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For The Bachelor/ette Australia franchise. I have written so much about you already, fictionally, academically, and episodically—but if I dedicate an entire book to you, then will you let me consult for you?






Prologue Murray


“Okay, Brett,” I said. “It’s all come down to today. How are you feeling?”

Brett shifted uncomfortably on the stool in front of the green screen. “Good. I think.”

“You think?” Lily said. “This is one of the last times you have to see this guy’s ugly face—” she jabbed me with her elbow “—and you only think you feel good?”

He cracked a smile and relaxed, just a little. “Okay, I definitely feel good.”

“As you should.” Lily smiled sunnily at him. “You’re about to ride off into the sunset with the love of your life. You should feel great.”

“Exactly,” I said, in my most reassuring voice. “Now, there’s nothing to worry about, okay, mate? This interview is going to work just the same as all the others. Look at me and Lily, not at the camera. Remember to answer in full sentences, because the audience isn’t going to hear our questions, just your answers.”

I’d given him the exact same spiel every single time we’d sat down to record an interview during Season Ten of Marry Me, Juliet. Every single time Brett had either looked directly down the lens, given one-word answers, or both. Brett wasn’t the worst Romeo that Lily and I had ever worked with, but he was certainly one of the most frustrating.

“The only special thing you need to remember is that at this point in the episode, the audience won’t know who you’ve chosen,” Lily said. “So instead of ‘I’ve fallen in love with Mary-Ellen,’ say something like ‘I’ve fallen in love with this woman, and I can’t wait to tell her.’ That way we can make the fact you’ve picked her a big reveal.”

“CJ.”

“Hmmm?”

“I’ve fallen in love with CJ,” Brett said. “Not Mary-Ellen.”

“What?” Lily and I said at the same time.

Brett shrugged. “Mary-Ellen’s hot, but CJ’ll fit into my life better. We’re more compatible.”

Lily and I exchanged glances.

We were experts at this. Literal experts. We’d been working on the Romeo and Juliet shows for eight years. We could tell when two people were into each other. Usually long before they could.

But it didn’t take an expert to see how Brett felt about Mary-Ellen. You could be an alien from another galaxy where they didn’t have a concept of attraction and you’d be able to tell.

“Love isn’t just about compatibility, mate,” I said. “Take it from someone who’s divorced. You can be compatible as hell and it still might fall apart.”

“And take it from someone who’s happily married.” Lily waved the hand with her wedding ring at him. “Compatibility is great, sure, but you can be compatible with lots of people. Chemistry is rare. A real connection—that’s even rarer.”

“We don’t want to influence you or sway you,” I said.

I was lying through my teeth. Our entire story plan revolved around Brett and Mary-Ellen being soulmates. If we couldn’t talk him into picking her, we were going to have to go back to square one and re-craft the whole damn season.

“But Lily and I have been with you every step of this journey. We’ve watched you with all the Juliets. It’s obvious that what you have with Mary-Ellen is special.”

“Absolutely,” Lily said. “It takes a lot for two cynics like us to get invested in a love story, but we’ve been all-in on you and Mary-Ellen for weeks now.”

Brett folded his arms defensively, his massive shoulders rippling.

“This is your decision, mate.” I emphasised your as much as I could without getting cartoonish. “We’d never dream of standing in your way.”

“But we also don’t want to see you make a terrible mistake,” Lily said, injecting a soothing tone into her voice. “So many people stumble at this last hurdle. They get scared. They start thinking about what’s good for them on paper instead of what they actually want.”

She leaned forward. “Going after what you want is the bravest thing you can do,” she said. “So tell me, Brett: are you ready to be brave?”



“I can’t believe that didn’t work,” I said.

“I don’t understand how it didn’t work,” Lily said. “ ‘Are you ready to be brave?’ always works.”

I held the production office door open for her and she walked through, dumping her folder and her tablet on our desk. At the beginning of the season, it had been two distinct desks, hers and mine, but, as usual, it hadn’t taken long for it to turn into one communal mess.

She pulled out her compact, the antique silver one her husband Jeff had given her when she turned thirty, looked at herself in the mirror, and then handed it to me to hold. “It’s not us, right?” she asked, reapplying her signature red lipstick, which twelve years of friendship had taught me was called Blood of My Enemies. “It’s him.”

“It’s definitely him.” I snapped the compact shut and handed it back to her.

“Who?” Suzette asked. She and Carrie, our two junior producers, were sitting in front of one of the monitors, going through some of yesterday’s footage.

“Brett,” I said. “He’s picking CJ.”

“No!” Carrie exclaimed.

“But they’re so stilted with each other!” Suzette said. “And he and Mary-Ellen—”

She gestured towards the wall, where we’d stuck up a poster concept for the season. It was an image from Brett and Mary-Ellen’s final date, where they’d gone swimming in a forest and kissed under a waterfall. The waterfall dominated the poster, but you could just see their two silhouettes behind it, locked in what we’d all agreed read as a deeply passionate embrace.

“Wait,” Carrie said suddenly. “Does this mean I win the kitty?”

“No!” Lily groaned. “I had so many plans for that money!”

“Like what?” Suzette asked.

“I was going to buy Jeff a new suit. He’s been wearing the same one to all our red-carpet events since I met him. It’s getting embarrassing.”

Lily and I had been running the kitty since we’d taken over as showrunners for the three Romeo and Juliet shows the previous year. At the beginning of every season, every producer threw some money into a communal pool. We were all primarily responsible for producing a few contestants (this year, the four of us had five contestants each). If one of your contestants won the show, then you won the kitty.

The last of my contestants had been eliminated two episodes ago, but Mary-Ellen was one of Lily’s and CJ belonged to Carrie, who was now dancing around the room. “I’ve never won the kitty before,” she said. “I’m going to take Nisha out to the fanciest dinner in the fucking world. I’m going to pay my car rego. I’m going to buy a bottle of wine that costs more than six dollars.”

“Don’t get too far ahead of yourself,” Lily said. “It’s not that much money.”

