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X-Treme Dating
By
Cathy McDavid
In fifteen minutes, Park Evenson would meet the man of her destiny.
The one.
Her perfect match.
And no high-priced, ill-fitting, over-rated pair of shoes was going to keep her from making a fantastic first impression.
Or, were they?
“Come on, girl, push. Give it all you’ve got.” Nalani Kauwe, Park’s best friend, grunted, her face pink with exertion.
“I’m trying.” Ignoring the pain, Park sucked in a breath and gritted her teeth. She could feel the veins in her neck bulging. In another few seconds, they’d pop.
“Whoever said being beautiful was easy?” Kneeling on the floor, Nalani braced Park’s left foot on her thigh. Together, they wrestled a dainty, red sling-back sandal, which had inexplicably shrunk two sizes since being purchased the previous week. “Point your toes and suck in your stomach.”
“Oh, like that will help.”
“Just do it,” Nalani ordered.
Park could always count on her pal’s Navy brat upbringing rearing its ugly head during a crisis. “Forget it,” she whined pathetically. “I’m no Cinderella and that’s no glass slipper you’re holding.”
Nalani flung back a curtain of long, black hair. “But it just might be Prince Charming who knocks at your door.” She wedged a nail file underneath the skinny leather straps of the sandal and wiggled it. “It’s not like you to quit.”
“I’ll answer the door all right, but not in these shoes.” Park flopped down on the hotel room bed, not caring that three large wrinkles instantly formed across the front of her Vera Wang knock-off dress. “There’s no way my fat sausage feet are going to fit in these dinky things.” She shoved the other sandal off the bed and onto the floor in disgust. It hit with a muffled thunk. “Whatever possessed me to buy them?”
“Your feet aren’t fat.” Nalani abandoned her efforts and sat on the bed beside Park. “You’re just retaining water. Remember, we’re near the ocean. The humidity’s much higher here than in Tucson.”
“This is October, for crying out loud.”
“Humidity isn’t restricted to summer.”
“Lucky me. I’m retaining water. Does this mean all my new clothes won’t fit either?” Pressing a wadded up tissue to her nose, Park sniffled. “And these damn allergies. I suppose the humidity’s responsible for my itchy eyes and drippy sinuses, too.”
Nalani tugged Park’s hand away. “Rubbing your nose like that will only make it red.”
“Look at me, I’m a mess.”
“Quit your complaining and take another antihistamine.”
“Can’t.” Park shook her head. “I’m antihistamine sensitive. If I take too many, I’ll fall asleep before we reach the restaurant. Come to think of it, maybe that would be a blessing in disguise.” Park buried her face in her hands. “Justin Mann is going to take one look at my fat feet and my red nose and demand a recount of the votes.”
“He’ll do no such thing!” Nalani grasped Park’s shoulders and forced her head up. “The man will be thanking his lucky stars the studio audience picked you for his date.”
The pep talk did little to lift Park’s spirits. “My one big chance and I blow it because my body won’t tolerate a simple change in climate. Is it too late to call the producers and cancel?”
“Have you lost your mind? X-treme Dating is the hottest new reality TV show going. They chose yours from hundreds, no, thousands of audition videos. Why you ask? Because you’re pretty, funny, smart, and real.”
“As opposed to fake?” Park couldn’t help but laugh.
Friends didn’t come any better than Nalani. She’d taken time off work and away from planning her own wedding to accompany Park and serve as her personal cheering section. How Park needed that. The dangers she faced daily as a firefighter were insignificant compared to appearing on prime time network television. She’d been a bundle of raw nerves for the last three weeks, ever since getting the call with the news she’d been selected as a contestant.
In preparation for her date, the two friends had embarked on a half dozen shopping trips, including the one where they purchased the shrinking red sandals. Last Saturday, Nalani had dragged an unwilling Park to a beauty salon where she turned her over to a maniacal hair stylist who went berserk with a pair of scissors. The result: twelve inches of Park’s cinnamon-colored locks landed in a pile on the checkered tile floor.
Park’s one defense against her height and athletic build had been her glorious hair. Devastated, she hid in her apartment and cried the entire weekend. It did no good. On Sunday evening, a contrite Nalani arrived with a blow dryer in one hand and a grocery sack of sprays and gels in the other. A solid two hours of experimenting produced little results. Park’s micro-doo had a mind of its own and refused to be controlled by even the stiffest styling products.
