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About the Book
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In this swoon-filled lesbian rom-com, two dating show contestants vying for the attention of the handsome, eligible ‘bachelor’ fall head over heels – for each other. . .

Krystin knows exactly what she wants: a husband, a horse, and a place to hang all her competitive rodeo blue ribbons. On Hopelessly Devoted, Krystin is determined to win the affections of the season’s Hopeless Romantic, Josh – that is, if she can just ignore the glossy brunette whose crimson smile gives her goosebumps.

Lauren has never done anything for the right reasons. Her plan is simple: stay on Hopelessly Devoted long enough to build her social media following, gracefully leave when it’s her turn to be eliminated, and use her new-found freedom to do what she really wants, including coming out of the proverbial walk-in closet. But the longer she stays on the show, the more she finds herself tangled up in a certain blonde’s lasso. . .




Dedicating this one to each other, obviously.




MEET JOSH ROSEN, YOUR NEXT HOPELESS ROMANTIC!

America watched him fall for Amanda on season twenty-one of Hopelessly Devoted, and cried with him when she sent him home after meeting his family. “I just want to be someone’s first choice,” he said then, his eyes welling up in the back of the Range Rover. Well, now’s his chance. As Hopelessly Devoted’s first Ashkenazi Jewish Romantic, Josh has thirty-five women dying for the chance to charm this absolute mensch.

Josh, twenty-seven, was born and raised in Long Island, New York, to a line of door salesmen. He plans to take over the family business in the next five years—but not before he finds the hinge to his jamb. His true love is here, he can just feel it, and he’s hopelessly devoted to finding her.

Below, catch a sneak peek introduction to just a few of this season’s thirty-five contestants:

Krystin

23

Rodeo Queen

Bozeman, MT

Krystin may be young, but she knows she’s ready to settle down. After competing in (and winning!) rodeo events for over ten years, Krystin has become one of the most decorated queens in Montana history. Since graduating from Montana State University–Bozeman last year, Krystin has focused on her responsibilities as Rodeo Queen Montana. She’s committed to her career and hopes her partner is as happy ringside as he is at the head of the dinner table.

An only child, Krystin wants a relationship just like the one her parents, who are nearing their silver anniversary, have—that storybook romance she’s grown up seeing. And with a heart like hers, there’s no way she won’t find it. “I just think love is what makes life worth living,” she tells us. “Even when the world is at its meanest, having someone you love by your side can make everything sweeter.”


Fun Facts About Krystin:

Her favorite jellybean flavor is Buttered Popcorn.

She’s seen The Chicks live nine times.

She hates shrimp—they look like little sea spiders!



Lily

26

Graduate Student

Austin, TX

She may be named after a flower, but Lily is anything but delicate. Born and raised in Texas, Lily has always been fiercely independent—she moved to Austin to pursue her graduate degree in psychology, and she kicks butt with a personal trainer five days a week. Though she’s always valued her education, Lily’s looking for someone to share her knowledge with. Her dream guy is curious, adventurous, and unafraid of smart women. She’s confident Josh fits the bill!


Fun Facts About Lily:

She’s had a Vogue subscription since she was nine.

She loves road trips.

She has a tattoo of a butterfly on the back of her neck.



Gabi

24

Italian Princess

New York, NY

Gabi has always known exactly what she wants, and how to get it. She’s fearless, confident, and superhot—how else would she have released a chart-topping single at just twelve years old? Now she’s working on her debut album, and wants someone to share the spotlight with—just as long as he doesn’t steal it!


Fun Facts About Gabi:

She wishes she had written “Fight Song.”

Her favorite restaurant is Nobu.

She can’t wait to serenade Josh!



McKenzie

25

Scaffolding Heiress

Buffalo, NY

McKenzie is here for the real deal! Since joining her family’s scaffolding business as director of social media, she’s started taking her career super seriously—but that doesn’t mean she doesn’t know how to have fun! Sure, she’s career-oriented, but McKenzie is also the captain of her recreational bowling team. McKenzie thinks her shared experience with Josh working in construction is more than coincidence—it’s fate—and she can’t wait to see what they can build together!


