

Chapter One

			“Flickering Wicks, organic candles. This is Jane. How may I help you?” Jane, my best friend and part-time helper, nodded as she listened to whoever had called. “Sure. Just a moment.” She tried to hand the phone receiver to me.

			“Tell them I’m not interested.”

			“They specifically asked for you. I don’t think it’s a telemarketer.” Jane waved the phone at me as though I didn’t already know I had a call.

			“Can you find out who it is?” I was putting together a small bouquet of flowers with a candle order that had to go out today, and it was already almost two in the afternoon.

			“Cole Campbell,” she said.

			I froze right as I was sticking baby’s breath between a cluster of pink and purple roses that I’d picked up from Wholesale Petals, the flower store next door. The thin stem broke as I squeezed. “No.”

			“No, it’s not Cole, or no, you don’t want to take the call? I can’t keep him on hold forever.” She shrugged.

			I took a deep breath and waited until the blood flowed back through my icy veins. “No. I won’t take the call.”

			“I’m sorry, but Savannah’s busy right now. Can I take a message?”

			I didn’t even want her to take a message. I stabbed baby’s breath into the small arrangement until it looked more like a bridal bouquet than an I’m-thinking-of-you-fondly gift. Then I pulled strands out until I found balance. A sharp poke on the back of my arm made me pull back, thinking a bee had stung me. It’d happened before working around flowers. “Ow.” Jane was jabbing me repeatedly with the point of a folded pink note.

			“I think you’re going to want to see this,” she said.

			“Just throw it on the counter. I have to get this arrangement ready before Andrew leaves for the day.” I wasn’t lying. I liked to get all orders out by two, so if one was delivered to someone’s work, they still had a few hours to show it off. She stared at me until I was done with the floral part of the arrangement. “Can you hand me two rose and chamomile canning-jar candles?” The arrangement, Summertime Romance, included a small wicker basket with roses, two of our small organic candles, customer’s choice, and handfuls of heather and baby’s breath as filler to make it worth the eighty-nine-dollar price tag. Andrew made more money delivering it than I did creating it. Delivery charges were sky-high in the Scottsdale area, but nobody seemed to mind.

			“Is it ready?” Andrew threaded his fingers through his sandy-colored hair and pushed it away from his face, then rested his gangly elbows on the counter. The warehouse flower shop next door and I had a pretty good thing going. Andrew, whose parents owned it, delivered for me during the summers and pocketed all delivery charges, and I got all flowers at cost. “It sure is. Here’s the address. And slow down.” He was a good kid, but he liked to speed, and sometimes customers complained.

			“Will do, boss. Text me if something else comes in.” He zipped off and guiltily looked back at me when the side of the arrangement hit the entrance door. A quick check, thumbs up, and he disappeared, leaving the tiny bell on the door swinging furiously. 

			Jane and I watched him peel out of the parking lot. “It’s not that I don’t appreciate his need to get people their arrangements,” I said. “It’s just I don’t want him to die or kill anybody in the process.”

			“Can we talk about the call now?” Jane followed me back to the sales counter and pointed to the pink slip of paper with more writing than I wanted to see. I dreaded it but was also extremely curious why someone from When Sparks Fly would be calling me. Jane, like everybody else in this town, knew that years ago I was on a dating show, and the outcome was horrific. I took a deep breath and picked up the message.

			 

			Cole Campbell

			Meador Entertainment

			(786) 555-3555

			Wants to talk to you about being the flame on an anniversary show. He says you’ll be perfect since you’re a fan favorite and everyone wants to see you get a happily-ever-after.

			Call him. 

			 

			My emotions played tug-of-war with me. The embarrassment of getting dumped on a television show had been awful, but the chance at redemption intrigued me. Ten years ago, Cole was a recruiter for the show and found me poolside and hungover during spring break in Florida. I blamed youth and ignorance for saying yes. Who didn’t want to be on television? I had been twenty-two and not looking for love, but it was exciting to have all eyes on me. 

			At the time, When Sparks Fly was a new dating show for lesbians, and I was out and proud. I spent the summer after graduation in a posh apartment in the Florida Keys with other lesbians partying, having fun, and dating the same beautiful woman: Katie Parson. At first, it was a competition. We all just wanted to win for the glory and to drink free alcohol as long as possible. When it got down to four of us, something happened. I fell for her. One day I realized the words I rehearsed every day before stepping in front of the cameras were real. I was in love. The handful of faithful viewers thought so, too. I was a favorite to win even though I was young and naive. 

			Sadly, Katie didn’t feel the same. Not only did she send me packing, but she humiliated me in the process. She said I was too young and she didn’t need a puppy following her around. I was heartbroken and angry for allowing the show to let her shred me on national television. I’d signed up for a dating show, but Katie was cruel. Cole chased me down and apologized, but I was done. Thankfully, since I wasn’t in the top two, I wasn’t obliged to return for follow-up shows.

			“Are you going to call him?”

			“Hell, no.”

			Jane held her hands up and walked away slowly. “Okay, okay. I get it.”

			But Jane didn’t get it. She was lucky and found love after college, had two kids, and started working with me once the kids went to school and camps. She was never a meme of a girl with an ugly cry. Nobody hounded her for interviews or laughed at her when she ventured out into public. But everything died down after a few years, and I was able to expand my college project and open a small organic candle shop in the heart of Scottsdale. 