Perpetual bad hair, seasonal allergies, and water retention. Life, Park mused, could be such a drag sometimes.
Already insecure about her tomboy looks, she had lately developed a nervous habit of fingering the quarter-sized gold medallion hanging from a matching chain around her neck. She seldom removed the keepsake necklace, a graduation gift from her parents, and considered it her lucky piece.
“You’re real and honest.” Nalani spontaneously hugged Park. “What you see is what you get and that kind of sincerity shines through. The show’s producers recognized it in your audition video and so did the studio audience. Your date will, too. If he doesn’t, then it’s his loss.”
“If you say so.”
Park contemplated Nalani’s words of wisdom. Dating didn’t come easy for her. Most of the men she met were intimidated by her profession. She didn’t really understand why, she just knew it to be true. And forget becoming involved with any of her fellow firefighters. While dating a coworker wasn’t against regulations exactly, Fire Administration discouraged it for a number of good reasons. Not that men were beating her door down to go out with her or anything. Park loved her job with a passion, but if she could change one thing about it, she’d eliminate the resentment her male counterparts harbored toward her.
This catch twenty-two left Park alone most weekend nights. Three months ago, at her kid brother’s suggestion, she’d responded to a radio advertisement promoting a coast-to-coast contestant search for X-treme Dating. What started out as a lark soon developed into a serious mission. With her brother’s and Nalani’s help, Park put together an audition video and mailed it off. When the casting director had called, she’d been thrilled, albeit anxious, and eagerly made the necessary arrangements to embark on her weekend-long date. But as the time to leave neared, doubts crept in.
What if she publicly humiliated herself, which given the show’s truth or dare premise, was a real possibility? What if her date was a jerk? Or worse, what if he wasn’t, and they really hit it off? With hundreds of miles separating them, when would they have the chance to see each other again?
Still, there were benefits to consider. To start with, she was enjoying an all expense paid vacation to San Diego. That, in turn, had provided her with a good excuse to purchase an entire new wardrobe of clothes, none of which happened to fit at the moment. There was also the likely chance she’d win prizes and money. With a newly purchased townhouse to furnish, that prospect held great appeal. One totally unexpected plus had been the guys at work who’d begun looking at her differently. Okay, maybe their sudden interest resulted more from curiosity than sexual awareness. But they were looking for a change, as opposed to taking her for granted, and Park liked it.
“It’s not fair.” She heaved a discontented sigh. “Justin has seen me, but I haven’t seen him. They should have at least given me a photo of him.”
The corners of Nalani’s mouth turned down in a philosophical frown. “That’s the way the show works. Think how he must have felt having to sit and watch helplessly while the studio audience picked his date from three different videos. Can you imagine the stress?”
Park could, very well. She was living it as they spoke.
At a loud rap on the door, both women squealed. Nalani bounced up and down like an exuberant preschooler on her first bus ride. Park searched the room for a place to hide.
“They’re here!” Nalani flew into action, gathering Park’s purse and cashmere sweater. “Hurry.”
Park rose slowly on legs suddenly weighted with sand bags. For three weeks, her emotions had fluctuated between anticipation and dread, with the latter emerging victorious. Get it together, she told herself. You’ve charged through walls of flames and leapt from second story buildings without a net. This ought to be a cake walk.
“What’s the matter with you, girlfriend? You don’t have all day.” Nalani snatched the sandals off the floor and pushed them at Park. “Here.”
Park refused to take them. “I’m wearing my sneakers.”
“Not with that dress you aren’t. The fashion cops will arrest you before you reach the hotel parking lot.”
“I’ll be making a statement.” Park dug through her suitcase, which lay open on the other end of the king-sized bed, and pulled out a pair of well-worn, dingy grey canvas deck shoes. “No one will notice. It’s dark outside. Beside, they’re the only shoes I brought with me that fit besides my pink fuzzy slippers.”
“Don’t do anything you’ll regret, Park.” Nalani laid a restraining hand on the deck shoes as if wearing them would jeopardize the entire weekend. “You’re having cold feet. That’s understandable considering the circumstances, but it’s no reason to make a mistake.”
