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ONE


Maya


The guy next to me at the bar is grinning at me intimately, as though he knows all my secrets but likes me anyway. It’s a little unsettling, mostly because I’m damn sure I’ve never seen him before in my life, and I’m good with faces. It is the sort of grin that’d instantly win over anyone with the ability to trust a man with a charismatic smile, though. I’ll give him that.


It’s a pity I’m not one of those people.


But as it happens, I want something from him, so I shamelessly mirror his silken smile, and wait. “I’m trying to figure something out,” he says as an icebreaker after a few seconds, raising his voice over the music. It’s a bass-heavy remix of a pop song, played about a dozen decibels too loud.


“What might that be?” I glance at the bartender as I speak, but he’s just started serving someone else. We’re gonna be here awhile.


Good.


“Why is it, do you think, that someone decided all the best-tasting cocktails on a menu were girl-drinks? What even makes a drink a girl-drink or a guy-drink? It’s a drink.”


When movies and TV shows told me to brace myself for guys to ask me a flirty question at the bar, this wasn’t exactly what I expected. Although, that might be because those bars are usually at an exclusive club or obscenely expensive restaurant. Maybe when you’re standing at a bar inside a quirky bowling alley where the balls are neon, the tables are decorated with newspaper clippings of various dogs, and the signature drink is served in a soup bowl, you have to expect things to veer off the beaten track. Pickup lines and all.


“Sexism, I guess?” I say with a shrug.


“Well, yeah, that’s a given. But you know it wasn’t a girl who made that rule, so, why’d guys screw ourselves over like this? Guys can drink coffee without weird looks, but I bet you anything that if I brought an espresso martini back to my table I’d get endless shit from my friends. Endless,” he repeats emphatically, slamming his fist on the bar. The bartender shoots him an annoyed glance, and he removes his hand abruptly.


A group of guys being dicks to one another about stupid shit is not exactly surprising. But I am a little lost as to why he’s randomly decided to share this fact with me. “Who cares if you do? Is your masculinity that fragile?”


There’s that dazzling grin again. “I know how bad this is gonna make me sound, but, yes. It is, unfortunately, and I’m working on that, but today isn’t that day.”


And, finally, it clicks. “Well, as it happens, I’m here with a whole table of girls who would be delighted for you to join them to drink an espresso martini in peace. No judgment included.”


“Now that,” the guy says, “is an interesting proposition.”


He says it like I’ve come up with some sort of genius idea out of the blue, and he totally, definitely didn’t bring this up to try to steer us toward him buying me a drink. Seems like a shit-ton of trouble to go to when I would’ve said yes if he’d just, you know, asked me if I wanted a drink, but here we are. Talk about taking the scenic route. “Okay, how about this,” he goes on. “I get an espresso martini, and whatever you’d like to drink as a thank-you for your kind offer, then you introduce me to your table of nonjudgmental friends?”


I pretend to think about it while the bartender wraps up serving the other customer. Then, finally, I nod. “Sure, I’m down. Make it an espresso martini and a pink passion crush. Thanks.”


Shortly after, both drinks in hand, the guy (who introduces himself as Andre) follows me back to my table. “Here, you can take yours now, if you want,” he offers.


“Oh, it’s not my drink,” I say.


He slows his step as he steers around tables full of bowlers sipping pink liquid from soup bowls. “Who’d I just buy a drink for, then?”


“You,” I say, “just bought my sister a drink for her twentieth birthday. Very chivalrous of you. We’re at that table over there.”


We reach my sister, Rosie’s, table—well, specifically, it’s two tables pushed together to fit all nine of us—and Rosie gives me a look of impressed approval. Piece of cake, I mouth.


She’s the one who spotted Andre sitting with his own friends a few lanes over from us while we were bowling. She was very dramatic about it, too, declaring to everyone within earshot that she’d commit a federal crime to get his number. After we’d finished our game, we’d come to the dining area for the real draw of the alley for Rosie—Instagrammable mocktails and flower-covered walls set up specifically for photo opportunities—and Andre and his friends had done the same, only they’d sat on the other side of the area. 


So, obviously, when we noticed Andre head to the bar alone, the table decided someone needed to wing-woman, and, also obviously, I had to volunteer. I’m pretty sure it might be illegal in some states to refuse your sister a favor on her birthday. Or maybe that’s a Mafia thing. Anyway, I figured as long as he was single and into girls, I’d surely be able to convince him to wish my beautiful, single sister a happy birthday. Mission accomplished. Sort of.


“Rosie.” I slide into my seat beside her. “This is Andre. He bought you a birthday drink.”


“That is so nice, thank you,” Rosie says as the other girls at the table give him innocent, pleasant smiles of their own, like we totally didn’t plan this.


My best friend, Olivia, beckons for him to sit. “Well, she can’t drink alone on her birthday, can she?”


Andre looks between Rosie and me, before grabbing a chair from an empty table nearby and setting up next to Rosie. If he’s surprised about sitting with Rosie instead of me, he definitely doesn’t seem upset about it. And so he shouldn’t be. As far as I’m concerned, he’s won the lottery with Rosie. 

“How do you do that?” Olivia asks quietly. “I could never.” 

I shrug. “I dunno. Can’t be my stunning good looks, because you’ve got those in spades.”


“True.”


I return to my mango-lychee mocktail—which, thankfully, comes in a tall glass, and not a bowl. “I just talk to them. They’re just guys, they’re not intimidating.”


“Only women intimidate you?” Olivia quips.