			“I’m sorry for snapping at you. I just like my life. It took me a while, but I’ve put the show and the humiliation behind me.”

			“I know you have, but the rest of the world hasn’t. People still love you and hate Katie.” Jane tapped the note on the counter. “Wouldn’t you like a little redemption?”

			“Fine. I’ll call him, but after work. And after a glass or two of wine.”

			“They pay their bachelorettes or whatever,” she said.

			“Really? Huh.” If that was true, I didn’t want it to sway me either way. I hadn’t been paid to be a contestant. At least not with money. I had a free place to stay, stocked refrigerator, all the alcohol I could drink, and a wardrobe of bikinis.

			“That’s what I read somewhere,” she said. 

			I casually reached for my cell phone and posted the latest arrangement on Flickering Wicks’s Instagram account. I showed Jane only because I didn’t want her to think I was googling how much the flame was paid on Sparks, even though that was exactly what I did next. “Holy shit! The last one made a quarter million without any endorsements. That was just her salary for being on the show.”

			“Ha! I knew you couldn’t resist looking.” Jane raised her hands in the air in a touchdown move. 

			I scowled at her and then sighed. “The money would save this place.”

			“And you aren’t dating anyone,” she said.

			“Isn’t on-air dating just a ruse to get in front of cameras? The contestants are in it for either a career boost in television, modeling, or music.” The irony of my words didn’t escape either one of us, but Jane was gracious enough to blow past it.

			“Maybe you can show the world that someone can find love on a show. You did it before, and a lot of people were pulling for you. You’re thirty-two, and it’s time to open yourself to something other than swipe-right-app bullshit or whatever single people do now,” Jane said.

			I wanted to defend my dismal dating, but she was right. I worked, and that was it. I never hung out anywhere I could meet people the old-fashioned way—in person and, most times, by chance. “Oh, it’s not that bad.” But it was. It was hard to work six days a week and then expect to be refreshed for a night out. Most of my free time I spent with Jane and her family in comfortable clothing and very little makeup.

			“At least listen to him. I’m always telling you to put yourself out there. You’re gorgeous, own your own business, and have a great heart. You’d be the perfect sparklorette. Isn’t that what they call them?” Jane always knew the right words to say to make me either push myself or laugh.

			I laughed. “Social media dubbed the contestants sparkettes, and the name stuck.” I rolled my eyes at how ridiculous that sounded. “And the bachelorette is called the flame. I wish they had a better name for her.”

			“Then they should call her the sparklorette. Oh, and use sparklers instead of candles.”

			“And burn us all on the first night? I like my smooth skin. Plus, sparklers are loud and obnoxious.”

			“Like the show isn’t?” Jane raised her eyebrows at me.

			“Wait. I can’t tell if you want me to go or not. The way you’re making fun of it, I’m guessing I should just throw away this message.” I held up the pink slip and waved it in front of her.

			“You know I’m kidding. Just call Cole and hear him out.”

			I slipped the note into my back pocket and tried to forget about it. Jane and I talked about our new summer exclusive scents that would be released next week, including Water Lilies, Huckleberry Sugar, and a new candle called Campfire, which smelled like roasted marshmallows and burning wood. I even used a wooden wick to mimic the sound of a crackling fire. We needed a boost, and I knew this candle would bump sales. “I’m going to work on the display tonight. Want to come over and help? Or do the kids have things on the schedule?”

			“Tyler has baseball practice and Tamryn has dance, but they’re at the same time, so I could probably swing by for about forty-five minutes. What did you have in mind?”

			“Fire pit, roasting marshmallows, and maybe a small tent. If we set up the shot just right, the tent should cover the fence. It’ll look like we’re camping in the great outdoors and not in Scottsdale.” I used social media platforms to sell our products instead of paying for advertising. My videos were a hit. I offered different discounts on different apps so I knew where I was getting the most business. It didn’t hurt that I had a semi-celebrity past. Several of my followers had been with me since my stint on Sparks. But running a business cost a lot of money, especially in downtown Scottsdale. I had three employees—Jane, Andrew, and Dawn. Dawn was my only full-time employee. If I agreed to do the show, Jane would have to put in more hours, and that wasn’t fair to her since her kids were out of school for the summer.

			“Sounds great. Maybe a few glasses of wine?” Jane asked.

			“For the video shoot or for us?” Either way sounded fine.

			“Why not both?” Jane was always the logical one.

			“You’re on.”

			* * *

			“Hello, Cole. It’s Savannah Edwards.” I was home, and even though I was planning to wait until after Jane left, curiosity and anxiety won, so I made the call. I tried to keep my voice calm even though my hands were shaking.

			“Savannah. Thanks for returning my call.”

			I immediately regretted it. Anger hidden under layers of denial quickly surfaced, and I squeezed my fingers into a tight fist at their fast appearance. “What can I do for you?”

			“We’re shooting a shortened ten-year-anniversary show. If you’re interested, we would love for you to be the flame this time. You were always a fan favorite, and you’re still popular after all these years. Any chance you’re single?”

			I had a feeling Cole had a dossier of my life since I left the show and already knew everything about me, including my lack of a love life. “I’m not in a relationship. I don’t really have a lot of time since I opened my own business.”

			“A candle business, right?”