“Oh, goodie. Now my fat sausage feet are cold, too.” Park sidestepped Nalani. “Forget it. I’m wearing these and you can’t stop me. If I bomb, I’m going to bomb in comfort.” She grabbed the back of a chair for balance and slipped on first one, then the other shoe. When she finished, she tossed the wadded up tissue she’d been holding into a nearby wastebasket.
The knock sounded again, this time louder.
“Coming,” Nalani called while removing a speck of lint from the middle of Park’s back. “You ready?” She smiled gleefully as they reached the door. “I am so looking forward to this.”
Park wished she had half her friend’s enthusiasm and wondered if they shouldn’t trade places. Appearing on National television, meeting a man several hundred strangers had chosen for her, and spending three full days on a whirlwind tour of San Diego had butterflies line-dancing in her stomach.
“What happened to the old-fashioned way of meeting a man?” she lamented as she took her beaded evening bag from Nalani and slipped the narrow strap over her shoulder.
“You mean where obnoxious guys hit on you at some party?”
“Yeah. It’s kind of romantic when you think about it.”
“So is this.” For a moment, Nalani’s expression turned dreamy, then she abruptly shook off her languor. “Time to meet Prince Charming.” She reached around Park and turned the doorknob. “Enjoy the ball, Cinderella.”
The door swung open. Park caught a glimpse of blond hair, khaki Dockers, and a pale blue shirt an instant before a bright light struck her in the face and what felt like a thousand needles pierced her allergy-swollen eyes. She cowered reflexively and shielded her face with her hands. Tears spilled down her cheeks, and a contact lens slid out of place.
“Ow! I can’t see,” she cried.
“Natasha, kill the sun gun.”
A disembodied male voice floated to Park’s ears through the colorful haze of pulsating dots swimming before her. She sensed more than saw the blinding bright light being extinguished. The pain gradually subsided. She reached behind her for Nalani but felt only the door.
“Are you all right?” A different voice, this one female, moved close.
“I don’t know.” Park cautiously cracked one eye open and breathed deeply when nothing bad happened. She cracked open the other eye. To her relief, recognizable shapes came into focus, one of them being Nalani.
“Park, what’s wrong?”
“The light hurt my eyes.”
“Oh, man,” the shape with blond hair and a blue shirt exclaimed. “You cut your hair.”
“I’m sorry.” Park turned toward him, her attention drawn to a large, dirty smudge in the center of his chin. “What did you say?”
“Your hair. It’s gone.” He made no attempt to hide his dismay.
“Not all of it.” Park frowned and patted her head. It was one thing for her to be unhappy about her recent hair loss. Quite another for this man she hadn’t even officially met yet. “You must be Justin Mann.”
“That’s me. I’m the Mann,” he said happily, mocking his last name. Then more seriously, “How long before it grows back?”
“My hair? Longer than three days.” Why her? It was bad enough she’d just been subjected to the most humiliating experience of her life. Did he have to go on and on about her hair?
“Now, now, kids. Save the lovers’ quarrel for when you’re playing one of the games. That way we can capture it on film.” The woman pinched Park’s chin between her thumb and forefinger and clucked noisily. “Honey, have you ever heard of waterproof mascara? Someone find a wet washcloth and clean her up. Grant, you’re not still rolling, are you? Oh, for crying out loud. Shut the camera off. We’ll have to reshoot the entire sequence right from when she opens the door. It’s pitch black out here. Can we manage without this?” She held up a cone-shaped lamp from which hung a long cord attached to a battery pack on her belt.
“No, we need a lot of light for such a wide shot. Maybe the hotel will let us borrow a vacant room next to the courtyard.” The man leaned over the railing. “If so, we can use a spun glass wrapping on the camera light to reduce the intensity, which is more flattering anyway. Not that Ms. Evenson needs it.”
Park couldn’t quite make out the camera operator, but she definitely liked the sound of him. He talked slow and easy, like a Texan, only without the drawl. It reminded her of hot fudge syrup rolling down a scoop of ice cream. Thick, rich, and delicious. She squinted, trying to see his face. Sadly, it remained hidden behind the large black camera balanced on his shoulder.
“Good idea,” the woman said, slipping past Park and into the room. “I’ll call the front desk. Where’s your phone?”
“On the night stand by the bed,” Nalani offered, and took Park by the arm. “Come inside, Cinderella, so your fairy godmother can wave her magic wand.”
