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BIG WILD LOVE ADVENTURE
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After being ditched at the altar, Emmy Shaw’s heart, like her dented food truck, is definitely not open for business. Deeply in debt to her parents and evicted from her apartment, she takes a friend’s drunken dare and fills out an application for a new dating-adventure reality show. She never expects to be chosen—or to get a chance at the show’s huge cash prize, which could put her life back on track.
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But when she’s abandoned in the middle of the jungle two months later wearing only a bathing suit and a backpack, she questions if being on the show might be even worse than the #emmytrashtruck hate brigade she left back home. Then she meets her fellow cast members—including sexy, inscrutable Wes—and starts to reconsider, wondering if maybe money’s not all she stands to gain from this experience.
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After a year of abysmal failures, this summer of cave treks, jungle hikes, impromptu talent shows, and a sexy flirtmance turns out to be just the thing to help Emmy rebuild her shattered confidence. She signed up for the show to hide from the mess her life had become, but this escape from reality might be just what she needs to find herself.
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Chapter 1


[image: ]


“My hand,” I groan, counting out bills as I make change for a twenty. “My poor hand.”

“Use your other hand,” Bailey suggests.

“It’s also sore.”

“Use your teeth.”

“Okay.”

She laughs as I pass money and two banana caramel cream puffs to the customer waiting in line at my dessert food truck. We sell one unique dessert per day, made solely by yours truly and her two cramped hands. My box supplier had a printing issue so they’d sent me five hundred boxes sans logo, and I’d been up past midnight writing Emmy’s Treat Truck on the lids in my best third grade penmanship. Not only is the name tattooed on my rib cage, it is, thanks to this particular exercise, now tattooed on the inside of my eyelids. Then, this morning, I’d gotten up at 5:00 a.m. to begin putting the cream puffs together with the components I’d spent yesterday afternoon preparing after we’d sold out of triple-decker ice cream sandwiches. 

“Your desserts are amazing,” says the next customer in line, passing me a ten-dollar bill. “I come here far too often.”

“We appreciate it.” My smile is genuine even though my face muscles wobble with exhaustion. “It means a lot.”

And while the words are true, I’d never be able to express how incredibly heartbreaking it is to have a smattering of die-hard fans say how much they love your work and then it just...stops there. My desserts make people happy, but not enough people. Not enough to pay for the truck and the permits and the ingredients. I’d already had to give up the small prep kitchen I was renting and now make things in my pint-sized apartment kitchen, my body host to countless bruises courtesy of banging my hips and elbows on sharp counter edges and cupboard doors. 

I try to pick up two boxed cream puffs for the customer, but my hands are now locked in a claw-shape and I can’t seem to uncurl my fingers.

“Here.” Bailey reaches past me to fork over the treats. “See you tomorrow, Flo.”

Flo beams and leaves with her snacks, and Bailey grins at the next customer as I dunk my hands in a pot of warm water loaded with Epsom salts, something that’s become far too necessary far too often.

“You’re overdoing it,” Bailey says out the corner of her mouth. The twenty-three-year-old part-time food truck worker/full-time fashion design student also fancies herself a bit of a psychiatrist and we’ve had this conversation a hundred times.

“I’m a small business owner,” I reply through a grimace. “That’s all I can do.”

Using my toes, I adjust the sheet of plywood that covers a human leg-size hole in the floor of the food truck. I really can’t afford another accident. Or a new truck. My landlord’s been semi-forgiving with the rent because she knows how hard I’m working, but she can only make half the income from her income property for so long.

“You know what you should do,” Bailey says when there’s a lull in the line. 

“Don’t say go on TV and marry rich.”

“You don’t have to get married. Just go on a reality show and get famous.”

“Oh, I thought you were going to say something ridiculous.”

“I saw a casting call for a new show,” she says, reorganizing the last dozen cream puff boxes into a pyramid. “I’m going to apply.”

“How many shows have you applied for now? A hundred?”
“At least. But it takes practice. You have to know how to work the system. What to say on your application. Are you the underdog? The villain? The girl willing to do anything for true love?”
“Ew.”

“Anyway, this one’s a hybrid dating-slash-adventure show.”

“Like The Bachelor meets Amazing Race?”
“No idea. But I’m going to get drunk and fill out an application. You should join me.”
“No, thanks.” I lift my claw hands out of the pot to see that my fingertips have already started shriveling into ghostly white raisins. “I’m obviously a real catch and they’d pick me right away. Then who’d watch the truck?”

“No one. You’d go on the show, win a ton of money, and come back and push this ancient death trap off a cliff. Then you’d buy a new truck with no holes in the floor. And air-conditioning. And two working doors.”

“Technically, you just need one working door.”

“Technically, but not legally.”

“And it’s not ancient. It’s vintage.”

It’s actually pink and sea foam green with white trim, and someone with money and taste might know how to make it appear vintage and not merely old, but mostly it was what I could afford with my entire life savings.

Bailey sells four more cream puffs and the pyramid gets smaller. My thigh muscles quaver until I give up and sit directly on the floor. The truck’s undercarriage whines, but doesn’t give out.

“The show says everyone has a chance to win money.” Bailey adds another five-dollar bill to the jar as she passes out a cream puff. “Not just the winner. And the last couple standing gets half a million.”

“That’s insane.”

“That’s enough for a new truck and an apartment with a big kitchen and some proper advertising,” she counters.

“I don’t need—” I break off as the truck begins a sudden descent on its back left side. “Not again,” I moan.

“Flat tire,” Bailey announces. “Cream puffs!” she hollers out the window. “Get your cream puffs while you still can!”   

“I’m about to get the deposit for the influencer wedding on the fourteenth,” I remind her. “I’ll use the money to fix the truck.”

“Uh-huh. Which part?”