			He probably knew my net worth and that I was barely scraping by. I hated that anything could be found online. “Yes. It would be hard to leave the business for any length of time.”

			“Do you think you can get away for a day? We’ll fly you out here, talk about the show and the perks, and get you home the same night. Savannah, the show has made great progress since its debut. We’ve grown by leaps and bounds, and our new hostess is amazing. When Sparks Fly is a successful prime-time show, and several of our flames and sparkettes have found love.”

			According to the internet, three out of the ten flames from the show were still with their partner from the show. Katie Parson’s relationship had failed after a few months. When I googled her name earlier, it said she was still single. “Lauren Lucas is hosting now.” I’d seen the show, but only bits and pieces. It still stung.

			“She’s added so much class and legitimacy to the show,” he said. “I think you’ll be really impressed with what it has become.”

			My curiosity won. My only day off was three days from now. “How about Sunday? It’s the only day the shop is closed, and I can get away then.”

			“Sounds perfect. What’s your email address? I’ll send you the details.”

			I gave him my email and disconnected the call. Then I rolled my shoulders to alleviate the tension that had settled there during the past five minutes.

			“Where are you?” Jane peeked her head into my kitchen, entered when she saw me, and handed me a six-pack of White Claw.

			“Why are you so pale? Are you okay?” she asked. 

			“I just got off the phone with Cole.” I was still processing. “He wants me to visit on Sunday and talk more about it. They’re going to fly me out there.”

			Jane squeezed my arms. “That’s great. Right? I mean, it doesn’t hurt to listen to them and make them treat you like a queen.”

			“That gives me three days to get a mani-pedi and find something decent to wear,” I said. I hadn’t had a decent wardrobe in years. Most of the money I made went right back into the shop. 

			“We can skip the video shoot and go shopping instead.” Jane looked at her watch. “We have plenty of time.”

			I thought about it, but I needed to stay level-headed. “It’s okay. The video is important. I have a hundred summer dresses. I’m sure one will work.” I would panic-shop during my lunch break tomorrow. Tonight was about Flickering Wicks and keeping the doors open. 

			After several takes, we ended up with a video I liked that included a plate of s’mores, a fire in the background, and marshmallows roasting on a thin stick. I moved my phone so the video ended with a shot of the new candle with the snazzy label and crackling wick. After Jane left, I added information about the business and my voiceover. I texted the final product to her.

			Looks great! I’m excited for release day and your meeting with WSF. She ended the text with a happy-face emoji.

			Thanks. Let’s see how sweet they can make the deal.

			I put my phone down and cracked open one of the White Claws. Cole’s call was an awakening. I had been alone too long. Maybe the show could help me find my soul mate. It had made me fall in love before, but maybe this time, somebody would fall in love with me, too.

			





Chapter Ten

			Through the haze, I heard light tapping but ignored it because I was tired, and a glance at the clock told me it was only six. I snuggled deeper into the covers and drifted back into my dream, where I was riding horses on a beach somewhere. I frowned when the light tapping of their hooves on the sand turned into thunderous hooves on the boardwalk.

			“Savannah? Are you awake? Savannah?” 

			I groaned when I realized my dream was ending and the horses’ hooves beating on the boardwalk was really somebody knocking harder on my door. What the hell? “Go away.”

			“Savannah, it’s Mandee. We need to get you ready for the party. It starts in an hour.”

			What? I looked at the clock again. It was six at night, and I had been asleep for only an hour. My arms and legs felt heavy. I wanted to stay in bed, but I was contractually obligated to get up and participate. “Come in,” I mumbled. 

			“I’m already here.”

			A voice right beside the bed startled me. “You scared me.”

			“You scared me. I thought something had happened to you,” she said.

			I sat up and wiped my eyes. “I’m so tired.”

			“Do you want me to order an energy drink or energy-boosting smoothie?”

			I needed calories, and a smoothie sounded delicious. “Yes, please. Add a shot or two of B-12.” 

			Mandee gave my order to whoever was on the other end of her headset. “Let’s get you in the chair and work on hair and makeup. Buzzy’s making an appearance later with a few dresses. I think you’re going to like their options.”

			I hadn’t seen Buzzy in almost a week, and a tiny part of me missed them. Mandee was easy to be around, but she didn’t talk a lot. Even when I tried to engage with her, her answers were short and sometimes forced. “Is it formal attire?”

			“Yes, but not over the top. You’ll like the selection.”

			We didn’t talk until she finished my makeup, not even when an assistant brought my smoothie in. She was spraying my hair when Buzzy breezed in carrying two dresses.

			“Perfect timing. I heard about your sunburn fiasco, so I have a few options that will cover up tan lines.”

			Fiasco seemed a bit dramatic, but my shoulders had developed some awkward tan lines. Buzzy showed me a red dress with thick shoulder straps that would definitely cover the lines, but it wasn’t very dressy, so I would have to accessorize with jewelry. The other was a black evening gown that shimmered under the lights, but Buzzy was concerned I wouldn’t like the slit so high up my leg. It was a dress made for somebody a lot taller, but they would be able to throw a stitch or two in strategic places to keep it modest. “Let me try both on.” Buzzy huffed but followed me into the dressing room just off the bedroom. I dropped my robe, so I was wearing nothing but black panties. The red dress was tight, but the material had enough elasticity that I was able to move comfortably.

