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Dedication

To Mama, who always took me dress shopping at Dillard’s.

Thank you for everything. 
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Hello, my beautiful little one-ders! If you’re spoiler-averse, stop reading now as I’ve got a big scoop on the 1 season 32 coming up right after the break!

READ MORE

We all fell in love with Marcus Bellamy, the always smiling, quietly confident Chicago exec whose tragic (and quite controversial) breakup with Shailene Dowd on the 1 last season left us all in tears. This season, he’s out to find his own 1 and we can exclusively confirm he’s met his match! Our sources tell us that Marcus has proposed to Southern belle Jacqueline Matthis during finale shooting of the 1 in the Cévennes mountains of southern France. Thirty-two-year-old Charleston author Jacqueline was said to be a dark horse for the Chicago tech salesman’s heart from the first episode and I’m told a late push ended with Miss Matthis scoring the ring. Stay tuned for more episode-by-episode spoilers coming in later posts this week.




Los Angeles




1

All Downhill from Here

My dress is red. Mom had scoffed at it when I grabbed it off the rack in Dillard’s and showed it to her, my head tilted to the side as I looked at the way it fell over my body. It was a size we both knew would take some work.

“Lady in red?” she asked. “A little much, don’t you think?”

“Just wear black and blend in?” I shot back.

“Black is slimming,” she said with a smile.

I wore red anyway.

My producer keeps handing me fresh glasses of champagne, and I keep drinking them like the cheap date I am. My limo mates are Aliana, a stereotypically loud Italian-American girl from Jersey; Bonnie, a Texas beauty queen who, judging by the height of her hair, has achieved a closeness to God previously unknown to man; and Rikki, a twenty-two-year-old Santa Monica spin instructor whose calves keep catching my attention whenever she swishes them out from the split in her dress. I wonder if I was that hot ten years ago.

We speed up into the mountains outside of Malibu, a landscape I can’t help but find desolate and brown. There’s something beautiful and sad about it all, million-dollar homes in a dry wasteland that, if we kept going, would eventually descend into one of the world’s most breathtaking views. The sun has set, the roads treacherous as the limo scales the mountain.

“You feel good about your intro?” Charlotte asks me. She’s sprawled out on the floor of our limo in leggings, a tank top, and a zip-up hoodie, her back against the bottom of a seat, her legs spread out in front of me as she rests her hands on her stomach; I’d estimate she’s seven months pregnant. What I want to tell her is that, honestly, I’d feel better if I were blacked out, but since I’m the mature contestant, practically geriatric by the 1 standards at thirty-two, and Rikki is already well on her way to blacked out, I can’t be the drunk girl on night one. Marcus would send me home, and as embarrassing as all this has been, the more embarrassing thing would be getting sent home night one.

“Cool and casual,” I tell Charlotte, trying not to wallow in the rest of it. “Just like me.” I give her a winning smile.

“And that’s why you’re my girl,” Charlotte says, taking a sip of my new champagne glass before handing it to me and turning to talk to Bonnie.

“I’m just not sure,” Bonnie is saying, “about the reveal.” Subconsciously, she tugs at the bathing suit under her dress. There’s a sash under there, too, that says Miss Texas—production had it made for her as she did not, in fact, win Miss Texas. She was the runner-up. Charlotte immediately launches into what a great idea it is actually. I snort. Sucker.

“I like you,” Rikki tells me, as if in response to the unladylike sound that just came out of me. “You have that vibe. Real.” She tilts her head to the side, nodding slowly to herself. “Especially your tits,” she says.

I blink, watching her across the limo, sizing her up. Then I reach down and cup my own ample bosom, pushing it up for show. She laughs, the sound like the wind chimes tinkling in front of my mother’s house. That’s where I’d told my family goodbye, at my parents’ tidy little ranch house outside of Charleston, South Carolina.

“Knew it.” Rikki toasts me. “Realness is even better than the tits.” She slumps back against her seat, downing her drink.

“Rikki, you’re out first,” Charlotte calls. She’s pushed up off the floor to sit next to Aliana now, whispering in her ear. She points at the 1 house as it comes into view. Aliana immediately starts screeching.

The 1 mansion, as it’s called, is set up at the top of the hill. The gates are open to let us into the private drive that secludes the house from the public road. Lighting rigs dot the sky high above the house, making the set brighter than daylight. Our limo takes the right up the private drive, and we get closer and closer to Marcus, the one.

This whole stupid journey had started last Friday, or maybe before that. “Journey”—I hate that word, but already Charlotte has me thinking that way, her words carefully rewiring my brain.

I’d flown in Friday to spend the weekend with my best friend, Sarah, in her new home in Santa Monica with her new husband, Josh, and her new baby, Esther. I’d whiled away the day at the beach while she’d worked, and then Saturday and Sunday, I’d wined and dined with them, and finally stayed with Esther Sunday night so they could have their first real date night since she’d been born.

And then, Monday, it had been off to quarantine, to the hotel where they’d taken away my phone and my laptop and every connection I’d had to the real world. Sometimes, Charlotte had come by and dropped off books for me: a couple of escapist fantasies, some lit fic, thrillers, the kind of shit I liked to read when I was pretending the world of romance publishing didn’t exist. I’d had to leave the last one I was reading—a surrealist short story collection from Ling Ma—with Charlotte today, and she’d promised to give it back to me in no less than twelve weeks’ time when this was over, with the page marked right where I left it.

Here I am now, pulling up. All this shit better have been worth it.