“Okay, you’re joking, but literally. I could never just up and introduce myself to a beautiful girl. I’d die first.”


“See, that’s exactly how I feel with men.”


Her smile fades at the end of her sentence, and her brow knits as she looks at something above my head. I follow her gaze to the TV mounted on the wall behind me, above a pastel arch of crepe paper flowers.


The headline along the bottom reads: Brother of Princess Samantha of Chalonne, Jordy Miller, Reads to Orphans; Provides Candy and Hope. On the screen is Jordy Miller himself in front of an orphanage in Chalonne, receiving an enormous thank-you card from one of said orphans, his hand plastered over his chest like his heart’s about to burst.


That goddamn motherfucker.


Some of the others look over as well, including Rosie and Andre. Andre is the first to react to our staring, happily swirling his martini. “I was friends with him when he lived here, you know,” he says. His tone is more than a bit braggy. “I was one of his best friends.”


“Really?” I ask, confused. “Did we ever meet?”


Like I said, I am sure I’ve never seen his face before, so I’m actually taken aback to hear this.


Now it’s his turn to look puzzled. “Why would we have?”


“Um.” Rosie laughs. “Because Maya dated him for, like, a year?”


Andre scans my face, like he’s trying to place me. I’m pretty confident I know what’s coming next.


Three, two …


“ Wait. Wait, wait, wait. You’re not the one who went all crazy when he moved, are you?”


One.


A few girls at the table boo him.


“Please, do not,” Rosie says in a warning tone.


“We let you sit with us,” Olivia adds with a glower.


Andre looks between us all in confusion. “Okay, okay. Sounds like there’s more to the story?” 


I stare into my drink, counting the ice cubes and really fucking wishing all of a sudden I hadn’t offered to wing-woman.


“He’s a cheating asshole,” Olivia says. “And if you call Maya crazy again, that martini’s ending up on your head and you won’t have time to stop me.”


“Jordy?” Andre asks skeptically, holding his hands up. “Like, our Jordy Miller? Reads to children, gives to charity, invented feminism Jordy?”


Lots of ice cubes in this glass.


Olivia doesn’t back down. “He was Maya’s boyfriend, he moved to Canada, cheated on Maya for two months, then when Maya found out he broke up with her. Not sure what part of that is feminist. Or maybe you need to read up on the definition.”


“No, that’s fair. I mean, the story I heard was a little different. But I hear you. Sometimes this stuff gets twisted.”


The thing is, he’s saying the right things, but I can tell by his tone he doesn’t believe it. See, I’ve noticed something about people over the last year or two. Even when they consider themselves rational, and fair, they usually believe the story they hear first. Ever heard the phrase “the best defense is a good offense”? This is a prime example. The person who gets their version of events out first is the one who gets to author the history books. Writing history is easy. Rewriting it is the tough job.


Unfortunately for me, Jordy made sure to get his version of events out before I even knew there was a race. In his version, Jordy tearfully broke up with me when he had to move countries, and told me he’d never forget me. Then, I somehow took that to mean we were still together, despite Jordy’s very clear breakup speech. Shortly after, I sent my friend in Canada to stalk him, and then flew into a jealous rage when she reported back that he’d moved on, accusing him of cheating on me for no reason.


It’s a great story for Jordy. Sure does paint him in the world’s most positive light. Da Vinci himself couldn’t make a prettier picture.


Pity it’s all bullshit.


Andre’s friends must be wondering where he’s gone off to by now, but he doesn’t seem all that bothered about ditching them. Another pity.


Rosie, who doesn’t look super thrilled to have him at the table anymore, notices my expression and takes it upon herself to change the subject. God fucking bless the girl. “So, did you go to Sigmund High, then?” she asks Andre.


As Andre replies, Olivia leans in to me. “Hey. You okay?”


I straighten and plaster a smile onto my face. “Mhm. I’m used to it.”


Jordy’s not on the TV anymore, but I can still see his face as he posed in front of the orphanage. Smiling at the presenter the way he used to smile at me. Like she’s the most interesting person in the world.


God, that look used to make my heart feel like it was gonna burst clean out of my chest.


I wonder how many others feel like that when they see Jordy Miller smile at them from the TV. Or magazines. Or the posters on their walls.


How many of them see his shell and believe they know what’s under those layers of charm? And what would they say if they found out?


Olivia gives me a skeptical look, and I’m about to insist I’m really okay in the kind of shrill tone that totally convinces people you’re definitely not being defensive, when my phone rings. Saved by the bell. “Hold on, sorry,” I say, bringing the phone to my ear. “Hello?” 


“Hi, is this Maya Bailey?”


“Speaking.”


“This eezgwendbushmeeford zhombareemaday—”


I get up. “Hold on, sorry, I can’t hear you. Just let me go outside. Just … gonna … okay.” I close the glass door behind me and flop on a bench in the parking lot. “Sorry, hi, who is this?”


“Gwendolyn Bushman, calling from Bushman and Siegal Productions. I’m reaching out because we have an exciting opportunity for you we think you’d love to be involved in.” 

I’ve never heard of this production company in my life, and I’m pretty sure this is a scam call. Any second now they’re gonna ask for my credit card details, right?


“Sorry, where did you get my number?” I ask, hovering my finger over the “end call” button.


“From Jordy Miller.”


If I weren’t sitting down already, I would’ve dropped from shock. “Jordy?”


“Yes. Our team has produced some of the top-rated reality shows from the past few years. Are you familiar with Nerds in the Jungle, Dating Without Caffeine, and Extreme Bathroom Makeovers?”