I glance around at all the parts that need fixing, unsure where to begin. And then, as though to nudge me along with exactly zero subtlety, the truck gives a final, exhausted lurch, wheezing as it slopes sharply to one side. The pot of water I’m using to soak my hands was already too full, and now it tilts and dumps water into my lap, drenching my jeans. It’s early April in Philadelphia and today’s high is 54°F, which means I’m now somehow hot and cold at the same time.

Bailey tosses me a towel and I dry off as best I can before mopping the floor. Using a cracked mug, I casually begin scooping water and pouring it out the front passenger side door of the truck, the only one that technically opens.

A guy approaches with a twenty, eyeing the five remaining cream puffs. “I’ll take all five,” he says. “For twenty bucks.”

Bailey glances at me, my torso hanging half out the truck door with my wet jeans and my claw hands and my chipped mug. 

I sigh. “Take ’em.”
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It’s after ten o’clock that night and I’ve just barely gotten my kitchen into some semblance of non-disorder. The mini pavlovas are resting on the counter, the custard is made, the kiwi-strawberry blend is macerating, and there’s a stack of two hundred boxes waiting for me to label on the card table that serves as my home office. Next to that is my draft menu for the upcoming influencer wedding, the biggest opportunity of my career to date. A local foodie with a seven-figure social media following stumbled across my truck in downtown Philly, liked what she tasted, and gave me the job. It was the best day of my life. Getting paid in two weeks will be the next best day of my life.

I swipe a hand across my forehead, knocking loose a stray curl that had been plastered there with egg white after a tiny setback with the stand mixer a few hours earlier. Fortunately, my sweat prevented the egg white from turning into super glue, and now I peel off the thin white film and re-tie my sloppy topknot, squaring my shoulders as I prepare to tackle the final task of the day. 

Emmy’s Treat Truck has been my dream since I was a five-year-old frowning at the uninspired lemonade stands in my suburban neighborhood before selling my own gourmet lavender lemonade for twice the price. I’d saved my money and eventually bought a juicer, selling ginger-turmeric shots in the winter and green juices in the summer, and by middle school I was supplying high-end snacks for school dances. I made gourmet birthday cakes on the side in high school, and by the time I graduated, I was able to pay my culinary school tuition in cash. 

You’re so ambitious, Emmy.

You’re so talented, Emmy.

You’re so focused, Emmy.

You’re so tired, Emmy. Turns out, sometimes talent and ambition and blood, sweat, and tears and everything else you throw at your dream just isn’t enough. Sometimes you’re twenty-eight, in a shoebox apartment, spending more on flour than you do on skincare, and wondering where you went wrong.

A knock at the door makes me jump. I hardly have time for a social life; my last relationship ended—extraordinarily badly—last August, and since then, I’ve poured every ounce of myself into the food truck. I glance around the small apartment, straighten the single throw pillow on the threadbare couch, and use my foot to shove a bag of cornstarch behind the stack of cookbooks that towers precariously on the floor.

I smooth my shirt and exhale, trying to appear friendly and totally on the brink of financial freedom when I face my landlord to explain that I know I’m late on rent, but once I get the wedding deposit, I’ll pay her, replace the tire on the food truck—again—and have just enough left over for eggs and milk and then...

“Emmy? Are you alive?”

“Bailey?”
I open the door. Bailey stands in the dim hallway, a brown paper bag clutched in her fist, her cheeks flushed from alcohol. 
“Good,” she says, slumping against the frame. “You’re home.”

“Where else would I be?” I hear how tragic that sounds as soon as I say it.

She pushes past me into the apartment, swaying gently on her feet. “We can help each other,” she announces.

“Maybe you should sit down.”

Wobbly stools flank the card table, and Bailey balances unsteadily on one, setting the paper bag at her feet and pulling out a bottle of sambuca, still three-quarters full. 

“Did you drink the first quarter?” I ask. “You weigh like, a hundred pounds.”

She hiccups. “A hundred and twenty. And according to Jayden, that’s too much!”

Jayden is Bailey’s latest boyfriend, a day trader who wants to work in porn and whose Instagram bio reads “Will smash for cash...if you want.” Bailey swears he’s “mostly worth it.”

“He’s an idiot,” I say, the way I’ve said about every guy she’s dated for the nine months I’ve known her. “He doesn’t deserve you.”

She pulls out her phone. “Know who does?”

“Don’t DM Chris Hemsworth.”

“But he’s so strong.” She pushes the bottle toward me.

“And he’d be lucky to have you, but do you really want to be put in Twitter jail again?” I glance longingly at the bottle, and then shake my head. “I can’t drink. I have to write Emmy’s Treat Truck on two hundred boxes and finish a menu plan.”

“That’s where I come in.” 

Bailey reaches for a marker, but I stop her. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“You know what is?”

“Leave Chris alone. You already got a cease and desist letter from his lawyer. Next time, they’re really going to—”

“Adventure Love Big Wild.”

“What?”

“No. Big Adventure Love Wild?”

“What’s happening right now?” I don’t know if I’m too tired to understand or Bailey’s spewing gibberish again. I eyeball the bottle of sambuca before deciding a sip wouldn’t hurt. It might actually help me decode her slurred words.

She taps on her phone and then brightens. “Big Wild Love Adventure!”

“That made nothing clearer.”

“It’s the show I was telling you about. I’m going to apply and I need you to help me sound smart. I’ve already tried being the villain, the slut, the virgin, and the comp beast, but it hasn’t worked. Now...I’m a genius.”

I try to keep a straight face. “You’re very smart, Bailey. But maybe you could apply tomorrow. Without the sambuca.”

“Midnight tonight is the deadline. I put off applying because I thought Jayden might be the one—”

Now I cannot keep a straight face.

“—but after finding pictures of two hundred naked women on his phone, I don’t think he is.”

“Hmm.”

“So!” She smacks her hand on the table and half the boxes fall off, revealing the draft menu for the wedding dessert table for five hundred guests.