Aliana, Bonnie, and I watch in silence as Rikki gets out of the car and visibly stumbles. Charlotte chuckles as Rikki corrects herself and makes her way over to Marcus, the man we’ve all come to meet. I’m surprised by just how many other people there are to watch us exit the limo. Journalists and some producers I recognize and crew members everywhere, just offscreen. It was stupid of me to think anything about this might be private or normal or whatever, but I suddenly become conscious of my red dress, its plunging neckline, and how I will look and how I will sound and, still, right here in this moment, I don’t know what the fuck I was thinking.

It’s a few moments as us girls left behind in the limo watch Rikki and Marcus talk and laugh, and then I feel warm skin on mine.

“You’re my pick, Jac,” Charlotte whispers, her breath hot against my ear. “Give ’em hell,” she says, and then she opens the door for me.

They’d tried to convince me to have a gimmick, to make a real ass of myself, but I’d eventually talked my way out of it, said I’d lean into playing the casual Southern girl. That was the whole plan.

“Hey!” I call to Marcus from too far away, letting my nerves get the better of me. I follow that up with “Hi,” like more talking will make it better. He looks, frankly, better than he looked on television. Well over six feet tall, dirty blond hair with a slight wave, a jawline sharp enough to cut glass. His physique tells me he’s been spending even more time in the gym than he had during his last season, broad-shouldered and sturdily built, in a light blue suit with a floral tie.

I didn’t necessarily come here to find love, but I was certainly finding plenty to like in that first glance.

“Hello,” Marcus calls back, and then I say, “Hola!” in response, and his smile warms to the level of the sun, his eyes crinkling charmingly.

“Would you like to come over here?” he asks me, because I’m still camped out by the limo.

“Actually,” I say, “I know a couple more languages if you want to keep going?”

He holds out both hands, and I know that’s the cue. I approach him, grabbing onto his outstretched hands. I can’t believe how stupid this is, and how stupid I’m being, like I didn’t know this was coming.

“I’m Jac,” I say. “Jacqueline.”

“Jac,” he answers, savoring it in a way that makes me think he appreciates the taste. This is going well? “I’m Marcus,” he tells me. I’m sure he feels my heart pounding, radiating out from my hands.

I point back at the limo. “I was supposed to say something cool back there,” I tell him. “I had it all planned out.”

He shrugs, a hint of mischief crossing his face. “What isn’t cool about yelling every synonym of ‘hey’ you know across a driveway at someone?”

“It’s really nice to meet you, Marcus,” I say.

He glances down at our hands, the place where they’re touching, and then back up into my eyes. “It’s nice to meet you, Jac,” he says at last, and I release a breath caught in my throat.

“I’ll see you inside,” I say, and he lets go of my hands.

“Actually!” Priya, one of the producers, calls, and the cameraman closest to me lowers his camera at her words. “Jac, that was great, but can you do it all again? Same way, you’re really charming, but I think we weren’t picking up your sound completely. Ari, can you check her?”

“Seriously?” I ask as a random crew member runs over to me. I have to reach into the back of my dress to pass over the mic pack before Ari gets too handsy.

“Yeah,” Marcus says to me, an aside between just the two of us as Ari fiddles with the pack. “Beauty of show biz. Why be genuine when you can do it better?”

I like him, I think. I like him and I think I hate it.

“Just one more time, Jac. Do the whole thing with the yelling and saying you planned to be cool and all of that. Great stuff. You’re a natural.”

The journalists are staring at me, and I think of them going through the notes. Failed author Jacqueline Matthis. Failed author, failed love interest, failed person.

“You’ll be perfect this time,” Priya promises me.

“I thought you were perfect the first time,” Marcus whispers, and winks. And with that to fuel me, I head back to the limo, Charlotte opening the door for me and giving me an encouraging squeeze of my arm as I get back in. “Happens all the time,” she promises.

So I do it again, role-playing myself awkwardly. After the second run-through, with a thumbs-up from Priya, I continue up the driveway toward the house, where an assistant producer will meet me as per Charlotte’s promise. But at the last minute, I chance a glance over my shoulder at Marcus.

He’s looking back at me, too.

I had always been a casual watcher of the 1—back in New York, my Pilates instructor Margot used to host wine and cheese nights and we’d all watch ironically, we said, making fun of it all, of the bad outfits and the cheesy lines, and the brain-dead girls who thought they were in love with some stranger after one date.

But three months ago, after staring at a blank page of a supposed new book draft for five days straight, I was so deep into Instagram and a bottle of wine, I thought I might soon come out of the other end. That’s when I saw an old contestant from the 1, sporting one million followers—an audience most authors only dreamed of.

This discovery led me down a rabbit hole deep into best of the 1 videos, and the more I saw, the more I thought: What could be better publicity for my writing career than a romance author looking for her own happily-ever-after?

The show could be a huge sales boost to my backlist of failed titles. And then, maybe once I’d proved my worth, I’d have something to build on. Something new to sell. Either way, it was the best plan I’d had since leaving New York.

With the kind of reckless abandon one can have only when desperately avoiding a deadline, I clicked over to the 1 website and applied to become a contestant on the biggest network reality dating show of the past twenty years. I wasn’t sure if I would actually get picked—I knew I was of above average attractiveness, potentially intriguing, and most importantly, could create a great character, but there were no guarantees.

Until I got the call and passed through the casting rounds. I knew it was happening the first time Charlotte said to me during an interview, “We’ve never had an author on before.”

So I’d spent all my time since obsessively researching and taking notes on previous seasons, reading blogs and advice, and doing what I was generally the best at—creating a perfect character. There was no money in this for me or the other contestants, so I had to make the one chance to build a fan base work for me.

To catch up on the most recent crop of contestants, I’d hopped on Zoom with Sarah, and we’d blasted through Shailene’s season, watched Marcus and his mannerisms and his bad jokes, and halfway through, Sarah said, “This is your dream man. He’s emotionally available, but not too needy. He’s witty. He knows what he wants.”