“Who isn’t?”


“All ours. We have an exciting new project coming up this year; a show called Second-Chance Romance. Each season will follow a leading suitor and their exes, as they re-date each other to see if any of that spark that made them fall hard the first time around is still there now that both parties have grown and matured. This year, we’re thrilled to have Jordy signed on as our first-ever suitor!”


I take a second to process this. “Jordy Miller’s gonna be on a reality show?” I ask finally.


“Yes. And, we hope, so will you?” 


I look instinctively inside, where I can see the table full of my friends. I have a sudden, wild urge to sprint to them and demand they pile on top of me to bury me under their collective body weight and press out the sheer rage that’s bubbling within me. “You want me to date Jordy Miller again? On TV?”

“Yes. The series will be filmed in Loreux, Chalonne, and you’ll be accommodated in a gorgeous lakeside mansion, it’s really something. All meals will, of course, be provided, and you’ll receive a small amount of compensation for your participation—”


“Look, I don’t know why Jordy put me forward,” I interrupt her. “But I’m not interested, and he would know that.” 


“I know it can feel that way when a relationship doesn’t work out. But the thing is, something drew the two of you together in the first place. When people grow, they usually change for the better. Chances are, he’ll have retained that special something, but perhaps some of those differences that separated you will—”


“Let me be clear, Gwendolyn. I would rather be swallowed up into the bowels of hell and enter an arrangement with the fallen angel Lucifer than date Jordy Miller again.”


Gwendolyn’s pause of surprise stretches on long enough I almost laugh into the silence. “The fallen angel Lucifer is the devil,” she says finally, like she thinks I made a small mistake there.


“Yes, Gwendolyn.”


“You’re telling me you would rather date Satan than Jordy?” 

“I am telling you I would sooner go on a reality show with the prince of darkness himself, Gwendolyn, yes.”


“That’s a heck of a strong opinion.”


“Hell of a strong opinion seems more accurate here.”


I’m enjoying our banter, but Gwendolyn doesn’t laugh. “How about I let you think on it?” 


“I’d rather not.”


“Can I have your email? I could send you through an information packet. It’s quite wonderful, we made a little PowerPoint—”


“Satan himself, Gwendolyn.”


“I’ll put you down as a ‘maybe.’”


“Please don’t.”


“It was wonderful to talk to you, Maya! I look forward to hopefully seeing a lot of you in beautiful Chalonne. Filming starts in two months, by the way.”


“I literally could not care less, Gwendolyn.”


She gives a trill of laughter. “Okay, take care.”


“You, too, Gwendolyn.”


I hang up, then spend the better part of five minutes staring into space, head empty.


Finally, a thought breaks through and screams bloody murder in the center of my brain.


I never wanted to have anything to do with him again.


It’s a desperate thought, aching and furious and exhausted all at once. But I shove those emotions down because I am noping the hell out of this before it even gets started and therefore, I don’t have to feel a thing.


Like hell I’m doing this. Absolutely not. Under no circumstances. Not if they pay me a million dollars.


Well, honestly, maybe for a million dollars. But Gwendolyn didn’t say anything about a million dollars, and she would’ve probably brought that up if it’d been relevant, because god knows money would be a much more persuasive selling point than the promise of being romanced, screwed over, and gaslit by Jordy Miller.


Again.


So, calm and unaffected and totally casual, I head back inside, nonchalantly sit down next to Olivia, and smile like I don’t have a care in the world. Because I don’t. I’m fine. I’m goddamn fine.


She takes one look at me and furrows her brow. “Babe? What’s the matter?” she asks. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”



		



TWO


Maya


Rosie and I stare in shock at my phone as it vibrates on the kitchen table in the middle of breakfast.


Mom, oblivious, starts making her second coffee of the morning. “Anyone want anything while I’m up?” she asks.


She doesn’t get a response, though. Because someone named DON’T YOU DARE TEXT HIM YOU GODDAMN MASOCHIST is calling me, and Rosie and I both know exactly who the hell that is, and therefore this is no time for coffee.


The name choice is a leftover from a lifetime ago, when I was feeling weak in the aftermath of the breakup, and Olivia helpfully changed Jordy’s contact name as a reminder.


And it fucking sucks, because now I feel like I’m in trouble with my phone.


It’s so not even fair, because this is Jordy contacting me, not the other way around. But still, the flashing name feels more like an accusation than a notification.


Failure!


Failure!


Failure who deserves to get her heart broken again because she’s a weak-willed goddamn


Failure! 


“Let it ring,” Rosie says.


“Who’s calling?” Mom asks. Oh, good, she’s finally noticed our looks of unimaginable horror.


“Jordy,” I say through gritted teeth.


“Jordy?” Mom repeats. “Pick up and put it on loudspeaker. I’ll scare him off for good.”


I bite my lip and reach for the phone, then pull my hand back at the last second. “I don’t owe him a no.”


“Definitely not,” Rosie agrees.


“Honestly, I can’t believe he thinks I’d even consider this,” I say.


“He’s a narcissist,” Rosie says. “He probably doesn’t think he did anything wrong. Probably thinks he’s doing you a favor by letting you bask in his brilliance. ”


“Maya, let me talk to him,” Mom insists.


I glance back at the phone, hesitating. Then the screen darkens, and the decision is made for me.


“Good,” I say briskly. “Hopefully that’s the last time he tries.”


“Your loss,” Mom says. “I have a real good speech. I’ve been working on it for two years now.”