“I don’t care,” Carrie said, punching the air. “I won. Pay me, bitch.”

“Fine, fine.” Lily took out her phone.

“When you’ve finished doing whatever this is—” I gestured towards Carrie “—we need to get to work. We have to go back to the beginning and work out how we’re going to re-edit the whole season if we don’t want the audience to come away from the finale wildly disappointed.”

“I’ll be back in a sec,” Lily said, touching me lightly on the shoulder. “I’ve got about a million missed calls.”

I nodded. She slipped out of the room. I took a marker out of the cup on the desk and walked over to the whiteboard. “Any ideas?” I asked Suzette and Carrie.

“Could we turn Brett into the villain?” Carrie suggested.

I wrote Brett = evil? on the board, but I was already shaking my head. “He’s too milquetoast to be a satisfying villain. He hasn’t done anything offensive enough for it to land.”

“What if we make CJ the villain?” Suzette said. “Like a wicked queen luring Brett away from his one true love?”

CJ = evil? I wrote on the board.

“I don’t know if we have the footage to pull that off,” Carrie said. “CJ’s never said a bad word about anyone. The worst she’s been is a bit standoffish.”

“Can we do something with that?” I wrote CJ = ice queen? on the board. “If we can get a really soppy love confession out of her, we might be able to make that play—the ice queen finally melting.”

Carrie scribbled some notes. “She’s never cried in an interview. If I can get her to do it, we might be able to sell it.”

“But what about Mary-Ellen?” Suzette said. “Even if we can build up CJ and Brett as a viable romance, how are we going to get people to believe that he should pick her over Mary-Ellen?”

None of us had a good answer for that.

I sent Suzette and Carrie back to their desks after a while, when it became clear we were just going around in circles, and folded my arms and stared at the whiteboard. I’d scribbled down a list of suggestions—ME = not ready for love? ME = lust not love? ME = too similar?—but none of them seemed quite right.

Because they weren’t right. We couldn’t spin this as the right decision for Brett, because it… wasn’t.

I uncapped the marker again. B = making huge mistake? I wrote.

I could just imagine what the network would say to that. “An ambiguous ending?” Greg McDonagh—the executive VP of unscripted programming, referred to exclusively on our set as Fucking Greg—would roar. “That’s not what the heartland want!”

Just the thought of Fucking Greg yelling about the heartland audience set off my chronic eye-twitch. Lily and I had been agitating for a far greater level of racially and culturally diverse casting for years now, but every time we pitched it, Fucking Greg started yelling about the heartland and calling us the woke police.

Although…

I glanced over at the wall, where we’d put up headshots of our potential Romeos for Season Eleven. Lily and I had deliberately selected three men of colour: Charlie Vu, a cancer scientist; Dylan Jayasinghe Mellor, an Olympic gold medallist; and Chris Gregory, a TV gardener with a cult following. They were all great candidates, but the odds of Fucking Greg throwing our briefing packet back across the desk and telling us we needed to play to the heartland and find a “boy next door”—that is, cast someone white—were high, no matter how we tried to sell it.

But what if we could absolutely, positively, one hundred per cent promise him an un-ambiguous dopamine hit of an ending?

My storytelling galaxy brain started to kick into gear.

Lily and I had purposely sabotaged a season before. It had paid off.

What if we did it again?

There was no way we could get a fairytale ending out of this Brett/CJ/Mary-Ellen fiasco, not if Brett picked CJ. So what if we steered into the skid? What if we let this ending feel awkward and wrong and weird, and used it as leverage to do a more diversely cast season, with a promise of the world’s most satisfying payoff? What if—

“Murray?”

I turned. “I’ve just had a—”

“Murray.” Lily’s face was ashen, her eyes wide and wild, Blood of My Enemies standing out in sharp relief against her skin. “Murray—Murray—”

I took two quick steps and caught her just before her knees gave way. “What is it? What’s happened?”

“Jeff,” she gasped, fingers digging into my shoulders. “There was an accident. It’s Jeff.”






1 Murray


The fourth of my contestants left the makeshift studio we’d set up in the hotel conference room. I ticked off the name Cecilia James, closed my eyes, and allowed myself a quick, wistful dream about the hotel pillows.

All the cast and crew on Season Eleven of Marry Me, Juliet had just done two weeks of mandatory hotel quarantine before on-set filming started tonight. I’d been hoping to use the time to sleep. It had been a foolish, naïve hope—there was always another fire to put out when you were running a show, especially when you were running it on your own—but there was still something to be said about doing your job from a luxurious hotel bed.

“Who’s next, Murray?” Saurav, the camera operator, asked me.

I opened my eyes. The right one immediately started twitching. I pressed two fingers into the muscle beside it. “The ringer. The supervillain. The one we don’t know anything about.”

“How did that even happen?” Indigo the gaffer adjusted one of the lights. “I thought you had this whole season mapped out. I’s dotted. T’s crossed. The works.”

“Fucking Greg. As usual.”

It hadn’t been easy, talking Fucking Greg into letting me do this season, but I’d done it. I’d presented him with proposal after proposal and report after report on the audience reaction to Brett not picking Mary-Ellen, and eventually he’d cracked. “All right, fine,” he’d growled. “You can have your woke season—if you promise me the fairytale. And it better rate its tits off, O’Connell, or you’re done.”

I should have expected something like this. Signing off on a million documents on our season plans and then deciding at the last minute to throw in some top-of-his-head wildcard was classic Greg.

But I hadn’t expected it. Maybe because I was on my own now, doing all the work that Lily and I used to do together. Maybe because I didn’t think it could get any harder than the pandemic restrictions were already making it. Or maybe it was just because I was an idiot—but I hadn’t seen it coming at all.

Greg hadn’t even bothered to call me. He’d done it in an email, which I’d received forty-five minutes after entering hotel quarantine. O’Connell, I’ve found you the perfect villain for the latest MMJ. A real spicy meatball.

I’d put my head between my knees to take some deep breaths before replying. Perhaps for next season? We’re all set for S11. All our cast and crew are now in quarantine, so we can’t change any of our plans.