“You’re delusional,” I told her. “We’re supposed to be making a game strategy to keep me on the show. That’s it.” There was a certain confidence, a straightforwardness to Marcus I admired. His bluntness on the show rubbed a lot of viewers the wrong way, but I saw someone who knew what he wanted. It was tricky, balancing playing a love interest and being honest about your feelings—I admired the way he tried.

“Come on, Jac, be real! You didn’t just randomly pick the 1 of all venues to drum up publicity. Why are you going on this show,” Sarah asked me, “if it’s not to fall in love? This is perfect.”

“Sarah.” I sighed out her name. “I’m not trying to win the ring; I’m trying to win the audience.”

She tutted. “Just make sure you’re ready,” Sarah told me at the time. “He’s looking for the real thing.”

And I have the ridiculous thought as Elodie, an assistant producer, shows me to the bar: Maybe Sarah was right. Maybe Marcus and I had enough in common that our chemistry would be easy. Maybe this would be fun.

I wasn’t delusional, though. People didn’t fall in love on reality television, especially this show. They gained social media followers and started shilling diet teas, no matter how often they claimed to be “here for the right reasons.” They made money, made themselves into a brand. And that was going to be me in a couple of weeks if I played my cards right.

“Jac, do you have a minute for an ITM?” Elodie asks me as soon as the bartender has handed over my liquid courage. “In-the-moment interview,” she explains.

“Sure,” I say, and then a camera crew hurries over and gets me set up in a quiet room that has been blocked off for this purpose alone, walls painted deep red, decorative gold curtains as the backdrop.

“Seems like you and Marcus really had a moment back there,” Elodie prompts me.

“I don’t know about Marcus yet,” I say, hedging. Playing a little hard-to-get, waiting for the real chemistry, was my move. “We just met. I want to make sure it’s the right fit for both of us.”

“You seem hesitant. Has it been a while since you’ve been in love?”

I frown at her, a little thrown by the question. I expected questions about past relationships—had already answered many—but I didn’t spend a lot of time thinking about being in love on principle. “Uhm? I don’t know?”

“Can you answer like I’m not here?” Elodie says with a smile. “We’re going to cut everything I say out.”

“I’m not hesitant about love,” I tell the camera, amending the slip-up quickly. “I’m looking for something real,” I say, because it seems like something they’ll like. (In the episode, right after this statement, they cut to a shot of me throwing back a drink at the bar, and then another shot of me in the ITM room laughing.)

“Okay, fair enough. When’s the last time you had something real?” Elodie asks me.

I bite into my lip, calculating my answer. Never one to share my feelings, this was going to take some finessing. “I’m not scared to open myself up,” I tell her. Sounds genuine. “I’ve been hurt in the past, but who hasn’t? I just want to make sure it’s for the right person.”

“That’s perfect,” Elodie tells me, nodding to the cameraperson, who kills the recording. “You’re going to be so good onscreen, Jac.” She hands my fresh drink back to me. “Why don’t we head back to the party now? Some of the other girls should be here by now.”

We walk back through a hall of the infamous the 1 mansion, noticeably shabbier in person than it looks on TV, toward the sounds of the party kicking off, past another interview room.

I chug my drink—a bourbon this time, eat your heart out, Southern belles—and then head to the bar for another. I can feel Charlotte watching me now that she’s made her way into the house, leaning into one of her assistants and asking how many drinks that is for me this hour. Just my second, if we’re doing strict hour-to-hour counting. I watch the other interview room open up, and a man comes out first, likely another producer. And then I really see the man. Dark-haired, dark-browed, shirtsleeves rolled up, exposing ropy forearms, a tenseness to his body as if he’s ready to spring.

He sees me.

I drop my drink, and it rolls off the bar, hits the tile floor, and shatters.




Five Days Earlier

I got in early on Friday morning on a red-eye from Charleston by way of Dallas. The Uber dropped me off at Sarah’s Santa Monica house, beachy and modern, just off the always sunny Santa Monica Boulevard. Josh was at work—his job that had landed the two of them in California originally—and Sarah was in her home office with the baby, studying for the bar exam.

“Why don’t you try and take a nap?” she suggested when I got there, and I had agreed. I slept fitfully, the way you do when your body knows it’s not the right time to be asleep, and was up and showered by 2 p.m.

“Don’t suppose you want to grab something for lunch?” I asked hopefully. She looked up at me from her sun-dappled desk covered in books and cases, bags under her eyes.

“Can’t,” she said. “I’ve got an online study group starting at three.”

“You doing all right?” I asked her, stepping into the room as quietly as I could to not wake baby Esther.

“I’m doing,” she said, and that was that. Sarah was pragmatic by nature, had made me her friend in college when she’d noticed how good I was in our English classes.

“Symbolism,” she had told me wisely, “is bullshit. Most of these guys were drunk or high on opium or some shit when they wrote these books. They were probably seeing hallucinations on the wall. I refuse to engage.”

I’d liked that about her, and she wasn’t the judgmental type. We’d fallen into a best friendship the way desperate people fall into bed—an exhalation of finally after a grueling day to be around someone else who just couldn’t be fucked with at all.

I’d never been very good at friendship before Sarah. I’d spent so much of my teenage years seeing everyone around me as competition—for school rankings and scholarships and sports. It had been easy to let people in and then let them go. But I needed Sarah. I needed somewhere to land when reality hit.

Santa Monica was buzzing on Friday afternoon, people everywhere out walking, twentysomethings streaking by on electric scooters and bikes. On Santa Monica Boulevard, diners were sitting out on the patios, pints of beer, sparkling rosé and water and cider in glasses, shorts and tank tops and sunglasses, everything southern California was supposed to be in one shiny street.

