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Praise for Not Here to Make Friends


“The best friends to lovers book I’ve read in a long while, maybe ever. Lily Fireball and Murray’s complex dynamic is so addictive. The book doesn’t shy away from serious issues either and effortlessly explores racial inequality via a fun plot. A perfect finale to the bingeworthy Marry Me, Juliet series. This one is my favourite of all three books. Swoon-worthy, clever and a must-read. I can’t wait to see what McAlister writes next!”

Karina May, author of Duck à l’Orange for Breakfast

“Not Here To Make Friends is a second chance romance between two formidably matched evil masterminds, a clash of fierce intellects that results in fierce tension and fierce love. The chemistry is sizzling, the banter is blazing and even if you think you know where this story’s going, the climax is combustible. But lest you think this romance is all head and no heart, it’s undershot with themes of loyalty, friendship and grief.”

Clare Fletcher, author of Five Bush Weddings

“If you’ve devoured the first two books of the bingeworthy Marry Me, Juliet series then you will love this last installment focusing on Lily and Murray—two perfectly imperfect characters and the tension that sizzles when they are together. This is a great friends to lovers read for all rom-com (and reality TV) lovers!”

Saman Shad, author of The Matchmaker

“Not Here To Make Friends is a prose ceremony—at which I was glad to accept every page. A superb third episode in a journey with drama more vivid and romance more compelling than anything you’ll see on TV.”

Xavier Rubetzki Noonan, Bachelor of Hearts Podcast

“Not Here to Make Friends is wonderfully funny, deeply moving, and whip-smart. Lily and Murray’s sometimes heartbreaking, sometimes hilarious love story is so irresistible it will have you turning the page faster than a reality TV romance breaks up in real life. Rich with diversity and characters you genuinely care about, Not Here to Make Friends is a satisfying, pitch-perfect cherry on top of a perfect series.”

Amy Hutton, author of Sit, Stay, Love
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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


































    For everyone who's ever had to navigate the academic jobs market. It's broken, not you.
 



    [image: At the top of the page, there is a small icon of a pair of glasses on top of a closed book.]

    Prologue Jonah

    In my fifteen years of fighting with Sadie Shaw, we only had six ceasefires.

    The first five, we broke.

    Ceasefire #1—Second year undergrad Thirteen years ago

    Our unit chair for Eighteenth- and Nineteenth-Century Literature made two pedagogical decisions that Future Jonah, who would go on to teach classes of his own, would find utterly fascinating in their sadism:

       
        	Group work was the best possible way to assess individual students’ understanding of the libertine novel.


        	Pairing the two students who, over the year and a half they’d known each other, had spent every seminar passionately disagreeing with each other would lead to excellent results.
1

    

    “Truce, Fisher,” nineteen-year-old Sadie said, long red hair spilling over her shoulders as she marched across the seminar room toward me. “The grade we get on this assessment is more important to me than the fact I can’t stand you.”

    She held out her hand for me to shake.
 
     I looked at it. 

     “Well?” she demanded.
 
    “. . . Fine. Truce, Shaw,” I said. “Our grade is the most important thing.”

    I shook her hand. Her skin was soft against mine, the way I had imagined it might be, but her grip was secure, assertive, assured.

    Mine wasn’t.

    I loved arguing with Sadie in seminars. Everything I could think of, she always had an answer to—sometimes a completely unexpected one—and it was entirely, utterly thrilling. 

    This was our fourth semester of undergraduate Lit Studies at Eastern Sydney University. Every semester, I made sure we were in the same seminars,2 because I liked arguing with her so much. Every week, I looked forward to the hours we spent together: to those productive, fruitful, generative debates; to the way our commitment to one-upping each other made us both better students; to the glint in her eyes as she turned her gaze on me across the room; to whatever it was she would say next. 

    Before I started undergrad, I had been determined not to follow in my father’s footsteps. I had no desire to do what my brother Elias was doing, to try to become the sequel to Professor Christian Fisher, Eminent(ly Unbearable) Scholar. Yes, I loved reading. Yes, I loved learning. Yes, I was even going to do my degree at ESU, where my dad worked—but that was as far as I was going to go. Under no circumstances would I become an academic, not if it meant becoming someone like him. 
  