Already sorted, Greg sent back. Spicy meatball’s been in lockdown since this morning.

I can’t just add another contestant into the mix, I replied. Pandemic restrictions mean there are strict limits on how many people we can take into the bubble. We already had to get government permits to take this many.

Cut one of the other girls, he wrote. You’re keeping the spicy meatball. She’ll be ratings gold. Everyone will love to hate her. Make sure she stays until at least episode eight.

He’d sent a follow-up two minutes later: You’re welcome. [image: grinning face emoji]

The first few emails were bad enough, but it was the last one that was really responsible for the flare-up of my chronic eye-twitch. Fucking Greg.

The twitch wasn’t abating, so I tried closing my right eye and pressing my fingers into the eyelid. I balanced my tablet on my knee and scrolled through it with my free hand to get to the contestant information breakdown sheet. We had these for all our contestants, and they were detailed. I could probably ghostwrite the autobiographies of the fourteen other women who would be competing for the Romeo’s heart (and of twenty-four-year-old TikTok balloon artist Kristal, who’d burst into loud sobs when I’d broken it to her over Zoom that she would not, in fact, be on this season of Marry Me, Juliet, despite already being in quarantine, because “the network decided to go in a different direction”).

I didn’t even have a headshot for the spicy meatball. I hadn’t had a breakdown for her at all until last night, and it was only three lines long.

Name: Lily Fireball.

Age: 25.

Occupation: Entrepreneur.

Lily.

There were two pangs in my heart, like there was whenever I came across anyone with her name. One of pain. One of guilt.

I should send a message to Thuong at some point before the madness of the First Night Party kicked off. Thuong, a successful fashion designer, was another close friend of Lily’s—but more importantly, she was married to Lily’s brother Michael, which meant Lily hadn’t been able to disappear on her the way she’d disappeared on me. I checked in with her every month or so to see how Lily was doing.

I flicked WhatsApp open. Any updates on our favourite drama queen? I typed.

The last message I had from Thuong (not counting around eighty-seven baby photos) was a response to much the same question, sent a few weeks ago.

Still changing the subject every time Michael or I ask her how she’s feeling, she replied now. Still the reigning undefeated international queen of avoidance.

I closed my eyes for a second. The fact that I was still included on the list of things Lily was avoiding was an open wound.

Every day I went to work, I was conscious of the bare desk across from mine. Every meeting I sat in, I felt the empty chair beside me. Every suggestion I made, I found myself waiting for her to “yes, and” it, to build on it, to make it better.

Tell her I miss her, I sent to Thuong.

Then I let out a long breath, tilting my head from side to side to stretch out my neck. I didn’t have time to feel my feelings now. I had a job to do.

Two people’s jobs, in fact. Everything was so much more difficult without her. She would have known just which buttons to press to get Fucking Greg to butt out.

A production assistant tapped at the door. This one was Tim, I thought, but there were two gangly white boys named Tim and Tom and I could never keep them straight. “Murray, Lily is here.”

“Okay. Send her in.”

Tim/Tom hesitated. “Um…”

“Tom,” I said, taking a stab in the dark, “it’s been a long day. We’ve got a long night ahead of us, and we’re on a tight schedule. Just send her in.”

I flicked back to the notes I’d made on the meagre contestant information breakdown. Entrepreneur was code for wannabe girlboss, which was code for wannabe influencer. The Fireball of it all supported that theory. If this Lily was not in fact descended from a long line of Fireballs, the name was clearly some kind of targeted marketing thing. She didn’t seem to have any social media profiles, but that might be on purpose, to start building her brand identity from a blank slate with our glossy promo photos.

I flicked over to my list of questions. We had some standard ones that everyone answered—basics like “Why do you want to be on Marry Me, Juliet?”—but also some tailored to the archetype we were planning to fit the contestants into.

My best bet for this initial interview, given I knew nothing about this woman except that Fucking Greg wanted her to be the villain, was to try and plant the seeds of a classic not-here-for-the-right-reasons narrative. Eight episodes was a long time to drag one of those out, so we’d have to play a deception angle. We’d show her telling the Romeo over and over again how into him she was, while making it clear in all her other words and actions that she was just there for money and fame and brand-building.

And then, come episode eight, we’d do a big reveal. Expose the long con. The ritual humiliation of the villain was a classic reality TV trope.

“Tom!” I barked, not looking up as I scrolled down to my villain questions. “What are you waiting for? Send her in!”

“Murray, like I’ve told you a thousand times, that’s Tim.”

My head snapped up.

“Is your eye still bothering you?” Lily asked. “Are you doing any of the things you’re supposed to? Taking magnesium? Cutting back on caffeine?”

I couldn’t respond. My thought processes had completely short-circuited.

Lily’s heels clicked against the floor as she walked across the room and settled herself on the stool in front of the green screen, crossing her ankles and hooking them around the crossbar. She was wearing the most ridiculous dress I’d ever seen: bright yellow, the colour of a daffodil, with sleeves that sat just off her shoulder. It was short at the front, secured by a wrap tie, but the back was ludicrously enormous, with a train so long that it puddled around the foot of the stool.

She took her compact out of some hidden pocket in the masses of skirts, the same one she always carried, the one Jeff had given her. She looked at herself briefly, then snapped it shut and glanced down at her train. “Could someone straighten my dress? I don’t think it’s being shown to its full effect.”

“Everybody out.”

“Murray,” Saurav said quietly, “I know this is a lot, but if we don’t get this now, we’ll eat into the shoot time.”

“Out! Everybody! Right now!”

The crew didn’t make me tell them again.

One corner of Lily’s mouth curled upwards. She was wearing Blood of My Enemies, same as always. “The First Night Party hasn’t even started and you’re already behind schedule?” she said. “Standards are slipping.”

“Lily, what the fuck?!”

People usually started backing away from me when I used that tone of voice, but her smile just deepened. “Nice to see you too, Murray.”

I wanted to scream at her.