I’d planned to go grab a salad somewhere, but I’d accidentally ended up inside a bar instead, the way I tended to do. I figured, worst came to worst, I’d eat whatever nachos they had thrown on their appetizer menu.

I scoffed at the menu when I looked down; the cocktails were obscenely overpriced, and my book sales certainly didn’t support this kind of lifestyle. Prices like this had driven me out of New York. I nodded the bartender over and ordered a Bud Light. She smirked as she popped the top off the bottle and handed it over to me, but that didn’t stop me. I drank almost half of it in the first gulp.

Calm, I had thought to myself then. You’re calm.

Two weeks ago, Priya had shown up at my apartment in Charleston to film my package for the show. They’d filmed me playing with Yank, my boxer mix, doing my daily Pilates, typing away at a computer (“just try to look like you do when you write books”) with my two book covers framed on the wall over my shoulder. Then Priya had slyly suggested we check out the brewery down the street, and they’d caught me sipping on a brew.

“I’m taking a break from writing to find love,” I said to the camera when prompted. Priya was eating it up. “I’m tired of writing other people’s love stories.” It was a good line. I dreaded becoming another in their long assembly line of “girls next door” and knew I’d have to do something to break out of that box.

At a stool in this overpriced, too trendy Santa Monica bar, I clicked my phone screen to life to see that my mother had already texted the family chat three times to ask if I had arrived safely, with the texts growing progressively more hysterical.



Did you land yet?



Jackie, it’s me, your mother!! Remember how you were supposed to check in?



I’m sure you’re not dead but I’m about 10 minutes from calling American Airlines to confirm.



I finally texted back, Here. Fine.

A text came through almost a minute later: Well, you’re there to try and find a husband on a reality TV show so are you technically “fine”?

Austin, my younger brother. When he’d found out I was going on the 1, he’d started laughing hysterically, and presumably had not stopped since.

Shut up, Eileen, Austin’s fiancée, texted back. Jac, you’re going to kill it! Good luck!

And then my dad randomly responded: I’m too drunk to taste this chicken, and I set the phone down.

I finished off the rest of my Bud Light and gestured toward it as the bartender went by. She went to the cooler obligingly and brought me a fresh one.

“Are you drinking shitty beer at Chalet?”

I looked in the direction of the voice, toward a guy sitting two seats down from me, alone. He had black hair, golden skin, ratty jeans, and a USC crewneck sweatshirt, and was sipping on a dark cocktail. Whiskey at 3 p.m., and he was judging me? I took another long pull, holding my beer by the neck. “Does that line usually work?” I asked when I finished, tilting my head to the side as I watched him.

He smiled without showing any teeth. “You tell me,” he answered.

I shrugged one shoulder. “Oh, I don’t know. I’m an easy target.”

A single dark eyebrow went up. “Don’t do that,” he said.

“What?”

“Sell yourself short.”

“Then why don’t you be nice?” I asked, shaking my just emptied bottle. He slid down a seat, taking the spot next to me.

“If I bought you another Bud Light here, that wouldn’t be nice. That would be cruel, even. This isn’t a place you drink Bud Light at.”

“But I’m a girl you drink Bud Light with,” I told him. “Not good enough for you?”

“No,” he answered, keeping up easily. “This bar isn’t good enough for Bud Light. I know a place that will treat you how you deserve to be treated.”

I laughed; it was so bad. “Enlighten me?”

“Come on,” he said, abandoning his drink and throwing a hundred on the bar, showing off. I didn’t mind so much. I shouldn’t do this, but I knew I would. I always did.

Together, we walked along the boardwalk to a dive bar in Venice Beach. It was the same kind of seedy I loved about Venice Beach, the mix of money and misery, the dirty and the beautiful, with pink sunsets behind the mountains every night. Knowingly, inside the dark bar with party lights strung up on the wall, he ordered a pitcher of beer and walked me out to a patio with the smell of the ocean in the distance, the homeless and tourists milling about the main road and golf blaring on the television.

He poured me a plastic cup of beer and then poured one of his own, sitting across from me at the picnic table on turf.

“A bar for a girl like me,” I said, people-watching the crowd headed to and from the beach.

“Look at me,” he said, and I did. He had dark brows and dark eyes. I learned later that his father was American and his mother was Malaysian and he’d grown up the most Californian you could, long sunny days and hot, happy nights, a boy who fit in instantly anywhere he went, whom people loved without question until he desperately wanted to crawl out of his skin.

I didn’t see it then. Honestly, I just saw someone I thought it would be nice to fuck on my last night of freedom. “You look happy now,” he said, and the smile tugged at my lips without my permission.

“Did I not before?”

He ruffled his hair, shook his head. “Not really.”

“The Santa Monica welcome committee.” I sipped my drink, enjoying his gaze on my mouth. “So what, you have like a catch-and-kill policy with tourists?”

“Meaning?”

I raised my voice over the music that was playing. “Do you fuck them?”

He grinned. “Just the ones who ask nicely.”

“What’s got a pretty boy like you drinking whiskey at 3 p.m.?”

“I don’t know,” he said, before considering it a moment longer. “Existential angst.”

I set my elbows on the table in front of me, leaning my chin into my hands and staring over at him, open, almost interested. “Tell me about it.”

He frowned. “I have these invasive thoughts about what it means to be a person,” he said.

“Hmm,” I answered. “Legally speaking, a person is anything that can be subject to legal proceedings. Or, metaphysically, you must be both conscious and self-conscious in order to be a person. A person must be a moral agent, making moral judgments if you want to be philosophical about it. Take your pick.”