Rosie studies my face, frowning. “Are you okay, Maya? If you need someone to step in and tell him to back off …”


I wave a hand. “Nah, I’m fine. Really. They’ll all give up eventually.”


“Tell them half the truth,” Mom says, pouring some milk into her coffee. “You’ve got college coming up.”


Hmm. I would like to brag about that to Jordy, if just to see his reaction.


“Uh, actually,” I say around a mouthful of oatmeal, “filming would wrap up before college.”


As Gwendolyn reminded me by email no less than three times this week as she begged me to reconsider. 


“But it’s not just filming, is it?” Mom asks as she stirs. “You’ll have interviews, and photoshoots, and people would recognize you, and … and you’d have all these job opportunities.”


“Not job opportunities!” Rosie deadpans.


“I’ve seen those reality girls,” Mom says. “Always hosting their little radio shows. You are too young to know if you’re ready to commit to your own radio show, Maya.”


“It doesn’t matter anyway, because I’m not doing it,” I say.


“Good. You can’t afford the distraction in your first year. The best revenge you can get on that boy is to succeed, you know.”


Rosie leans onto the table. “I’d argue first year is when you can most afford a distraction. Pretty sure most of the people in my class spent more time at parties than studying last year.”


“But that’s different,” Mom says. “Maya’s going to the University of Connecticut.”


Her eyes widen and flash toward Rosie as soon as the words are out of her mouth. I duck my head to stare at my oatmeal and brace. Three, two …


“As opposed to me?” Rosie asks icily.


“No, Rosebud—”


“You can’t lay off about my school for one second, can you? Mine is hard, too, okay?”


“Well, you’re the one who said your classmates are all drunks, not me,” Mom says, holding her hands up.


“Mom, we’re college students. College students party. And I can assure you they party just as much at UConn.”


“Okay, okay.”


“No, not okay, because I didn’t miss the radio show comment.”


I stand up and hastily bring my bowl to the dishwasher, eyes down. If I don’t look at them they can’t see me and if they can’t see me they can’t drag me into this.


“What, now I can’t talk about radio without you somehow finding an insult in there?”


“Your point was that some careers aren’t as good as others, wasn’t it?”


“Honey,” Mom says through gritted teeth, “I’m very proud of you, whatever you do. But I worked two jobs to get you girls into college so you could earn a decent wage and you’d never have to do that for your own kids! Maya understands that.”


Oh, there I am. I pull out my phone and head back to the table, where I focus on scrolling through it. I don’t exactly relish hanging around listening to them fight, but I know how these two get, and they need a witness to intervene if it starts to get too personal. For both of their sakes.


“Well, maybe I want to go into radio!” Rosie says.


Mom thumps her hands on the island countertop. “Since when?”


“Since right now, you make it sound so appealing.”


My phone buzzes, and the sudden sound makes both of them turn their heads my way. At least it’s not Jordy this time. Just another email from Gwendolyn. I wave my hand: Nothing to see here. As you were.


“I will get a job after college, Mom,” Rosie sighs. “It might not make me a millionaire, but I’ll survive with that, somehow. Don’t worry about me, okay?”


I open the email to find a slideshow attached. Jesus our lord and savior, this woman just does not give up, does she? I tap to open it.


“I do worry. I worry about both my girls. I will not stop worrying until I’m old and gray on my deathbed. It’s my job.” 


The slideshow is kind of hard to see on my phone—the bottom’s cropped off. This is a laptop job. I get up to leave, and neither Mom nor Rosie seems to notice me moving.


“I’m great. Maya’s great. You’ve gotta trust us to make our own choices.”


I’m too far away to hear Mom’s reply. In my bedroom, I set up at my desk, and pull the slideshow up.


The presentation starts on a title page covered in flowers, animated sparkles, and the words Second-Chance Romance: The Ex’s Handbook.


I click.


Congratulations! You have been invited to appear on the PN channel’s most exciting new show: SECOND-CHANCE ROMANCE. If you have received this invitation, one of your exes has been chosen as this season’s Explorer. And he’s hoping to re-explore every inch of you!


What in the unholy fuck is this?


Seconds later, Rosie bursts through my door without knocking and throws herself headfirst onto my bed to scream into my pillow. I watch her patiently until she tires herself out and peeks up at me with one eye. “I’m never visiting home again,” she declares. “It’s too dangerous for everyone involved. I am going to strangle her one day, and then we’ll see what my employment prospects are like.” She rolls over and notices my laptop. “What’s that?”


I join her on the bed, and she scans the screen with a disbelieving look. I click onto the next slide.


So, what is this show all about? the title asks.


Glad you asked! it answers itself on the next slide.


Oh, that’s helpful. 


SECOND-CHANCE ROMANCE follows a chosen Explorer, who re-dates a select group of their exes, in order to re-explore their connection and discover which of them might be the one that got away. At SECOND-CHANCE ROMANCE, we believe that everyone falls in love for a reason. Statistics show that the things that cause couples to break up—disagreements, incompatibilities, location changes—usually resolve themselves with space and time, as we grow and change as individuals. But those wonderful parts of us that made someone fall for us to begin with? Those never change!


“Citation needed,” I say, and Rosie snorts.


Sounds incredible! Who is this season’s Explorer?


The next slide is a portrait of Jordy. A recent one, I’m pretty sure, because his once-longish, wavy brown hair is short and neat, and the minor chip in his bottom tooth is gone. He’s smiling at the camera all crinkly eyed, like someone who’s just told the world’s most hilarious joke.


