sort of did, but then I didn’t know why I recognized her.”

				“So, why don’t you like Zoe?”

				“I don’t know. She wasn’t very friendly the first time I met her. Actually, she’s downright bitchy every time I speak to her.”

				“On the other show she seemed a little high maintenance. Maybe she’s one of those people you have to know for a while before you get to like them, or maybe she doesn’t come off well on camera.”

				“She doesn’t come off well in person, either,” Cassidy grumbled.

				Her annoyance for Zoe was sort of cute. And funny. Damn. Why did she have to have so many qualities he’d usually fall for when he didn’t want to fall for her or any other girl right now?

				Reaching up to the top shelf in the closet, he grabbed the extra blanket and pillow. As he left the walk-in closet he spotted Cassidy’s robe. The whole night, he’d dreamed about her in that robe — out of that robe — on that robe. It was maddening.

				“The ice will make you feel cold so I grabbed an extra blanket to keep you warm.” He unfolded the blanket and spread it out across her legs.

				Evan slid the pillow in behind her back. He held it in place as she leaned back into it again, getting herself into a more comfortable position. Her hair brushed against his wrists as she sank into the pillows, a few loose strands falling across her face.

				Without thinking, Evan gently tucked the hair behind her ear. Wow. Her hair was even softer than he expected.

				“I must be a mess.”

				“No. You’re beautiful.” He swept the loose strands off her shoulder, lazily running his hand down her arm to her wrist. Her skin felt every bit as soft and sexy as satin.

				“How do you feel? Are you cold?” Evan sat beside her on the edge of the bed, his hand still lingering on her wrist.

				“Not cold. Warm actually. Very warm … hot, even.”

				Evan brought his gaze up to meet her eyes. She definitely looked hot, a small fire smoldering behind her beautiful green eyes. Maybe it was the same fire that ignited inside him every time he looked at her. A fire he wished he could ignore.

				“Good. Hot is good.”

				He knew he should move away. He knew he should take his hand back from her arm, but he couldn’t. He could feel her pulse beneath his fingers, and it excited him to know her heart was beating as fast as his.

				He stroked her wrist for a moment longer before willing himself to let go. Grabbing the edge of the blanket from her waist, he brought it up to her shoulders. As he did, his eyes never left hers, taking in the darker flecks of emerald green he hadn’t noticed before.

				The scent of tea lingered on her breath, making him wonder if she tasted like sweet tea, too. He was a coffee guy all the way, but right now, tea was very tempting.

				Go now, before you do something stupid, Evan told himself.

				“I should go.” He hoped saying it aloud would solidify his choice. “You need rest.”

				“Okay,” Cassidy whispered, “that’s probably a good idea.”

				He got up from the bed, breaking his gaze with hers. “Yeah, I’m going now. I’ll see you tomorrow, but call me if you need anything.”

				Or if you just need me … 

				His hand hesitated on the handle of the door to the adjacent room, not wanting to leave, but knowing he shouldn’t stay.

				More than anything else, he wanted to stay with her, but he knew it was a bad idea. The emotions swirling around inside him were something different than he’d felt before, and staying would probably lead to finding out exactly why. Then, there would be nothing to stop him from acting on those feelings. He couldn’t do that. He couldn’t cross that line with work.

				He couldn’t cross that line with his heart either, knowing where it had gotten his brother.

				But he sure as hell wanted to.

				“I’ll leave this unlocked in case you need me to come in, okay?” He referred to the adjoining door between their rooms. The one little piece of wood keeping them separated.

				“Okay,” she whispered again.

				Evan glanced at Cassidy lying on the bed one last time. He longed to join her there, to take care of her through the night. Instead he walked into his room, shutting the door behind him, leaving Cassidy and her bed safely on the other side.

	
				Chapter Five

				Cassidy sat on the edge of the bed and slipped on a pair of black ballet flats. She wasn’t crazy about wearing heels, especially after yesterday’s mishap with her ankle. She’d actually be happy if she never wore them again. Today, she would play it safe and wear something a little less lethal. She didn’t need to make her ankle worse by twisting it again. And she certainly didn’t want to make a fool of herself by tripping in front of the hot mystery bachelor.

				She dressed semi-formally for her first competition since she didn’t know what they were doing. She hoped the cranberry colored knee-length dress would be appropriate for anything they might throw at her, pairing it with a silver necklace with small teardrop diamonds floating around her neck on a nearly invisible chain. They weren’t real diamonds of course — she couldn’t afford rent and diamonds on her salary — but they were pretty, simple, and they complemented her dress perfectly.

				Cassidy glanced at the clock again as she fastened the necklace — almost time to leave. She grabbed her little black clutch, tucking her room key safely inside, and opened the door. Evan leaned casually against the wall, his camera held by one strong arm at his side.

				Oh my. He could give James Dean a run for his money. Yum.

				“Ouff!” she yelped. The heavy door hit her in the rear as it closed, pushing her into the hall. She stumbled toward Evan, catching herself just as her hand landed on his chest.

				Against her better judgment, her hand traced the lines of muscle beneath his shirt, her mind going back to the dreams that had made her so restless all night. Dreams of them together, of her touching him just like this … only naked and sweaty.

				Remove your hand.

				She tried, but it didn’t listen. Apparently her hand had developed a mind of its own and right now it was content exploring Evan’s chest. As her hand swept over one of his sculpted pecs, his heartbeat picked up its pace, pounding against his ribs beneath her hand. The thought of having an effect on him made her feel powerful and desired.

				He raised his free hand to touch her, but before he could, she stood up straight and tried to give off an air of confidence and composure instead of the clumsy idiot she was. She swallowed hard, suddenly feeling like a hormonal teenager caught sneaking in late at night.

				“Evan.” She tried to speak with her most dignified voice.

				“You certainly know how to make an entrance.” He grinned. “Or an exit, as the case may be.”

				Cassidy watched as his eyes traveled the length of her body.

				“You look … amazing,” he said.

				Cassidy’s cheeks burned again. “Thank you.”

				Evan picked up his camera and began filming. “Should we go?”

				• • •

				Cassidy stood awkwardly with the other girls facing a very large kitchen. They’d been bused together to the Grande Palace Hotel and quickly escorted into the kitchen of Rouge, the hotel’s five star restaurant.

				Rows of gleaming stainless steel appliances and polished countertops filled the impressive room. Ten chefs faced them, each with an eager, friendly smile. Scattered around the room were a dozen cameramen, each capturing a different angle of the scene.

				A tall, dark haired man walked to the center of the room. He was dressed in a formal deep blue suit that looked like it cost more than some small cars. Cassidy could see the perfectly applied makeup on his face, making him appear airbrushed and unnatural.

				“Good afternoon, ladies,” the heavily made-up man said. “I’m Spencer Daley, your host for The One. I’d like to welcome you to the show. You’ve each come here with the hope of finding true love and being chosen as The One by our bachelor. Are you ready to get started?”

				A cheer went up beside Cassidy. She was a little stunned at their excitement. She cheered with the crowd, trying to appear excited.

				Am I the only one who feels like throwing up instead of cheering?