			“How’s it going in here? Oh, I like that dress, Savannah.” Lauren breezed in as though she knew I was fully dressed, when just thirty seconds ago I’d stood almost naked in front of Buzzy. She was wearing a three-quarter-length-sleeved black dress with a conservative neckline. She had on a small bracelet and her hair partially down. 

			“You look great yourself.” 

			Lauren cleared her throat and looked down. “Thanks, but this is about you.”

			“Let’s try the black one on.” Buzzy unzipped the dress I was wearing.

			“I’ll wait out here,” Lauren said since I was going to be naked in about five seconds. She disappeared behind the door, much to my relief. Attractive women made me nervous. Buzzy zipped up the dress, tucked in my breasts, and took a step back. They pressed their forefinger against their lips and studied me.

			“I like this. I can close this gap a few inches and raise the dress several inches, so you don’t have to worry about twisting your ankles in high heels. These should work.” They held out a pair of strappy heels that were only about two and a half inches tall. 

			I slipped them on and immediately felt like I was headed for the red carpet. “Finally. Heels that won’t make me twist my ankle.” I looked in the mirror and struck a pose. I was showing a bit more boob than I wanted to, but the dress would stay decent if Buzzy used fabric tape. It was a risk.

			“Let’s get Lauren’s opinion,” I said.

			Buzzy called for Lauren, who walked in the room and gave a slow clap. “I liked the red dress but love this one,” she said.

			I looked at my shoulders. “Can you see any tan lines?”

			She took a few steps closer and inspected me. “There’s a slight line here where I can see a difference in color, but Mandee should be able to touch that up.”

			“What do you think?” As much as I appreciated Buzzy’s talents, they weren’t who I was here to impress, and I trusted Lauren.

			“You look very sexy in that dress.”

			“Too sexy? Because that’s not really my vibe.”

			“I don’t think so. It’s still classy, and your hair looks amazing,” she said.

			Her compliment gave me chills, as did the way she gazed up and down me appreciatively. A hint of something in her smile gave her power over me. Lauren, for as sweet and kind as she was, struck me as a high-femme top. I didn’t realize I was attracted to high femmes until now. One day I would ask her about her love life and what had happened in her past, but that would have to wait until after camera time. I was getting used to our late-night conversations in my room. “Thank you. As long as I don’t pop out of this dress, I’ll wear it.”

			“How much of the side slit do you want me to close?” Buzzy’s hands on my thighs barely registered. 

			“Maybe three inches. My legs aren’t long enough to pull off this look.”

			“I think they’re fine,” Lauren said. She pulled up the dress high enough that it barely grazed the floor. “You think about right here?” 

			Buzzy nodded their approval and pinned the bottom. “Okay. Take it off. I’ll have it back to you in a few minutes.”

			Lauren turned around and left before I peeled the dress off and slipped into the robe. I went back into my bedroom, but she wasn’t there either. Slightly frowning, I realized I wouldn’t see her until the end of happy hour.

			“Have a seat so you don’t mess up your hair and makeup before they start filming.” Mandee pointed to the couch while she straightened her makeup brushes and colors. It was incredible seeing how much foundation, bronzer, concealer, blush, eye shadow, mascara, and lip gloss she used on me. It seemed pointless to put everything away because she touched me up several times throughout the night. 

			Tonight’s happy hour was at my place. While the contestants’ mansion was bigger, mine was cozier and warmer. I sat for five minutes and waited for Buzzy and their assistant to finish my dress. Mandee said a few things to somebody in her headset, and I sat there doing nothing. I had no phone to scroll through, no television to turn on, no books to read. My only option was to watch Mandee. “So, do you ever get away from the show?”

			“What do you mean?” she asked.

			“Like are you tied down to the show or are you allowed to leave the sets?” I didn’t care. I just wanted to have a conversation with somebody without the cameras rolling. The psychology of the show was starting to get to me. I wasn’t a social butterfly at all, but I needed something.

			“Nobody knows me out there in the real world, but I stay pretty busy on set, so I don’t get out much,” she said.

			It felt like an eternity before Buzzy came back with the dress. I met them halfway across the room and dropped the robe. Buzzy handed me the dress and disappeared into the dressing room at the exact moment Lauren entered my suite.

			“Oh, my God. I’m so sorry.” Lauren froze.

			The shocked look on Lauren’s face probably mirrored my own. I wasn’t used to other people seeing me naked. Sure, Buzzy and Mandee had seen me that way at least a dozen times. I was used to them around me fluffing up my boobs or fixing my straps, but they were very discreet and professional. I pulled the dress close to my chest to afford me some cover before turning my back. Heat exploded on my cheeks. “No, it’s okay.” Who says that? I was dying inside. I wasn’t okay, and I tensed until I heard the sharp clip of her heels fade.

			“What’s the holdup?” Buzzy, who had missed the entire exchange, clucked at me to get dressed. “And why are you so red?” They tilted my chin from side to side. “Did Mandee put too much makeup on you?”

			“No. I’m fine.” They zipped me up and admired their quick stitchwork. I took deep breaths to slow the rapid thumping in my chest while they taped the dress to my skin to avoid any wardrobe malfunction. One a night was enough.

			“Stop by Mandee to see if she needs to make any adjustments.”