Fun Facts About McKenzie:

Her favorite book is You Are a Badass.

She hates bananas.

She loves hanging out with her dad, and hopes Josh does too!



Sara-without-an-H

22

Intern

New York, NY

Sara-without-an-H is in the house, b*tches! Bubbly and bright, Sara has a lot in common with champagne, but she won’t give you a headache, she swears! She’s the life of the party, but she’s also kind, genuine, and serious about true love. Since moving to New York for an internship with Lilly Pulitzer, she’s totally fallen in love with the city life. The only thing NYC doesn’t have is her dream man—but Sara has a feeling Josh might be exactly what she needs.


Fun Facts About Sara-without-an-H:

She loves turkey burgers.

She loves to sing in the shower.

She can recite the alphabet backward.



Pia

24

Model

Singapore, Republic of Singapore

She might have an inch on Josh, but Pia won’t make herself smaller for any man. At 5’11”, Pia is a successful model who’s turned her biggest insecurity into an asset. Her childhood had a lot in common with the film Tall Girl, she tells us, but she’ll never let the haters stop her from being herself—one of the most successful models in Southeast Asia. Sure, she’s traveled the world, but the one thing she hasn’t done is find someone serious to explore it with. She’s got a feeling Josh might be that guy.


Fun Facts About Pia:

She hasn’t eaten meat in twelve years.

Her favorite place she’s ever visited is Monaco.

She wants to adopt a hedgehog and name him Pinkie.



Madison

21

Waitress

Fort Myers, FL

Madison is a white-hot spirit with the blonde hair to match. She loves nothing more than a day on the beach that doesn’t end when the sun goes down. But just because she’s up for anything doesn’t mean she isn’t down for commitment. Working as a waitress, waiting for her ideal guy to walk through the door, Madison says she identifies a lot with Sam from A Cinderella Story. “She’s a hard worker who will do anything for true love,” she tells us. Who can’t relate to that?


Fun Facts About Madison:

Her dream car is a Jeep Wrangler.

She knows how to fly fish.

She’s not a natural blonde—shh!



Kaydie

25

Content Creator

Los Angeles, CA

Kaydie has always worked for what she wants, from her Pilates-toned body to her lucrative brand deals. She’s a #girlboss, and she needs a man who isn’t scared of that. Her ideal guy loves big dogs and warm weather, and is just as excited to hike Mulholland Highway Trail as he is to get cleaned up for cocktails afterward. She loves to travel, and she can’t wait to fall in love in some exotic locales during her time on Hopelessly Devoted!


Fun Facts About Kaydie:

She is a proud double Leo.

She has over 50k followers on Instagram.

She loves a strong espresso martini.



Sarah-with-an-H:

25

Talent Acquisition Manager

Denver, CO

Sarah is an outgoing lover of life who didn’t leave “YOLO” in 2011. Being in talent acquisition means she has to know where to find it! For Sarah, a committed relationship doesn’t have to mean settling down—she wants a guy who can keep up with her quick pace and her fiery ambition. But she likes to slow down occasionally, too. “Sometimes the best nights are spent curled up on the couch with a glass of white wine,” she says. “And I’d like someone to curl up with.”


Fun Facts About Sarah-with-an-H:

She will drink anything with mezcal.

Her favorite movie is Erin Brockovich.

She hates country music.



Jen

28

Nurse

Fresno, CA

Since she was a little girl, Jen has known she wants to save lives, and she’s dedicated most of her life to learning how. But sometimes the work doesn’t leave room for her. “It’s time for me to put my own life first,” she tells us. She may be one of the oldest women this season, but that’s because she’s spent her time figuring out what she wants and who she is. Now that she knows, she won’t let anyone get in her way. “I’m taking this process extremely seriously,” she says, “and I’ll have a major problem with anyone who doesn’t.” Yikes!


Fun Facts About Jen:

She loves pink Starbursts.

She hates when steaks are too rare.

She’s been taking tennis lessons for seven years.



Lauren C.