I wanted to throw my arms around her and bury my face in her hair and crush her so hard to my chest that she’d complain that she couldn’t breathe and that the cheap material of my polo shirt touching her skin was a human rights violation.

“Lily,” I said, fighting to speak in a more controlled tone, “what the fuck are you doing here?”

She shrugged, one mostly bare shoulder rising and falling. Years of reading contestants’ body language had taught me that a shrug was usually a passive gesture, an abdication of thought and responsibility, a physical I-don’t-know-it-just-happened—but not when Lily did it.

“After how hard we fought to get this season off the ground,” she said, “did you really think I would miss it?”

I stared at her.

She raised an eyebrow.

Blood was rushing in my ears. I could hear my own heartbeat, like there was someone with a hammer inside my head, pounding against my skull.

“Do you like the dress?” She smoothed a hand along her enormous yellow skirt. “It’s one of Thuong’s designs. She made it for me a few years ago and I’ve never had the opportunity to wear it.”

“It’s ridiculous.”

She clutched at her heart in mock horror. “How dare you?”

“Stop,” I bit out.

I was not a man who lost his composure easily. I got angry, and frustrated, and had definitely been known to lose my temper—but when push came to shove, I kept it together. No matter what was happening, I thought my way through. I solved the problem. I figured it out. I was a master at compartmentalising. No one was better at setting aside their feelings and getting the job done than I was. When I’d been going through my divorce, none of my colleagues had a single clue how raw and rough and vulnerable I was.

Except for Lily.

Lily.

Lily was here.

Looking at her, sitting there, with that fucking smile on her face, my brain stopped functioning.

And then it started racing, ricocheting between two images faster and faster, trying to reconcile them.

A year ago. The night of Jeff’s funeral. After everyone had left, after even Thuong and Michael and their new baby had left, when it was just her and me.

Her agonised, broken sobs, like someone had put a hook down her throat and was yanking the sounds out of her. Don’t go, don’t go. Don’t leave me alone.

I’d put my arms around her, pressing her into me, as if I could hold her together if I just held her tight enough. I won’t. I won’t leave you.

I knew her words weren’t for me, but I held them close, held her close, her face warm and damp against my throat.

She’d made me leave the next morning. I’m sorry, she’d told me, eyes red above one of the dramatic satin dressing gowns she loved so much.

Lily, I’d replied, reaching out and clasping her hand, you have nothing to be sorry for. I’m here for you. Always.

She looked up at me pleadingly. I need some time and space alone to work through this. I need to go no-contact with the world for a while, I think. Even you. Is that all right?

Of course it is. Whatever you need.

Thank you. She’d squeezed my fingers.

Then she’d let go, and I hadn’t heard a single word from her since.

Until now.

“Lily,” I said, “are you all right?”

“Do I not seem all right?”

“Do you really want me to answer that question? Do you want me to sit here, think about it, say ‘hmmm, yes, this all seems totally fine and normal?’ ”

What she was actually doing, I had no idea, but I knew exactly how I’d frame this story if I was telling it on TV. A bereaved woman cuts off her support system, completely reinvents herself, and decides to become a reality TV villain? That was the clearest, most obvious cry for help—

“This is not a cry for help, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

God-fucking-damn it.

“I’m not here because I’ve lost my mind.”

If she’d said that to me on any other day of our long friendship, I probably would have believed her. Lily Ong knew herself, and she did not lie.

But looking at Lily Fireball was like looking at an uncanny valley version of the real Lily. The shrewd, calculating expression in her eyes was pure Lily Ong, but it was like she was looking at me from behind a mask, a wall erected between her and me.

“I’m here because I need to be,” she said, “and because you need me to be.”

What the fuck did that mean?

“This season has to be a ratings draw if Fucking Greg will ever let you cast diversely again.” Her tone was businesslike, as if we’d sat down for some ordinary meeting on some ordinary day. “You don’t just need romance. You need conflict. You need drama. You need something to make the story go—and nothing does that like a really good villain.”

“I’m aware. I’ve cast accordingly. That doesn’t explain why you’re here.”

“Because no one will be as good at it as me.”

She tossed her hair over her shoulder. Lily had always had beautiful hair, long and black and shiny, but the hair and makeup team had done something to it that gave it an extra lustre under the lights.

“We always planned for this season to be the greatest one ever,” she said. “To do that, it needs the greatest villain ever. I understand all the right notes to hit, all the right buttons to push. No one can get the job done like I can.”

I rubbed at my temple. I could barely process what she was saying.

“Lily Fireball is going to be a monster.” A gleeful glint came into her eyes. “No one watching will be able to shut up about what a monster she is. And they’ll tune in every week, just to hate her more. She’ll be a legendary icon of loathsomeness, the kind that people will talk about for years.”

Years of living off coffee, sugar, and whatever I could scavenge from craft services at two in the morning had given me an iron stomach. But hearing her say that, I felt sick.

“You got us the season we always wanted,” she said. “I’m going to get us the ratings.”

“And then what?”

She looked at me—not blankly, not like she didn’t understand what I was saying, but with a deliberate expressionlessness. “And then what?”

“What happens next, in this plan of yours? Going on reality TV isn’t something you can just walk back. This isn’t some temp job you can dip into for six weeks then step out of again and go back to your real life.”

There was an ache at the base of my skull, the sign that a massive tension headache was building. “If you do this, then this is who you are to the world, forever. Lily Fireball. Twenty-five—nice ten-year age discount you’ve given yourself there, by the way. Entrepreneur. Nation’s biggest bitch.”

“And there’ll be abuse and death threats, et cetera, et cetera.” She sounded as calm as if she were discussing the weather, side-stepping what I was actually saying as easily as if it was a puddle on a footpath. A year away clearly hadn’t blunted her skills. “I’m well aware of the consequences. I’ve orchestrated some of them. Karmically, it’s probably my turn—although the bonus racism and anti-Asian bullshit it’ll come with will be, I acknowledge, an extra little treat just for me.”

She tapped her fingernails against her knee. They were painted the same red as her lips, pristine and perfect.