				“Let’s get right to it then, shall we?” Spencer carried on without waiting for an answer. “Today is the first challenge. You and America have been waiting patiently to meet our mystery bachelor and we won’t keep you from him too much longer.”

				He raised his hands and stared pointedly at the group of women before continuing. “But I’m afraid you’ll have to wait a little longer. We have work to do before we meet our bachelor. This challenge is our way of getting to know a little bit more about you, and a fun way to break the ice with our bachelor. Would you like to find out what you’ll be doing here in the amazing kitchen of the Grande Palace Hotel?”

				“Yeah.” A chorus of agreement echoed around the room.

				“Earlier in your private interviews, we asked what one food you couldn’t imagine living without. Do you remember your answer?”

				The women in the room glanced around at each other with wary expressions, nodding.

				“Great! You’ll each choose one of the amazing chefs who work here at the hotel.” He swept his arm out to showcase the chefs behind him like he was one of Barker’s Beauties on The Price is Right. “With their help, you’ll prepare the food you chose. Then, you’ll each present your meal, and finally meet the bachelor.”

				Thank God my favorite food is pizza.

				New York was a city of a million restaurants. A person didn’t really need to know how to cook to survive there. Cassidy had the Chinese take-out place on speed dial, and a drawer full of delivery menus instead of cooking utensils. But pizza should be possible even for a very occasional cook like herself.

				“All right, ladies. Go pick a chef. Remember, they’re here for support only. We’ll notice if they cook your meal for you.”

				Spencer made a forced noise Cassidy assumed was supposed to be a laugh, although it sounded more like a creepy electronic clown. She’d never liked clowns. Did anyone? As she watched him, Spencer’s whole demeanor changed, like his batteries had run out, as he wandered over to the PAs. “How was that?” he asked. “Did I sound enthusiastic enough?”

				Cassidy didn’t wait for a response. The other girls were already selecting their chefs. She walked to the first one available, not taking the time to deliberate over which chef she wanted as some of the girls seemed to be doing. Anyone would be able to help her make a pizza, right?

				“Hi, I’m Cassidy.” She shook the chef’s hand.

				“I’m Rachel, nice to meet you. So what are we cooking today?”

				“New York-style, thin crust pizza.”

				Cassidy followed Rachel through the kitchen to an empty counter space in the back. A pristine white apron, towels, and utensils waited for her. She unfolded the apron, put it over her head, and tied it in the back, grateful to have something to cover her dress. The probability of spilling something on herself before the pizza was served was high. Basically a sure bet.

				“Follow me,” Rachel said.

				They walked to a huge pantry and collected dry ingredients to make pizza dough. There were bags and boxes of food staples everywhere. A sense of comfort came over Cassidy from being submersed in the massive pantry. She was used to working in the kitchen at her hotel in the city, coordinating food and service for banquets. The familiarity of it made her feel as if she had a slight advantage over some of the others. Good thing the other girls had chefs there to help navigate the pantry or it would take them all day to find the right ingredients.

				“Can you grab the flour from the bottom shelf?” Rachel pointed to a large bag.

				Cassidy bent to reach the flour. Suddenly, an acute feeling of being watched nagged at her senses. She peeked back over her shoulder, and of course, Evan stood there with the camera pointed directly at her.

				She gasped and grabbed the heavy bag, quickly standing up. She tried to glare at Evan around his bulky camera.

				Thanks, Evan. That’s just what America needs to see — my giant ass bending over on a fifty-inch plasma.

				Cassidy stared at Evan, fuming while the corner of his mouth curled upward slightly. Her eyes narrowed in response. Sure, it was funny on his side of the camera, but this side was riddled with humiliation and diet motivation.

				“Seriously?” she whisper yelled at him. “You don’t have to film every single second.”

				He shook his head slightly as if to tell her not to speak to him. He was lucky. She could suggest a few places for him to point his camera rather than at her ass.

				“That should be everything.” Rachel inadvertently broke Cassidy’s focused anger at the camera when she spoke.

				Cassidy measured, mixed, and kneaded the dough, stretching it into a circle then used a container of fresh tomatoes and spices to make sauce from scratch. Finally topping it all with pepperoni, pineapple, and cheese. She carefully placed her creation into the wood-burning stove.

				As expected, by the time she finished, she could have walked off the set of a horror movie. Her clean white apron was splattered with bright red sauce, but by some miracle, she’d managed to keep her dress clean.

				Cassidy tried unsuccessfully to wipe her apron clean. Sighing, she tossed the red-stained towel back on the counter, admitting defeat against the mess she’d made. A snicker sounded from behind the camera. She forced herself to ignore it. Ignore him.

				Cassidy scanned the room. The other girls were all very involved in their dishes. She spied Paige putting the finishing touches on what appeared to a massive cheeseburger.

				Huh? She won’t even try a bite of my cake at dinner, but she’ll eat that massive thing?

				Cassidy gaze moved away from Paige to Zoe who carefully constructed a dish of lasagna with tongs. Ha, she giggled. Heaven forbid you should actually get your fingers dirty.

				What was it about Zoe that bothered her so much? It wasn’t like she’d never been around bitchy girls before — hell, New York was full of them. Maybe it was that Zoe had been on a show before and therefore had an advantage over everyone else. Or maybe it was because no one but Cassidy seemed to care.

				I’m going to get laughed at on TV with a lame pizza.

				Evan stood silently filming her every move. Would she ever forget Evan and the camera were watching her? Not likely. She eyed his flexed biceps as he held the camera steady. Nice.

				Now why would a guy like Evan, someone who had the body to climb mountains, be hanging around filming a boring reality show? Why wasn’t he out filming something exciting?

				Evan’s head peeked out from behind the camera. He raised an eyebrow at her, silently questioning her.

				Don’t stare directly at his muscles, dummy!

				“Um, do you think pizza is okay?” She hoped to distract him from the fact she was caught ogling his body. Again. “It doesn’t seem like much compared to everyone else’s.”

				Evan grinned, giving her a slight nod.

				Cassidy sighed as he tucked back behind the camera — almost invisible. If she could get her mind and body to forget he existed, she might actually be able to concentrate on her task instead of his bulging biceps.

				Spencer strode into the kitchen. “Lauren, you’re the first to meet our bachelor.”

				“Oh my gosh.” Lauren screeched and turned pale. “I’m so nervous.”

				The room buzzed as Lauren left carrying a tray covered by a silver dome. Cassidy could feel the tension in the room increase as the girls whispered to each other. She wondered who would be called next, praying that it wouldn’t be her.

				After ten minutes, Lauren strolled back into the kitchen with her tray of picked-over food. She seemed dazed as she flopped into a chair.

				Spencer reappeared again. “Courtney, we’re ready for you now.” Courtney bounced out of her seat with a squeal of delight, grabbed her silver tray, and disappeared out the door. As it swished shut behind her, the girls turned on Lauren, swarming her like a pack of piranhas.

				“What’s he like?”

				“Was he nice?”

				“Is he as cute as we imagined?”

				“He’s … amazing,” Lauren started, sounding slightly bemused. “He’s gorgeous, and funny, and nice, and so hot.”