25

Content Creator

Pinevale, NJ

Lauren C. might look like your everyday beauty queen from the suburbs of New Jersey, but she is not what she seems. With big-city style and a small-town, girl-next-door charm, she enjoys a good adventure, but loves nothing more than a girls’ night in (with lots of red wine, please!). Her perfect guy will support her professional and personal dreams and understand that sometimes, Lauren C. just needs some time with her close-knit family or her gal pals. Despite having the stunning looks of a movie star and a closet filled with Fashion Nova, she hasn’t had much luck with guys—Lauren C. tells us it’s difficult to find a man who can keep up with her and fit her very exacting standards. But we have a feeling sparks might fly between this pretty successful social media influencer and our newest Hopeless Romantic!


Fun Facts About Lauren:

She thinks broccoli is disgusting.

She says her dream man does not wear too much cologne.

She “never outgrew sleepover parties,” and she’s excited to bring her cutest pajama set to the chateau!






CHAPTER ONE

Krystin isn’t thinking about what she’s supposed to be thinking about. To be fair, that’s usually the case—but what isn’t usual is her perch in the left-hand corner of the stretch limousine, precariously balancing on her tailbone so as not to touch her exposed thighs to the vinyl seat. She’s sweating—a lot—and it’s pooling in inconvenient places, which is raising her already spiking stress hormones, encouraging her glands to produce even more sweat. Her heel taps a syncopated rhythm into the floor; any more force, she thinks, and the stiletto will pierce right through the carpet.

The women around her are chattering nervously, trying to fill up the long space with their expectations for the night.

“I heard they make you stay up, like, all night,” says Madison, the twenty-one-year-old waitress from South Florida. “That’s why I brought Adderall. I had some left over from college.”

“I’m surprised you have any to spare,” mutters the brunette sitting next to Krystin. She hadn’t caught her name in the introductions.

Krystin wants to laugh, but she also doesn’t want to be a bitch, even though no one else heard.

“Do Adderall and champagne mix well?” This comes from Sarah-with-an-H, a twenty-five-year-old talent acquisition manager from Denver.

Madison thinks. “I figure champagne makes me sleepy, and Adderall wakes me up, so like, it’ll even out, you know?”

Lily shakes her head, long braids swishing across her shoulders. “That is not how that works, baby girl.” She laughs into her own flute.

The conversation devolves into snickers, to which Madison is either oblivious or admirably indifferent. Krystin tries to focus on the jokes, the dialogues splintering out between the women. She tries to rehearse her entrance, the lines she perfected in her bathroom mirror, in the car, on the plane.

She tries to think about anything but what she’s thinking about: her best friend since seventh grade, Delia. Well, ex-best friend now, but that isn’t the point. She’s thinking about months ago, when she told Delia that she was doing this whole thing, how Delia choked on her burrito and spewed a wad of spit-logged beef onto the dashboard of her Corolla. Krystin had wiped it up gingerly with a brown paper napkin, dropping it into the to-go bag with the discarded foil wrappers.

“You’re what?” Delia asked. Then she coughed again. There was evidently still a grain of cilantro-lime rice stuck in her esophagus.

“I’m going to find love.” Krystin was resolved. She stared ahead, unblinking, hands steady on the steering wheel despite the car being in park. “I’m leaving here to find love.”

“No, you’re not.” Delia sucked limeade out of a paper straw. “You’re going on TV.”

“Those two things are not mutually exclusive.”

“Huh.”

Then they were quiet. They were quiet for most of the burrito’s life, and then for the car ride home after its death. They were quiet until they pulled into Delia’s driveway and Krystin didn’t want to be quiet anymore.

“It’s kind of shitty for you to be acting this way.”

Delia snorted. “That’s rich.”

“Frankly, I don’t see what it has to do with you, anyway,” Krystin said.

“That’s multimillion!”

Krystin turned from the steering wheel for the first time since ordering their food. “Deels, I want to be happy. I’m not happy. I’m lonely.”

“The difference between lonely and alone is up for debate,” Delia muttered. “But you certainly won’t be alone with one man and thirty-four other women, that’s for sure.”