She wasn’t wearing her wedding ring. It was the first time I’d seen her without it since her actual wedding.

“But we both know how good I am at ruining people’s lives,” she said. “Now I’ll just be doing it in public.”

Her tone was cheerful. Of all the things in the world: cheerful.

I had a sudden flashback to that last day I’d seen her. When I’d got into my car to leave her house, the morning after the funeral, I’d caught a glimpse of myself in the rearview mirror. Lily’s lipstick was smeared all over my shirt collar, like someone had tried to slit my throat.

I’d glanced back at her. Standing on her doorstep in her dressing gown, arms wrapped around herself, she’d looked so small.

Everything in me had told me to open my car door. To go back to her. To hold her a while longer.

But I’d listened to her. I always listened to her. She’d told me she wanted me to go, that she wanted time and space, and Lily Ong had always been a woman who knew exactly what she wanted.

So I’d gone. I’d done what she asked, let her go no-contact, and waited for her to come back to me when she was ready. I waited for my best friend, my partner, the person I trusted most in the world, to take her place beside me again, where she belonged.

I’d made the wrong decision.

I wasn’t going to make the same mistake again.

“No,” I said.

She raised an eyebrow. “No?”

“No.” I pulled out my phone. “No, we are not doing this, Lily. You are not doing this.”

Fucking Greg answered on the second ring. “O’Connell! How did you like my surprise?”

“Hi Greg!” Lily called brightly.

I glared at her. She looked back, completely unabashed.

“Am I right, or am I right?” he said. I hated everything about the tone in his voice.

“Look, this isn’t going to work, Greg,” I said. “Trust me on this. I’m not sending Lily in.”

“Yes, you fucking are!” he exclaimed. “She’s just the spicy meatball you need, O’Connell. If you can’t see that, I’ve got serious questions about your judgement.”

I pressed two fingers into my twitching eye and searched for a line that would work. “It’s not the right tone for the season. We’ve talked about what we’re going for, what’ll bring us those ratings. High romance. Real fairytale shit. Throwing such a big villain into the mix will—”

“Only make it better! Your plans are full of sugar. They need some spice to balance the nice. What fairy tale doesn’t have an evil queen?”

God-fucking-damn it.

Lily folded her hands in her lap, the picture of innocence, but she couldn’t fool me. Those were her words coming out of Greg’s mouth.

“Fine,” I said. “You want an all-time legendary villain, I’ll give you one. I’ve cast some women we can produce into that role. But it can’t be Lily.”

“Who better than Lily? She knows the show inside out. Plus, isn’t this season all about diversity? She’s diverse! What is she again? Vietnamese? I always forget.”

I knew for a fact that Fucking Greg had been through the network’s Diversity and Inclusion training program seven times. It clearly wasn’t enough.

I switched tack. “What about the contestants from past seasons? Lily and I have worked with every Romeo and Juliet contestant for the past nine years. They’ll all know who she is the second they see her on TV. If one of them talks to the press, it’ll be obvious she’s a network plant.”

“Already on it. The lawyers are real good at NDAs now—and we freed up some budget for hush money.”

How the hell had Lily got him to do that?

“Greg,” I said, “I think she’s having a nervous—”

“Another call!” he announced. “I gave you everything else you wanted, O’Connell. You’re giving me this. Do your job.”

“It’s—”

The line went dead.

“I’m not having a nervous breakdown,” Lily said, a note of annoyance entering her voice.

“What the fuck else am I meant to think?” I snapped. “How would you read this, if you were in my shoes?”

“I know it’s not exactly orthodox, and it’s a bit of a surprise,” she said, “but I really am here to help you.”

A bit of a fucking surprise?!

There was a roaring sound in my ears. In the last part of my mind capable of any kind of thought, I noted that she hadn’t actually answered the question.

“I’m looking forward to working with you again, Murray,” Lily said. “I’ve missed you.”

No matter how hard I pushed the base of my thumb into my right eye, it wouldn’t stop twitching.

“Have you missed me?” she asked.

With my one good eye, I looked at her. She was still wearing the same impenetrable expression.

“What kind of a question is that?” I said.

She didn’t say anything. She just raised one of her eyebrows slightly, the way she always did when she was riding a silence with a contestant, waiting for them to crack and tell her their secrets.

I didn’t say anything either. She might be able to produce Fucking Greg like he was a contestant, but she wasn’t going to do it to me.

“Shall we get started?” she said. “I know you have a schedule to keep, and you’re going to need this interview for my intro package.”

I didn’t move.

“Fine. I’ll interview myself.”

She shifted her voice into a lower register, mimicking me. “Why did you come on Marry Me, Juliet, Lily Fireball?”

Then she shifted into another voice—one that had the pitch and the cadence of her own voice, but a different tone entirely. “I’m Lily Fireball, and I came on Marry Me, Juliet for one important reason,” she purred, looking at me rather than the camera, the perfect interview eyeline. “I came here to get my man.”






2 Lily Thirteen years ago


I almost laughed when I spotted him. Of all the conference rooms in all the world, what were the odds the boy from the bar would be in this one?

I’d noticed his hair first. Both times, last night and this morning. It was spectacular: thick and dark, wavy in a way that suggested it would be curly if he cut it shorter.

Last night his hair had been spectacular, anyway. This morning, it looked like he’d rolled right off the bar floor and into the Desert Island Castaway crew briefing.

It didn’t matter. I still had the strongest urge to tangle my fingers in it—and tug.

If I were a different kind of person—the kind that believed in fate, or destiny, or the universe, or anything besides myself—I might read him being here as a sign. Like there was some higher power trying to fling this boy and his great hair in my path.

I wasn’t that person, though, so it just made me curious. What was the boy from the bar doing here?

He had chosen a seat about two thirds of the way back. There were a cluster of people sitting in the middle of the row, all talking to each other, but he was one seat from the end, by himself, slightly slumped down, satchel on the chair beside him.