    Arguing with Sadie had changed my mind about everything I’d imagined for my future. 

    But she didn’t feel the way I did. At all. 

    Sadie Shaw couldn’t stand me.

    That’s probably why I was the one who broke the first ceasefire, by picking a fight about what theoretical framework we should use to examine Les Liaisons Dangereuses. It was incredibly immature of me, but it was far easier to make myself unlikable than to try and understand why the girl I’d been psyching myself up to ask to be my date to my sister Fiona’s farce of a wedding hated me so much.3 
 
    Ceasefire #2—Graduation (undergrad) Ten years ago

    Because we were both compulsive overachievers, we each did a double bachelor’s degree4 and then an Honours year. By the time we graduated, Sadie and I had been arguing with each other for five years.

    Tensions had ratcheted up between us after that first broken ceasefire5, and they ratcheted up even further in our Honours year. What had been a simple classroom rivalry turned into an all-out battle for supremacy, because now there was something to win.

    Sadie and I never said it out loud, but we clearly had the same idea. We were both going to get first-class honours—that went without saying—but whichever one of us got the higher overall grade and won the University Medal for Outstanding Academic Performance in Literary Studies would also be the winner of . . . well, us. 

    But there was to be no winner, no loser, no satisfying conclusion that would let us both walk away and bury our feud as the youthful hostilities of two people too competitive for their own good, because we got the exact same score—across coursework, across our theses, across everything—making us the first ever dual University Medalists. 

    “Can we be civil today, please?” I murmured to Sadie, as we followed the student procession into the graduation hall. Everyone else was ordered alphabetically to receive their degrees, but because we’d won the medal, we had to be beside each other, right near the back. “I’d rather not have a screaming argument with you in front of my parents.”

    “Oh, damn,” Sadie said. “I’ll have to take that off my schedule. I had it penciled in for about two-thirds of the way through the ceremony.”

    I looked at her.
 
    I had buried my crush a long time ago, but there were still times—usually when that long, wild red hair of hers was loose the way it was that day, vibrant against the crisp black lines of her robes and mortarboard—that I couldn’t help but notice how beautiful she was.
 
    “Please.” It was the closest I’d come to admitting weakness to her since that first insecure handshake.

    If she realized, she didn’t press the issue—which meant that she hadn’t realized, because Sadie Shaw would always press the issue. “I have as much interest in causing a scene as you, Jonah. Do you think I fought this hard just to ruin today by having some stupid argument with you?”

    That stung. Our arguments were many things, but never, ever—I thought, anyway—stupid.

    “Your parents must be proud,” I said, because it seemed like a polite, civil sort of thing to say.

    “I don’t have parents.”

    I blinked.

    “My mum died when I was sixteen. Cancer. My dad was a piece of shit who left when she got sick.”

    “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

    “When I said I fought hard for this, Fisher,” Sadie said, “I didn’t just mean I fought you.”
 
    Her robes brushed against mine as we took our seats. “My sister Chess is here, though,” she added, “and saying she’s proud is a profound understatement.”

    It was Chess who ended up breaking the second ceasefire. My dad was vocally displeased that I hadn’t won the University Medal outright, and Chess overheard, interpreting his disappointment in me as a slight against Sadie,6  and . . . well, if there had been even the slightest possibility of Sadie and me staying in touch and maybe even developing some sort of friendship, then the huge, embarrassing scene the two of them caused utterly obliterated it.
  
    Ceasefire #3—The share house Eight years ago

    We took different paths after graduation. I stayed at university, continuing straight on into a PhD. Sadie left, going out into the real world to make some money.

    A great deal of the pleasure I found in university bled away without her there. No other sparring partner came close. On an intellectual level, I missed her, deeply and profoundly.

    But I was glad too, because without her there, every day, finding new and fascinating ways to disagree with me, I was finally able to actually put that crush of mine to rest, once and for all.

    All right, sure, every so often7 I would wake up in the middle of the night in a cold sweat, paralyzed with anxiety over some of the stupid shit I’d said to her.

    And sure, once, when I was marking essays for that same unit on eighteenth- and nineteenth-century literature Sadie and I had taken all those years ago, and a student had quoted Lizzy’s line, “I know I shall probably never see him again, but I cannot bear to think that he is alive in the world and thinking ill of me” in their assignment, my first instinct had to been to scribble RELATABLE CONTENT and not THIS LINE IS FROM THE 1995 MINI-SERIES, PLEASE READ THE BOOK NEXT TIME. 