He looks like a fairy-tale prince.


Now there’s a joke.


This season’s Explorer is Jordy Miller! Twenty years old, handsome and charismatic, Jordy is best known for being the younger brother of Princess Samantha of Chalonne. Jordy first stole the hearts of the people of Chalonne—and the rest of the world—during his sister’s wedding to Crown Prince Florian of Loreux, and he’s held those hearts ever since. Although he rose to fame due to his ties to royalty, Jordy is quickly making a name for himself as a humanitarian and a heartthrob in his own right. Last year, he received the King’s Honor for Exceptional Service to Humanity after single-handedly raising enough funds to overhaul Chalonne’s children’s literacy program across all public schools. And, more notably still, last month he was named Opulent Condition magazine’s eighth sexiest man in the world!


But despite being inarguably one of Europe’s most eligible bachelors, Jordy has discovered that fame, wealth, and privilege are not all they’re cracked up to be. Although he devotes his time to improving the lives of needy children, he, like the children he selflessly rescues from the clutches of homelessness and illiteracy, is no stranger to suffering. He laments that, although he has the pick of the litter when it comes to beautiful women desperate to marry him—


“Oh, screw this,” Rosie says, shaking her head. I shush her.


—it’s all but impossible to know when a connection is genuine, or when he is the victim of somebody ruthlessly seeking fame and wealth at his expense. But unlike the needy children of Chalonne, Jordy has had no savior to ease his pain. Until SECOND-CHANCE ROMANCE stepped in. By re-exploring his connections with his ex-girlfriends (this includes you!), this eligible bachelor is able to take his pick from the women who loved him before the world did.


And as for you? You can get to know Jordy in your own time, isolated from the millions of beautiful, talented, appealing women out there who would otherwise have been your competition. In SECOND-CHANCE ROMANCE, your only competition is the other women Jordy has dated in the past! Now those are good odds!


I take a horrified second to press my hands against my lips before I click on.


How do I win the Explorer’s heart?


The way you go about this is up to you! It’s none of our business. Outside of group challenge prizes, you will see Jordy during the weekly group challenge, and during the Notte Infinita event, where you will have an opportunity to attend a party with Jordy and the other remaining exes.


Where will the show be filmed?


Just outside Chalonne’s picturesque capital, Loreux. You will be staying at our lakeside mansion with the other exes. Here is a picture of what to expect (Please note: actual mansion may vary).


Below the words is a pixelated photo of what looks like a Beverly Hills mansion, all lit up in orange lights at night. I’m about 99 percent sure they googled mansion and chose the first photo.


Actually, now I want to check. Seconds later, I find out I’m wrong.


It’s the sixth photo. My mistake.


Do I need to pay a contribution?


All your food, bills, and rent will be covered during your stay in Chalonne. Don’t worry about flights; we’ll get you to Loreux, and send you right back to where you came from when you’re done!


“That seems unnecessarily aggressive,” Rosie says, drawing her knees to her chest.


Will I receive compensation for my time on the show?


Yes! All of our contestants are paid in memories, laughter, and, if they’re lucky, a healthy dose of romance! How can you put a price on the chance to find true love? It’s worthless!


“I think they mean priceless,” Rosie stage-whispers.


“That, or they’ve gotten to know Jordy,” I say lightly.


How long will I be on the show?


It’s at our Explorer’s discretion how long you spend in our mansion. Each week you will attend a Notte Infinita party, where you will have your final shot to satisfy the Explorer—


I’m sorry, to what? 


—before he makes his call. You can be asked to vacate the premises during any Notte Infinita party. At the end of the sixth week, the Explorer will make his final choice from those remaining.Any loser contestants still residing in the mansion at this point will be required to remain in pre-organized accommodation in Loreux after the final choice and until the live Full Circle episode in the seventh week, where they will appear in the finale episode to cheer on the happy couple!


“Oh no,” I murmur. “This is the worst. This is … I mean, it’s just the worst thing I’ve ever seen. Is this the worst thing—”


“‘Loser contestants,’” Rosie forces out in a high-pitched voice through helpless peals of laughter. “‘Sorry Jordy didn’t pick you, you fucking loser. Time to quarantine in the hotel of shame with the other losers and drink each other’s tears of sorrow for sustenance while Jordy runs off with the girl who satisfied him.’ ”


“Thank god for college, right?” I ask through helpless giggles.


Rosie tries to calm her laughter with deep breathing. When she composes herself, she shakes her head. “Maya, who’s going to protect those poor girls if you don’t go?”


I’m not laughing anymore, even though I’m not totally sure if she’s still joking or not. “What, like an undercover thing? Go in and thwart Jordy from the inside?”


Rosie nods, slowly, then rapidly, like a bumped bobble-head. “Well, you could?” My eyebrows shoot up, but that only encourages her from the look of it. “You could change the narrative. No more orphans, no more … goddamn puppies and candy and six-packs. You’ll be the one on camera for once. You can expose him, Maya. Show the world who he actually is.”


Maybe I’m delirious from all the laughing, but she’s sort of making sense. “Like, tell the cameras my side of the story? Set the record straight once and for all?”


“Yeah! Or get the other girls to compare notes and confront him. You can’t be the only one he treated like that. I’d bet you anything.”


“Or,” I say slowly, an idea forming. “I could satisfy him.” 


“Gross, Maya.”


