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  To Sally, my friend since middle school.

At my best or at my worst; when I'm broke or flush; when I'm sad or happy…
I know I can always count on you to be up for dinner and a movie!
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Below you can find all the tropes, content warnings, and tags that could impact your enjoyment of this book. It's not an exhaustive list, but I think these are the main ones. Your discretion is advised and let me know if there are some you found. 
Warnings: Profanity, gaslighting
Tropes: instalove, romance reality television, slow burn, closed door sex scenes, fake dating
Tags: instastupid, cock jokes, jackassery, entitled men, doesn't pass the Bechdel Test (but that's the point), cringey introductions, cameras are everywhere
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  Chapter One
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You are stunning!” the man said as he dismounted his horse. He drew out each word, creating a sense of shock that I was pretty. 
I didn’t know how to react or what to say in response. My only thought was how cringey this whole setup was. I was sure my face showed everything I was feeling. My eyes were wide open, and I looked around for some cue about what to do next. “Thank you?” I said and forced a tentative smile on my face.
The man ignored the question as he walked up the path to where I was standing. No, he sauntered up the path, which only increased the cringe. As each man arrived to meet me, I tried to find the right words to describe their arrival. Arriving on a horse was one of the more traditional, expected ways, and sauntering was not unusual. It was something about this man doing both and exaggerating his surprise that I might be pretty. I wanted to burst out in laughter to break the tension. 
Each man’s arrival was something they’d curated and designed for themselves over the past few weeks, working with producers to procure the things they needed to impress me. It was clear that these entrances had been designed to impress someone else. That someone was Shelly, a nurse, because many entrances had been in some type of medical device. Of the thirty men who were trying to win my heart, many had arrived on a hospital bed, an ambulance, or a wheelchair. The most concerning one was the man who arrived in a hearse and emerged from a body bag.
“You are so beautiful; you brought me back to life!” he told me as he jumped to the ground. I blushed at that one. It was sweet enough to not remain as weird as it started.
The lack of shock to see me instead of Shelly made it clear that these men had been told about the last-minute change to the Object of Desire they were trying to romance. None had called me Shelly yet, either. But the fact that they were still doing the medical-type entrances suggested they had learned with no time to change their plan.
This man was number twenty-five, and he was gorgeous. He had light brown hair and eyes that matched. I could tell he was a model. He had a lean, chiseled jawline and high cheekbones. His eyelashes were so dark and thick that you couldn’t help but stare at his eyes. All the men were attractive, but I had yet to feel something that made me want to talk to them. I knew these men had been selected to entice a woman with a different taste. Some of these men were models, only selected to be sent home early in the season, while the Object of Desire, me, got to know those who were real contestants.
This man was so attractive and almost curated in that attraction that I was positive he was a model. I was playing a game in my head: model or man. With each contestant, I tried to decide which they were and how to find out if I was right. As he got closer, this man took the Stetson off his head and placed it over mine. He held it there for a few moments.
“Hello, Hanna,” he said as he tried to place it on my head. “I’m Hank, and I’m here to romance you!”
I braced myself as he lowered his arms. I hoped my hair was strong enough to hold up the hat. They had used enough hair spray to hold up a city, but I didn’t think it could hold up that hat. Just my luck; it dropped on my head with a plop and covered my eyes. I giggled and rolled my eyes, glad the camera couldn’t see the reaction.
“It’s lovely to meet you, Hank,” I said as I pushed the brim back. 
The man took my hand and kissed it. He was taller than me and stocky. His biceps bulged under his suit jacket. I was sure he was the perfect build for a rancher.
These introductions were brief, but we had to film them a few different times so the camera could see them from different angles. Hank followed instructions well and was soon escorted away so he could be with his competition for my heart. I was beginning to fade after twenty-five men. My feet hurt from standing in high heels for hours as we waited for each man to arrive and then shoot the same introduction two or three times. 
“We need you to flirt a little more,” Liza, one of the producers, whispered to me once Hank was gone, and we prepared for the next contestant’s arrival.
I scrunched my face up. “Like how?” I asked.
Liza rolled her eyes. “You’re a straight woman, right? Flirt!”
I dropped my fake, pasted-on smile. “I am, but you clearly want something specific, so tell me what it is.”
Liza took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. Was she exasperated with me? I knew, of the four producers, Liza was the one who would stay on set with me. I wondered if the men were normally this handsome or if she was anxious that something more could go wrong. 
“I didn’t ask to be here,” I reminded her. “I’m the Northanger employee who was begged to take this spot when someone failed to notice the original Object of Desire was quite visibly pregnant when she arrived.”