    But for the most part, I did not think about Sadie Shaw—and I hoped that wherever she .was and whatever she was doing, she wasn’t thinking about me either. That would be better than her hating me.

    In the interest of getting out of my parents’ house, I moved in much too quickly with my new girlfriend, a Screen Studies PhD student I met at a postgraduate mixer. About eighteen months into the relationship, though, when she started saying things like “marriage” and “children” and “Why don’t you ever tell me you love me, Jonah?,” I realized I’d made a terrible mistake, broke it off before I did any more emotional damage, and found myself in the market for somewhere new to live. 

    After looking at a lot of truly awful and wildly expensive places8, I found the perfect share house. It wasn’t too far from campus and it was huge: six bedrooms, three bathrooms, with a spacious kitchen I could actually see myself cooking in and a big backyard with a covered deck that would be perfect for studying on sunny afternoons. It was cheap too, because so many other postgrad students and early-career researchers lived there. The couple who interviewed me (Van: sociology; Annie: philosophy) told me there were seven housemates living across four of the bedrooms and they were looking to add to that number by renting out the other two.
 
    If you have any sense of story progression then I’m sure you can see where this is going, but I did not generally expect my fairly staid, dull, quiet life to follow narrative rules, so imagine my shock when I turned up on moving day, struggling under the weight of a stack of Norton Anthologies—only to run into Sadie in the hallway, red hair piled messily on her head, sweat beading on her collarbone, halfway through moving in her own stuff.

    Neither of us was willing to give up the house. Not with that kitchen, not with that backyard, definitely not in the broken Sydney rental market. “Where am I supposed to go, back to the woman whose heart I just broke?” I demanded. “Be realistic, Shaw.”

    “Oh yes, I’m sure her heart is just shattered, losing a prince like you, Fisher,” Sadie retorted. “What about your rich parents?”

    “I would rather live with your sister.”

    “What’s that supposed to mean?”

    “That on the one occasion I met her, your sister screamed that I was an entitled prick from a line of entitled pricks, and I would still rather live with her than with my parents. Although I’m sure she’d much rather live with you, so how about you move in with her and I’ll stay here?”

    “No.”

    “Why not?”

    “Um, I don’t know, because she’s a thirty-year-old lawyer who doesn’t need her kid sister sponging off her anymore?” Sadie folded her arms. “I’d suggest you move in with your siblings, but you have only child written all over you.”

    “Oh wow, is Sadie Shaw drawing broad conclusions based on insubstantial evidence? I’m the youngest of three. I’ve got a brother and a sister.”

     “Congratulations. Move in with one of them.”

    It went on like that for a long time. A long time. We were lucky it was the middle of the day and most of our new housemates were on campus, because if they’d overheard us, they definitely would have asked us both to leave.

    Eventually, though, we reached the only possible stalemate for two people as stubborn as we were. 

    “It’s a big house,” Sadie said. “Will you agree to stay out of my way?”

    I took her proffered hand. “If you’ll agree to stay out of mine.”

    She’d changed over the years, her style evolving, more freckles covering her face, but her handshake was just as secure as ever.

     My breath caught in my throat.
 
    I found myself hoping, in a way that was deeply, deeply emotionally unhealthy, that instead of staying out of my way, she would throw herself into it. That she would break that third ceasefire with me, over and over again.

    “You can let go of my hand now, Jonah,” Sadie said tersely. “You’re not going to intimidate me by trying to crush my bones to dust.”9

    Ceasefire #4—Graduation (postgrad) Four years ago

    Sadie had moved into the share house because she was starting her own PhD and wanted to be close to campus. I’d started mine a solid eighteen months before her, but when I went part-time for a bit and then intermitted for a year so I could take up a prestigious but time-consuming (and soul-destroying) research assistance gig,10  she caught up to me fairly quickly.

    That meant two things:

    
        	We were competing constantly: for internal grant funding, teaching work, marking work, opportunities for research collaboration—literally everything.


        	Once again (inevitably, really) we graduated in the same ceremony.