			I knew my makeup was spot-on. I just needed to cool down. Things were going to be awkward on camera, and I needed to shake off my discomfort. It wasn’t a big deal. I repeated that sentence over and over until Denise asked for me. My stress level shot up, but I managed to push my embarrassment to the side and force a smile.

			“Are you ready?” Denise asked.

			The knot of tension between my shoulder blades loosened when I scanned the room and saw only crew members. Lauren wouldn’t join us until the end of the evening, and by then I would have had at least one glass of wine to relax me. I nodded. “I’m ready.”

			* * *

			I felt a jolt of excitement when I saw Alix edge toward where Charlotte and I were sitting. After they asked if they could interrupt, Alix sat in the spot vacated by a very unhappy Charlotte. The rule was to give the contestant at least five minutes, but interruptions were expected.

			“How was the dolphin date? Also can I say how beautiful you look tonight? When you came out, I forgot how to breathe.”

			“Thank you. You look pretty incredible yourself.” Alix wore a navy suit with a white shirt open at the collar. They must have been spending all day poolside because they were tanner today than the other night. “It was so much fun. Well, the dolphin part was. Oh, and I met Walter.” 

			Dimples popped out on their cheeks, and their face exploded into a brilliant smile. “Do tell.”

			I wanted to kiss Alix right now. They were exciting and fresh, but too many sparkettes could see us, and the show was still in the beginning stages. I didn’t want to be the girl who kissed everybody. Too many bachelorettes on all the reality shows got roasted on social media for kissing a lot. 

			“Walter is a sea lion with a hurt flipper. He lives at the center and is super sweet.”

			“Walter sounds like a lucky guy. I’m not jealous, because I had the best time with you on our date. Thank you again for inviting me.”

			“I had so much fun, too. Willow McAdams.”

			“I still can’t get over it,” Alix said.

			“Right? Did you tell the others about it?”

			They lowered their voice. “I told them I had an amazing time and that she sang to us, but I don’t kiss and tell. And believe me, they asked.”

			“That’s the tough part about dating more than one person at a time. I’m not a fan.”

			Alix held their palms up. “Agreed. Yet here we are.”

			Alix’s words didn’t offend me. They were right. The show was a catch-22. “I hope to show the viewers that you can find love on the show. I’m not here for anything other than trying to find somebody. I don’t want to be an actress, or a model, or look for another job. I just want to find love.”

			Alix playfully stretched out their arms. “Here I am.”

			“Such a ham,” I said, playfully shaking my head but secretly thrilled that I wasn’t the only one who felt something.

			“Can I interrupt?” Madison sneaked up behind Alix without me noticing, and Alix rolled their eyes at Madison’s voice. 

			I pasted on a smile. “Of course.” 

			Alix stood and winked at me. “I’ll see you later.”

			It took a moment for Madison to get comfortable on the rattan sofa next to me. Her dress rivaled mine for cleavage attention, but I kept my eyes on her face the entire time. She was attractive, but something about her rubbed me wrong. 

			She grabbed my hand and said, “Hi. It’s good to see you again.”

			Her palm felt clammy, and I resisted the urge to pull my hand free. “You, too.” I didn’t know what to say to her. “How has it been around here for you? I know you’re usually busy with work. The adjustment must be difficult.”

			She nodded. “I trust my employees though. We knew it was going to be a challenge.”

			I pushed through the awkward silence that followed. “What hobbies do you have?”

			“Work.” She smiled to detract from the short answer.

			There was the connection. I knew they wouldn’t just throw somebody on the show for kicks. Lauren said they vetted each person. “Ah, yes. I know that hobby well. Nothing else? Binge-watcher of bad television? Do you play any sports? What about pets? Do you have any?” I was grasping for anything to keep the conversation going.

			“I have fish.”

			Something I knew nothing about. Jane had a pond with koi, but that was the extent of my knowledge. “Like a koi pond?”

			“No. I have a hundred-and-thirty-five-gallon tank with puffer fish, African butterflyfish, and some others. They’re peaceful to watch after a grueling day in court or at the office.”

			Her answer personified her, made her seem like less of a shark, pun intended. “I need something soothing. That sounds perfect,” I said.

			“Maintenance is low. Plus, they don’t get mad if you’re late.”

			“And you don’t have to race home to let them out.” Pets were tough for me. I loved them, but I was too busy to give an animal the attention it deserved. Madison and I had a civil conversation for about another minute before the conversation stalled again. Thankfully, Emma popped into our private bubble, breaking up our choppy conversation. She, along with Madison, would be on the group date tomorrow. I liked Emma. She was bubbly and extremely focused on me. My ego always got a boost when she was around. I needed to pay more attention to her. She was confident but not overtly, attractive, and slightly flirty. 

			“Can I have everyone’s attention, please?”

			My stomach clenched when Lauren slipped into the room. I wanted her to see me, but at the same time, I wanted to hide behind people so she couldn’t. Because of so much sudden commotion with the camera people at Lauren’s surprise appearance, everyone quieted quickly.

			“Good news. We won’t have a candle ceremony tonight. We want Savannah to get one-on-one time with everyone, so we’re postponing until after the second group date tomorrow.” Everyone clapped and smiled. Lauren cocked her head and held up her finger. “Hold on before you celebrate too much. Tomorrow will be a double elimination.”