“Rosie, oh my god, shut up. I meant I can beat him at his own game. Make him fall for me again. Make it to the end …” 

Rosie shoots onto her knees as it clicks. “And reject his ass on TV.”


“Exactly.”


“You could give a speech,” Rosie says. “Like, list everything he ever did to you. And any other stuff you find out along the way. Because there will be stuff. Plenty of it.”


“I’d be giving Gwendolyn the show of her life,” I say. “It’d be the most dramatic finale anyone’s ever seen.”


That settles it. Leaping off the bed, I grab my phone from the desk. “I’m calling him back.”


“You’re actually gonna do this?” Rosie asks, eyes shining. 


“I’m actually gonna do this.”


“You’re gonna call Jordy, tell him you’re going on his show, and then march downstairs and tell Mom how it is?”


“I’m gonna call Jordy, tell him I’m going on his show, and then tell Mom how it is some other time when I’m feeling brave and she’s in a better mood.”


“Close enough!”


I pull up my call history, but before I can leap in, Rosie scrunches up her face. I know that look. “Uh, just … be careful, okay?” 


I snort. “What’s he gonna do, break my heart again? Like he could.”


“Careful of—all sorts. This is gonna involve TV. Everything that happens will be public.”


“Uh, yeah, isn’t that the point?”


Rosie gives a one-shouldered shrug. “I’m just saying. Whatever you do or say on there, everyone will know. And people love Jordy. They might not like someone going on TV to trash him.”


“So, maybe I don’t trash him, then? Maybe I just make sure they see the real him? Light the match, and let him set himself on fire.”


“Fire spreads fast.”


I drop my phone to my side. She’s kind of taking the wind out of my sails, here. “Weren’t you just trying to talk me into this a second ago?”


“Yes, but it’s just occurred to me that you could get hurt, and I want you to promise to be careful. Oh, no, I sound like Mom.”


“I’ll be careful. Wherever possible.”


“That’s not super reassuring, though. You know that, right?” 


Smirking, I call DON’T YOU DARE TEXT HIM YOU GODDAMN MASOCHIST before she can come up with any more reasons why she’s suddenly against the idea.


He picks up on the second ring.


“Maya Bailey. You called me back.”


As soon as I hear his voice, I’m sixteen years old again, crazy in love and broken from the inside out.


Rosie glares at the phone with a curled lip. I try to breathe through the flurry of emotions and focus. I’m semi-successfulish. “Of course,” I say, forcing a smile. “Why wouldn’t I?”


Jordy’s laugh is all easy and warm and familiar. The worst. “Ahh, good point, good point. I guess I was just freaking myself out over nothing. It’s been so long, I’d sort of convinced myself maybe you hate me now, or … I don’t know. I’m stupid, ignore me.”


Something important to know about Jordy is that he has an accent. It’s supposed to be an English accent, but I’m pretty sure it’s closer to how Americans think English people sound than an actual English accent. His dad is legit English and Jordy’s always insisted he picked up the accent naturally by being around his dad and paternal cousins. Amazingly, though, his sister, Samantha, talks normally. What a strange and completely unexplainable mystery that one is.


Oh wait, never mind, I can totally explain it. Jordy Miller is—as his English relatives would say—a fucking wanker.


“Hate you?” I ask in feigned shock, while Rosie stifles laughter. “Why would I hate you?”


“I know, I know,” Jordy says. “It’s just my anxiety. I’ve … wow. You know, it’s really great to hear your voice, Maya.” 

“To what do I owe the pleasure?”


“Maya. Are you playing coy with me? We know each other better than that.”


God, he’s really laying it on thick, huh? “I’m assuming you’ve called to ask me something. So, go ahead. Ask me.” 

Another golden laugh. “Okay, okay, stop stalling, Jordy. Got it. So, Gwendolyn told me she spoke to you a few days ago about the show, and that you said you might be too busy to fit it in.”


I feel like Gwendolyn might have taken the paraphrasing a bit too far with that one, but, sure. “Something like that.” 

“Okay. Look, I get that, and I don’t want you thinking I’m trying to push you into something you don’t want to do here. But the thing is, I don’t know if I even wanna do this if you don’t come, Maya.” 


I roll my eyes and tip my head back. Rosie copies me. “Come on, Jordy.” I can’t even try to hide my skepticism at this one.


“No, Maya, seriously. It’s … okay, it’s embarrassing, but screw it. When I agreed to come on the show, it was mostly because I thought maybe it was my chance to fix what went down between us.”


He’s a great actor. Oscar-worthy, honestly. But like hell I’m buying that. “Really?”


“Yes. Is that the worst thing you’ve ever heard, or what? How mortified should I be?”


Rosie mimes strangling someone, and I try to keep a straight face. “I dunno, Jordy. It’s a long way to go.”


“It is. But it’s not going to be a short trip.”


I raise my eyebrows at Rosie. “I don’t think you’re allowed to promise me that.”


“No. I’m not. Don’t tell Gwendolyn.”


“I wouldn’t dream of it.”


“I’d really, really love to see you again, Maya. Please?”


“I thought you weren’t going to force me?”


“No. But I’m not above begging.”


“Okay. Maybe try begging a little harder.”


“You haven’t changed a bit, have you?”


I wait.


“Please, Maya. I am begging you. Please don’t make me do this without you. I promise I’ll make it worth your while. I’ll be ensuring VIP treatment for you. Anything I can give you, I will. Just, please. Please tell me I haven’t just signed up for this for nothing.”


He’s convincing.


He always has been.