“There are no more men to meet in Bozeman. I swear to God, I’ve run out.” Okay, Krystin hadn’t dated every man in Bozeman. When it came down to it, none of the guys around her made her feel anything, other than a twinge of secondhand embarrassment.

If she was being honest with herself, she hadn’t tried as hard as she could have—but that had more to do with the maintenance of her Rodeo Queen Montana title than an exhaustion of Tinder.

She took a breath. “Listen, I know you never liked the show.”

It was more than that—whenever they watched it together, Delia lamented the idiocy of the show’s premise, and spent every commercial break combing the contestants’ Twitters for past missteps. Krystin wasn’t even sure why Delia kept coming over on Monday nights to watch with her in the first place, that’s how mad the whole thing made her. But Krystin had always loved Hopelessly Devoted, how there were fireworks on dates, champagne in hot tubs, slow dances in the rain. It was how love was supposed to be: big and grand and luxurious. Even if she wasn’t particularly fond of sparkling wine, she loved, well, the romance of it all.

And when they announced that Josh, a runner-up from Amanda’s season, would be the next Hopeless Romantic, Krystin genuinely saw herself there. Josh was different from all the guys in Bozeman, and since nothing had ever worked out with them, Krystin thought maybe he was just different enough to work.

Krystin was nearing the end of her royal rodeo reign, and she needed to take a step in a new direction. Everyone was getting married—everyone except Delia, but Delia had never wanted the same things as Krystin anyway. The difference between Krystin and Delia was that Delia never needed anything, and Krystin did. She needed what her parents had, what she saw in movies, what they sing about in country songs on the radio. She needed more than a hail Mary. She needed a man.

“I think he might really be—” Krystin started. “I think he might be the one to change things for me.”

Delia spun her entire body toward Krystin and said, “You’re going to look stupid.”

Krystin sat there, quiet again, while Delia climbed out of the car and up the stairs to her porch. She left her limeade sweating in Krystin’s cup holder.

She wasn’t going to look stupid. She was going to look like herself, and she was going to win over Josh Rosen, and they were going to fall in love and have two houses: one on Long Island and one in Big Sky.

And by the way, today she really doesn’t look stupid. She looks hot. She knows that because the saleswoman at Dress Barn told her so when she bought this dress.

The limo rounds a corner, and Krystin feels a warm droplet of champagne splatter onto her thigh. The brunette smiles at her apologetically with crimson lips. “My bad.”

Krystin smiles back, not wanting the other girl to feel bad, despite her thigh now being sticky in both sweat- and champagne-related ways. “Not your fault,” she says, even though it kind of is.

“Okay, ladies!” A producer, a young Black woman named Penny, claps her hands together. “We’re pulling up to the chateau now. Let’s get some screams for the editing team, all right?”

They scream.

“Let’s get a ‘JOSH’ in unison, huh?”

“JOOOOOOSSSHHHHH!”

The limo pulls onto the property. The women twist against the seats, trying to catch a glimpse of their future soulmate, who is standing at the end of the glistening driveway, cameras in position. Just wait your turn, Krystin wants to say.

“He’s sooooooooooo cute,” Madison gushes. “I just can’t get over his hair. It’s so curly.”

Hilarie cocks her head to the side, her coppery bob sweeping against her shoulder. “He seems shorter in person.”

“He’s five ten,” Madison replies. “That’s one entire inch taller than average.”

Krystin feels a little sick to her stomach. But then, that always happens when she meets a guy for the first time. Those are called butterflies, she reminds herself.

Penny says something into a walkie. It chirps back in response.

“Okay, showtime.”

Only Krystin and the brunette are left in the limo by the time Penny gives Krystin a two-minute warning.

“Get ready,” Penny instructs her, her eyes glittering with the excitement Krystin thought she would only see from the Devotees. She turns to the brunette. “Lauren, you’ll be going after her.”

Lauren, Krystin repeats silently, as Penny faces her again.

“You have your prop?”