			Eleven pairs of eyes looked at me. I raised my eyebrows in surprise. I’d thought we’d have an elimination tonight and one tomorrow. “Then that means we should have a really good night tonight.” I hated that my answers sounded scripted. I wanted to say, what the actual fuck, but When Sparks Fly wasn’t that kind of show.

			





Chapter Eleven

			“Savannah, I’ll leave the evening up to you.”

			When Lauren finally looked at me, I felt like I was burning from the inside out. It wasn’t just from embarrassment. She was an attractive, intelligent woman, and the more I got to know her, the more she ticked my boxes, even though she wasn’t an option. On top of that, I was mortified at what had happened earlier this evening. I managed to force a smile. “Thanks, Lauren.” She gave me a soft nod and left the room. I exhaled. That had gone better than expected, but then I knew Lauren would be professional regardless of what happened behind the scenes.

			Emma, the preschool teacher who would be on tomorrow’s group date, tapped my shoulder. “Would you like to go for a walk?”

			“Definitely,” I said. I couldn’t remember a lot about her other than her occupation. She was quiet, like Kaisley, but older. We went inside because it was too loud outside. The contestants didn’t have a lot of places to go since we were at my mansion, and most rooms were off-limits. We found a small study off the foyer.

			“How was the group date today?” she asked.

			“It was very entertaining. But don’t worry. We have fun things planned for tomorrow’s date, too.”

			“I’m kind of sad I didn’t get to hang out with dolphins, but I trust that whatever you have planned tomorrow will be perfect.” Her Kentucky accent only added to her charm. 

			“What do you do for fun?”

			“I hike with my family and friends. We have a ton of national parks in Kentucky.”

			Everyone’s hobbies made me realize what a joke my life was. I didn’t do anything. I’d been camping maybe a few times with friends during my twenties, but most of them had drifted to other friends because I was a dud. Jane was my ride-or-die friend. She was the only one who got me to do things outside of work. “Hiking’s a good way to stay in shape.” I nodded as though I hiked all the time.

			“Do you like it? It’s too bad we can’t hike around here.”

			“I know what you mean. What else do you do when you’re not working?” I took a moment to study Emma. She had gorgeous dark-brown, straight hair that fell past her shoulders and chestnut-brown eyes. She wore a conservative cream-colored dress that made my outfit look skimpy. It was the only time I regretted picking it over the more conservative red dress.

			“I like puzzles and creating things. I love coming up with art ideas for my preschoolers. You can learn a lot on Etsy and Pinterest,” she said. 

			She ran her finger back and forth across the ribbed pattern of the sofa. She clearly wasn’t used to cameras a few feet away from her face and averted her eyes several times. Or maybe she was shy. “I bet there’s a lot for teachers on Pinterest.” Her eyes lit up, and I knew immediately that the rest of our chat would be about craft projects for children under five. Emma wanted to settle down and have kids. I could almost hear her biological clock ticking.

			“Like you, I love making things. I have a small store on Etsy. I’ve learned so much from the internet.”

			I had a love-hate relationship with the internet. I loved the resources but hated when I came across memes or gifs of myself. It didn’t happen a lot, but when it did, it hurt. “It’s been a blessing for the most part.” A knock on the door interrupted our bland conversation as Lyanna peeked into the room.

			“Here you are. Can I interrupt?” she asked.

			Emma visibly bristled at Lyanna’s sudden appearance. “We just sat down, and since you had time with Savannah earlier, I’m going to have to politely decline your interruption. I need some one-on-one time.” And then she turned her back on Lyanna and gave me all her attention. “You were saying?”

			I smiled apologetically over Emma’s shoulder. “I’ll find you in a bit.” Lyanna nodded at me and slipped out of the room. I focused back on Emma. “I like how you stood up for yourself.”

			“It’s so hard to get to know you when I have to share,” she said. She touched my arm softly. “I spend so many hours with them, and it gets catty sometimes.”

			That remark piqued my interest. “Is there any house drama that I need to know about?”

			She hesitated so I pressed. “I remember being in your place and wanting to tell Katie what was going on but didn’t want to snitch on my housemates either. I get that you’re in a tough spot.” Like every other show, the drama was overinflated. But I also wanted to protect the sparkettes. If nine out of ten people told me one person was being an ass, I should probably investigate.

			“Sometimes I don’t think Madison is in it for the right reasons.”

			I couldn’t stop the surprise from registering on my face. Emma had picked up on Madison’s vibe, too. “Interesting. What makes you think that?”

			She shrugged. “It’s just a feeling. She’s very standoffish with the rest of the housemates. The only person she ever spends any time with is Thea. They always have their heads together and laugh when somebody walks in. I mean, it’s probably just high school antics, but it’s hard being outside of a clique, even if it’s just two people. You can’t help but think they’re making fun of you or at least talking about you.”

			I knew too well. “Have you heard her be mean directly to anyone?”

			“No. It’s just a feeling. It’s nothing. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

			I touched her hand. “Thank you for telling me. It’s always good to know what goes on over there. I only get to see everyone’s best side, and I’m making one of the biggest decisions of my life. I’d like to know that other people feel the same way.”

			Her fingers locked with mine. “I’m here for the right reasons. I think you’re charming and beautiful and sweet. I know this journey might be hard for you, but you’re doing the right thing.”