Bailey scoops up the stapled pages. “Is this for the wedding?”

“I’m still brainstorming.”

“Chocolate cherry cheesecake brownie napoleon?”

“It’s in the development stage.”

She flips through the lengthy collection of overly ambitious recipe ideas. I have to send them to the happy couple for approval by the weekend and I’ve been using every free second I have to dream up the most photogenic and post-worthy desserts. This wedding could be my ticket to finally finding a big audience, getting regular customers, and one day being financially sound. For now, however, I’ll settle for fixing the truck and paying my landlord three months of late rent.

“How much time have you spent on this?” Bailey asks in shock.

I flush and scoop up the pages. “It’s important.”

“You know what else is important?”

“Stop saying reality television.”

“Let’s call it a reality opportunity. The wedding has, what? Five hundred guests? Well, guess how many viewers the show will have? Five hundred million.”

I laugh. “That sounds like a lot.”

Bailey’s cheeks are flushed. “I’m positive it’s correct. Now, you help me apply for Big Wild Love Adventure, and I will finish your menu.”

“You’re pretty drunk. Also, you’re a fashion design student, not a baker.”

“Don’t worry, I already filled in the basics about my name and age. I just need help with the rest.”

I take her phone, frowning as I spot some of her earlier answers. “Bailey, you said you’re blond and blue-eyed.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“But you’re a redhead with brown eyes.”

“Contacts and hair dye, Emmy! I’ve applied as myself too many times without success. People lie all the time. Well, guess what? It’s me. I’m people.”

“You’re twenty-three. Stop acting like you’re giving up on life.”

“You gave up.”

I gasp. “I did not. I’m focusing on my business.”

“Things with Eddie ended poorly...”

“He left me at the altar to be with his pregnant girlfriend.”

“...and you’ve just gone into hiding.”

“I’m out every day in the truck!”

“Which is like a bunker. That’s seen an apocalypse or two.”

“I haven’t given up. I’m just taking a break.”

“For a whole year.”

“It’s been ten months. It’s not like I’m not trying.”

I don’t need to see Bailey’s drunken eye roll to know she sees through my bullshit. 

“Jeremy, the organic flour grinder. Sam, the produce guy. Luke, the dairy farmer. They all asked you out, and you just made excuses.”

“I’ll fix my life once the food truck is fixed, okay?”

Bailey grabs my phone from the counter and passes it to me. “You can fix it right now.”

“That’s not—”

“Apply for the show with me. Just read the description. Everyone can win money, you don’t have to win the whole show. You just apply, fool around until you have enough to repair the truck, and then bail.”

What the show’s description actually says is, “Welcome to Big Wild Love Adventure, where every day is a challenge and every night is a reward! Pack a bathing suit, shed your inhibitions, and hold on for one crazy ride!” In much smaller print at the bottom, it mentions that contestants can win cash for completing challenges, with one couple taking home the jackpot at the end, and the show is not liable for any death or dismemberment that occurs during filming.

I put down my phone. “You can see me, right? If they’re not picking you, they’re not picking me.”

“You’re hot, Emmy. You have that accidental girl-next-door type of beauty. The one with chocolate on her cheek and egg shell in her hair who doesn’t notice the people staring at her.”

“I ignore the people staring at me because I have egg shell in my hair.”

“You’re smart, funny, and adorkable. And you have lots of baking tattoos which is basically free advertising for your business.”

“I’m precisely not the kind of girl who gets picked for a reality show with ‘wild’ in the title. Or ‘love.”

“Then invent a character who is! You’re a businesswoman—consider this an investment in your business. Make up a sexy profile and apply. We can be on the show together and win all kinds of money. I’ll pay for fashion school and you’ll pay for the truck, and we’ll play a gorgeous lesbian couple with a million followers on our shared Instagram.”

I straighten. “Has this all just been a ploy to nag me about my Instagram account?”

“No, but it’s a good segue way. You’re going to need to put in some effort there, Emmy. Stop just posting pictures of your desserts—post some pictures of you. The more followers, the more buyers, the more your food truck earns, and soon you have your dream brick-and-mortar store.”

“How do you know that’s my dream?”

“I watch Food Network.”

I take another slug of sambuca, savoring the black licorice burn. I’ve wanted to own my own bakery since my first lemonade stand, but with the food truck struggling to make ends meet, I’ve put that dream on the shelf, not wanting to be reminded of just how impossibly far away it is. 

“So we have a deal,” Bailey says.

“I beg your pardon?”

“We’ll fill out crazy applications, get selected for the show, and win America’s hearts while lining our pockets!”

She’s navigated to the application page on my phone, and quickly types in my full name and birth date. “Are you competitive?” she reads, typing again. “I’m uber competitive. I grind my competition into dust, bake them into cakes, and frost them with their tears.”

“Bailey!”

She grins. “Next question: How sexually adventurous are you?”

“Don’t answer that.”

“There’s nothing I won’t do, nothing I haven’t tried. And all of it’s on camera! Pics or it didn’t happen, amirite?”

I snatch up her phone and read the next question on her application. “Describe your ideal romantic partner,” I read, and then begin typing “her” response. “Tall, dark and handsome, loves ghost stories, ginger ale, and feet.”

Bailey cracks up. “Personality is king,” she writes for me. “But a big dick doesn’t hurt!”

I snort and gulp down the sambuca. “Do you prefer to pursue or be pursued?” 

She types. “I’ve never had to do the pursuing, I have men lined up at my door. My preference depends on the stars—is Mars in retrograde—oh, who cares, give me the one with a big...bank account.”

I snicker. “If the person you’re interested in is in a pair with someone else, what would you do?”

Bailey’s fingers fly over the keys. “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do. I’m focused, I’m ambitious, and I’m talented. Just try and stop me when I have sexy prey in my sights.”