Liza practically snarled at me. She wasn’t to blame for what happened, but the entire crew seemed irritated about it. I couldn’t blame them. If I had been in their place, I’d be pissed off. Coming on a dating reality show when already six months pregnant was a big faux pas. It was made worse because the father of the child was one of the contestants. He had decided to get a leg up on his competition by finding Shelly. The producers got lucky that I was around to film behind-the-scenes content for social media. It was well known that I was perpetually single, always putting everything ahead of my love life. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to fall in love. I just had no desire to compromise what I wanted just to get married. I said yes because I was offered a hefty bonus to save them at the last minute. A bonus that would allow me to put a down payment on my dream house.
“The giggle with the hat was good, but I want a little more,” Liza said with a huff.
“What does that even mean?” I asked and looked around to see if one of the producers would emerge to clarify, but a room full of middle-aged men probably wanted their own fantasy.
Liza shrugged.
“What would you do?” I asked in an attempt to make things more comfortable between us for the next few weeks.
“Personally?” Liza asked, raising her eyebrows.
I nodded.
She shrugged. “Giggle more or do more than let them kiss your hand.”
I nodded. “I’ll give it a try.”
I turned to see the next limo pulling up. I smoothed out the sparkly blue evening gown they had put me in while I touched my hair. Hair and makeup had pulled my brown curls into a tight bun but let tendrils frame my face. I could see the wisps of my curls in my peripheral vision, and it felt weird. Between that and the three-inch heels I was wearing to make me taller, I wondered what I looked like on camera. I braced myself for the next man, who was so good-looking it hurt. The man who stepped out was tall and rail thin. I could see messy brown hair, and as he got closer, I could see he was tall and slender, almost lanky, in a navy suit with silver pinstripes. He had a khaki raincoat over his arm and was holding a bottle of wine. Many of the guys gave me a token of something from their lives, but this was one I would enjoy. I was sure the others had given me props, so hopefully, this was something I could keep.
“Hello, Hanna,” the man said with a crooked smile. “I’m Oscar, and I’m here to romance you. This wine is from my family’s vineyard in California. I hope we can enjoy it together.”
I looked into his brown eyes and back at his smile, my own smile pulling my lips up. This wasn’t a fake one, and the cloudy thoughts in my mind caused every instruction to dissipate.
“Take the bottle and thank him,” Liza hissed from behind me. 
I let out a heavy chuckle as my arm automatically reached up for the bottle. I looked at the label and had no idea what I was reading. Oscar took my hand to kiss it, and our eyes met again.
“I hope we can drink it together, too,” I said, not sure what else to say because my brain stopped working.
Oscar’s hand lingered in mine. His fingers brushed over my palm as the PAs walked around to escort him to the contestant waiting room. My breath caught in my throat, and I knew I wanted to get to know this man more. As he walked past me and into the hotel, we locked eyes and he raised an eyebrow.
“CUT!” someone called once Oscar was in the hotel.
I stood there and watched the doors to the hotel, even though there was nothing there to see. I had never felt anything like that before. It was like there was something in my chest that had been unlocked, and I was unsure about what to do next.
“That’s more like it,” Liza said before taking the bottle of wine from me.
My producer was tall and voluptuous, with thick black hair in a pixie cut. Her hazel eyes narrowed in suspicion every time she looked at me.
“Don’t we need more shots?” I asked as I snapped back to attention and pulled the bottle away from Liza as she attempted to take it from me.
“Why?” Liza asked. “He’s not a real contestant. You can send him home whenever you want.”
My smile fell. “Oh, okay,” I said, trying to do the mental math. He was attractive but not model-attractive. Everything I knew about this show, from the research I had done for the social media campaign and to prepare as the Object of Desire, suggested that a normal guy would have been one of the real contestants and the models weren’t important enough as fillers. Hank, clearly a model, was the one who should have been ushered away. Maybe I didn’t understand this process as well as I thought I did.






  
  Chapter Two
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Thirty men. 
That’s how many are trying to romance me this season on Romancing The One, Northanger Broadcasting’s hit dating reality show. In a landscape full of dating reality television shows, this one was the original that everyone loved and other companies wanted to dethrone. This was the twentieth season of the show, which was why I had originally been on set. The Northanger Company wanted to celebrate the anniversary all over social media. As the head of social media for the entire company, I had been leading the team from the conception of the idea. Now, my colleagues were documenting my own journey as the Object of Desire being romanced. They were thrilled because it gave them a different perspective on the experience. 