She does. Krystin slides a hobby horse from underneath the seat and holds the stick between her knees. The mane got a little matted during the car ride. She fluffs the synthetic hair, and plucks a stray fake eyelash from its nose.

Lauren gestures at the prop. “Classy.”

“I do rodeo,” Krystin explains, ignoring the brunette’s snark. She smooths out her sash, which proclaims her Rodeo Queen Montana.

“Looks like you more than ‘do’ it.”

“I’m a rodeo champion,” she amends. “A queen.”

Lauren smirks. “No crown?”

“Ten-gallon hat,” she corrects. “Left that at home.”

In a few minutes, Krystin thinks, Lauren will probably regret having nothing to distinguish herself from the herd of women that each expect Josh to remember her name. Though, looking at this woman—the left corner of her lips curled up derisively, her eyes wide and brown and framed by a spray of curled lashes—Krystin can’t imagine anyone forgetting her.

Penny snaps. “Horse. Go.”

Krystin looks at her. “Oh! Yeah. Going.” She slides across the seats toward the door. “Going, gone.”

The brunette gives her a finger flutter wave. Krystin tips her head before remembering she’s not wearing the hat.

Outside the car, the lights are white against the night sky. It feels like the state fair, except it’s completely silent aside from the clopping of her rhinestone-cloaked platform heels on the pavement. She sticks the hobby horse between her thighs until it hits the hem of her dress, and begins to half-gallop toward a tuxedoed Josh Rosen. He watches her, amused, as she gives up galloping halfway and just waddles, holding the stick in place.

She approaches him, and the script falls out smoothly. “I wanted to show you that”—she pauses just long enough—“I know how to ride ’em, cowboy.”

She stands there for a moment, smiling and waiting. The seconds stretch out, the way they do when she finishes a barrel race and waits for her time. She imagines Delia watching her, shaking her head in disappointment—but no, without Krystin there, she had no reason to watch the show at all. Maybe she is embarrassing herself. Maybe she’s going to end this night on a flight back to the Treasure State. But just like her mother always told her, she keeps smiling.

Then Josh laughs.

The chateau is large, and would feel that way too, if not for the hallways and rooms cordoned off like the forbidden wings of a castle. Producers stand with camera operators, their PAs hovering meekly a safe distance away.

By the time Krystin enters the room, the rest of the limo occupants have settled comfortably into the overstuffed L-shaped couch. They all look up at her from their champagne flutes, then at the hobby horse, then back. It reminds Krystin of rushing Alpha Omicron Pi at Montana State. (She got a bid.)

Lauren, the brunette from Krystin’s limo, walks (saunters) in after her, flaring her sequined mermaid gown behind her before unfurling herself in an armchair. Krystin tugs at her dress hem.

It takes a while, but eventually the next limo pulls up, and more women stream in. Krystin watches each woman—she really can’t help it—how they walk and what they’re wearing. Her dress starts to feel shorter by the minute, and the minutes themselves start to feel shorter too.

And now Krystin is making conversation with Sara-without-an-H, the fashion intern to her right. She kind of has to pee (all the champagne), but the succession of women stopped a few minutes ago, which means that Josh could enter at any second, and she doesn’t want to be awkwardly standing when he does. She’s thought about it, and she wants to be sitting with her ankles crossed to the side like Julie Andrews teaches Anne Hathaway in The Princess Diaries.

She crosses her right foot over her left, then left over right. She tries to listen to Sara brag about her semester with Lilly Pulitzer in New York, but she’s all fuzzy and can feel her blood rushing in her toes.

“It was just so rewarding, you know? To like, see what goes on behind the scenes, like all these people work together to make the perfect print. And, I mean, New York. To die for.”

The alcohol seems to be hitting Sara, because Krystin can see a pink flush begin to color her fair skin.

“Totally,” Krystin says, and feels guilty that she doesn’t know what she just agreed with. She actually really has to pee.

“Have you ever been to New York?”

Krystin shakes her head. “I’ve never been much of anywhere, actually. This is my first time in California, too.” She hates telling people this. It makes her sound like a bumpkin.