She led Park to the bathroom sink. On the other side of the wall, the woman spoke into the phone, making arrangements with the hotel manager for the temporary use of another room. Her vivid purple suit and flaming red hair stood out, even to Park. Probably in her mid thirties and slight of stature, the woman possessed the trim, toned figure of someone who worked diligently at maintaining it. Park’s date and the camera operator, two dark figures visible through the window, stood outside on the balcony. They suddenly burst out laughing. Park hoped it wasn’t at her.
“What do you think of him?” she asked.
“Justin?” Nalani mumbled through the bobby pins clenched in her teeth. “He wasn’t beat with an ugly stick, if that’s what you’re asking.”
Park replaced her contact, grimacing when the wetting solution burned. “Cute, then?”
“Yeah, I’d say he’s cute.”
“There’s something on his chin.” Park whispered. “I think it moved.”
“It’s a goatee.” Her best friend giggled.
“Oh,” Park said flatly.
Nalani dismissed Park with a wave of her hand. “You’re too used to those clean shaven firefighters at work.”
Park flinched while Nalani scrubbed her cheeks with cleanser, feeling more like a messy toddler than a fully-grown twenty-six-year-old woman. Her sight had returned well enough for her to distinguish every detail of her ruined makeup in the mirror. She was better off blind. “He has a hair fetish.”
“He does not.” Nalani assessed her handiwork critically and appeared satisfied.
“It’s all he talked about. Not hello or how are you, just . . . you cut your hair.” Park affected a deep voice, imitating her date.
Handing her a bottle of foundation, Nalani replied, “You really can’t blame him. You do look different from the audition video.”
“And whose fault is that?” Park applied fresh mascara and lipstick.
“How long are you going to hold a grudge against me? I came here with you, didn’t I? That should count for something.”
“It counts for a lot.” Park squeezed Nalani’s shoulder. “I’d be lost without you. Heck, I will be lost without you. Any chance you can come, too.”
“Three of us? That’s too extreme even for X-treme Dating.”
“We can always ask the dragon lady over there.” Park tilted her head at the wall.
Nalani shivered. “She scares me.”
“I know what you mean.”
“I’ll keep my cell phone with me at all times. Even sleep with it. Call me day or night.”
“You won’t be too lonely while I’m gone?”
“No way.” Nalani tamed a flyaway strand of hair on the top of Park’s head. “Uncle Rob and Aunt Ellen can’t wait to show me the sights. They’re thrilled I’m staying with them for the weekend,” she said, referring to family friends who had retired to Coronado Island. “There. You’re sufficiently patched up and your carriage awaits. But first, a quick check. How many fingers am I holding up?”
Park ignored Nalani’s hand. “Chill, will you? I’m healed.” Indeed, her vision had returned to normal. If only she could say the same about her heart rate. She smiled in a way she hoped radiated confidence and poise. “Here we go again.”
They could overhear the woman conversing with the two men as they approached the open door.
“It’s all set,” she told them. “The assistant manager will meet us at room one-forty-two in ten minutes. Grant, are you sure the camera light will be adequate?”
“It should be.” He peered at the courtyard below, aiming the camera down as he did.
The woman pivoted on her three-inch heels. “Ah, there you are, Park. And dare I say, looking human again. Since we botched the first meeting, I might as well introduce you two. Park Evenson, this is Justin Mann.” She pointed from one to the other. “Justin . . . Park.”
They shook hands. Upon closer inspection, Park had to agree with Nalani’s assessment. Goatee aside, Justin was nice looking and meticulously groomed. No more than an inch taller than her, he wore casual designer clothes over a compact, muscular frame.
“Nice to meet you,” she greeted him warmly, wanting to make amends for earlier.
“Cool. Nice to meet you, too. Look, I hope you didn’t take what I said earlier the wrong way. I mean, I really did dig your long hair in the video, but short hair is sexy, too.” He gave her a lopsided, dimpled grin along with the apology.
“I’ll tell you what,” Park offered jokingly. “You don’t mention my hair again and I won’t tease you about your goatee.”
Her stab at humor fell flat. Justin looked stricken and stroked the small patch of fluff.
“What’s wrong with my goatee?”
“Nothing. I was kidding.” She tried to lighten the mood with a breezy laugh. “I guess we’re both overly sensitive about our hair.”
Justin drew himself up. “Not me.”