    “Fisher, I know we tried this last time and it went terribly,” Sadie said as we stood in front of the long mirror in the robing room beforehand, volunteers fussing around us and all the other graduands, making sure the satin linings of our doctoral hoods were draped appropriately, “but can we be cool today?”

    “You mean I have to scrap my plans to stand up when they read your name and announce that I have an objection like I’m Mr. Briggs at Jane and Rochester’s wedding?” I replied. “Oh no.”

    Sadie rolled her eyes. “If you could stop your dad from declaring the existence of an impediment, that might be nice.”

    She was being sarcastic, but her worries weren’t entirely unjustified. My dad had made it very clear he had no respect whatsoever for Sadie’s research area, which was popular fiction. I dreaded it whenever he turned up at her sessions in the Higher Degree Research seminar series almost as much as when he turned up at mine. Professor Christian Fisher was the undisputed king of the passive-aggressive, long-winded, wire-barbed This is more of a comment than a question.
 
    “If it’s any consolation, he’s got other people to be a dick to today,” I said. “My siblings flew in for the ceremony. He’ll be too busy bullying my brother Elias for not having a permanent academic job yet, and my sister Fiona for spoiling his three-kids-three-PhDs clean sweep.”

    Sadie looked at me strangely. 

    “What?”

    “So you do admit your dad’s a dick.”

    “Of course I admit my dad’s a dick. I have eyes. Ears. The memory of growing up in his house.”

    “Yet all the times he’s come at me,” Sadie said, “you haven’t said a fucking word.”

    “And make it look like you need some knight in shining armor to fight your battles for you? Of course I haven’t said a fucking word.”

    Sadie made a facial expression I couldn’t quite read—a raising of the eyebrows, a quirk of the lips—but said nothing.

    “Anyway,” I said, “you hold your own against him perfectly well, Shaw. You don’t need my help.”

    I put my PhD bonnet on. It pushed the frames of my glasses uncomfortably into my ears. “Is your sister going to object when they read out my name?”

    “Chess promised she’d be on her best behavior.”

    “So a fifty-fifty chance, then?”

    “About that, yes.” Sadie put her own bonnet on. 

    Then, to my surprise, her expression softened a little. “I like that a doctorate isn’t really something you can beat someone at, though,” she said. “There’s no, like, superdoctorate. No ultimate academic championship belt. Not today. There’s just this.”

    Her eyes met mine in the mirror as she gestured to our regalia. “Today might be the first day in our whole careers that neither of us needs to try to win.”

    Speak for yourself, the part of me that had grown up around the Fisher family dinner table wanted to say. Don’t get complacent.

    But I was an adult now. 

    “Congratulations, Dr. Shaw,” I said.

    Sadie smiled at me.

    It wasn’t the first time she had smiled at me. She had done that plenty of times, a predatory smile that said, I have set a trap and you have fallen right into it, fool.

    It was the first time she had smiled at me like this, though—open, unguarded, warm.

     “Congratulations, Dr. Fisher.”

    The tassel of her PhD bonnet was tangled in her hair. What might happen, I wondered, flexing my fingers, if I reached over and untangled it?

    After the ceremony, when we had our testamurs in hand, my eyes met those of the newly minted Dr. Sadie Shaw across the wine reception.

    She raised her glass to me. I raised mine to her.

    “Jonah, pay attention!” my dad snapped. “I’m trying to help you network!” 

    He’d pulled over the Head of Humanities from one of the other Sydney-based universities, a man with immense power over staff hiring.

    I saw the expression on Sadie’s face change. 

    Her sister came up behind her and said something in her ear. Sadie replied. Chess’s eyes flicked to me, and the venom in them was unmistakable. That entitled prick from a line of entitled pricks, I heard her snarl again.

    I looked away.

    And the next day, when Sadie and I ran into each other in the share house kitchen, everything was the same as it had always been, except now it was Dr. Shaw and Dr. Fisher fighting instead of Ms. and Mr.

    Ceasefire #5—English 101 Two years ago

    Here’s a piece of advice about academia: if you’re interested in secure and stable employment with career progression that pays you a living wage, don’t go into it.11 The year Sadie and I graduated, a grand total of five full-time permanent academic jobs in Literary Studies were advertised across the entire country. The next year, it was three. The year after that, four. 