The weird thing about this call is it’s reminding me why I fell for him to begin with. I’ve spent so long being mad at myself for not seeing who he was, and for taking him at his word. But you know what? It wasn’t fair to blame myself for that. There weren’t signs. Not really.


That’s what makes him so dangerous.


“I guess,” I say finally, “I could take a look at my schedule and shuffle some things around.”


“Wait, really?”


“Since you asked so nicely.”


“You have just made my day,” he says. “Oh my god. Awesome.”


“I’m actually sort of busy right now, though. So, if you could just tell Gwendolyn …”


“Yeah, yeah, I’ll let her know. So, you’re in? It’s a definite yes?”


“Yeah. I’ll do it. Why not?” Okay. This is happening. No backing out now.


Cool. Cool, cool.


H e l p.


“Awesome. This is so awesome. Well, I am very much looking forward to this now.”


“I’m glad. Sorry I can’t chat. I’ve got important stuff to … stuff.”


“No, please, go ahead. I’ll, ah, talk to you soon, okay?” 


“Okay. Bye, Jordy.”


“Bye, Maya. It was really good to talk to you. Really good.” 


Rosie looks like she’s about to combust. I hastily hang up the phone, just in time, as she lets out a squawk of disgust. “Is he for real?”


“All bullshit, all of it,” I say. “He can’t breathe without a lie in the exhale.”


She nods, then bites her lip. “Hey, Maya? I thought of something while you were on the phone.” 


Oh, good, that’s a promising tone. “Yes?”


“Do you think Skye will be there?”


My smile of victory fades into a horrified frown. 

Shit. I forgot about Skye. 

		



TWO
MONTHS
LATER 


		



THREE


Skye


My dad has always said that I was born concerned.


He likes to paint the picture of a red, pruny little newborn who slipped into the world with a permanently furrowed brow and a suspicious frown, who would only smile for the lucky few I decided had earned my trust. According to him, I grew out of that when I went to school. The guardedness. Personally, I believe I got better at pretending I’m not suspicious of everyone.


People like you better if they can’t see your walls.


Only a few people reside within mine. My dad is one, and my best friend is another. Someone else got close, once. Close, but not quite. But then, like people so often do, he left my orbit as quickly as he entered it.


I hadn’t honestly expected to hear from him again.


I certainly hadn’t expected to find myself in the Loreux International Airport, waiting to be whisked to a lakeside mansion, where I will be filming a reality show with the one that got away. No, that was most definitely not in my initial travel plans, and detouring from plans is highly uncharacteristic of me. 


Then again, Jordy Miller has a habit of bringing out unexpected sides of me.


As I follow the crowd along a carpeted gray floor to baggage claim, I text my dad and my best friend, Chloe, to let them know I’m about to disappear. My phone begins to vibrate only seconds later.


“Hey,” I say to Chloe, staking my claim on a spot with a good view of the carousel. “What are you doing up? It’s, like, three a.m., isn’t it?”


A middle-aged man stands directly in front of me to wait for his luggage. I step around and reposition myself next to him, but he conveniently doesn’t seem to notice me.


“Yeah, but I couldn’t go to sleep without saying goodbye. It’s been bad enough not being able to hang out for the last six weeks, and now we can’t even message. I’m going to miss you.”


“Aww. I’ll miss you, too.” Suitcases are spilling onto the belt now, and I scan it for my backpack, despite knowing full well I have terrible luck with baggage claims and mine will be the last out, if it made it to the country at all. “But please tell me you aren’t calling to try to talk me out of it again.”


“Why not? It’s not too late.”


“Chloe.”


“I just don’t get why Jordy Miller is the one you choose to break your one-strike rule for.” Her voice goes from calm to shrill in the span of a sentence. She’s been ruminating on this for at least the last hour, if I had to guess.


“I don’t know.” I breathe out sharply through my nostrils in a huff. “He was almost-special.”


“Wow, can you tone the passion down there, Skye? You’re in a public place.”


“Is it really that shocking for me to want to see what could’ve been?” I ask. 


“For you? Yeah. Hence, the ongoing shock. I’m glad you’re catching on.”


“He didn’t really do anything wrong, though. You could argue that, technically, he has no strikes.”


“Are we ignoring the part where he left you, then?” 


“Moving countries doesn’t count as voluntary abandonment, if you think about it.”


“Maybe not, but he voluntarily stopped talking to you.” 

“True, but I did stop reaching out, so he thought I must have moved on. It was practically mutual.”


“Funny. I remember it a little differently.”


“Are we really going to spend our last phone call arguing about Jordy Miller?” I ask, slightly exasperated. The man beside me glances at me and raises his eyebrows. I lift my shoulders at him, and he returns to pretending not to notice me.


“Fine. Will you take lots of pictures for me?”


“I absolutely will not, they’re confiscating my phone.” 

“Crap, right. Will you have the best time for me?”


“That I can do.” I smile.


“Will you steal me a souvenir?”


“On it.”


“Something expensive?”


“Probably not.”


“Make me proud.”


“Of the souvenir?”


“No, of you. And tell Jordy if he earns himself a strike, he’s answering to me after filming.”


“I’m sure he’ll be terrified.”


“Oh, he should be.”


My backpack—a sixty-five-liter monstrosity with lime green straps—rolls into view. I dart forward to collect it, and my neighbor—who still hasn’t received his—shoots me a bitter glance. With a sweet smile, I say goodbye to Chloe for the last time in a long time, and head off to meet the person assigned to collect me.