I wasn’t a big fan of reality dating shows. They were not my reality show weakness. Mine were cooking competitions. Give me a celebrity chef yelling at possible protégés about raw chicken. My sister-in-law Katie, the hopeless romantic, loved Romancing The One and gave me a crash course on what to expect. She was also here as my best friend and gatekeeper between me and the men.
I trusted Katie to know what I needed to get through this show. My brother Ethan and Katie had met thanks to my orchestrations. Ethan and I used to have a Northanger Parks focused YouTube channel. He liked sharing his extensive knowledge of the parks and company. Our viewers liked watching him and finding us in the parks. He and Katie had been chatting and flirting in the comments sections of our videos, neither knowing who the other was. I was paying attention, though! When I learned Katie would be in the parks during one of our trips, I made sure to find her and let them get to know each other. Now, Katie wanted to make sure I had the chance to fall in love.
“I know it’s all fake,” she said when she arrived at the hotel the day before. “But I love it when the contestants really do fall in love with each other. Only two relationships have lasted, Hanna. Maybe you can be the third!”
I knew this bit of trivia because we had interviewed those two couples about the experience as part of the marketing campaign. Both had gotten married and had kids. They seemed to have gotten their happily ever after. The others were not that happy with their experiences, but I was sure modern participants go in with expectations much like mine. They’d get something else out of it if not love. I had researched what others had gotten out of it. Most seemed to make money by making appearances at reality show events. A few tried acting, too, but that regularly failed.
I had no expectation of falling in love or making money by appearing at reality show events. I was here to make sure this season happened, and the next one was set up. Everyone around me, except Ethan, was pushing me to fall in love or get married. My father thought this show was the key to not only making that happen but also getting some attention for his business when we eventually went to Maine, where he lived. I couldn’t burst anyone’s bubble. I wasn’t going to compromise what I wanted in a partner just to claim I’d fallen in love, let alone to get married. I’d rather be alone than with the wrong man. My parents’ marriage was my example of how being with the wrong partner could be a disaster. My father’s and mother’s ambitions took them in opposite directions, ending in divorce. Now she lived and worked in Japan, and her children rarely saw her. That was the last thing I wanted for my life.
I had my fair share of disastrous relationships. I had the “sofasexual” boyfriend who wanted to move into my home, so he had a place to live. He had tried to get me to give up my office in my two-bedroom apartment so he could have a gaming room. That was how he made money - live-streaming his games. Never mind that my job was social media, and my office was my set for content creation. 
There were the travel bros who were cool with everything but were never around because they were on a plane to another cool place without me. I was welcome, but my job in our relationship was to keep the home fire burning so he could come and go as he pleased.
Most men were simply oblivious man-babies who thought being in a relationship with a woman was similar to their relationship with their mothers. It was even worse when their mother was still trying to dominate her son’s life. These were the men who put no thought into anything, expecting me to manage everything. Then, when I told them what to do, I was nagging them. 
Occasionally, I attracted a gym bro. They were magnificent creatures to look at, but their primary relationship was the gym. Not that they made their living there, but after work, they prioritized going to the gym. The same thing with golf players and bar flies. This was their entire personality, and if I wanted time with them, I had to be in those spaces. That might’ve been fine when we were dating, but it was clear what type of partner they would be. 
I cast aside my last boyfriend after Christmas five months ago. We had been living together for a month. It had been going so well, but on Christmas morning I had woken up to no gifts and no stuffed stocking. I had filled his stocking and put his gifts under the tree. He had done nothing for me. Then, on the way to his parents for breakfast, he asked me what we got for his family. I had done nothing and realized he had assumed I would take this task on without confirming it with me. 
It was beginning to feel like being alone was far better than dealing with men these days. I couldn’t even consider if I wanted kids when these men couldn’t even be a good partner, let alone a father. No, I wasn’t on the show to find love. I was here for a fat bonus that could make other dreams come true. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Other than being the twentieth season of Romancing The One, this season wasn’t anything special. That was until Shelly showed up pregnant, and one of the contestants had proudly proclaimed himself the father. Well, he had been proud to announce they had hooked up, which would give him a leg up. Shelly had made it clear that hook-up had resulted in her getting pregnant. Both had been sent home as they rushed to find replacements for both.  
Liza had assured me that we would work together to make sure I knew what to do and who I should pick to help the editors craft their season. As a storyteller myself, on social media, I had been thinking of what story I wanted to tell. I still wasn’t clear and needed to learn more about the men to help me do that. 
“You’re going to spend about two hours with the contestants,” Liza said once the last man was inside the hotel. “After that, we’ll have
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