Maybe he was new. Like me. That was the seat I would have chosen too—not too close to the front (lest you look like a kiss-ass), not too close to the back (lest you look like a troublemaker), but more committal, somehow, than sitting perfectly in the middle. More sensible, too, than trying to attach yourself to an established group—better to hang back and take the lay of the land before you made any moves.

He rifled through his satchel. I expected him to take out his phone, but instead, he pulled out a half-crushed plastic water bottle. It was mostly empty, but he downed the last of it, then exhaled and rubbed his temple.

I thought for a few moments.

Then I filled two cups at the water cooler and crossed the room. “How’s your head?” I asked, offering him one.

He looked up at me. “What?”

It was a simple, blunt, almost brusque response.

I didn’t mind that. I preferred it, in fact. It saved time when people got to the point.

The fact he didn’t recognise me stung, though. “I was at the same bar as you last night. I was sitting in the corner, having a quiet drink, minding my own business, and you stumbled by on your way to the bathroom.”

It was the director’s cut of the story. I didn’t need to mention that I’d been watching him long beforehand, nursing my glass of wine while I waited for the perpetually late Thuong, pretending to the world that I was scrolling through my phone—and pretending to myself that I had questions about his haircare regimen.

“Did I?” the boy from the bar asked blearily.

I offered him the water again. This time, he took it. “Thank you.” His voice was croaky, and his eyes were bloodshot, the right one twitching just slightly.

It would be a mistake to take him not remembering me personally. He was clearly painfully hungover.

But that didn’t mean I couldn’t remind him. “You stopped on your way back. Stared at me for three full seconds without blinking. Then you put your hand on the table, said, ‘I love your lipstick,’ and walked away.”

I watched him process the information.

I’d watched him do that last night too. One of his friends had been telling a story, and others at the table had jumped in right away, but he’d taken a moment before responding. Not a long moment, but long enough to make it clear that he actually listened when people talked.

His hair might have been the thing I’d noticed first, but the listening: that was why I’d kept watching.

“Shit, I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t make a habit of accosting women in public. I was pretty drunk last night—it was my birthday, my mates kept buying rounds—but that’s no excuse.”

“Happy birthday,” I said. “How old?”

“Twenty-two.”

Same as me. He was probably straight out of university too. Maybe we’d even been at some of the same media careers information sessions.

Probably not, though. I would have remembered a boy with such pullable hair.

“I really am sorry,” he said. “I promise it won’t happen again. If you’re worried about shipping off to an island for three months with someone who’s going to follow you around and harass you, please don’t be.”

“I’m not worried.”

“I’m glad to hear that, but I’m still sorry.”

“It was helpful, actually.” I looked him right in the eye. “I’m trying out a new shade, and I needed an honest opinion on whether or not it works. My friend told me it did, but she also hasn’t told me she’s been sleeping with my brother for three months, so I’m not sure how much I trust her.”

Another moment. Another pause for thought.

Then the boy from the bar laughed.

“Glad I could be of assistance,” he said. “For the record: assuming it’s the same lipstick you’re wearing today, it looks great.”

A frisson went up my spine, but I didn’t let it show. He hadn’t earned that yet.

“Noted,” I said instead, keeping my tone breezy. “It’s called Blood of My Enemies, in case there’s some lucky lady in your life you want to buy it for.”

He chuckled again, but didn’t take the bait.

Fair enough. It had been a clumsy attempt to figure out if he was single. I wouldn’t have taken the bait either.

Instead, he moved his satchel from the seat beside him. “Want to sit?”

“Sure.”

I sat, putting my handbag on the floor. The boy from the bar offered me his hand. “I’m Murray. O’Connell. Production assistant. First time on a show, in case that isn’t obvious.”

I shook it. “Lily. Ong. Also a production assistant. Also my first time on a show.”

“Really?”

That question surprised me. “Yes, really,” I said. “I don’t lie unless I absolutely have to.”

That was a line I tried not to cross. Most people seemed to have been born with them: lines that demarcated good and bad, right and wrong, appropriate and inappropriate. I hadn’t been, not really, so I’d had to draw my own. Not lying was one of them.

Murray studied me. Even with his bloodshot eyes, he had a very intense gaze. I had the sudden feeling that, if I let him look at me long enough, he’d figure out exactly what I’d been thinking when I watched him across the bar.

“What?” I asked. “Do I look like a liar?”

“No. You just don’t seem like a newbie.”

It was my turn to study him. “What do I seem like?”

“You seem,” he said, “like someone who knows what they’re doing.”






3 Murray


It should have been the most comfortable limo ride of my career. Usually, when we shot the drive out to the First Night Party, we’d have a cameraperson in the back with us. They’d take one of the seats, crammed in beside the contestants, and I’d be lying on the floor so I wasn’t in shot, staring straight up at the limo roof so I didn’t accidentally look up anyone’s skirt.

This season, though, our pandemic-reduced personnel numbers meant we didn’t have enough camera operators to have them both in the limos and on set to shoot the red-carpet entrances. The entrances were obviously more important, so we’d sent all the camera crew ahead to the Villa, and were shooting the limo rides using lipstick cameras instead.

So in some ways, yes, it was one of the more comfortable limo rides of my career. I was sitting upright.

But I was sitting next to Lily.

“Long time no see, Murray.” She squeezed herself between me and one of the other Juliets and draped her enormous yellow skirt across my lap.

I gave her a look.

She looked back, unabashed, that implacable mask firmly in place.

A jolt of anger stabbed through me. She knew exactly what she was doing to me—and she was just fucking sitting there and doing it anyway.

Justifying her presence to the crew had been a nightmare. They’d had so many questions at the briefing that I’d had to either invent answers for or handwave away, and they were going to have more. One more thing I had to worry about, on top of the giant pile of responsibilities I was already trying to manage.

That was nothing, though, compared to the way looking at her made me feel.

How could she do this? How could she turn up here like this after a year of total silence and expect me not to completely lose my shit?

“Get that off me.” I shoved the mass of her skirt off my lap. I was not a big man, and she was not a big woman, but there wasn’t room for her and me and her dress and my mood in this limo, not even close.