He gave me a flicker of a smile. “Fine,” he said. “Let’s focus on the moral one.”

“A bad boy,” I said, sipping my beer. “Got it.”

“A person who questions a lot of the things they put into the world.”

“Sure. No morals under capitalism.”

He shrugged. “A bit more personal than that.” He swallowed, thinking over his words. “You ever wake up in the morning in a sunny hellscape and wonder how you got stuck there?”

“Every day,” I answered.

“I have this job,” he started. Then he shook his head. “I have a work project starting tomorrow. I wonder if I wasn’t involved in this work project if I would be a different kind of person. A better person.”

“What are you, like, a politician or something?”

He snorted. “No.”

I leaned forward to him, a moth to a flame. “A serial killer? Are you going to murder me?” I asked.

“Nah,” he answered easily. “That’s no fun. It’s more interesting for me to make you think you’ll get murdered and see if you want to live or not.”

“Dark,” I said approvingly.

“I watch a lot of horror movies,” he answered. His phone buzzed on the table where his hand was resting next to it, and he didn’t even let his eyes flick to it.

“Nietzsche,” I said. “Nothing you do matters because nothing matters.”

“Things are less complicated that way.” He nodded, taking a long pull of his beer, and I laughed.

“It’s bleak here, isn’t it?” I looked around, slumped back in my seat, at the unassuming bar, the regulars and tourists alike, the passersby. “Los Angeles. Too sunny. I don’t trust places where it doesn’t rain.”

He was studying me in his calculated way. I felt transparent in a way I never did, a wide-open window that I needed to pull the curtain on fast. “I get the feeling you don’t trust much.”

I hated it—being seen. So, I pushed myself forward again, balancing my face in my hands, my elbows pressed into the picnic table between us. “And you’re a brooding single guy with too much money, some sort of weird masochism fetish, and, frankly, an uncalled-for bias against Bud Light.” I couldn’t stop watching him now, eyes flashing in the sun sinking down over the horizon.

“So just your type?” There was the promised fun.

“I don’t know,” I said, drawing the words out slowly, leaning down a hand and pressing my fingers against the picnic table, drawing nonsense shapes. “It doesn’t really matter, does it?”

“No,” he returned. “I guess not.”

I reached out a hand. “I’m Jac,” I told him.

“Henry,” he replied.

“Henry,” I said, taking the pitcher into my hands and downing it. “You want to get out of here?”

He smiled then, the first time it seemed the cloud had completely lifted from his face. “As a matter of fact, I do.”

“Great,” I said. “I’ve been starving myself for three months. I’ll let you buy me pizza.”




2

Curse of Curves

For a moment, everyone is staring at me—the other girls, the camera crew and lighting crew and sound crew and producers. Then Rikki screams, “Party foul!” and everyone laughs. An assistant hurries over to clean up the broken glass.

No one is looking at me anymore. No one except him.

My palms are sweaty and my hairline is sweaty and my armpits are sweaty, which shouldn’t even be possible given the current amount of Botox in my glands. I leave the bar before I get into more trouble, and I lose sight of him, weaving through cameramen and tech and lighting crew, running headfirst into Aliana and Bonnie from my limo, who have apparently decided they are friends.

“Y’all having fun?” I ask them, and Aliana smiles wickedly.

“Not as much as you,” she tells me.

Bonnie tilts her head to the side like a confused puppy. “‘Y’all’ sounds fake when you say it.”

Great, now my Southern authenticity is being questioned. “That’s because I enunciate,” I tell her.

“Guess what Bonnie did?” Aliana says excitedly.

“I’m guessing she took off her dress and paraded around in a bikini and sash,” I answer, only clocking that I sound like a sarcastic bitch after the words leave my mouth. They both blink at me. “How’d it go?” I try again with a smile.

Ali, almost reluctantly now, says, “She looked hot as hell. Marcus was eating it up.”

“I was runner-up Miss Texas,” Bonnie says proudly, grinning. My returned smile is halfhearted, my eyes searching desperately for anyone else I can latch on to, but most of the crew is busy and the other girls are sitting in separate rooms together, paired off by the limo they arrived in. I’ve never been very good at making fast friends, and here I am marooned as usual, with my choices of who to talk to ranking from bad to worse. Then I see our last limo mate, Rikki, sitting alone in a chair, guzzling her drink. I make an excuse to the other girls and hurry over to her.

“Hey!” I say enthusiastically. I hear the hint of desperation in my own voice, hoping no one else will notice.

“Jackieeee,” Rikki says, drawing out a name I only allow my mother to call me and leaning her head into my arm, where her hair tickles my skin. It’s dark but highlighted to a brassy blond with an ombre fading down to the tips. She has on a loud sparkly pink dress that she is almost spilling out of and a slit cut dangerously high on her thigh. “None of the other girls are being nice to me.” She pouts.

“Fuck ’em,” I say, a line I know they won’t be able to air on television (actually, they absolutely air that line on television, between thirty and fifty times in previews for the season).

“Do you want to be my best friend?” she asks.

“Yes,” I agree without hesitation. Whatever.

“Did you see the hot producer that came in with the second set of girls?” she asks me, her voice like a whine.

I feel my face heat up. “Hot producer?”

“That girl over there,” she says, pointing at a slender redhead who is delicately holding a glass of champagne. “Shit, I can’t remember her name,” she slurs. “Anyway, her, she told me his name is Henry. That’s totally a hot name, isn’t it?”

“What about Marcus?” I ask her.

“I think I met him in casting,” she says. “Henry. He asked if my tits were real. Wait. Actually, maybe that was Charlotte.”