				The girls continued to fire questions barely giving Lauren a chance to breathe. Before long, Courtney bounced back into the kitchen and another girl was called. The swarm of girls turned to question Courtney, leaving Lauren in peace.

				Cassidy went to the stove. The cheese on the pizza melted and bubbled. She used the long wooden peel to slide the pizza out of the oven and placed it carefully on the tray Rachel had put on the counter.

				Well pizza, let’s hope the bachelor likes the simple things in life.

				“Cassidy, it’s your turn,” Spencer called from the door.

				Cassidy slipped out of the dirty apron and grabbed her pizza. She walked carefully to the door, paying close attention to putting one foot in front of the other.

				Evan followed a few feet behind her. She seemed to have developed an unnatural ability to sense his presence, but she didn’t have time to think about that now. She had to concentrate on walking without falling. This was not the moment for her clumsiness to strike again.

				She followed Spencer into the next room. It was a large dining room adorned with red linen table clothes, gleaming silver utensils, and sparkling crystal wine glasses. In the center of the room sat a small, intimate table bathed in candlelight and surrounded by cameras.

				Oh no, no, no. No way.

				Behind the table sat a very tanned, bleach-blond man who could have washed up on the beaches of Hawaii. Make that the beaches of California. Brad?

				Her ex? No way. This couldn’t be happening.

				Cassidy stumbled to a stop, unable to make her brain believe what she saw. There was no way the world was cruel enough to make her ex-boyfriend Brad become the mystery bachelor she had unknowingly agreed to date. This had to be a joke.

				Oh, Universe, you have a vicious sense of humor. 

	
				Chapter Six

				“Cassidy?” Brad laughed, shaking his head as she walked across the room and placed the tray on the table.

				At least I made it without falling on my face.

				“This is an interesting twist.” He smiled, showing off a perfect set of white teeth. His voice dripped with self-confidence as though he wasn’t flustered in the least at seeing her here so unexpectedly. He’d always been cool, even under pressure. “It’s been a long time. Sit, join me for dinner.”

				Cassidy pulled out a chair and sat perched on the front edge of the seat. She closed her eyes and forced a deep breath into her lungs. He’s not here. He’s a figment of my evil imagination. Why is my head spinning? She opened her eyes again. Brad sat there, still smiling at her, waiting for her to say something. Damn it.

				“How are you, Brad?” she asked, keeping her tone even. The last thing she wanted was to let him know how uncomfortable she was seeing him here.

				She’d forgotten how cute Brad was — the perfect image of every girl’s surfer fantasy come to life. Yet she couldn’t bring herself to get excited. Sure, he had a hot body, but she also knew he cared more about himself and surfing than he ever would about anyone else. Memories of Brad telling her she wasn’t enough for him and that he was moving back to California infiltrated her mind.

				A familiar ache blossomed in her chest as the pain she’d worked so hard to push aside threatened to surface again. She clenched her hands together in her lap under the table, willing the sting of his rejection to dissipate. Brad wouldn’t hurt her again.

				“I’m fine,” he said. “How’s everything with you?”

				“Fine. Great. Awesome.” She didn’t want to talk about her life … the life he left for California.

				Just behind Brad, Cassidy spotted Evan. She was surprised to see him there. She assumed he would always be following her. It made sense for him to be there to capture her reactions, but she hadn’t expected it.

				Cassidy wondered if Evan had placed himself in that exact spot with more than good filming angles in mind. It seemed too convenient. Every time she looked at Brad, she was also inadvertently looking at him. Or maybe she was reading into things too much — wishful thinking.

				Now Evan I could stare at all night. He’s completely drool-worthy.

				“So,” Brad said, getting her attention again. “What did you make today?”

				Cassidy removed the silver dome. “Pepperoni and pineapple pizza.”

				“Oh, Cassidy. I can’t believe you still eat that crap. Pepperoni and pineapple should never go together, especially on a pizza.” His eyes crinkled slightly in the corners, giving the distinct impression of distaste.

				“Maybe if you actually tried it for once, you’d see it isn’t crap.” She tried to tease instead of get annoyed at his all too familiar stubbornness. “It’s sort of amusing that after months of refusing to try it with me, now you’re being forced to.” Cassidy slid a slice onto a plate and placed it in front of Brad with smile.

				He carefully used a knife and fork to cut off a piece, hesitating briefly before taking a bite. “Not as bad as I feared. I’m not sure I’d wish for it if I was on a deserted island, but to each their own.”

				“Well, you’re eating it wrong. You have to pick it up and fold it.” Cassidy took a slice, folding it so the two sides of the crust squished together and held it like a paper airplane. Taking a bite, she closed her eyes, savoring the taste as the sweet and spicy mixed in her mouth. “Tastes great to me.”

				“I’m not sure if I like the pizza, but I certainly like watching you eat it.” He raised an eyebrow at her, a crooked grin on his face. “I used to love watching you eat pizza like that. Why do you think I always suggested stopping to pick up a slice when I don’t even like pizza?”

				Cassidy glared at him. She finished chewing, and barely managed to swallow. She tossed the remainder of her pizza back onto the plate. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Evan’s jaw tighten as though he was gritting he teeth together.

				“Silly me. I assumed you knew it was my favorite. Sorry to make you suffer through the pizza.”

				“It was worth it to see you eat it like that again.” Brad winked at Cassidy, flashing her a smile that could make a heart skip a beat — any heart but hers.

				“Aren’t you going to finish?”

				Not with your pizza-fetish eyes watching me.

				“I’m full.”

				“Pizza was an interesting food to pick. It wasn’t like the rest of the girls — not your typical girl food.”

				“What exactly is a typical girl food?”

				“Like the stuff the other girls made — vegetarian lasagna, veggie burgers, big salads. You know, healthy stuff. Rabbit food. I’m all for eating vegetables, but can I get them alongside a nice juicy steak and a loaded baked potato?”

				Cassidy wasn’t sure if she should feel flattered that her food wasn’t “rabbit food” or annoyed that her food wasn’t “typical girl food.”

				Brad sat forward, reaching for Cassidy’s hand. She moved it into her lap and leaned back, putting as much distance between herself and Brad as she could.

				The last thing she wanted to do was get all warm and cozy with her ex-boyfriend. That achy feeling in her chest she’d had earlier was gone and replaced by annoyance. She’d hoped to forget about her real life problems while on the show. Instead, she was having dinner with one of them.

				Not cool, Universe. Not cool.

				Brad leaned back to mirror Cassidy. “Not in the mood to talk?”

				“I’m not in the mood for anything if you’re involved.”

				“That’s my girl. Feisty as I remember.”

				“I’m not your girl. I stopped being your girl when you dumped me and decided to move across the country.”

				“I’m sorry to interrupt, but your time is up, Cassidy,” Spencer said, reappearing beside the table as if a magician had abracadabrahed him there.

				“Great.” She sprang up from the table. “Lead the way.”

				Brad came around the side of the table, pulling her into a tight hug. Cassidy stiffened. She wasn’t ready to share a meal with him, let alone share her personal space, regardless of the past.