The insane game continues for an hour as we create manic profiles for each other. The sambuca bottle is almost empty and Bailey’s eyes are shiny. I don’t even want to know what I look like.

“Last question,” she says. “List three fun facts about yourself.”

“That’s not a question. That’s a statement.”

She types. “I’ve been bitten by a shark...”

I guffaw. “That scar is from a can opener incident.”

“...I have participated in four orgies...”

“Bailey!”

“...and Chris Hemsworth has a restraining order against me, but it only counts in Australia.”

“That’s you!”

She cackles and hits submit. “Not anymore.”
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Chapter 3
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It’s April 14, the day of the wedding. At six o’clock in the morning, I’m flying solo, just me and the food truck trundling down a quiet highway to the middle of nowhere. The wedding is being held at a private resort nestled into the Pennsylvania countryside, the type of place where celebrities come to detox or pretend they like being at one with nature. It’s been almost half an hour since I passed another vehicle, and the fog is so dense I can barely see the road. I’m driving slowly, partly due to the poor visibility and partly because I don’t want to jostle the hundreds of boxes of photogenic desserts in the back, but mostly because this is the truck’s top speed.

I used the wedding deposit to replace the busted tire, buy ingredients, and splurge on fancy decorations like gold leaf and edible glitter, and once the wedding is over, the happy couple will pass me a big fat check for the balance and I’ll drive straight to the bank to deposit it into my anemic checking account. Then I’ll promptly withdraw three months’ worth of late rent and pay my landlord, who’s most definitely at the end of her rope. She knows about this wedding and gave me until the end of the day to pay her, even helping me load the truck in anticipation of getting her money. I’m exhausted, my apartment’s a mess, and I’ve subsisted on little more than buttercream and glitter for the past week, but it’s all worth it. Things are finally moving in the right—

The deer comes out of nowhere. It leaps majestically in front of the truck, turning its tawny head in slow motion to gaze at me through the windshield. Our eyes meet and widen in mutual horror, and I scream and jerk the wheel hard to the right. There’s an ungodly howl of protest from the undercarriage as I careen off the road. The truck thuds down a short embankment, shrieking mightily the whole way, eventually coming to a stop with the front end planted firmly in the ground, the back high up in the sky. I dangle from my seatbelt and grip the wheel with both hands to prevent myself from face planting as a slow spider web of cracks trickles across the windshield, obscuring the mud and grass smashed against the other side. 

I’m breathing hard, trying to process what just happened. My legs hang in front of me and I balance one hand on the dash and pat myself with the other, checking for injuries. I’m shocked, but otherwise unharmed. Then my hand touches something warm and sticky on my back. I freeze and peer at my fingers, which are now bright red and...strawberry smelling. It’s the strawberry coulis for my mini cheesecakes. Oh no.

It’s not easy, but I inch around to peek over my shoulder at the back of the truck, the one I’d spent an hour carefully packing and stacking this morning. My neatly arranged desserts are now a toppled mess of leaking pastry cream and chocolate sauce. Slowly, one lavender macaron slips out of its box and tumbles down to hit me square in the forehead. The truck groans unhappily, its antique frame protesting the unnatural position. It moves just enough to release an avalanche of boxes that spills all the way from the back of the truck to the front, spattering me and the broken windshield with an entire week’s worth of blood, sweat, and sugar. 

“No,” I whisper, my focus switching from fearing for my life to fearing for my career. “I have to get to the wedding. I have to fix this.”

Unfortunately, the only door that opens is on the passenger side, which is now home to approximately fifty split-open boxes of ruined desserts. I reach over to gingerly shift one box with a finger, like a dangerously sweet game of Jenga, and a new box plops down to take its place, a cappuccino cream puff thunking against my wrist before sliding away, leaving a smear of chocolate on my arm.

It’s too hard to breathe with the seatbelt digging into my ribs, making it impossible to scream or sob, which is all I want to do right now. Slowly, I find my footing, undo the seatbelt, and awkwardly crawl through the ruined dessert tower to the door. My knee crunches on something hard and lumpy, and it’s only when a sharp crack echoes through the truck that I realize it’s my purse. My phone.

I push open the door and squeeze out into the cold, misty morning. The countryside is silent, but inside, I’m wailing. I wore my best dress for this event, and it’s stained with bits and pieces of every dessert into which I’d poured my heart all week. It’s ruined. It’s all ruined.

Reaching back into the truck, I retrieve my whipped cream-covered bag and fumble inside with sticky fingers until I find my phone. The screen is shattered, the case bent almost in half thanks to my knee. I try to turn it on to call for help, but nothing happens. 

I stare helplessly into the carnage that represents all my failed hopes and dreams, and then my legs give out and I slump to the ground, sitting in the trickle of water that runs through the ditch I now call home. 

I’ve been fighting the urge for months, but now I give in, bury my face in my hands, and cry.
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Chapter 4
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Two weeks later, I’m frantically frosting a cake for a panicked mother who called in after the cartoon character cake she’d ordered from a prestigious city bakery was delivered to the wrong house and promptly consumed. I’m not frosting the cake in my food truck, which is now just scrap metal in a junkyard, nor am I frosting it in my apartment, from which I’ve been evicted. I’m frosting it at the bakery counter of the local grocery store, where I now work full-time. 

The influencer had not bought my tearful explanation about the deer and the accident, and because my phone was broken, I had no photos to prove my case. Also, the deer had run away. Instead, to maximize her exposure and explain away the hastily store-bought desserts she’d presented at her otherwise glamorous wedding (I looked at the photos), she’d paid a lawyer to send me a threatening letter saying I had four days to repay the ten thousand dollar advance I’d already spent or I would be sued for much more. My parents don’t have a lot to spare, but they’d cobbled together the cash to keep me out of trouble and have let me move into their basement, where I sleep on an air mattress next to the dryer. As if that wasn’t bad enough, the influencer shared her sad story with her one million followers and now #emmytrashtruck is trending and any hopes I’d had of a successful future are in the junkyard with my truck. 