			My list of top five kept changing. This was going to get tougher, and I was going to hurt good people along the way, but I had to remember this was about me and what was best for my life. “Thank you. I’ve enjoyed getting to know you better, too. As unfortunate as this sounds, I probably need to get back out there, but I promise that tomorrow I’ll pull you aside first for some one-on-one time.”

			“That would be great,” Emma said.

			Her gaze darted down to my cleavage before she stood in front of me for a hug. I followed her back outside, where the rest of the contestants held fruity cocktails and were in the middle of some sort of dance-off. I couldn’t help but laugh at adults doing old-school dances like the Cabbage Patch and the Sprinkler and Alix teaching three women the Running Man. Under no circumstances was I going to dance in this dress. I grabbed a cocktail and worked my way around to everyone. After an hour of making pointless small talk, I was done. 

			The sparkettes were finally shuttled off, and I dragged myself up the stairs to my room. The crew was still shuffling about, but I closed my door and ignored any mumblings from headsets or beeps off in the distance. I hung the dress up, showered, and slipped into a 10,000 Maniacs concert T-shirt and a pair of boy shorts. I wasn’t expecting Lauren tonight, or any night for that matter, after what had happened earlier. 

			It was after one, and I had to be up at ten for the next group date. Another day at the beach. We were scheduled to go sailing. That made for a small environment, and I hoped I had paired the groups well. I almost yelped when I heard a soft knock at my door.

			“Savannah? Are you still up?”

			Oh, fuck. It was Lauren. I looked at my pajamas and grabbed a robe. “Come in.” I sounded hoarse and desperate. I cleared my throat. “It’s unlocked. And I’m dressed this time.”

			She dropped her head into her hands. “I’m so sorry about that.”

			I forced out a laugh and waved her off like it wasn’t a big deal, though my pulse was throbbing under my skin, and my heart felt light now that she was here. Suddenly I wasn’t tired. “It’s no big deal. So many people here have seen me naked.” That wasn’t true, but I was trying to make her feel better.

			“I really should have knocked.”

			I shrugged and ignored her. We had both apologized, and it was time to move on. “Have a seat. Tell me about your night.” She sat in the chair farthest from me. 

			“It was kind of boring. I had a late dinner, looked at some earlier footage from your group date, and got some rest. Tell me about yours.”

			“It was fun to relax with all the contestants tonight. Why didn’t we have a candle ceremony?” Not that I was looking forward to sending anyone packing, but that ritual had to start soon.

			“We’re working some things out first. Look at it this way. It gives you more time with the contestants. That’s a good thing, right?”

			I crinkled my nose at her. “What if I already know who I want to leave first?”

			“This is our cone of silence.” She waved her hands around the room. “You can trust me.”

			I looked into her eyes. “I know.” My voice was lower than I wanted. “I trust you.” She glanced away. We were having a moment, and I couldn’t let that happen. Lauren was a professional, and I was tripping over my emotions because of my lack of sleep during the last three weeks. “I’m not super fond of Madison. Hopefully, that reaction doesn’t come across.” I raised my eyebrows and smiled. “I mean, you can tell me that, right? You aren’t my therapist or under any contractual obligation not to talk to me, are you?”

			Her first genuine smile of the night. “My job is to help you. I can talk to you on camera, off camera, whenever you want.”

			“Except I can’t call you or text you.”

			“No, but we have a staff of about thirty people who do know how to reach me.” 

			She pointed to the doors behind her as if people were lined up out there to help. Most of the time they ignored me and acted as though I didn’t exist. “I’m tired of talking. I don’t know how you do it. I’ve had to be on point for hours. Tell me something. I don’t care what. Tell me one thing that most people don’t know about you.”

			“Brace yourself.” She held her hands out and pressed them down as though keeping herself from falling. “I want a dog, but my career doesn’t really allow me the time for one.”

			I sat up straighter. “Get one. And bring it on the set. Having a dog on staff would be amazing for all the flames and sparkettes. Dogs are so good at making people happy, if you have the right kind.”

			She frowned at me. “Is there such a thing as the wrong kind of dog?”

			“Good point, but I mean a big ole golden retriever or Labrador on set would be so much fun. They’re too big to trip over, and people can’t help but want to snuggle with them or pet them. Oh, and they’re great therapy dogs, too.”

			“Sounds like I’m not the only one who wants a dog,” she said.

			I shook my head. “I wish I could have one, but my store is in a strip mall without any grassy areas, so the poor pup couldn’t come to work with me. Trust me. I’ve thought about it. Plus, I work stupid hours.”

			“The joys of working in a desert,” Lauren said.

			“I’m rethinking my location. My lease is up at the end of the year. I’m considering Windsong. Same size space but cheaper, closer to my house and grassy areas.”

			“Do you get a lot of foot traffic? Could your business be strictly online?”

			“It was, and then I decided I wanted a store. I do okay, but maybe I should go back to online only.”

			Lauren moved closer. “Listen, don’t listen to me.”

			“Listen, but don’t listen?” I smiled when the dimple popped out.

			“You know what I mean. Sometimes I get ahead of myself. If having a store is your dream, don’t let me talk you out of it.”

			I sighed. “It’s tough. Dreams aren’t always great or right. I’m sure with the money from the show, I’ll rethink the business. I like making candles. I know that sounds boring and not challenging, but it’s what I’m good at.”