Great, Park thought to herself. Up to bat twice and struck out both times. Abandoning the date occurred to her, but she quickly dismissed the idea. Nalani was right, Park wasn’t a quitter. Once she started something, she saw it through to the end, bitter or not.
“I’m Natasha Gorsky, the co-producer for X-treme Dating.” The woman stepped between them and briskly shook Park’s hand. “I’m not, however, your chaperone. On this show, anything goes, so have fun, kids, and just pretend I’m not here.”
Justin chuckled and threw his head back. “Anything?”
“Maybe I can pretend I’m not here either,” Park averted her head and mumbled too softly for anyone to hear.
“As long as it’s not illegal,” Natasha advised him with a sly smile.
Park filed that piece of information away. If things sunk too low, she could always break the law and have herself arrested. No, she silently reprimanded herself, the date had to improve. It certainly couldn’t get worse. She’d make the best of it. Something fun and interesting was bound to happen during the next few days.
“Oh, I almost forgot. Grant?” Natasha looked around. “Park, I’d like to introduce you to our camera operator, Grant Hastings. He’s someone else you can pretend is invisible.”
Grant easily lifted the camera off his shoulder and cradled it against his chest as if the device were an extension of his arm. He turned to face them, and Park whispered a silent thank you for her restored vision. No way she could ever pretend this magnificent example of the male species was invisible, for everything surrounding him dimmed in comparison.
Several inches taller than Justin, Grant’s wavy brown hair reached the collar of his snug black T-shirt. Faded blue jeans, washed to velvety softness, hugged his lanky hips. His black leather jacket fell open, revealing a chest defined by hard muscles. Intelligent eyes, every bit as dark as the hot fudge syrup his voice reminded her of, studied Park with interest, a touch of humor, and undisguised admiration. Far from clean-shaven, he sported a two-day beard like those made popular by celebrities. The rugged, slightly dangerous look suited him. Park reined in a desire to stroke his cheek and feel his whiskers tickling her palm.
“Hi.” Shifting the camera to his other arm, he reached out and took her hand in his and squeezed firmly. “How are you?”
“Better now.” Much, much better. Warmth coursed up the length of Park’s arm and pooled at the back of her neck, then spread down her spine.
“Are we having a heat wave?” she murmured airily. For some strange reason, the unnatural weather didn’t faze her.
“Not that I’m aware of,” he drawled in his non-Texas accent. “Why, are you hot?”
“Mmm.” She continued to stare at him, slightly disoriented. “Aren’t you?”
“Yeah.” He nodded and gave her a slow, sexy smile that rivaled any movie star. “I am.”
Air escaped Park’s lungs in a low whoosh. She tried to remember a time she’d been so instantly attracted to a man and came up blank. She didn’t usually go for his type, but Grant Hastings had taken hold of her hibernating libido and shaken it wide-awake.
Without releasing her hand, he said, “Sorry about the sun gun earlier. I should have warned you. It’s really bright, especially when you’re not expecting it.”
“That’s okay. You promise to destroy the film and I promise not to sue.”
“Deal.” The way he said the word implied they’d struck a far more intimate agreement than the one they actually had.
“Quit mauling her, Grant.” Natasha cut in and separated their still joined hands. “Leave that to Justin. You’ll have to excuse him,” she advised Park. “He knows better than to put the moves on a female contestant.”
Put the moves? Is that what he’d been doing? Park wanted to turn a cartwheel. A man had been putting the moves on her! She cleared her throat, stalling while she struggled to collect her scattered wits. This never happened to her. She was a firefighter, a trained professional. People’s lives depended on her quick thinking and fast response. Yet Grant had caused her to forget where she was and what she was doing. And, more importantly, whom she was supposed to be with.
The fates had played a cruel joke on Park. They’d arranged for Justin to be her date rather than Grant, the man she’d rather have with her in front of the camera than behind it.
Balancing the camera against the headrest of the front passenger seat where he sat, Grant zoomed in for a tight close-up of Park. She had the kind of face he could watch all day without ever growing weary of it. As an artist, he was intrigued by the subtle nuances of her expressive green eyes. As a man, he was tempted by the sensual curve of her Cupid’s bow mouth. Unlike her date, he appreciated her chic, short hairstyle. He’d seen her audition video and while her luxurious tresses had been impressive, they’d dominated her looks. Without the distraction, other lovely features were noticeable, such as her prominent cheekbones and flawless complexion.