				Cassidy peeked over Brad’s shoulder to Evan, his camera focused on her in Brad’s embrace. She shifted uncomfortably in Brad’s arms as Evan watched her in the arms of another man. She didn’t enjoy the embrace with Brad, but Evan didn’t know that, and she didn’t want him to think she had.

				Cassidy watched as Evan’s jaw tightened for the second time. He seemed a little flushed, too, but she couldn’t be sure if that was an effect of the weird lighting and all the red linens in the room.

				“It was good seeing you again.”

				Was that regret in his eyes?

				Couldn’t be. In all the time she’d known Brad, she’d never known him to regret a decision. Not even when they’d gone to Mexico for a long weekend and he’d insisted they could drink the water in town while they were away from the resort. Not even when she’d been confined to the bathroom for the rest of their trip. Nope. He stood by his decisions.

				He tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “I didn’t realize how much I’ve missed you.”

				“Mmm,” was all she could muster. Any form of agreement would have been a lie. She remembered all too clearly the pain he’d branded on her heart when he’d left and how hard she’d worked to get over him. Those feelings were in the past and she wasn’t prepared to revisit them. Her love for Brad was gone and one meal together wasn’t going to bring them back together.

				And if that ache in her chest decided to return, she’d chew a few antacids and be done with it.

				Cassidy walked back into the kitchen and was attacked by the waiting girls. While she answered questions, the last two girls presented their food to Brad.

				“Isn’t he everything you hoped for and more?” Julia had a dreamy quality in her eyes.

				“Um, yeah, he’s great.” Cassidy hoped it sounded convincing since she wasn’t fooling herself. Actually she hoped he would suddenly come down with a contagious disease and have to leave the show immediately. Then they could get a new bachelor — that would be awesome. It also wasn’t likely.

				She hadn’t expected to see her ex-boyfriend and she had absolutely no idea what to say to the other girls. Should she tell them that Brad was actually her ex? Many sharp objects waited in the kitchen. Perhaps a confession about her and Brad’s previous relationship could wait.

				Her eyes flickered to Evan. Nervousness crept up her throat at the thought of answering more questions about Brad in front of him. Thankfully, Spencer walked into the room and called the women back to where they’d originally started so she didn’t have to talk about Brad anymore — at least not yet.

				“Great job, ladies,” Spencer said. “You should be very pleased with your meals. They smelled fantastic.” He rubbed his stomach like he was starving.

				“Tonight Brad has a very difficult decision ahead of him. He’ll have to choose girls to make up the bottom three. Those women will be up for possible elimination this week. Back at the house, you’ll find out who he’s chosen for the bottom three. Then, America will get their chance to vote for their favorite girl. Sadly, the other two women will be sent home.”

				Spencer looked sympathetically around the room. “All right, ladies, that’s all for now. We’ll see you again shortly.”

				As Spencer walked away the girls whispered to each other. The murmurs continued as they wandered back through the hotel to the buses.

				“Who do you think he’s going to choose?” Paige asked. “I hope it’s not me. Maybe I should’ve cooked something else. Guys like veggie burgers, right?”

				“Sure, veggie burgers are great.”

				So it wasn’t a giant cheeseburger after all. Paige’s meal must have been one of the “typical girl foods” Brad had criticized.

				They followed the others on to the buses. She lowered her voice so only Paige could hear. “You’re so pretty and you’re the sweetest one here. You’ll be fine, don’t worry.”

				Would Brad keep Paige? Cassidy had no idea what his type of woman was except that she wasn’t it. She hoped she hadn’t just lied to her only friend in the house.

				“Thanks, Cassidy. I think you’ll be safe, too. What guy doesn’t like a girl who makes him pizza?”

				“I’m not so sure Brad liked it, but it’s over now so I’m not going to worry about the challenge anymore.”

				Or Brad.

				Cassidy slid into the seat on the bus and peered out the window as they pulled away from the hotel. She tried to ignore Evan as he continued to stare at her through the camera from the seat in front of her. Instead she worried about what the rest of the night would bring.

				She wasn’t sure what she wanted to happen tonight with the show. Part of her knew Brad might put her into the bottom three. Their relationship hadn’t worked out so well the first time, so why would he bother with her a second time? And honestly, the other girls would probably be upset when they learned they had a history together. Going home now would most likely save both of them from a giant headache.

				However, if she did go home, she wouldn’t see Evan anymore. She stole a quick glance at him. She found something so intriguing about him. Maybe it was the way he seemed to film her with more interest than a cameraman should? Or maybe it was the way her heart seemed to pick up its pace whenever he was near, like a sonar warning of an object’s imminent approach.

				• • •

				Evan followed Cassidy into the house and toward the great room where production staff had set up an impromptu touch-up room. While the girls had their hair and makeup retouched, the camera crew had a few minutes to set down their cameras and relax.

				Evan joined the rest of the crew — and Brad — in the kitchen. He grabbed a bottle of water from the ice bucket on the counter and pulled up a chair at the large solid oak table.

				The guys laughed about the contestants’ cooking skills. It seemed Cassidy wasn’t the only girl to make a mess of herself in the process of cooking her meal.

				A picture of Cassidy covered in pizza sauce came to his mind. He’d wanted to wipe the sauce from her neck. With his tongue preferably. Unfortunately, he’d been trapped behind the camera.

				“Who wants to help me make my decision tonight?” Brad asked, wearing a smug expression like a king choosing his consort. A sudden urge to wipe the smile off his face almost clouded Evan’s better judgment. Instead, he put on a very nonchalant smile.

				“You haven’t made your big decision yet?” Evan asked in a teasing voice. “Is it really that hard to choose?”

				“Dude. It’s totally harder than I expected.” Brad leaned back against the counter and rubbed his forehead dramatically. “How can I pick between all these babes?”

				“Well, you must have a couple you liked less than the others. So pick those ones,” another cameramen said.

				“I guess I didn’t really hit it off too well with Julia or Courtney.” Brad raked his fingertips across his forehead.

				“That’s only two girls, Brad,” Jake said. “You need to pick one more for the vote.”

				“Okay, I guess it’s between Lauren and Cassidy then,” Brad said. “Lauren seemed kinda ditzy. That’s cool for a one-nighter on the beach, but I’m not sure I want to date that. Cassidy and I’ve actually dated before and I’m not sure I want her again. Although, she does have a great rack.”

				Evan’s blood pressure shot up a couple of notches. He couldn’t believe Cassidy would ever go out with this douche bag. What had she seen in him?

				“I think you don’t like Cassidy as much because she didn’t drool all over you like the other girls did,” Evan said, shrugging. “Maybe she’s too smart for your tricks now. You might want to consider keeping the one girl who’s actually a challenge for you. You don’t want America to think you only like the easy girls, do you?”

				“Dude. Harsh.” Brad gave him a hurt expression. “I didn’t say I didn’t like her. I’ve just sort of ‘been there, done that’ with her already. But she was a tiger in the bedroom. Maybe I want to ‘be there, do that again.’”

				Not cool, douche bag. 