“Sorry,” whispers Brody, my seventeen-year-old manager, for the fiftieth time, pacing as I pipe Happy Birthday, Mayweather! on the top tier. He’d answered the hysterical phone call from the panicked parent and agreed to the expedited order, giving me thirty minutes to frost and decorate a three-tier cake, because Brody doesn’t know what cake decorating actually entails.

“It’s okay,” I mutter, biting my lip in concentration. My hair’s pulled back in a tight bun and trapped under a plastic cap, I have blue frosting on my cheek, a cramp in my hand, and dryer lint in my ear. Nothing is okay, but I plaster on a smile and step back to check the finished product. We’d gone for a confetti cake, the kind where you slice into it and sprinkles pour from the middle, and the entire tower is plastered in colorful sugar dots. For thirty minutes’ work, it’s not bad. 

“Wow.” Brody pulls out his phone and takes a picture. “That’s awesome. We can post this online.”

“Just don’t use my name.”

“I would never.” He flushes. “I mean, not that I think you’re a trash truck, it’s just... I don’t want...”

“The hate?”

He clears his throat. “I’ll put it on the bulletin board in the break room.”

“Awesome.” At least the bulletin board doesn’t have a comments section for a hundred thousand strangers to tell me I’m a lying trash truck.

“Hello? Hello? Is anyone there?”

Brody and I turn toward the front, where a young blonde woman manages to appear both harried and perfectly put together, her hair in a sleek bob, her makeup flawless. We lock eyes and gasp in unison. Then I drop to my knees and roll dramatically out of sight.

Now Brody gasps.

Mayweather. I assumed it was a boy. But it’s not. May is the name of my ex’s daughter, the one born six months after he left me at the altar.

“Uh...” Brody looks between me, the cake, and Dianna, May’s mother and my ex’s new wife. “You’re here for the cake?”

“Yes, please,” I hear Dianna say. “Thank you so much for doing this on such short notice. I didn’t realize... I mean, I had no idea... It’s beautiful.” She says the last part extra loud. “THANK YOU.”

I don’t know what she’s thanking me for. Thank you for letting Eddie waste two years of your life and ditch you at the altar? Thank you for letting all your supposed “friends” take his side, claiming he had to leave you because Dianna was pregnant? Thank you for biting your tongue and not telling everyone how devastated and humiliated you were in case it made us feel bad? Thank you for being so focused, Emmy?

I crawl toward the walk-in fridge, my knee slipping in a pat of butter and sending me sprawling across the floor. I tell myself to get it together. I can’t cry until I’m inside the fridge. I can make it. I know I can.

A pair of too-big feet in even bigger sneakers walks past, and Brody opens the walk-in door for me to crawl through, graciously saying nothing as he leaves me to my appalling host of problems. 

This is rock bottom, I tell myself, hot tears trickling down the side of my nose. Then I cry harder, because I thought the truck in the ditch was rock bottom, and the eviction notice was rock bottom, and sleeping on an air mattress next to a dryer was rock bottom. And yet somehow, I just keep falling, finding all new lows.

My phone rings in my back pocket and I jump in alarm. Nobody calls me. I pull out the ancient flip phone my parents had “donated” to my sorry cause and feel even sorrier for myself as I flip it open, staring at an unknown number on the display. It’s probably a scammer, thinking I have money to spare. Ha. I answer the call.

“Hi, would you like my online banking password?”
There’s a long, long pause.
“Hello?” comes a female voice. “Is this Emmaline Shaw?”

I sniffle. Nobody calls me Emmaline. “So?”
“So this is Colby Crane,” she says. “From Big Wild Love Adventure.”
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“Remember to show your tattoos,” Bailey says for the hundredth time. “Wear your hair up to show the one on your neck, and I made you a one-piece with a cutout on the side to show the tattoo on your ribs. This is free advertising, so take advantage every chance you get.”

In the month since Colby Crane’s call, I’ve had three Zoom interviews and two in-person meetings to be assessed to see if I’d be a good candidate for the show. Ultimately, I’d been added to a list of alternates and, after a number of their first picks were disqualified for tasteless social media posts from years earlier, I’d gotten The Call, asking if I could be ready to leave in a few days. Embarrassing as it is, I was ready to leave in four seconds.

Now it’s the morning of my flight and I’m too nervous to pay attention to whatever Bailey’s doing. I’m plucked, waxed, and have been doing sit-ups and lunges every day, since one of the show’s requirements is that I bring a minimum of fifteen bathing suits. I don’t watch reality television, but I know what it is and what’s expected of me, so I’d called Bailey. She’d happily taken on the task of making me a “show-ready” wardrobe, which mostly means pieces that aren’t covered with food stains and burn marks. I’m too anxious to scrutinize her choices, so I just let her pack while I pace and try to calm myself.

“I’ll show the tattoos,” I tell her. “I’m probably going to be eliminated first, so I’ll be sure to wear the cut-out bathing suit on day one. And I’ll tell everyone you’re the designer.”

“Thank you. And you’re not going to be eliminated without winning some money. Don’t come back empty-handed.”

“I can’t possibly. I owe my parents ten thousand dollars, and that just puts me back at zero. I’m still homeless and unemployed.” Oh, right. Brody said he had to fire me for crawling away from a client, even though Dianna generously insisted it “wasn’t necessary.”

“But you’ll be famous,” Bailey trills.

I sigh and reach for one of the dresses she’d sewn for me, but she swats away my hand and folds it, dropping it into the suitcase.

“What else are you going to talk about on the show?” she asks.

I roll my eyes at the prompt for the script she’d written me. “How much I love baking.”

“And?”

“And the truck accident.”

“Emphasis on accident. That influencer and her minions have taken over social media, but you can trump them by being on TV. And you’re telling the truth—that’ll come across. It’ll make you sympathetic and viewers will like you.”