“That’s kind of a fixation for you, isn’t it?” I ask, and she laughs loudly.

“’Course my tits aren’t real!” she yells into the room at large. My eyes scan again, looking for the producer in question, but he’s still nowhere to be seen. I’d met all the producers, too, hadn’t I? Charlotte and Priya and Janelle? There were even more, and they’d all interviewed me on that final casting call.

Except the one producer who hadn’t been there. The one who’d had a family emergency. The producer was Henry.

Shit. Fuck. Hell.

“Ladies, can we gather round?” Charlotte yells over all of us. “Brendan and Becca will be here shortly.”

Brendan and Becca. The co-hosts of the 1, who had met and married after the fifteenth season—one of the few successful relationships to come from the show. Even if you didn’t leave the show with a spouse (and few did), scoring a spot on the 1 was different than other reality shows. It had a certain cachet, a certain level of perceived classiness that streaming reality shows could never hope to match. Sure, the antiquated idea of engagement or bust, of a man deciding which of twenty-five women met his exacting standards, were all the antithesis of me as a person. But when had being me ever gotten me anywhere? I was great at creating characters for books, and I could certainly create one for this show. I’d play their game, and I’d win it. Not win a man, but win an audience.

Becca and Brendan meant Marcus would follow shortly.

We all wait in anticipation and Rikki reaches down and laces our hands together, giving mine a squeeze that fills me with momentary warmth. Then the double doors to the mansion open and Becca and Brendan come inside, flanking Marcus.

On cue, we all scream and catcall accordingly. “Hello, ladies!” Becca calls to us with a smile, getting us going all over again. I’d like to say I play it cool, but I get caught up in the mob mentality of the moment.

“Marcus has come here tonight to meet his wife,” Brendan tells us. “Just like I did, in this very same mansion, over ten years ago.”

“Aw,” Becca says, “he’s such a softie.” I hadn’t watched Becca and Brendan’s season of the 1, but I’d seen the pictures, and it was clear that both had made significant changes to their faces since airing, slowly becoming less wrinkled and more plastic over time.

“You ready to do this, Marcus?” Brendan says, pumping him up like the huddle before a football game.

“Well, I don’t know.” Marcus looks out at us, his smile dazzling. “Are you ready to do this, girls?” he asks. Girls. I bristle at that.

I haven’t been a girl for a long time.

“I can’t wait to meet as many of you as possible tonight,” Marcus says. “And for us to start this journey together.” He holds up his champagne glass, and we all do the same in unison. “A toast,” he says, “to finding the one.” He winks. “To season 32.”

“Season 32,” we all chant back, and Rikki hits her glass against mine so hard, champagne splashes onto the girl next to me, all over her ivory dress. She swears and then starts crying, immediately moving to cover herself with her hands. My eyes go wide.

“I’m so sorry,” I apologize, but she’s not listening.

I look up and he’s there. He’s looking at me. Henry. It wasn’t an illusion.

“Fuck,” I say.

I MEET THE other girls. Aaliyah, the beauty queen from New York, and Grace-Ann, the beauty queen from Louisiana. Andi, an extremely hot accountant (yes, really) from Seattle. Social influencer—though her eventual TV chyron will say “Professional Dog Walker”—Kady from Canada, and nurse Candy (yes, really) from Florida. They all seem nice enough until Rikki, so drunk I don’t think she could possibly know what’s going on, locks herself into the bathroom insisting that the other girls were being mean to her and that she is never going to be able to fall in love with Marcus.

“All the drama already with that one,” Kady says. “I just told her I liked her dress.”

“Rikki,” I say, knocking on the door. “Rikki, why don’t you come out?”

She sobs in response. I sigh.

“Jac!” someone calls from across the room. “There you are!” Then Charlotte is marching over to me, latching on to my arm. “Come with me,” she says.

Charlotte had been the first producer I’d talked to from the 1. She’d reviewed my application and said she was very interested in me, in my background. She’d asked me all sorts of questions in that quiet, confident voice of hers, never having much response to the answers. Sharp as a tack and quick as a fox, she’d turn things around on me.

“I love a good story,” I remember telling her on our first call. “That’s what I love about the 1, how consistently, despite sometimes having so little to work with, you make the story happen.”

“Because it’s not real?” she prodded. During half our interview, she’d been taking notes, to the point I wasn’t sure they were even about me or what I was saying, but at that moment, she was looking at me intently.

“No,” I told her, shaking my head. I knew that was the wrong answer. “Because it’s not always as interesting as it could be. Some people fall in love that first night, right? And nothing ever changes their mind, but there still has to be a story. I love the 1 because it’s not just about love. It’s about everything else, too. Like when I was watching Shailene’s season, I knew she would never pick Marcus, but that didn’t make their dynamic any less interesting to watch, it didn’t make it any less compelling to see his arc play out on television.

“I’d be happy to find love, Charlotte, and I’d be happy to be a part of your story.”

She had smiled.

Back at the mansion, I allow Charlotte to lead me away from the bathroom door, out the glass double doors in the back and onto the patio, where the crew is abuzz.

“What have you been doing all this time?” Charlotte asks me, the chiding whisper of a girlfriend who you’d made plans with and subsequently ditched.

“Rescuing sad girls from the bathroom.”

Charlotte shakes her head. “Wrong choice,” she says. “You’re one of my contenders, girl. You need to go talk to Marcus.”

“Oh,” I say. “I get it. This is when you need me to interrupt whoever he’s currently talking with and cause some drama.”

Charlotte rolls her eyes. “Jac, listen, I know your type. You’ve seen this show, you’re not easily manipulated, but that doesn’t mean you don’t have to make any effort. The interruptions are expected. Just, very sweetly, grab his hand and ask to steal him for a minute.”