				“It’s your choice, but I know who I’d keep around.” Cassidy, that’s who. Evan tried to act casual, but inside, his mind raced. If she stayed, he’d have to watch her date loser Brad. But at least he’d still get to see her, learn more about her.

				If America voted her out she’d have to go back home. Evan might never see her again.

				Brad crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Why are you so interested in keeping Cassidy around? You enjoying her rack, too? Hey, do you guys zoom in on the goods? I would totally sneak a closer peek if I could.”

				“I’m thinking about my paycheck, that’s all. I’m not checking out her rack.”

				And he better stop checking out her rack, too, or I’m going to smack him upside the head with his surfboard. If he tries to touch her, I’m gonna break his fingers.

				“I don’t know, dudes. I guess I’ll just wing it during the ceremony.” Brad walked out of the room, leaving Evan with a pit in his stomach.

				• • •

				The women stood facing Brad and Spencer. This was it. The ceremony where Brad would decide who he was putting in the bottom three for America’s vote.

				Evan’s palms turned clammy as he waited for the news. He had no idea this process would bother him so much, but he felt almost as nervous as the women looked.

				He focused his camera tighter on Cassidy’s face. He couldn’t gage her expression, but she seemed nervous and uncomfortable.

				Is she hoping to go home or stay?

				She shifted her weight and straightened her dress. Her eyes glanced toward his camera. If she made it through this week, he would have to tell her not to look at the camera so much. Throughout her dinner with Brad, Cassidy had glanced up at the camera — a big no-no in reality TV. Contestants were supposed to pretend the cameras didn’t exist, not talk to them and scold them.

				If looks could kill, he’d definitely be dead after Cassidy caught him filming her bending over to get the bag of flour at the challenge. The scenery had definitely been pleasing, as was her reaction. He couldn’t help but smile at the memory of her embarrassment when she realized he stood behind her, filming her every move. He liked seeing her flustered. It was cute and sort of sweet.

				“Welcome to the first bottom three ceremony, ladies,” Spencer started, pulling Evan out of his thoughts. “So what did you think about Brad?” He patted Brad on the back.

				The women cheered.

				“Excellent. We had a feeling you’d like him.” Spencer turned to Brad, addressing the next questions directly to him. “So, Brad, how did you enjoy meeting these beautiful women?”

				“What’s not to like? These women are extremely beautiful. I loved getting a chance to have a little one-on-one time with them. I’m looking forward to getting to know them better.”

				“I’m sure you are.” Spencer laughed again, although it sounded forced and unnatural.

				Ugh. Can they make this any cheesier? Does America really fall for this fake crap?

				“It’s time to get on with the ceremony.” Spencer said, a serious expression creasing his brow. “It’s time to hear who you’ve chosen to put in the bottom three.”

				Brad put on a grave expression to match Spencer’s.

				Oh, come on already.

				“Dude, this decision is so hard.” Brad shook his head. “I hate to put any of them in a position to go home.”

				I bet you have other positions you’d like to see these women in, don’t you?

				“I know this can’t be easy for you, but in the end you can only date one woman,” Spencer said. “Now, who’s the first unlucky woman in the bottom three?”

				“I’m really sorry, but it’s Julia.”

				Julia’s face fell and she was ushered to the side, away from the other girls.

				“Why Julia?” Spencer asked.

				“I just didn’t feel like we connected as well as I did with some of the other girls. It’s nothing personal. She’s a beautiful girl.”

				“Okay, who’s next?”

				Tension floated in the air as the other women waited to hear their fate.

				“I’m sorry to say that Courtney and I didn’t seem to have much in common so I’ve chosen her for the bottom three as well.”

				“Courtney,” Spencer said with sympathy, “if you could please join Julia. Your final choice tonight?”

				“Oh man, this is the worst.” Brad threw his head back dramatically.

				“What’s going on? Talk to me.” Spencer stared at Brad with concern.

				“It’s so hard to choose another girl. Two girls are bad enough, but to make me pick three feels impossible. I’ve been wrestling with this last choice in my head all night and I still don’t know.”

				“Take another minute and look at these women across from you.” Spencer held his hands out toward the women. “Think back to your dinner with them and about how you felt spending time with each one. Then, trust your instincts.”

				Evan held his breath as he watched Brad stare at the women. What he was thinking? Had he really not made a decision, or was he being overly dramatic for the viewing audience?

				All of the girls looked nervous. Even cool Zoe looked as if she’d had better moments. She stood there rubbing the pendent on her necklace between her fingers, almost like it brought her some kind of comfort.

				Brad seemed to stop at Cassidy.

				Evan’s heartbeat stuttered. Move on, dude. Don’t do it.

				“Okay, I think I’m ready.” Brad kept his eyes on Cassidy as he spoke.

				“Go ahead.”

				Evan’s heart sank. Oh no.

				“I have to send … Lauren to the bottom three,” Brad said, finally shifting his gaze from Cassidy to Lauren. “I’m really sorry.”

				Evan exhaled, relief washing over him. He focused his camera on Cassidy’s face only to find her staring at him. Was it his imagination, or did it seem like she suddenly had a weight lifted off her shoulders?

				Cassidy smiled at him — different than the other times she’d smiled into the camera. This time, it seemed like she gazed past the camera to him personally, almost as if she were trying to send him a message.

				Evan couldn’t help but smile back. Message received — she’s happy to stay.

				“Okay, Lauren, please join Julia and Courtney.” Spencer motioned for the three girls to move in closer. “I’m sorry, ladies, but you’ve been chosen for the bottom three. Only one of you will continue on with the hopes of being chosen as The One.”

				Spencer turned away from the women to speak directly into a camera near the edge of the gathering. “America, now it’s your turn to have your say. That’s right. You get to vote for who you’d like to stay. Dial the number you see on your screen. Press one for Julia. Press two for Courtney. Press three for Lauren. You can also log onto our website to cast your vote or text your vote to the number you see now. The lucky lady with the most votes will continue on this journey to find out if she is … The One.”

				Spencer paused, smiling into the camera for what seemed like an abnormally long pause. “How was that?” he asked Chip who was standing beside the camera. “Are we good for tonight?”

				Chip nodded and gave a thumbs-up sign. “Can you take Brad back to makeup for a touch-up before we film his challenge and ceremony recap segment?”

				“Sure thing. This way, Brad.” Spencer led him back to the makeup area.

				Chip turned to the women. “Ladies, if I can have your attention.” He waited for them to quiet down again. “We’ve learned some interesting news today and we think it’s important to fill you in.

				“Today, at the first challenge, it came to light that our bachelor Brad and our contestant Cassidy were previously in a relationship together.”

	
				Chapter Seven

				Chip held up his hands to calm the women. “Now, I know you’re thinking this puts you at a disadvantage because they have a history together. However after much consideration, we think it won’t affect the competition and we’re allowing Cassidy to continue as a contestant. Brad still has to decide if he likes her and wants her to stay as much as he has to with anyone else. Before anyone asks — no, they are not still an item, right, Cassidy?”

				“No,” she replied softly, uncomfortable talking about her former relationship with Brad. “We broke up six months ago.”