Since moving to Hollywood after graduating from Kent State University seven years ago, he’d filmed his share of beautiful women. The camera was a harsh critic and didn’t love all its subjects. It adored Park, perhaps because her beauty was natural, not enhanced by cosmetics or a surgeon’s hand. She moved with a delicate grace contradicting her height and build. And any woman with enough spunk to wear old canvas shoes with an elegant cocktail dress earned high marks in his book.
“I appreciate you kids being such good sports during the reshooting.” Natasha talked over her shoulder, confidently maneuvering the electric blue Isuzu Rodeo they rode in through the busy downtown streets. “No one will ever realize you met before. Nice touch with the kiss on the cheek, Justin.”
“My pleasure.” He grinned sheepishly. “I couldn’t let Graham outdo me.”
“Grant,” Park corrected Justin softly and peeked at the camera from beneath lowered lashes.
Grant liked the sound of his name on her lips. Flattered that she’d remember it, he raised his head above the viewfinder long enough to give her a friendly wink.
“Oh, yeah. Sorry, man.” Justin’s mumbled apology rang with insincerity.
“Let’s get down to business, shall we?” Natasha prompted, bringing the conversation back around to the topic at hand. “I know you were briefed earlier at the studio in L.A., but I’d like to review our itinerary before we reach the restaurant and play our first round of the game.”
Picking up on his boss’ cue, Grant zoomed out for a two-shot, bringing both Park and Justin, sitting side-by-side in the rear seat, into the picture. The producers liked having footage of the contestants listening to the itinerary. Though they’d already heard it during their individual interviews, feelings—could and often did—change, either positively or negatively, after meeting each other. It was Grant’s responsibility to capture every potentially titillating reaction on film.
As she listened, Park started fiddling with a small gold disk suspended on a chain around her neck. From what Grant could see, it appeared to have some sort of design or engraving on it. As she rolled the medallion between her fingers, she glanced self-consciously at the camera. He assumed her uneasiness would pass, at least to some degree. Most contestants who appeared on X-treme Dating were nervous wrecks in the beginning. It still surprised him how quickly they adapted and ignored the camera, engaging in unbelievably naughty, outrageous, or even cruel behavior. But that’s what made the show a hit and had kept him steadily employed the past ten months, not to mention generously compensated.
Looking back, he had yet to be unemployed in his career. Good camera operators were in constant demand, and Grant had earned a reputation as one of the best. Most days, that was enough to satisfy him. Yet every once in awhile, like now when he studied Park’s classically beautiful profile through the viewfinder, he wondered if he hadn’t too soon abandoned his ambition to be the next Steven Spielberg.
Few shoots excited him anymore. No longer the naive, impassioned, award-winning film student who’d arrived in Tinsel Town with grand expectations and little money, Grant congratulated himself on succeeding in a business crawling with greedy and unscrupulous people. He earned a decent living and had found a niche for himself, which was better than many who returned home sad, defeated, and disillusioned.
Tonight, for the first time in a long time, he felt that familiar combination of anticipation and inspiration surging through him. It happened when he filmed something, or, in this case, someone extraordinary.
Better slow down, he told himself. If you’re not careful, Park Evenson will make a believer out of you again.
“Where are we headed?” Justin wanted to know. He pressed his nose to the window, reminding Grant of an out-of-state tourist soaking up the sights.
The man, he decided, should have his head examined for ignoring Park, the most fascinating sight in town. Then again, Justin might be overwhelmed, shy, or just plain scared of his good fortune. Grant had seen other contestants react similarly.
Having filmed hundreds of people in all kinds of situations throughout the course of his career, he considered himself something of an expert on character. And in his expert opinion, the chemistry between Justin and Park was zilch. The thought shouldn’t have pleased him as much as it did.
“We have reservations at a sushi bar near Mission Beach called The Zen Garden,” Natasha informed them in a cheery voice she reserved for the getting-to-know-you part of the date. That would change later. “Besides the main bar, there’s also a private outdoor dining area. Even in the fall, the gardens are spectacular. You won’t be too cold, will you?”
They both shook their heads, wide-eyed and speechless.