“Where else would you like me to put it?”

That tone in her voice. That fucking tone in her voice.

“Lily. Move it.”

“I can’t just vanish it into thin air. Either it goes on your lap, or I take it off and I walk in there in heels and a G-string. I’m fine with either. Your choice.”

I glared at her.

She smiled back, spreading her skirt over my lap like it was a blanket we were sharing.

We used to do that all the time on night shoots on Desert Island Castaway, out in the wilderness. On breaks, we’d huddle together in our giant black puffer jackets under whatever blanket or coat or tarp we could find, keeping each other warm against the bitter cold.

It had been so easy then. Just her and me and vanishingly little responsibility, under the vast blackness of the sky and the spray of the stars.

Together.

“What are you looking at?” she snapped at one of the other women.

Lily Ong, producer, rarely spoke like that to female contestants. “Sometimes men respond well to it,” she’d told me once. “But if I yell at a woman, it almost always reads as bitchiness.”

That was the Lily I’d huddled under a blanket with. I knew that Lily. I understood her. I trusted her. I loved her.

But Lily Fireball…

Lily Fireball had all my Lily’s knowledge, and she was going to use it to burn down her entire life, and she was going to make me watch.

“Can you tell us who the Romeo is yet?” one of the other Juliets asked.

I dug my knuckles into the meat of my thigh and shoved the feelings down. There were four other contestants in this limo I was responsible for. No matter what Lily was doing, I still had to do my job.

“You’ll find out soon enough,” I replied.

The woman who’d asked was Amanda Mitchell, the petite blonde mechanic we’d cast basically the second her application had crossed our desk. She was Greg-bait—someone he’d look at and say, “Oh, yes, she’ll play to the heartland audience!.”

Heather Vincent, the blonde on Lily’s other side, was also Greg-bait, although she’d probably just develop into a low-level mean girl. Amanda had the potential to be significantly more interesting. She had a strong narrative arc we could develop: she’d just broken up with her ex, and was trying to put herself back together.

That ex, I knew from research, was a woman, although Amanda hadn’t disclosed that. I didn’t blame her. The show had done terribly by its queer contestants in the past. One of the things Lily and I had on our to-do list when we took over from our old shithead boss Tony was to find a queer inter-contestant love story we could portray in a genuinely positive and romantic way. It hadn’t happened yet, but I had high hopes for Amanda. There were at least two other bisexual women going into the Villa. If she happened to fall for one of them, I’d be delighted.

… as long as she didn’t fall for Dylan Gilchrist, the tall Samoan woman she was sitting beside (who I mentally referred to as Juliet-Dylan, to distinguish her from Dylan Jayasinghe Mellor, the Romeo). If Juliet-Dylan was attracted to women, she’d kept it quiet, but she’d become friendly with Amanda at auditions, and the way they were whispering and holding hands was giving me pause. I couldn’t have them falling for each other. I had other plans for Juliet-Dylan.

The last of my contestants was Cece James, a pale brunette who was biting her lip and jiggling her leg nervously. We’d cast her as a wifey—someone with the potential to go deep in the competition—because she had a strong backstory. She’d had a rough childhood in foster care, and even the worst producer in the world could spin “unloved child seeking true love” into good content.

I was concerned about how Cece was going to cope, though. She’d been very nervous during her pre-show interview. If she couldn’t get her shit together, even a solid gold backstory wouldn’t translate on screen. I’d intended to find a few minutes to take her aside before the limo ride and give her a pep talk.

That hadn’t happened, though. For obvious reasons.

Lily elbowed me in the ribs and said something I didn’t catch. I was too focused on that saccharine smile plastered across her face.

If you had asked me yesterday, what would you give to see Lily smile again? I would have replied, anything.

“I wouldn’t mind if it were Chris Gregory,” Amanda said. “He has kind eyes.”

Beneath the cover of her enormous yellow skirt, Lily’s elbow brushed mine. It wasn’t an aggressive, jokey, performative nudge like before, but an inquisitive one. Is it? Is that who you picked to be the Romeo?

I was not prone to overt displays of emotion. I could count the number of times I had cried in the last decade on one hand (on three fingers, specifically: when I’d realised my marriage wasn’t going to work out, when my ex-wife Julia and I had the formal conversation about separating, and at Jeff’s funeral).

In that moment, though, there was a genuine danger that tears might come pouring from my eyes.

It was such a perfectly Lily gesture, that inquisitive elbow. She could nudge me just once and I would know exactly what she meant, as clearly as if she were whispering in my ear. Is that camera angle right? Should we ask him to elaborate on that? Do you think they’ve got those pastries we like at craft services?

She nudged me again and raised an eyebrow, just like the partner I’d lost a year ago would, the one I’d been hoping so desperately would come back to me. Is the Romeo Chris Gregory? He was one of our contenders.

“It’s not Chris Gregory,” I said gruffly.

I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Here’s what’s going to happen. Listen up. That means you, Lily.”

“What is it that makes you think I’m not listening?” She rested her chin on my shoulder and batted her eyelashes at me. “I’m starting to think you don’t like me.”

I had a sudden, vivid flashback to the last time her face had been this close to mine.

The night of the funeral. My fingers pressed tight to the back of her head as I held her against me, trying to hold her together while she was falling apart.

Her lipstick, all over my shirt.

“In about five minutes, we’re going to pull up in the driveway.” I swallowed hard again and found my producer voice, the one most people obeyed without thinking. “You’ll stay in the limo until I say you can get out. Say what you need to say to the Romeo, but make it quick. We have to film this whole thing—all the entrances, the First Night Party, and the Necklace Ceremony—while it’s still dark, so we don’t have time for you to take forever.”

“Isn’t the First Night Party usually filmed over a couple of nights?” Juliet-Dylan asked.

“Usually, yes. But we can’t take you back out of the Juliet Villa once we put you in because of the bubble, so this year we have to get it all in one. Get in, get out, be memorable. The Romeo’s meeting fifteen girls tonight, so if he can’t remember your name, he’s probably going to cut you.”