				Cassidy chanced a peek at Evan. The expression he’d worn during the dinner challenge had returned and seeing it again made her feel sick. And knowing she was the one who caused that expression — that her relationship with Brad had caused it — made her feel even worse. She didn’t want Evan looking at her like that. There were plenty of ways he’d looked at her already that were great … desire, amusement, even concern. This — whatever this expression was — wasn’t one of them.

				“And for the record,” Chip continued, stealing Cassidy’s attention back, “we had no prior knowledge of this either. We’re just as surprised by this as you are. I assure you this was not a stunt set up by us. Now, does anyone have any questions?”

				“Why did they break up?” Savanna asked.

				“I don’t think we need to discuss that right now. If you have questions you’d like to ask about their relationship, I suggested you ask Cassidy or Brad directly. However, I sincerely hope we can simply put this behind us.”

				“I think it’s fine Cassidy’s still here,” Zoe said. “I mean, Brad didn’t want her the first time around, so I doubt he’ll want her a second time. She wasn’t a threat, anyway.”

				“Thanks, Zoe. Why don’t you tell us how you really feel?” Cassidy asked. “Hey, while we’re getting things out in the open, maybe we should also talk about how Zoe’s a reality TV celebrity already.”

				“We know,” Lauren said. The other girls nodded, unconcerned.

				Cassidy stared at them, shocked. And annoyed. Had she been living in a hole for the last six months? How was she the only one who didn’t know about Zoe until now? “And we’re okay with this? We don’t think this is a huge advantage to her?”

				“I have a lot of advantages over you. Being on TV before is only one of them. So really, why worry about it?” Zoe asked, looking at her as if Cassidy was a sad, lost puppy. “Feeling a little jealous, honey?”

				Great. Now I’m the jealous, bitter girl.

				“Nope.” Cassidy laughed weakly. “Have any tips for us?” She didn’t want tips, but she didn’t want to be seen as jealous either.

				“We’re done for tonight,” Susan the PA said, stepping in to finish for Chip who’d already walked away. “The show airs tomorrow evening, then America gets a few hours to call in their votes. The next day we find out who stays and who goes home. Any questions?”

				The girls remained silent.

				“Get some sleep and enjoy your day off tomorrow.” Susan eyed Evan, almost glaring at him before turning and wandering away, leaving the girls on their own to deal with the aftermath of Brad’s decision and the news of his previous relationship with Cassidy.

				Odd. What the heck did Evan do to piss off the PA?

				Cassidy’s gaze flickered from Susan to Evan. Funny, he didn’t seem surprised by her attitude. What was going on between them?

				• • •

				Evan leaned back against the half wall separating the pool from the rest of the grounds. He panned his camera around the pool and chairs, taking in a general overview of the area.

				The girls were enjoying their day off sunbathing by the pool. Everywhere he turned, women in bikinis lounged, sipping fruity drinks and cooling off in the pool.

				Life is good.

				He had followed Cassidy downstairs about an hour earlier. She’d eaten lunch with the other girls, chatting casually about Brad and the experience as everyone else speculated about which girl they believed America would choose to stay.

				“Seriously, I don’t know why his decision was so difficult,” Zoe had said, her usual tone of superiority and disinterest hanging in the air. She poured two packets of sugar into her iced tea and stirred.

				Cassidy whispered into Paige’s ear so quietly Evan could barely hear her through the mic. “How is she so skinny with so much sugar? I’m gonna gain a pound watching her drink that. Stupid Zoe and her stupid high metabolism.”

				Zoe sipped her drink and leaned back in her chair. “Only one girl can win in the end — me. So really, the sooner he gets rid of the rest of you, the better.”

				“I like the girls here,” Savanna said. “None of y’all really deserve to go home. It’s the worst part of the show.”

				“That’s a Miss America answer if I ever heard one.” Zoe rolled her eyes at Savanna. “Leave the pageant days behind and grow a personality already.”

				“Once a pageant queen, always a pageant queen.” Savanna smiled a huge bright white, perfect-teeth smile at Zoe.

				“I think all of the girls are sweet and pretty, but not every girl is going to be a match for every guy,” Cassidy said. “If Brad isn’t interested in them for some reason, then I guess it’s better they go home before their hearts get broken.”

				“Really, Cassidy? You’re so sweet.” Zoe smirked. “Is your heart going to break when you get sent home? Oh wait, your heart’s already been broken by Brad, hasn’t it?”

				“Who said I’m going home?” Evan heard the annoyance filling Cassidy’s voice. “It’s a little early to tell who’ll be the final two, don’t you think?”

				“Maybe for you, but I already know I’ll be there. The only question is which poor girl will make it to the end only to leave in tears during the live finale.” Zoe examined her perfectly polished nails.

				Cassidy crossed her arms. “We’ll have to wait and see what kind of girl Brad decides he wants.”

				“Poor Cassidy. It must be killing you to wonder if Brad wants you back or not.”

				“I’m still here, aren’t I? Isn’t that answer enough for you?”

				“True, but how long until he tires of you and dumps you again … like last time?” Zoe smiled wickedly. “He did dump you last time, didn’t he?”

				Cassidy glared at Zoe before leaving the table. Evan would have liked to know the answer to that question, too, but he’d have to wait until she decided to share that information with someone.

				After the lunch drama, he’d followed Cassidy out to the pool to join the rest of the group. She’d worn a simple pink sundress all morning and he’d been intrigued all morning about what hid under that dress. Now it appeared he would finally find out.

				Evan focused his camera as Cassidy and Paige walked around to the far side of the pool to a couple of empty lounge chairs. Cassidy set down the bag she carried with her and pulled out a trashy celebrity magazine and a pair of sunglasses. With her back turned to him, she pulled up the hem of her dress, slipped it over her head in one smooth motion, and let it fall into the bag beside the chair.

				Evan had never been one for bold bright colors, but today, hot pink was his new favorite. He could stare at hot pink all day.

				As Cassidy got comfortable on the lounge chair, Evan couldn’t help but stare. Her hot pink bikini wasn’t skimpy like some of the other suits the girls were wearing. It covered more than enough of her ample breasts, maybe even too much, and the bottoms tied at the curve of her hips.

				I love my job.

				Evan leaned against the wall thankful he didn’t have to move again immediately. Seeing Cassidy in her swimsuit caused all the blood to rush away from his brain, invading other regions of his body instead. A few minutes against the wall should be all he needed to let things settle down.

				Leaning is good. Focus on something else. Ah, lovely day today. So sunny and bright. Birds, flowers, pink flowers, pink bikinis covering soft ivory skin glistening in the sun. Damn it.

				Evan remembered the feel of her skin beneath his hand a few nights ago. He longed to feel it again, but he couldn’t. That wouldn’t be good for his job.

				Watching from a distance and suffering in silence was his only option. He worried tonight’s dreams would be filled with hot pink bikinis falling to the floor — and tomorrow morning would start with a cold shower.

				Evan shook his head and tried to clear his thoughts of Cassidy. She was off limits, and nothing he could do or say would change that. He needed to be smart and not let himself get carried away by his thoughts of her.