Natasha went on without missing a beat. “We thought a quiet dinner for your first evening out would be more conducive to romance. It’ll give you an opportunity to become acquainted without the added pressure of a crowd watching your every move. You do like sushi, don’t you?” she asked with a benign, plastic smile Barbie herself would envy.
Grant knew they both didn’t. The sushi bar, along with all the other activities planned for the entire weekend, had been specifically chosen because of Park’s and Justin’s dislike of fish. In preparation for the dates, Natasha and her assistant evaluated the contestants’ questionnaires. From them, they extracted information used to create the probing truth questions and outlandish dares intended to entertain and generate sparks. Good or bad sparks, it didn’t matter. The more shocking the contestants’ behavior, the higher ratings soared and the happier the network was with Natasha.
“Sure, I like sushi,” Justin responded emphatically to her question. “What about you, Park?”
“Um, no, I . . . ah . . . not much, anyway. But the place sounds nice,” she quickly added.
Grant figured they were both lying through their teeth. Neither would voluntarily eat sushi if they could help it. That was also par for the course. No contestant pitched a fit the first night. Later, when they became accustomed to the camera’s constant presence, or simply stopped caring, was when the fireworks started.
Breaking free of congested traffic, Natasha applied the gas and eased the SUV ahead. “As I was saying, after you’ve had a chance to enjoy your dinner and spend a few minutes chatting, we’ll play the first game. During each separate activity this weekend, you’ll play one round of Truth or Dare. It’s our way of guaranteeing a high level of action, if you catch my drift.”
She sobered, her voice losing its artificial cheeriness. “According to the rules, you must play. There is no passing. If you refuse to play, you’ll forfeit any prizes you’ve accumulated to that point. With each successive round, you add to your winnings. At the end of your date, the studio audience will view your audition videos and selected clips from the date, listen to your individual accounts, and vote either Lovers or Losers. If Lovers, you’ll win an additional cash prize of ten thousand dollars to be shared equally. If Losers, you leave with only your accumulated prizes.”
“Works for me!” Justin shot Natasha an oddly smug look, then leaned sideways and bumped shoulders with Park. “We’ll be Lovers, won’t we, babe?”
What, Grant wondered, was that all about?
For her part, Park looked stricken before agreeing with an optimistic, “Of course.”
Chances were good her momentary lapse would be featured in the final version, complete with a stinging quip from Natasha on her lukewarm response. Grant guessed that any doubts Park was grappling with stemmed from her ambiguous feelings for Justin and not from playing the game. She didn’t strike him as being afraid of a challenge. Why else would she agree to appear on X-treme Dating or chose firefighting as a career? Men, he’d venture to say, were another matter. She clearly wasn’t aware of her appeal to the opposite sex. It was a trait Grant seldom saw in the women he worked with and one he found refreshing.
Natasha changed lanes, squeezing the Isuzu between a compact car and a Jeep. “After dinner tonight, we’ll return to the hotel. But don’t stay up late. We meet tomorrow morning at seven a.m. sharp downstairs in the coffee shop. After that, it’s off to Oceanland.”
“Oceanland,” Justin grumbled, his mouth twisted at a funny angle.
Park perked up. “I hear it’s incredible.”
Forgetting himself, Grant said, “You’ve never been there?” From the corner of his eye, he perceived Natasha scowling. He wasn’t supposed to interact with the contestants socially. So, he’d slipped this once. Big deal. What with Justin’s indifference and Natasha’s thirst for blood, Park could use an ally.
“No, but I’ve always wanted to go.” For the first time that night, she stared directly at the camera.
Grant slipped again. “The animal acts really are amazing. There are also aquatic exhibits. And a Dolphin Interaction Program where you can go in the water and pet dolphins.” He still could hear his twin nieces’ delighted laughter when he’d taken them to Oceanland for their sixth birthday last spring.
“I can pet dolphins?”
“Feed them, too. They’re incredible animals. Smart, friendly, and they love to be touched.”
Park made a face. “I bet that’s weird. Touching them, I mean.”
“Not at all. Their skin feels like rubber.”
“Wow!” Her eyes sparkled, and she showered him with a radiant smile.
It made the kick Natasha delivered to his shin worth it.
“Don’t mind us. I’m only the co-producer and Justin is Park’s date.” Natasha disguised her reprimand with a hint of sarcasm.