I gnaw on my bottom lip. I know I’m making a huge mistake, I just don’t know how to back out or how else to possibly earn ten thousand dollars before the end of the summer. My parents were happy to help me but they’re not rich, and that amount of money isn’t something they can part with for long. The show’s timeline is a vague “four to six weeks,” which means I could possibly have all my problems solved by mid-July. Or I could have simply paraded around on television in a swimsuit and made an ass out of myself for the world to see and return home with nothing to show for it.

Bailey zips up the bag. “You deserve this, Emmy,” she says seriously. “After the way Eddie treated you and all this truck drama, you deserve a big wild love adventure. Give yourself permission to have one.”

“Love is not in the cards.”

“Then promise me you’ll at least have an adventure.”

“I promise I’ll get on the plane, but that’s it. You’re a good friend, Bailey.”

She’d obviously been disappointed not to get a call for the show, but she’s been nothing but supportive and encouraging since I told her the news, telling me how to make the most of the opportunity to restore my reputation and rebuild my business. 

“You can thank me later,” she says. “Maybe with some of your two hundred and fifty thousand dollars prize money.”

I laugh. “That’s for the winning couple. I’m not going to be in a couple. I’m pretty sure I won’t be there on finale night. In fact, I might not survive the first day.”

She hugs me. “It’s a reality dating show,” she says. “How hard can it be?”
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The black SUV has been rolling over the rutted dirt roads of the Panamanian jungle for two hours. There’s air conditioning, free beverages, and the scenery is gorgeous: tropical rainforest, glossy green leaves, an abundance of blooming flowers, two splashing waterfalls, and even a group of monkeys that paused to watch us pass.

After spending last night in a five-star hotel in Panama City, I’d woken early, been treated to an elaborate breakfast, and then loaded into the SUV to be driven to the Big Wild Love Adventure set where I’ll meet the other contestants competing for love, cash prizes, and screen time.

“Are we almost there?” I ask the driver, a stocky, silent man wearing sunglasses and a suit. As nice as the view is, nerves and the uneven road are making me nauseous.

In response, the SUV stops. Outside my window it’s dense jungle. I look out the other side. Also dense jungle. I lean forward to peer out the windshield. More jungle. 

“Where’s the set?” I ask. “The...villa?”

“You get out,” he says in thickly accented English.

“But...where do I go?”

“Out.”

“I know, but where—”

“Take the bag.”

I look at the green backpack I was given this morning. It’s large enough to hold a change of clothes and a water bottle. It doesn’t look like it contains, say, equipment to survive in the rainforest.

“I just get out here, in the middle of the jungle?”

“Yes.”

“By myself?”

“Cameras.”

He points out the window. It takes a second, but I squint until I see several cameras tucked into the trees along the road. I don’t see any camera operators, but they do make me feel marginally reassured and less like he stopped the car because I annoyed him. I think about the travel book I read on the plane.

“Are there jaguars in here?”

“Sì.”

“And snakes?”

“Sì.”

“And spiders?”

“You get out.”

What I want to do is go back to the hotel, but the contract made it very clear that anyone who quit the show or was kicked off for unseemly behavior had to fund their own trip home, and my current bank balance means I’ll get as far as the closest tree before I run out of money.

“Is the villa close by?” I ask hopefully. Maybe it’s just around the corner. Maybe he can’t pull up because there are a hundred cameras and seeing me drive up in an SUV is less dramatic than capturing me emerging from the jungle in a bathing suit and sneakers, the outfit I was instructed to wear for this outing.

The driver studiously ignores me and begins typing on his phone. I wonder if he’s telling the producers I’m not cooperating. I take a breath and let it out slowly. I can do this. It’s called Big Wild Love Adventure, after all. They’re just starting with the adventure part. They wouldn’t let me die on the first day. It’s not that kind of show. I read the thirty-seven-page contract pretty carefully.

I snatch up my new backpack and open the door. Immediately, the heat and humidity of the jungle whooshes in. Compared to the air conditioned SUV, it’s so intense it’s like walking into a sauna, sucking the air from my lungs. In a second, my neck starts to sweat. Then my back. And my front. And everything.

The hum of insects, faint howls of monkeys, and the call of birds greet me, but the cacophony promptly falls away as I slam the door and the driver expertly executes a three-point turn. He leaves the way we came, not sparing me so much as a wave.

I turn in a slow circle, counting as many cameras as I can. Ten, at first glance. Some high, some low, all trained on me. Exactly zero other people. I’m wearing the black one-piece bathing suit with a side cutout, carefully designed to reveal the Emmy’s Treat Truck tattoo on my ribs. It sounded like a good idea when Bailey suggested it, but now it seems like it might be something rescuers use to identify my body.

“Hello?” I call.

The jungle noise resumes as though someone had turned it down to low and is now slowly raising the volume. No fewer than a dozen mosquitoes have started buzzing around my sweaty face, and I lift my thick hair off my neck to fan myself as I start forward down the single-lane dirt road. I know the way behind me is a two-hour drive to the city, so the villa must be just ahead. I don’t want to stand here sweating and being eaten by insects when I could be approaching a tropical paradise with a pool and—

I round a bend and the road stops. It just...ends. There’s a freshly hacked path through the jungle, tattered leaves littering the side of the trail, the rainforest so thick that sunlight fights to penetrate the canopy. 

“Hello?” I whisper again, though it’s a safe bet that no one’s going to answer. 

I look down at myself, in my black bathing suit and red sneakers. Then I look at the jungle and utter a tiny prayer. This is a lot less Bachelor-meets-Amazing Race and alarmingly more Mostly Naked and Very Afraid.
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I hunt through the backpack, which contains a bottle of bug spray with which I promptly douse my entire body. There’s a rhinestone-studded Big Wild Love Adventure baseball cap, which I yank on; a compass; a bottle of warm water; one protein bar; and a scrap of yellowed paper that includes a few squiggly lines that intersect at random points, a red X scrawled at the end. I consult the compass, which tells me I’m facing east, the direction of X, and since that’s the only clue I have, I decide to follow it.