    Between applying feverishly for these jobs, Sadie and I were working hard in the huge, amorphous body of scholars called the precariat.12 We were cobbling together our respective livings through casual teaching gigs at as many universities as would have us, frequently competing for the same meager hours, reapplying for the same work semester after semester. Before graduation, our PhD scholarships had provided a safety net.13 Afterward, getting casual work was quite literally a matter of survival. 

    At ESU, our reputations preceded us, so we were only ever hired to teach into different units. Other Sydney-based universities, though, had no knowledge of our lengthy feud—which was how Bass University accidentally hired us to co-teach their big first-year core Literary Studies unit. 

    It was a huge deal. Casual staff didn’t often get the opportunity to lecture, especially not to this many students, but the unit chair had got some big grant and all his teaching had been bought out for a few years. Sadie and I were hired to teach three seminars each and split the lecturing fifty-fifty.

    “This is too big a payday for us to ruin by fighting,” I said, as we sat down at the share house kitchen table to plan our approach. “Can we agree to be professional about this?”

    “Firstly, don’t patronize me,” Sadie said. “Secondly, I’m always professional. You’re the one who starts the fights.”

    “That’s not true and you know it.”

    “Keep telling yourself that, Fisher. Let’s just alternate lecture weeks. I’ll take odds; you take evens.”

    “Fine.”

    That plan might have worked if we hadn’t had to attend each other’s lectures in order to maintain the continuity of the content. Sadie didn’t like the way I framed Aeschylus’s Prometheus Bound in my week two lecture, so at the beginning of her week three lecture, which was supposed to be on Frankenstein, she had a section titled “Prometheus Bound: An Alternative Perspective.” I retaliated in week four, with “Another Look at Frankenstein,” and so it went on, the fifth ceasefire broken, week after week.

    Oddly enough, though, our repeated shattering of the ceasefire led to incredible student satisfaction ratings. Students could be cruel in end-of-unit surveys, but we got raves across the board. Is it weird to say that I learnt more from Dr Shaw and Dr Fisher disagreeing with each other than anything else? one student wrote.
 
    My favourite thing was watching Sadie during Jonah’s lectures, another wrote. She was practically vibrating with how badly she wanted to fight him. I kept waiting for her entrance music to hit, professional-wrestling-style.

    We got hired back to co-teach English 10114 for the next two years while the unit chair was on research leave—a very lucrative opportunity in the cutthroat world of the precariat. My dad had warned me multiple times that my feud with Sadie could be career limiting—“You don’t want your name associated in any way with that kind of scholar,” he kept infuriatingly telling me—but it turned out he did not, in fact, know everything.

    
        	1. I want to believe the unit chair’s sadism was intentionally ironic, given one of the authors we were studying was the Marquis de Sade, but that would definitely be an overreading.


        	2. Even if they were at 8:00 am, which should really tell you something.


        	3. This assignment marked the only time I ever received less than a High Distinction in my entire undergraduate career. I don’t have her transcript in front of me, so I can’t cite this claim, but there is zero doubt in my mind that the same was true for Sadie.


        	4. Arts/Law for her; Arts/Economics for me. I put this in the footnotes because while it is interesting, it is not especially relevant: our second degrees never mattered again. 


        	5. Never underestimate the power of a young man with wounded pride to double down on the behaviors that will ensure his unrequited crush forever remains unrequited.


        	6. Probably accurately.
 
   
        	7. Weekly. Minimum.


        	8. Sometimes awful, sometimes expensive, usually both. Nothing will break your spirit like renting in Sydney.


        	9. I can’t remember precisely what I said next, but it was something along the lines of “If you’re intimidated, that says more about you than it does about me, Shaw.” So this particular ceasefire lasted about three seconds.


        	10. I love a lengthy tangential footnote, but if I told the story of that particularly dark time in my academic career (working with that particularly awful scholar and his particularly awful other RA), there would be a whole horror novel down here. 


        	11. Seriously. Don't.


        	12. Precariat (n.): an underclass of insecurely employed academics, too overqualified to do anything else. (See also: “sunk cost.”) 


        	13. PhD scholarships are below the poverty line, but you can at least see it from there.


        	14. Read: make a complete farce of our ceasefire.
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