Sara gasps theatrically, French manicure covering her O-shaped mouth. “Oh em gee. That is, like, so cute.” She places her hand on Krystin’s knee and gives it a squeeze. “You know, we’re gonna travel, like, all over the world for this. This is totally a new chapter for you.”

“Yeah,” Krystin says, and actually means it this time. “It is.”

Around her, high-pitched cheers spill from glossy lips. When Krystin raises her head, Josh is standing in front of them, holding his own flute and smiling sheepishly.

Josh Rosen, billed as Hopelessly Devoted’s first Ashkenazi Hopeless Romantic, is of middling height and stature. But he has those smiley eyes that crinkle in the corners—the kind that make him look like you could tell him any kind of joke and he’d laugh, and really mean it. After his departure from Amanda’s season, he started recording and producing a podcast—When One Door Closes—about love and relationships. Krystin listened to an episode on the plane ride over; the guest was a past Romantic, administering advice to Josh about the process.

“You know, I’m starting to feel the pressure already,” Josh told Danny from season eighteen. “I really want this to work for me. I mean, it almost did last season.”

“Ah, yeah,” Danny said, commiserating. “It was hard for me too when Casey cut my string.”

That’s another thing they do—during the elimination ceremony at the end of each week, each Devotee is given a piece of red string to tie around their wrist. When a Romantic sends someone home, they cut the string with these special gold scissors that look like a smaller version of what Krystin used at her first ribbon-cutting ceremony as Rodeo Queen Montana.

“I was sad, you know?” Danny went on. “It took me a while to get over her. But time heals, and any lingering feelings I might have had for her disappeared the second I stepped onto the set as season eighteen’s Hopeless Romantic and saw those first few girls, you know what I mean?” He laughed.

“Yeah. I fell for Amanda, I really did.” Josh seemed wistful. Krystin remembers the scene exactly—outside the Rosens’ Jericho house, the couple shivering in the early spring chill. Amanda didn’t even wait until the string-cutting ceremony—she just broke it off right then and there after an excruciatingly awkward dinner with Josh’s family. “I wish her and Byron the best, though.”

Amanda and Byron broke off their engagement last week.

“Listen,” Danny said, sounding like the human embodiment of a clap on the back. “The best advice I can give you is to follow your heart, dude. Like, you’ll feel it when it happens. That’s how it was with Diana.”

“That’s my goal, man.” Josh sighed. “I just hope the women think I’m cute in person.”

Josh is definitely cuter in person—at least, that seems to be the consensus.

He grins, waiting for the squeals to dissipate. “Hi, ladies!”

“HI, JOSH!”

He’s already blushing. “I wanted to start off by saying how lucky I feel to be joined by such a phenomenal—and not to mention gorgeous—group of women.”

“Awww,” they chorus.

“I’m serious! This is the biggest group of pretty girls I’ve seen since my bar mitzvah!”

They laugh.

“Words can’t describe how excited I am to get to know each and every one of you. I’m sure you all saw how heartbroken I was when Amanda sent me home—”

He’s interrupted by a harmony of boos. “No, no, it’s all for the best. You know, as I say on my podcast, when one door closes, another opens.” He winks. “So with all that said, here’s to all of you.” He raises his glass toward the women, and they mirror him. “To season twenty-two of Hopelessly Devoted!”

They all rush to clink their flutes with his, and Krystin sees a camera swing above them for the aerial shot.

She can hardly see Josh through all the glasses, so many reflections of beautiful women whose makeup, unlike her own, looks professionally done, eyes and lips distorted and magnified like Instagram filters. And then Josh is all she can see, because the glasses disperse and he’s looking at her, only at her, across the buzzing nucleus of women.

“Krystin.” He smiles. “Mind if I grab you first?”

She can feel the Fenty-lined eyes liquefying her, lasers beaming from their doll-like faces. She feels sick to her stomach. “Absolutely.”

The women scatter as they adjust to the state of affairs, and Josh moves toward Krystin, elbow extended like an eager prom date’s. She accepts it, wrapping her hand around his bicep, which is surprisingly firm.