The shadows are thick but provide exactly zero cooling effect, and I continue to sweat as I follow the freshly cleared path. The jungle noises take over and it feels like I’m in a cocoon. Only the company of the occasional camera fastened to a tree tells me I’m not completely lost, though it might just mean there’ll be video evidence of how I die.

I sip my water and walk as fast as I can, my legs slick with sweat, my knees sliding against each other as I turn sideways to squeeze through a particularly narrow part of the trail. A small stream cuts across the path and I hop over, pausing to duck down and dip my hands in the cool water. We’d been warned not to eat or drink anything we weren’t provided, so I resist the urge to splash my face or sob hysterically and force myself to keep walking. 

I don’t know how long it’s been before I realize the sound of my own breathing and the murmur of birds and insects has been joined by something else. Something large, something coming from the thick forest on my right. It’s grunting and heaving, its weight causing branches to crack.

I freeze and turn to the closest camera, gesturing desperately to the jungle and sliding a finger across my neck, hoping to convey that there’s something in here that’s about to eat me. The camera does nothing.

Whatever it is suddenly stops. So do all the animals. I’d read about this before coming. When a predator is near, the wildlife goes silent, trying not to attract attention. The silence warns the other animals. It’s warning me.

But I don’t know what to do with that warning. I’m in the jungle in a bathing suit. I have a protein bar for protection. I am useless. I’m—

A man leaps out of the trees into the path in front of me. He’s holding a large branch over his head, his eyes and mouth wide open. I scream and so does he. So do a whole bunch of unseen monkeys. 

After a second, we all stop, and the man and I eyeball each other’s green canvass backpacks. He frowns. “Are you...?”

I nod cautiously. “I think so. You?”

He nods, too. “I think so.”

If the matching backpacks weren’t enough, the fact that he’s wearing nothing more than sneakers and bright blue flower-print swim trunks would indicate he’s a fellow contestant and not an intrepid explorer. He’s tall, Asian, and incredibly handsome, with broad shoulders and a six-pack, which, like my entire body, glistens with sweat and bug spray.

“I’m Alex Kim,” he says, reaching out to shake my grimy hand.

“Emmy Shaw,” I reply. “I think I’ve been abandoned here and I’m terrified.”

Alex drops his branch-weapon. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

I swat at a swarm of mosquitoes. “Shall we keep walking?”

“Definitely. No idea where we’re going, though.”

“Me either.” I glance into the forest from which he’d lunged. There’s no trail. “How did you find me?”

“I was on another path nearby and heard something moving.”

“So you grabbed a stick...”

“It was basically a huge club.”

“...and jumped into my path?”

“That about sums it up.”

After a minute, we intercept the trail Alex was on, which merges with mine in one apparently endless trek forward.

“You got a map, right?” I tug mine from the side of my pack. 

He retrieves his and we compare. They’re the same, and there’s no way to determine which part of the squiggly line we’re on. 

Alex consults his compass. “Great,” he says. “East.”

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t know. I’m a dentist. You?”

“Baker.”

“So we’re equally qualified to survive in the jungle.”

I laugh. “Totally qualified.”

Then we fall silent.

Alex peers at the forbidding forest. “It might be funny later.”

Suddenly, we stumble to a halt, bumping into each other and nearly falling down like a comedy act gone wrong. On a fallen log ten feet away, there’s a man.
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“Hey,” says the man. Like Alex, he’s wearing sneakers and swim trunks, the trademark green backpack at his feet. He sips a bottle of water and looks like he’s been waiting for us. His dark curls are cropped short and a single bead of sweat sits on his temple. His six-pack is not shiny with sweat.

Alex finds his voice first. “Hey,” he says, shaking the man’s hand. “Alex Kim.”

“Wes Goldman.”

I shake his hand, too. “Emmy Shaw.”

“Nice to meet you guys.”

“Have you been waiting here long?” I ask.

“Nope.” He gestures a short distance behind him to where there’s another trail. “I’d been walking for a while and heard voices. I thought I’d wait to see who came along.”

“Cool,” Alex says, glancing at me. “That’s how we met, too.”

“Very coolly,” I add.

Wes’s brows tug together in what might be confusion. “Awesome. You guys wondering if we’ve been set up to die?”

“It seems like a real probability.”

“Agreed. Shall we keep moving? I don’t think it will deter a hungry jaguar, but I’d feel better.”

The three of us resume walking, and although it’s incredibly hot and humid and even Wes gets a second bead of sweat on his temple, I actually do feel a bit better. Safety in numbers.

“So, where are you from, Wes?” Alex asks.

“New York,” he answers. “I’m in real estate. You?”

Alex tells him he’s a dentist from Michigan.

Wes looks at me. 

“I’m a baker,” I say. “In Philadelphia. Emmy’s Treat Truck.” Risking an awkward look at a camera, I adjust the strap of my backpack to reveal my tattoo in the cutout of my swimsuit. I’m here for the free advertising, I remind myself, assuming these cameras work and I survive to restart my business.

Wes glances at my exposed ribs and I somehow get even hotter. “Nice,” he says.

“How’d you wind up on a show like this?” Alex asks Wes. I have to admit, I’m wondering, too. Wes seems too cool to be here. He’s literally not sweating. 

A muscle tics in Wes’s cheek and something flashes across his features, but he quickly smoothes it away and shrugs. “Change of scenery, I guess. You?”

“Drunk,” I explain.

“Drunk,” Alex says.

“Fair.”

“Do you have a map?”