			Lauren touched my hand. I watched as my fingers held hers. Neither of us let go. “You are thirty-two years old and running your own business. That’s admirable.”

			“No, you’re—wait. I don’t even know how old you are.” I blushed at not only her nearness but my embarrassing ramble. “It’s none of my business, but you have done so much with your life. You’ve worked for CNN, traveled the world, done at least two news shows, and have taken on a pretty crappy show and made it one of the network’s biggest successes. You’re amazing and have probably surpassed all your dreams.” She blushed, but I meant every word. “Your family must be so proud.”

			The noise she made was a cross between a sigh and a bitter laugh. “My dad is a hard-core Republican. My mother hangs on his every word. We don’t talk much.”

			“No. That’s awful.” Our fingers were now entwined. My sluggish heart kicked up several notches at the contact, and I was begging myself not to sweat or freak out. She needed a friend. That’s what was happening here. “I’m sorry. Most people take their family for granted. Even though it’s just my mom and I, we try to stay in touch as much as possible.” That wasn’t entirely true. I could do better. “Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

			“I have a twin.”

			“Shut up. Identical?”

			“Fraternal. A brother.”

			“How am I just learning about this now? That’s very cool.”

			My shoulders dropped when she let go of my hand and got more comfortable on the couch. “He’s a lot like my parents. He’s definitely their favorite.”

			“I don’t believe that for one moment. I mean, unless he’s in the NFL or a doctor who discovered a cure for cancer, and I highly doubt that statement.” I couldn’t imagine anyone being disappointed in Lauren.

			“He’s a firefighter with a wife and two young children.”

			“Is this a guy thing?” I knew parents who loved their sons because they were boys and would carry on the name and all that patriarchal bullshit.

			“Not a guy thing, but a gay thing.”

			And just like that, Lauren officially outed herself and changed the game for me.

			





Chapter Twelve

			“How do you manage to make something as ugly as a life vest look sexy?” 

			Frankie, a professional soccer player now coach, raised her voice even though she was sitting right beside me. I could still barely hear her over the boat slapping against the waves and the wind snapping the sails. 

			Most of us took motion-sickness medication. Only Madison refused, and she was the one below deck trying to calm her stomach. Thea was down there, too, probably holding her hair back. That left Frankie and Emma above-deck with me. Because we had limited space, several cameras were hidden around us. The camera people showed us where and asked us to be aware of them and try to have conversations as close to them as possible for the best sound and picture. Reshooting scenes on a sailboat was tricky.

			“I don’t want to drown,” I said.

			She nodded. “It’s a great day for sailing, but not so great for talking.”

			I turned my head away from her because the wind was blowing my hair into her face. “And we can’t go downstairs because Madison is down there getting sick.” 

			Frankie tapped my shoulder.

			“I can’t hear you,” she said.

			I pulled my hair back the best I could and repeated myself.

			Frankie shook her head. “Not a place I want to be.”

			“Let’s just enjoy the ride, and we’ll talk once we get to the island.” We were sailing to a small, private island about an hour from Key West, where we would dock, picnic, and spend the afternoon getting to know one another better.

			She put her arm around me and casually played with my hair. Because of her career and just basic human decency, I would have thought Frankie was aware of consent rules. I pulled away. “I’m not very comfortable with that. Plus, Emma is right there.”

			“Oh. I’m sorry. I forget that we’re on a show.” She removed her arm and put space between us. 

			I smiled to soften the blow for Frankie and for the viewers. It wasn’t that Frankie rubbed me wrong. She was just too eager, and I didn’t think it was because of me. Every interaction we had made me feel like a prop instead of someone she was genuinely interested in. I had a list of at least four contestants who made me feel like they were here because of me. Frankie didn’t make that list.

			When we docked, we all slowly made our way off the boat. I grabbed Emma’s elbow as she stumbled on the dock.

			“Are your legs shaking, or am I just a wuss?” Emma asked.

			“No. That was a hard trip. I heard they’re taking us back by normal boat.” I looked behind us to see medics helping a very ashen Madison off. “Wow, she really had it rough, didn’t she?” I tried to look concerned, but I didn’t have much sympathy. Thankfully, she had Thea, who did, in fact, hold her hair back.

			“At least I can hear you, and we can have a conversation now,” Emma said. 

			Her voice was so calming that I managed to push the last uncomfortable thirty minutes from my mind and focus on her. “Sorry about back there on the boat.”

			“About Frankie?” She waved it off. “I’m not worried about her. I don’t think she’s your type.”

			I bumped my shoulder into hers. “She can probably hear you. Shh.” I lowered my voice. “Why do you say that?” I quickened my step to put distance between us and Frankie. 

			“She tries too hard. Everything she does is full steam ahead. Nobody likes a full-court press.”

			The way she dragged out the word press because of her accent made me smile. “I totally get it. She’s trying to be seen in a room full of eligible women. I did the same thing years ago.” Emma kept talking about what Frankie was doing wrong and something about me when I was on the show before, but I completely tuned her out when I saw Lauren waiting for us. She was standing on a patio in front of the resort. The wind pressed her dress against her, sculpting the outline of her feminine curves. Even though her hair was back in a bun, a few tendrils escaped and completed the sexy-as-fuck look. She was all I could see.

			“Kind of
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