A look of concern crossed Amanda’s face. Juliet-Dylan squeezed her hand and then whispered something in her ear. Amanda coloured slightly.

I’m going to have to keep an eye on that, I thought, at the same time as Lily’s elbow brushed against mine again. You’re keeping an eye on that, right?

“How many is he cutting tonight?” Heather asked.

“Z will tell you that before the Necklace Ceremony,” I said. “Remember: when Z comes back into the First Night Party, the party ends. Because we have to film everything tonight, the party is going to be much shorter than it would normally be, so take your chances. If you haven’t taken the Romeo aside by the time the party ends, chances are you’ll get cut because he won’t remember you.”

“Do you really think someone could forget me, Murray?” Lily said.

I made the mistake of looking at her.

She was batting her eyelashes again, an obvious Lily Fireball affectation, but that mischievous look in her eyes—that was pure, distilled Lily Ong, a look that hadn’t changed in thirteen years.

“Yes,” I lied. “Some of the Romeos we’ve had have been pretty dense.”

“You’ve been working on this show for a few seasons, right, Murray?” Amanda asked. “Do you have any tips? Apart from making him remember us?”

I reached for the easiest, most obvious things. “Just don’t get too drunk. And try not to fall in the pool with your mic pack on. They’re expensive.”

My radio emitted a burst of static, and I tapped my earpiece, grateful for the distraction. “Your limo is just pulling into the property, Murray,” said Keira, one of our assistant directors, her voice slightly distorted over the connection. “We’re all good to go here. The Romeo is in position, and the cameras are waiting for the girls to enter.”

“Right, we’re approaching the property,” I said to the five women. “One of our guys is going to open the door. Dylan G, you’re out first.”

“Right,” Juliet-Dylan said.

My earpiece activated again. It was Carrie this time. “Murray, problem,” she said. “All limos are now en route, so we’re going to get into the bubble okay, but new government pandemic restrictions have just come in. They’re going to have a major impact on us.”

“Shit,” I said. “Really?”

“Wherever you spend the night tonight is where you have to stay for the next six weeks. So we can all get into the bubble—but no one will be able to get out again.”

My mind started racing.

That wouldn’t be a problem for most of us. Our shoot was six weeks. All the crew had to be on set for that long anyway. Same with Romeo-Dylan.

But the Juliets?

Shit. Instead of sending them home when they got eliminated, I was going to have to keep all fifteen of them on set for the entire shoot.

Where the hell was I going to put them? I couldn’t just keep the eliminated contestants in the Juliet Villa alongside the ones still in the game. That would be horribly confusing for the format of the show.

But it wasn’t like I could snap my fingers and magically produce alternative accommodation for them either. Fuck. Shit. Fuck.

Lily’s elbow pressed into mine.

I glanced at her. She raised an eyebrow. Problem?

“Murray?” Carrie said in my ear.

“Brief Z.” As the host, Z would have to be the one to break it to the cast, and he was a natural salesperson. He might have ideas on how we could frame this as a feature, not a bug. “Give me half an hour to get my girls through intros as well, and I’ll come and troubleshoot.”

“Copy that. I’ll keep monitoring, and I’ll be boots on the ground too once my girls are through intros as well. My limo’s behind yours.”

Keira’s voice came through a second later as the limo slowed to a stop. “All set for package number one.”

Lily elbowed me again, more urgent this time. What’s happening? Tell me.

“We’re here,” I said. “Get ready, Dylan.”

“I’m ready,” Juliet-Dylan said. “And it’s ‘women.’ ”

“What?”

Three, four, five repeated jabs of Lily’s elbow, right in my ribs. Tell me what’s happening. Tell me what’s happening. Tell me what’s happening!

“—adult women,” Juliet-Dylan was saying. “We’re all adult women.”

“You’re right,” I said. “Sorry about that. Bad habit.”

Lily was still elbowing me. Murray, tell me what’s happening!

I pushed back, hard. Stop.

“You good to go?” I asked Juliet-Dylan.

“Yes.”

I flicked my radio to the right channel. “Open the door.”

The PA outside the limo door obeyed. Juliet-Dylan smiled at Amanda. “See you in there, Mandie.”

Nicknames, I noted, in the tiny skerrick of my brain that wasn’t already overflowing. They were already close enough to be using nicknames.

The long skirt of Juliet-Dylan’s sequinned green dress got caught as she slid out of the limo, but Amanda deftly freed it before we had a wardrobe malfunction. The PA slammed the door closed again. “Package number one in place,” Keira said in my earpiece.

That meant that Juliet-Dylan was standing still, admiring the full Marry Me, Juliet splendour of the set. We tried to capture this moment for all the contestants, but we only left a few of them in the final edit. When we cut it together right, it was Cinderella walking into the ball. Not everyone could be Cinderella.

“Package number one en route,” Keira said. “I repeat, package number one en route.”

Not quite as long a Cinderella moment as I’d hoped, but we could always put it in slow motion.

“You should have let it tear,” Lily said.

I thought she was talking to me at first, but her eyes were fixed on Amanda. “What?” Amanda said, blinking in surprise.

“Her dress.” Lily gestured at the limo door.

This was not the first time I’d heard Lily make an incredibly mean suggestion to a contestant. Not even close.

But this tone wasn’t Lily Ong, producer. Lily Ong would suggest it in such a friendly tone you’d barely register it was mean. She’d convince you it was the right thing to do, the reasonable thing to do, just by behaving like it was.

“This is supposed to be a competition,” Lily Fireball purred, every inch a predator. “We’re not here to make friends.”

The words were straight out of the reality TV villain’s handbook.

She was doing this. She was really doing this. My best friend was going to step out of this limo and turn herself into a whole different person and there wasn’t a thing I could do to stop her.
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“Smart, scorching, and emotionally resonant,
this was hands-down my favourite
romance of the year.” —FREYA MARSKE,
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She’s the one they love to hate.

He’s the one she shouldn’t love.
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