Wes pulls out his copy and we all compare. It’s the same map as mine, except now it makes a bit more sense. It’s a single long wiggly line with four tiny lines intercepting it at the end farthest from the X. 

“One, two, three,” Wes says, pointing at the lines. “We must be here on the trail.”

It doesn’t come with a legend, so it doesn’t really tell us how much farther it is to X, only that we’re likely heading in the right direction.

I frown. “If there are four lines intercepting this main path, we should meet another person, shouldn’t we?”

“Cool,” Alex says. “Meeting strangers in the jungle is totally fine by me.”

A Tarzan-like holler explodes from the trees and we scurry back in alarm as a scantily clad, blond man swings from a vine and drops into our path, crouching in a low squat.

He has his hands out in front of him like he might perform karate in that position, and has swiped mud under his piercing blue eyes in what could be an ineffective attempt at camouflage. Not even the fact that he has a green canvass backpack and a map that purposely brought him into our path makes him seem less unhinged.

“Um,” Wes says, clearing his throat. “Hello.”

The man straightens and grins, white teeth flashing in his tan face. Like the others, he’s tall and muscular. Unlike the others, he’s wearing a pink Speedo and matching sneakers.

“Tad Howard,” he says, giving us each a slightly-too-hard fist bump. “Welcome to Big Wild Love Adventure.”

Alex looks relieved and concerned. “You’re the host?”

“What? No, I’m a contestant. Isn’t that why you’re here?”

Now Alex looks confused. “Yes, but you welcomed us...”

Tad looks confused, too. “So?”

“Well, that’s the last person,” I interrupt, holding up my map as evidence and ready to get out of here no matter what. “I guess now we walk until we reach X.”

Tad squints down the trail behind us. “This is it? This is the only woman?”

Wes coughs into his fist. I’m pretty sure he’s laughing. 

“For now,” I say, bristling. “There must be more people at the...X.”

“Does anyone actually know what X is?” Alex asks.

We all shake our heads. I can’t speak for the group, but I, for one, am wondering why I didn’t insist on receiving more information before agreeing to get out of the car.

Tad shrugs and turns to resume walking down the path. “Let’s hope they have hot showers and hot women!”

Alex and Wes catch my eye and give me sympathetic looks. I think Wes is still trying not to laugh, though if it’s at Tad’s apparently unintentional insults or the sight of his tiny butt bouncing in his pink Speedo, I’m not sure. 

“So,” Alex says. “Tad, how long have you been in the jungle?”

“Forty-seven minutes,” he says confidently.

“Really? You have a watch? They took mine. My phone, too. Everything except what’s in this pack.”

Tad taps his temple. “No need for a watch. I’ve been counting.”

“The seconds?” This is Wes.

“I have an impeccable internal clock.”

I stare at a passing camera like I’m a cast member on a mock-documentary sitcom and hope I’m not the only one who thinks this must be a joke.

“And, uh, what do you do for work, Tad?”

“Investment banking,” he says. “Some modeling. A bit of acting, if you count the theater.”

“Like, Broadway?”

“More local than that.”

Alex turns to Wes and me, but we avert our gazes. If I make eye contact, I’ll either break up or break down.

“And what brought you on the show?”

Tad lifts his hand and flicks up a finger for each word. He doesn’t even look at us when he talks. “Big. Wild. Love. Adventure. Need I say more?”

Wes pinches the bridge of his nose. “Not really.”

But Tad continues anyway. “When I saw the casting call, I thought, This show needs me. I’m the whole package. So I crafted an application...”

Tad proceeds to talk for the next forty-five minutes. The good news is, his relentless self-promotion scares off any predators and we encounter nothing more vicious than mosquitoes. The bad news is, we have to listen to him. The other good news is that at minute ninety-two—we know this, because Tad keeps updating us on the status of his internal clock—we abruptly emerge from the edge of the jungle into an enormous clearing.

Tad finally stops talking and the four of us stumble to a halt, gazing in awe at the gorgeous home that waits a short distance away. It’s a tropical paradise, all carved wood and open verandas, floor-to-ceiling windows, and fans made of palm fronds spinning lazily. There’s a pool, covered cabanas, and an entire stretch of grass that leaves room for the imagination. On all four sides of the clearing is more jungle, but right here, right now, all I see is the possibility of a shower and a meal.

“Is this it?” Alex asks. Because while it looks beautiful and there are at least a hundred cameras in sight, it also looks abandoned. 

Tad shields his eyes from the sun and peers around. “Where are the women?”

Wes glances at me like I might have the answer. I shrug.

And then, right on cue, a dozen gorgeous men and women dressed in skimpy swimwear come charging out of the house, whooping and hollering across the grounds.

Oh my God, is all I can think. It’s happening.
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We’re the last group to arrive. Like us, everyone was dropped at random jungle locations in groups of four and hiked in. Unlike us, everyone else had a much shorter journey and arrived an hour ago, giving them time to wash and style their hair and makeup so they look like reality TV show contestants and not people who just escaped after months in captivity.

I retain exactly zero names from the round of rapid-fire introductions. It’s all intimidating flashes of perfect teeth and false lashes, six packs, skinny thighs, and flawless skin before our fellow contestants lead us inside and give us a quick tour of the villa. The kitchen is stocked with tropical fruits, salads, and juices; there’s a living room with an inexplicably large fireplace; an upper level with eight gorgeously decorated bedrooms; and, on opposite ends of the house, two large changing areas and bathrooms for the men and women. This is where I find my suitcase, home to all the things I desperately need, including soap, shampoo, a toothbrush, and clothing that’s not saturated with sweat and bug spray.

But the group has other ideas. “Girl talk!” squeals a stunning blonde with sparkling blue eyes and a tiara that matches the rhinestones on her bikini.

The other girls totter on their high heels as they tiptoe out to the pool, excited for the gossip. Their hair is glossy, their tans on point, skin sparkling with gold-tinted oils. My hair, on the
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