“I assume you want me to do that while the current girl is dead in the middle of her sob-worthy backstory?”

Charlotte smiles sardonically. “That charm. That wit. That humor.” Charlotte winks at me. “That’s what we brought you on for. Now, go,” she says, giving me a little push toward the tidy pagoda where Aliana is curled up with Marcus on a couch. I step forward, tilting my head to one side. Aliana is, predictably, tearing up.

“Oh,” I say. “Hey, y’all.”

Marcus looks up at me, relieved. I can tell I’m his life raft in this moment.

“You wanna get out of here?” I ask him, thinking I’m being funny. Aliana stares at me like she wishes I were dead.

But Marcus says, “Definitely,” shoots up from where he’s sitting with Aliana, and grabs my hand. I pull him in the direction of the pool in the mansion’s backyard, fairy lights glowing all around us. If I was writing a romantic scene into a book, I might set it here.

“You look like you’ve been waiting for a knight in shining armor,” I say to him.

“Mm-hmm,” Marcus says easily. “And is that you?”

I remembered Sarah telling me he was the perfect guy for me less than three weeks ago. I remember the way she’d sighed sweetly over the webcam.

Just make sure you’re ready.

I’m not. Because I know this is fake.

I’d known it from the first application and every interview since. I’d done what I needed to. I’d said things about falling in love and failed relationships and tragic backstory and whatever they wanted. I’d simpered and joked around and given my everything into getting on this show.

I am thirty-two and I’ve spent enough of my life running up this fucking hill.

Marcus stops at the edge of the mansion’s pool. I look down at the water, then back up at him.

“Well?” I say. “Are we doing this?”

I slough off my heels and crouch down, sitting at the edge of the pool, hiking up my evening gown, and dipping my feet into the water. With a laugh, Marcus gets down beside me, untying his shoes and then removing his socks.

“Don’t get your pants wet,” I warn him.

“Eh.” He shrugs with an easy grin. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

“I don’t know, I guess you could just disappoint your future wife,” I return.

“Maybe I’d disappoint my future wife if I didn’t get into the pool with her,” Marcus says, and despite myself, I feel my cheeks warm. I sit there with no answer until he finally saves me. “How’s your night going so far?”

“I wasn’t sure we’d get to talk again,” I admit to Marcus.

“But you wanted to?” he asks.

“Yeah,” I say, leaning my body toward his as much as I can while still sitting beside him. I think of kissing him, the bourbon I’d had taking a powerful hold of my bloodstream. “I might even move in, if you really want.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Charlotte grinning.

Marcus is looking at me, and I see his eyes flick down to my lips. “I’m not supposed to give anything away,” he says after a minute, then swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down.

“Well, in that case, I’d hate to pressure you,” I say. “Why don’t you ask me some standard questions? Actually,” I interrupt him when he goes to speak, “don’t. Jac is a thirty-two-year-old writer from Charleston, South Carolina. She was born and raised in South Carolina, took a sojourn to New York City, and left when it got too expensive and too lonely. She has been in Charleston for almost a year with her dog, Yank, who is currently staying with her funnier and better-looking little brother and his fiancée. Both parents living, no life-shattering divorces or deaths or sad single-mom tales, and nothing but casual, failed relationships for—” I start jokingly counting on my fingers and then stop. “You know what, let’s just not. It’s been a while.”

This. This was the part I was good at. Being untouchable, being easy and smart, never spending too much time wallowing in anything too intimate or sad. This was how men loved me, until they didn’t.

“Is that all?” Marcus asks. It’s a speech I had semi-planned out before I got here, and one I’m sure the producers will love. Marcus is playing his part so perfectly, I’m impressed at what a good love interest he is already.

“Well, I can’t reveal my tragic backstory until after a few dates, Marcus; those are just the rules.”

Then he leans down and kisses me.

It surprises me, how quickly it happens, but it’s a pitch-perfect culmination of our meet-cute. I sink into it. He has firm lips, and the kiss lasts longer than expected, but I can’t help but feel aware of all the cameras on the two of us, of the way this is playing out like a rom-com.

I’m really part of their story now.

Finally, he pulls back, and his eyes go to my lips again and then to my eyes, and we both laugh nervously.

“Marcus!” someone calls. We both look up and it’s Andi the accountant. “Can I steal you for a second?” she asks, smiling saccharine sweet.

Marcus, carefully, so as to not get any water on my dress, gets up and out of the pool, grabbing his shoes. “But you didn’t tell me any of your secrets,” I whisper to him, grabbing on to his hand before he can leave.

“I will,” he promises me, leaning back down closer—too close in front of another girl, I think. “Soon.”

Then he goes; I stare at his backside as he does.

Charlotte rushes over to me with a towel, helping me up out of the pool. “That was good!” she gushes. “Jesus, you are sexy.”

“Yeah . . .” I say slowly. “Yeah, I am, aren’t I?”

“The sparks were flying,” she assures me. “If you need any more towels, let Elodie know,” she says, pointing to Elodie crouching nearby so the camera won’t catch her as Andi and Marcus make their way to another part of the house. “I have to run, but call me if you need me.”

“Sure,” I say, wrapping the towel around myself. I slide back into my heels.

“You look great,” Elodie assures me, hurrying over. “I know you’re going to be a star on the season.”

“Uhm—thanks.”

“It’s my first season as a producer,” Elodie tells me conspiratorially. “I’ve been a production assistant the past few seasons.”

“Congrats?” I venture.

“Thanks,” she says, genuinely smiling. She pauses as noises come through from her headset. “Can you head back inside okay? I need to go set up something for one of the girl’s one-on-one time. Priya will grab you as soon as you’re back inside.”