				We work together. No more touching her hair or arms or anywhere else. No more getting too close in the moment. And hopefully it’ll rain for the next month so there’ll be no more bikinis.

				Movement near Cassidy caught his attention. Paige sat on the edge of her chair and grabbed a bottle of sunscreen as Cassidy rolled over onto her stomach. Cassidy swept her hair off her back and shoulders, and turned her face toward Evan. She shrieked as Paige squirted cold lotion onto her sun-warmed skin, and laughed as Paige rubbed it on her back.

				You’ve got to be kidding me. And there’s another shower. Tonight. Before bed. Good thing cold-water showers were plentiful in a mansion full of women.

				I’m going to get frostbite.

				Evan held his camera still and closed his eyes. Maybe if he held them closed long enough, the sun would fade away and they’d be able to go back into the house and get her out of that bikini. Well, she’d get out of the bikini.

				He’d be in the hall thinking about her getting out of that bikini.

				• • •

				The day had been longer than feared, followed by a restless night of dreams. He had no idea his mind could be so creative with ways to remove a little pink bikini. Who needs hands when you have teeth? In his dreams, he would sweep her into his arms, kissing her, tasting her … touching her. Every dream ended with him startling awake. He either woke fearing they’d been caught by Chip and his career was over, or worse — remembering the pain on his brother’s face the day he lost Melissa.

				Evan couldn’t risk the same fate. He wouldn’t.

				He couldn’t think of Cassidy that way. She was his assignment. She was a risk too big to take. And she could still have feelings for her ex, douche bag Brad. Or was Chip right when he said the past was in the past?

				He took a big gulp of steaming coffee. He didn’t have time to let it cool, but he also couldn’t function without it. Coffee was the one thing that he could always find anywhere in the world and the one thing he couldn’t go without. He took another gulp and peeked out the window to see clouds filling the sky.

				Thank God for perfectly overcast, no-bikini-wearing days.

				Grabbing his camera, he opened his door to find Cassidy leaning back against the opposite wall, sexy as all hell in a white see-through blouse and capris. He could see the silhouette of her shape through the thin material and her tight tank top left little to his imagination.

				Damn, she’s hot.

				“Hey, Cassidy.” He held his gaze at her eyes, refusing to glimpse anywhere that might lead to more dreams. “We’re getting a bit of a late start today, huh?” He checked his watch and saw it was after noon already.

				How long was I in the shower this morning?

				“Well, I didn’t want to sit around speculating on which poor girl is going home in tears today. I know that’s the only thing everyone will be able to talk about,” Cassidy said.

				“Ready to join the others?” Evan asked.

				“As ready as I’m going to be.”

				• • •

				Evan stood opposite Cassidy so he could get a good shot of her reaction as the ceremony began.

				“Welcome back to The One. I’m Spencer Daley and we’re about to find out which lucky girl will get another chance at becoming The One. America, over 2 million of you voted last night.”

				Spencer motioned for the bottom three girls to come up to the front. “Julia, Lauren, and Courtney, if you’ll please join me. Brad, before we find out who’s leaving us tonight, is there anything you’d like to say to these ladies?”

				Brad sighed. “I just want to say it’s nothing personal. I think you are awesome girls. I wish you could stay longer. To the girl who stays, I’m looking forward to a second chance at getting to know you.”

				Spencer held up two small white envelopes in his hand. “I have here the names of the two girls with the lowest votes. Brad, please pick an envelope and tell us the name of the first girl going home.”

				Brad hesitated before choosing an envelope. “The first girl going home tonight is,” Brad paused momentarily while opening the envelope, “Courtney.”

				Courtney covered her face in her hands when tears sprang to her eyes. Brad gave her a quick hug.

				Cassidy’s expression changed from concern to sympathy. It was clear on her face that she was sorry to watch one of the girls getting so upset about leaving.

				“Please take a moment to say goodbye,” Spencer said to Courtney. She walked around the small group hugging the women goodbye.

				“Don’t worry about him, I’m sure someone else will want you,” Zoe whispered as they hugged for the camera. As Courtney moved on to the next girl, Zoe rolled her eyes at Savanna.

				She really is a bitch. I’ll have to thank Chip for not sentencing me to weeks of following Zoe around. Her cameraman must have a never-ending headache.

				Evan refocused on Cassidy as she hugged Courtney goodbye. “You’re better off without him,” Cassidy said quietly, but not too quietly for her mic to hear. “He doesn’t know what he’s missing. I bet you’ll have guys knocking down your door when you get home.”

				“Thanks, Cassidy. Good luck.” Courtney finished her goodbyes and walked into the house to gather her things with her cameraman following closely behind.

				Brad took the last envelope from Spencer and turned to face the two remaining girls. He slowly slid the card out and read it to himself. “Julia, I’m sorry, but you’re not The One.”

				Lauren sighed with relief before giving Julia a hug goodbye and rejoining her fellow contestants.

				Julia made the rounds as the girls hugged her. She gave one final wave before turning away from the group and walking back into the house.

				“Congratulations, Lauren. Your journey continues.”

				“That’s all for tonight. Please join us next time when we’ll see our ladies participate in their next challenge on The One.” Spencer smiled at the camera and waved.

				“We’re clear,” Chip called from beside the camera. “Great job tonight, Spencer.”

				“Excellent work these last few days, ladies,” Chip said. “Take tonight to rest and enjoy your evening. Tomorrow we’re filming your next interview, which you’ll do after every elimination ceremony. Then it’s right into the second challenge. I can’t tell you what you’ll be doing, but please dress casually for the event. Jeans or other long pants would be best.” Chip smiled and walked away with no further instructions or clues.

				Evan wondered what surprise Chip had in store for them next. There was no doubt in his mind Chip wanted to get the girls into as many interesting situations as he could. But long pants could mean any number of things. He was just going to have to wait until tomorrow like everyone else.

	
				Chapter Eight

				“Is it okay if I sit like this? Or do I have to sit with both legs down?” Cassidy asked from the interview couch where she sat with one leg tucked under the other. She leaned against one of the throw pillows and adjusted her shirt to make sure it wasn’t bunching up around her.

				Evan stopped shuffling papers on the desk, tilting his head as he looked at her. He twisted one of the lights slightly. Cassidy squinted when she accidentally glanced directly at it. She could already feel the heat from the lights warming her skin, making her more flushed than she usually was around Evan.

				“You’re perfect right there.” He finished with the light and turned back to the papers, stacking them. He stepped behind the camera and sat casually on a high stool. She couldn’t help but notice his jeans stretched tight across his lap. “I’m ready when you are.”

				Oh, I’m ready … 

				She took a deep breath, forcing away the intruding thoughts of Evan and his tight jeans. “Me too.”

				“When you finally met the bachelor, were you surprised to see your ex-boyfriend Brad?”

				“Jumping right to the hot topic, huh?” Cassidy shook her head. She really didn’t want to talk about this with Evan even if he was her cameraman. “Surprised is an understatement. I had no idea I’d have to see my ex-boyfriend. I certainly didn’t expect to date him again. But I’m here now and the show must go on, as they say.”

				“Did seeing Brad again bring back old feelings?”