Grant kept quiet after that. He didn’t want his boss complaining to the network execs, and she would if he gave her enough cause. What had come over him? First holding Park’s hand excessively long, and now this. Hell, he didn’t even have a good excuse. And by the way Natasha drummed her fingers on the steering wheel, he’d need one soon.
“We’re almost to the restaurant,” she said, “so let’s wrap this up. Tomorrow evening after Oceanland, you’ll dine at Neptune’s Underwater Cave.”
“Not another seafood restaurant?”
From the flicker of comprehension on Justin’s face, he’d deduced that the entire weekend revolved around fish and the ocean. Not bad. He obviously had more smarts than Grant had first given him credit for.
“Yes, and very posh, so wear your fanciest evening clothes. You can’t linger over Irish creams though, because we head out before dawn on Saturday. By the time the sun breaks the horizon, we’ll be aboard the Lady Be Good. Dress warmly, it’s cold and windy on the open sea.”
“We’re going sailing?” Park beamed.
“Not sailing, deep sea fishing.”
“Deep sea fishing.” Park’s eagerness dimmed, then like a good sport, she rebounded. “Sailing or boating, it doesn’t matter. As long as we’re on the ocean, I’ll be happy.”
“That’s a lot of fish stuff,” Justin observed dryly.
“We’re in San Diego.” Natasha shrugged indifferently and turned into the restaurant parking lot. “After we dock that afternoon, we’ll grab some fast food on the ride back to the hotel. There, you can freshen up and put on your dancing shoes. When Pier Seven opens at nine o’clock, we’ll be waiting at the head of the line.”
“I’ve heard of Pier Seven.” Justin’s entire demeanor suddenly changed from sullen to affable. “It’s one of the hottest night clubs in the city.”
“That’s correct.” Natasha pulled up in front of the restaurant and parked into a reserved space. “You and Park will be their special guests.”
“All right!” Justin hurriedly unbuckled his seat belt. “I’m for that.”
The Isuzu’s four doors opened in rapid-fire succession. The occupants emerged and slammed their doors shut, also in succession, rocking the small SUV. Natasha led Park and Justin along a short wooden fence lit by knee-high lanterns to the front entrance. Grant followed them with the camera, watching his step with practiced care as he filmed. Natasha held the door open with one hand. In the other, she carried his equipment case. They entered single file, converging again at the hostess podium. Talking patrons and clinking dinnerware combined to create a noisy, friendly din.
Natasha raised her voice to be heard. “Sunday morning, we drive along the coast to a rented house with a private beach. The L.A. crew will have already arrived and begun unloading the equipment. Once there, you’ll play the all-important final round, which will be transmitted to the L.A. studio audience via satellite. Afterwards, the studio audience will vote. Lovers—you take home the bonus prize, Losers—you don’t.”
“Will we see each other again?”
“That, Justin, is entirely up to you and Park,” Natasha said, a bit more cutting than necessary.
He nodded distractedly.
Park appeared unnerved.
A striking young Asian woman dressed elegantly in a silk kimono walked up and greeted them with an open smile. “May I help you?”
Natasha handed the hostess a business card. “Yes, we’re from X-treme Dating. You have a reservation for us in the garden?”
The hostess took the card, lined through a name on a sheet of paper and grabbed four menus from a side holder. “Right this way, please,” she said. “We have your table all ready.”
Grant trailed last in line. He craned his neck to see around Justin, enjoying the sight of Park’s curvaceous backside not seen through the camera viewfinder for a change. As she glided past diners seated at the sushi bar, he experienced a surge of masculine appreciation. Thinking about Natasha’s probable lecture did nothing to cool his rapidly warming blood. Maybe a dip in the icy ocean would.
Removing his heavy leather jacket, he resigned himself to the undeniable fact that this was going to be the best—or the worst—date shoot he’d ever been on, depending on how he chose to look at it.
* * * * *
Park stared at the sushi and pressed a hand to her roiling stomach. On her plate lay one goop-filled pinwheel and two rectangular blocks of rice topped with raw fish. Raw fish! She didn’t want to touch it with a ten-foot pole, much less eat it.
Fish had never been one of her favorite foods to begin with. After tonight, she’d avoid it at all costs. Mashing her napkins between her sweaty palms, she tried to recall if she’d listed a dislike of fish on the contestant questionnaire. She was certain she had, but it apparently made no difference. As Natasha said, they were in San Diego.
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