“Where are we going?” she asks, trying not to look back at the swarm of WASPs flashing their stingers behind her.

“I have a favorite place in the chateau.” He smiles sheepishly. “I’m hoping it hasn’t lost its magic after last season.”

He leads her through the French doors out to the courtyard behind the mansion, down the cobblestone curves looping around the Versailles-inspired garden. The whole property is an America-fied chateau, smaller than its architectural muse; next to the McMansion, the shrunken garden looks like an underdeveloped appendage. Not that Krystin would know—the most she’s seen of France is Emily in Paris. And besides, the only tenet of Bozeman interior design is a taxidermied stag on the wall.

“So,” Josh says as they approach an ivy-covered gazebo, “you’re a pageant queen.”

“Rodeo,” Krystin corrects, trying not to get a heel stuck between the bricks. “Less world peace, more barrel racing.”

“My mistake.” They stop in front of the gazebo, and he holds his hand out to steady her as she climbs the steps. “We don’t have a lot of those where I come from. Actually, I don’t think we have any.”

Krystin smooths her dress under her butt as she sits. She’s still holding the hobby horse, which is starting to feel less funny and more embarrassing the more places she has to carry it. “That’s because all the riding y’all do out there is prim and proper. We get down and dirty in the boondocks.”

Josh chuckles, which Krystin is beginning to realize he does a lot. She feels the swirling in her stomach start to settle a bit.

“Is that so?” He gestures to the hobby horse, which she’s propped up next to her. “Care to demonstrate?”

Krystin feels her cheeks get hot. She picks up the toy horse and strokes the smooth wood. “Well,” she drawls, flicking her eyes up to Josh’s like she read to do in Cosmo when she was fourteen, “a lot of the riding we do is bareback.”

Now Josh is blushing, and he seems genuinely flustered.

Delia’s face in the car flashes in Krystin’s memory, and she tries to ignore the shame nipping at her. Delia is wrong. She is going to prove Delia wrong.

But what if she can’t? What if she’s proving Delia’s point right now, insinuating things she doesn’t even mean in ways she’s never spoken before? She isn’t lying, is she? She’s just trying to be a bubblier, sexier version of herself, the version she’s switched on and off as far back as she can remember—the version that made three guys in high school ask her to senior prom.

She isn’t sure how much time has passed, but it feels like eons, and Josh still isn’t saying anything. He’s just looking at her in this way that she knows she’s supposed to want, but it just makes her feel like crawling inside herself. She starts to feel the cameras on her, watching her make a fool of herself.

“I’m sorry,” she blurts, and Josh shakes from his horny stupor. “I’m not like this. I don’t—”

“Ride bareback?” he supplies, eyebrows raised.

“No—I mean, yes, I do. Like, I know how—” She pauses, looking at Josh, who’s smiling at her. She exhales a laugh. “I’m sorry,” she says again.

“Don’t be.” When he says it, she really believes it. “Listen, I don’t want you to put on a show for me. I already like you.”

She didn’t expect that. “Really?”

“Really.” He takes her hand in his. “So, Krystin, rodeo queen from the boondocks. What are you really like?”

She tells him—a little bit. How she grew up in a small town in western Montana and rode her first horse when she was three (on her dad’s lap), how she started competing in rodeos when she was twelve, how it was the best thing that had ever happened to her because of the community (and college scholarships), how she moved to Bozeman for Montana State and stayed after graduation.

What she doesn’t tell him: that she’s never had a serious boyfriend, that she hasn’t spoken to her best friend since that day in the Corolla, that she doesn’t know what she’s going to do once she officially outgrows rodeo.

He seems happy with what she provides, though. “That’s so cool,” he says after she’s done explaining barrel racing. “So it’s kind of like Fast & Furious, but on a horse.”

“Yeah, kind of.” Krystin laughs, even though she can’t imagine a worse analogy. She’s still laughing when Lauren, the brunette from the limo, taps her on the shoulder and looks at her, unblinking, red lips spread into a perfectly sultry smile.

“Hey,” she purrs, only to Krystin. “Mind if I steal him for a sec?”
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