				“I don’t know yet. I only spoke to him once for a few minutes. I think our first meeting was spent in shock at seeing each other again and it seemed to go by so fast. Maybe once the surprise has worn off, I’ll be able to think about it and decide if there are any old feelings there or not. Meeting someone for a few minutes on one ‘date’ isn’t usually enough time to decide if I feel something for them or not.”

				Evan peeked out from the camera enough so she could see his blue eyes peering at her. “But sometimes a few minutes is enough?”

				“Sometimes,” she said, staring back at him instead of the camera. “There’s an exception to prove every rule, right?” Evan was certainly an exception. A few minutes with him at the piano on her first day was all she’d needed to feel captivated by him.

				“Right.” He cleared his throat and disappeared behind the camera. “So you cooked him pizza. How did he like it?”

				“I’m pretty sure he hated it. It’s kind of funny that this is how we would meet again — over a slice of pizza. When we were dating, I used to love to stop in to the pizza place around the corner from my apartment, and Brad always hated it. And he hated my pepperoni and pineapple indulgence even more. I can’t even count the number of times I must’ve asked him to try one bite before deciding if he liked it or not. But in all the time we dated, he never did. It made me laugh a little that finally he was forced to try it and he couldn’t tell me no.”

				“If you could do it over again, would you have picked a different favorite meal?”

				“That’s tough. They asked me for the meal I couldn’t live without, and that would be pizza, because really, it’s the perfect food. Meat, carbs, sauce, cheese. That’s seriously all you need in a meal. But, if they’d asked me what meal I’d serve on a first date, it definitely wouldn’t be pizza. I think the perfect meal really depends on the situation and the person you’re with. Sometimes you need a nice juicy steak, other times all you need is a PB&J sandwich.”

				“How do you feel about not being in the bottom three this week?”

				“I feel — confused. I’m not sure I understand why Brad is keeping me here since we’ve already been through this whole dating thing and it wasn’t even that long ago.”

				She shrugged. “I’m also a little sad for the girls who had to go home. I think they were developing feelings for Brad already.”

				“Are you developing feelings for Brad already?” The edge of Evan’s cheek bulged like he was clenching his jaw.

				“I already said I don’t know how I feel about Brad.”

				“Do you think he’s attractive?”

				Do we have to talk about this, now — ever?

				“Of course he is. They don’t put unattractive people on these shows. And I did date him, which I wouldn’t have if I didn’t feel some attraction to him. But, I also believe there’s a lot more to a person than what I see on the outside.”

				Evan drummed his fingers on his thigh. “So you like that sexy surfer dude look?”

				What? That’s not what I said.

				“I guess — I don’t know,” she stammered. “I just said he’s good looking. That’s all. He’s not the hottest guy I’ve ever laid eyes on, but he’s definitely not an eyesore either. I don’t know. He’s just — Brad.”

				“A simple yes or no would have been sufficient.” Evan folded his arms across his chest.

				“Then ask a simple yes or no question.” Cassidy crossed her arms to reflect his. He could be so damn infuriating. Why couldn’t he take her initial answer for what it was without all the extra questioning? What the hell was his problem?

				Relax, Cassidy. There’s no reason to be grouchy.

				She forced herself to uncross her arms and relax her shoulders. Why was she getting so defensive all of a sudden? Evan was simply asking the questions he was given, right?

				“Are you looking forward to the next challenge?”

				“Yes. I think they’ll have something fun for us to do again. Part of the reason I’m here is for the experience — the adventures, whatever they are — so I’m excited to see what will happen next.”

				“Do you have any guesses about what the next challenge will be?”

				“No, not a clue. Do you know what we’re doing?” she asked, a spark of hope filling her. Surely the production crew knew the schedule.

				“No, and even if I did, I couldn’t tell you. Besides, I’m the one asking the questions here.” Evan shuffled the papers on the desk again as though he was trying to prove his point. “Lastly, I have a couple of questions about your housemates. How are you enjoying living with a bunch of women in one house?”

				Cassidy sighed. Would it kill him to give her a little hint since she was at a disadvantage with her ankle already? He’d been so sweet when he’d rescued her the other day, but since the first challenge ended, he’d seemed less sweet and a lot more sour about anything having to do with her and the competitions. So basically everything.

				“It’s okay.” She shifted in her seat. How was she going to answer this tactfully? “It’s nice to have people around to talk to, and some of the girls are really fun and sweet.”

				Paige is really sweet at least.

				“Anyone you’d like to see go home sooner rather than later?”

				“Well, there are definitely some girls I don’t care for as much as some of the others, but everyone’s here for their own reasons. I hope every girl gets what they want out of this experience before they have to leave.”

				Good job, C. You could totally be a pageant queen with answers like that.

				“Are you getting what you hoped for out of this experience?”

				“So far, yes.” Her eyes fluttered across Evan’s chest. If she closed her eyes, she could imagine how sculpted it must be under his shirt. She swallowed hard around the lump in her throat. “Actually, I think I’m getting even more than I expected or hoped for.”

				“Care to elaborate on that?” Evan asked, giving her the hand signal to stretch her response to a more elaborate answer.

				“I think it’s pretty self-explanatory, don’t you? My ex-boyfriend is the bachelor I’m supposed to date.” My cameraman is super-hot. “That’s not exactly something I planned on.”

				“Any girls you’re becoming friends with?”

				“Sure, Paige is a great friend. She’s the one person I feel I can really talk to. I think we’ll stay friends long after this is over.”

				“How will you feel if Paige is chosen as The One?”

				“If Paige and Brad are meant for each other, I’ll be happy for her. I know the person meant for me is out there somewhere. Who knows, maybe I’ve already found him and don’t realize it yet.”

				Cassidy stared at her hands, which were currently twisting the bottom hem of her blouse into a tiny corkscrew. Was Evan that someone?

	
				Chapter Nine

				Cassidy knelt on the floor of her walk-in closet, trying to determine which pair of shoes would be right for today’s competition. Since she still didn’t know what it was, she had to guess and hope for the best.

				“Casual-but-sort-of-dressy boots or plain-old-boring sneakers?” she debated out loud. She seen the house medic again earlier and he’d given her the all clear to compete on the condition she’d refrain from wearing heels to give her ankle time to rest. That was fine with her.

				Why can’t they be easy and tell us what we’re doing so we can dress appropriately? Why does everything have to be a surprise in this place?

				Speaking of surprises, Cassidy had been taken aback by Evan’s apparent concern that she thought Brad was attractive. Of course Brad was cute. He was the star on a reality dating show.

				In fact, Evan seemed jealous. But that couldn’t be right. Evan didn’t have anything to be jealous about.

				Brad was her ex and just because they were now on a dating show together didn’t mean all of the other stuff between them was suddenly forgotten. Cassidy wished she could say that in the interview, but that’s not what the producers wanted to hear. She was supposed to be here for Brad, even if he was her ex, which meant giving him a fair chance — and she knew one meal together wasn’t fair enough. Maybe now that the shock of seeing him again had started to wear off, they’d be able to have a normal conversation the next time they were together.
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