My flight from Zurich, Switzerland, to Loreux, Chalonne, took off at 11:05 this morning and landed at 11:58. This, according to the producer organizing my trip, is not at all an exorbitant waste of money that could be better spent in a hundred other ways.


At least they didn’t send a helicopter to collect me, like the producer initially suggested when he found out how close I was, I suppose. Although it is possible he was being sarcastic. It’s quite hard to tell by email.


Leaving the ugly carpet of the luggage collection behind, I cross onto glossy black tiles among a crowd of suit-clad business commuters and head toward the escalator. Just as I reach it, however, my phone begins to buzz in my pocket, so I pull over to one side to answer the call.


“Hey, you.” Jordy’s voice is warm and bright, and I can’t resist the smile that touches my lips when I hear it. “Welcome to Chalonne. You’ve landed, right?”


“All of twenty minutes ago,” I say, leaning my backpack against the barrier to relieve myself of its weight for a few moments. “I’m just about to leave the airport.”


“I can’t believe you’re really here.” Jordy lets out a breathless, exhilarated chuckle. “It’s starting to feel real.”


“Isn’t it, though? Are you nervous?”


“Uhh. More excited than nervous. I’m excited to see you.”

 A fluttering in the pit of my stomach reminds me that, unlike Jordy, I am quite nervous. A feeling that’s increased exponentially at the idea of him sitting in a hotel room, counting down the minutes until we see each other again.


“But, uhh, there’s a reason I’m calling,” Jordy says. “Other than to hear your voice, I mean.” 


I frown and shift my backpack higher. “And what might that be?”


“Actually, I wanted to give you a heads-up about something. A warning, I guess.”


“You want to warn me about something the second I step off the plane in a foreign country?” I ask. If my voice is somewhat shrill, I suppose it’s because I feel somewhat shrill.


“Do you remember my ex-girlfriend Maya?”


“I guess. I remember her name?”


“Cool, well, she’s going to be there.”


“As it happens, this doesn’t come as a shock to me, Jordy. I do know the show I signed up for.”


“Right … but I’m not sure you signed up for Maya Bailey.” 

“Could I have some specifics, please?”


“Honestly, I didn’t think she’d come on the show. I really didn’t want her here, but the producers insisted, because the show needs drama. And Maya is big on drama. That, and I’m worried she’s going to have it out for you.”


“Me?” I echo. “I’ve never even met her.”


“Yup. It’s … argh, hard to explain. There’s history. Actually, there’s a lot of stuff I didn’t tell you at the time, because I didn’t want to freak you out when I didn’t need to. But when you and I started dating, she practically stalked me for a while.”


“What? What happened?”


Jordy’s tone is wry. “Have you ever had someone say no when you broke up with them?”


“Can’t say I have. I didn’t know it was an option.”


“It’s not an option for people like you and me. For people like Maya, though …”


“She didn’t take the breakup well,” I fill in.


“The breakup itself she took surprisingly well, but in hindsight, I think it’s because she was in some serious denial about it. It was when she found out you and I were dating that things got ugly. I don’t want to worry you, but she actually got a bit threatening. She brought you up a few times. And, you know me, I’d never … do anything to hurt a girl, you know? But I got pretty defensive when she brought you up, and I made it pretty clear that she and I would not be on good terms if she contacted you. So, instead, she took it out on me. Spread rumors about me, called me a cheater, called me emotionally abusive, all kinds of stuff. It was a lot.”


“And I’m only hearing about this now?”


Jordy sighs. “I know. I know. But you and I were so new at the time. I didn’t want to worry you, but I also didn’t want you to decide I was too much trouble. I hoped it’d go away, and eventually, it did. She never reached out to you, did she?”


“No …”


“Exactly. But now you do need to know. And, Skye, honestly, I’m probably being paranoid. I haven’t seen Maya for two years. I can’t imagine she’d still be after us. But on the off chance she is, and she starts shit for the cameras, I want you to be prepared.”


“Yeah, thank you so much for the one-hour warning, Jordy.” 

“Like I said, I didn’t think she’d come. I swear, Skye. I only just found out she’s confirmed. I think the producers kept it from me because they knew I wasn’t comfortable with her coming. For your sake, more than mine. I can handle anything she throws at me. But I don’t know what I’ll do if she comes for you. And now I’m saying that out loud, I’m realizing maybe that’s what the producers want. Drama. But … yeah, you’re my sore spot. Can’t change that, can I?”


I don’t let myself dwell in the happy buzz his words give me. “What would she even do, though?” I ask. “There will be cameras on us all the time.”


“That’s exactly what I’m worried she’ll use. She’s angry, and she’s manipulative. She can make the most far-fetched story sound like the truth. Sometimes she even made me question myself, when I knew what happened. You can’t let her mess with your version of reality, okay? You know what you are, and who you are. Don’t let her convince you otherwise. If you stand your ground, she won’t be able to twist things for the cameras.”


I draw my brows together. “You’re scaring me a little.” 

“No, no, Skye, don’t worry. You and I won’t let any bullshit go down. I won’t let it. If she starts anything with you, you come right to me. They can’t do a show without me, so they have to play by my rules, and my number one rule is, Skye is off-limits.”


The knot forming in my gut loosens a little. “You’re probably right,” I say. “About her moving on. Who holds a grudge like that for two years?”


“Exactly. I’m sure you’ll get there and wonder what I was talking about. She’s probably matured a ton.”


Surely. Surely that’s the case. The only thing is, Jordy doesn’t sound entirely convinced.


What on
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