I nod, but Elodie has already taken off. Alone, save for the staff everywhere, I begin walking across the blindingly lit patio toward the house. I go in a side door where it’s dark, and right as I do, Henry walks past me.

“Hey, wait, stop,” I say, reaching out and grabbing his arm. He does; he was practically running in the other direction, but he stops, stands there across from me. “I need to talk to you,” I say. He doesn’t meet my eye.

“Later,” he says, his gaze darting toward the door where his next assignment surely awaits. “We have to get through tonight first. I have to produce.” He looks exhausted and alive, and my mind races at the sight of him, at the memory of his bachelor pad in Venice Beach, at what he’d told me that night. He’d been a person headed back to a place he didn’t want to be. Of course he had.

He doesn’t look like that now. He looks like he’s thriving, a low energy thrumming from him like an engine.

“Fine,” I say. “Later. But I’m serious, we need to talk. If I survive the night.”

“You’re on the list,” Henry says, and his eyes finally meet mine, a current going through me like an electric spark. “So later it is.” He begins to walk away, but then turns back around and says, “Red,” eyes skimming my dress. Thusly fucking up my whole life, he hurries off after his pretty little contestant.

Well.

I guess I’m on the list.

The night drags on, endlessly on, and girls are drunk and crying and a couple are napping sitting up in overstuffed chairs. Priya asks if she can grab me for one more ITM before the elimination ceremony. I sit through it, dead-eyed, feeling as if I barely have anything left to give, the camera trained on me with Priya looking increasingly bored with my answers.

“Let’s try one more,” she tells me. “I just need one good answer from you, Jac, and then we’ll be done.” As she says this, Charlotte slides through the door, watching me from a corner, arms folded over her chest. She speaks over Priya. “Come on, Jac. You’ve met Marcus. You’ve met the other girls. What do you think of them?”

I stare at the camera, completely drained, yet confident at what I’d already managed in one night. I steel myself to give a good answer, take a sip of my champagne, and say it without thinking about it: “The other girls? I don’t think about them at all.”

Charlotte smiles. “Cut and print.”




Another One Podcast, First Episode of Season 32

JULIA: On today’s episode of Another One, we’re talking to Monday Night Football host and former St. Louis Ram, Drew Clayton.

DREW: Thanks for having me, Julia.

JULIA: No problem, Drew! When our mutual friend Courtney Thomas told me you watched the show, I knew I had to get you on. How long have you been watching the 1?

DREW: Keonte Smith actually got me into it. Claimed he used to watch it with his mom. Became a big thing during the playoffs—the only non-game film I watched up to Super Bowl Sunday was usually episodes of the 1.

JULIA: [Laughing.] That’s incredible. Who’s your favorite former lead?

DREW: Call it recency bias if you will, but it’s gotta be Shailene. And I think Keonte would agree.

JULIA: Shailene is a great pick. Her season was so juicy. I’ll have to have Keonte on sometime.

DREW: He’d love that.

JULIA: So, I always like to get a man’s perspective on this stuff. What are you thinking so far of Marcus’s girls?

DREW: Seems like there’s a lot of good girls to pick from. I was really digging Aliana and Andi the accountant.

JULIA: Ohmygod, Aliana was so great! I loved that little joke she told about the pineapple, and it was really sweet to see her with her daughter.

DREW: She’s got a great story for sure.

JULIA: Right. So far, I’m very confused about Marcus’s taste in women. And I want to circle back to Marcus in general and the controversy surrounding him after we talk about the girls. It really puts an interesting spin on the season.

DREW: I have to say, I was so shocked at him sending Bonnie home. They set her up as someone with an interesting backstory who might be around all season.

JULIA: Totally agree! Maybe they’ll bring her back for 1 in the sun and let her get messy drunk in Mexico. She’s only right around the corner in Texas, so seems like a good fit.

DREW: She still might not get as messy drunk as Rikki. She spent at least half the night locked in the bathroom, didn’t she?

JULIA: Yeah. I couldn’t believe Marcus kept her! I thought she was toast after that. I actually ended up feeling a little warmer toward Jac than some of the people online did last night when she was trying to coax Rikki out of the bathroom. Seems like there might actually be some good there.

DREW: If it is, it’s buried very deep down. She was so nasty about some of the girls throughout the night, wasn’t she? And that comment about not thinking about them at all was brutal.

JULIA: Totally, it was a step too far. The season preview didn’t exactly show her in a positive light either.

JULIA: And Drew, I don’t know if you know this about me, but I go deep on the 1 research, and Jac is suspiciously silent on social media. Nothing about the show so far. It makes me think there’s some real shit to come for her.

DREW: It’s cool that she’s an author—had there ever been an actual published author on the show before?

JULIA: Not that I can remember.

DREW: Have you picked up any of her books?

JULIA: I have one in my Amazon cart right now. Just need to pull the trigger. I’m so curious as to what kind of writer she is based on her persona on the show.

DREW: What are they called again? Fair Play?

JULIA: And End of the Line. It looks like there was supposed to be a third that never came out.

DREW: Sounds kind of Hallmark-y. Not really Jac’s thing.

JULIA: The reviews made it seem a little darker than that. Like maybe there’s some edge. But still, romance, yeah.

DREW: Well, she has her eye on the ball when it comes to that, I guess. There’s definitely chemistry between her and Marcus.

JULIA: One hundred percent. Maybe the mean girl act was just some first week jitters and she’ll chill some as the season goes on? Though the previews didn’t exactly look like it would play out that way.

DREW: [Sighs.] I sure hope so. Not sure I can stomach another winner like season 26.

JULIA: I guess only time will tell. In the meantime
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