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“True crime meets juicy reality TV as six well-known contestants compete in the ultimate quest for glory, where the stakes are death. Was it murder? An accident? Nothing is as it seems in this smartly plotted whodunit, a complex game of scandals and scheming, alliances and betrayals that pops off the page.”

—Kimberly Belle, international bestselling author of The Paris Widow

“A delicious, murderous thriller that feels like you’re watching a live episode of reality TV unfold in your living room. Fast-paced and addicting, I was gripped from the first page until the jaw-dropping conclusion.”

—Lucinda Berry, bestselling author of If You Tell a Lie

“Fitzgerald plays a scathing, thrilling game of worst-case scenario, poking fun and critiquing dystopian reality TV tropes while also forcing the reader to take a look at themselves and ask, ‘Why am I still watching?’”

—Iman Hariri-Kia, author of A Hundred Other Girls and The Most Famous Girl in the World

“What if a murder happened on a reality show like Love Island? That’s the premise of Bea Fitzgerald’s masterful debut thriller. A page-turner that’s as addictive as the reality shows it satirizes, Then Things Went Dark is a clever, queer whydunit that will grip readers until the final page. With her pitch-perfect commentary on fame, social media, and reality TV, Bea has written a novel that’s as thoughtful as it is entertaining. A true delight.”

—Rebecca McKanna, author of Don’t Forget the Girl

“Sensational and unsettling, a masterful blend of ‘whodunit’ mystery and modern-day satire. With each shocking revelation, I was drawn deeper and deeper into the addictive world of celebrity reality TV drama and couldn’t get enough of these brilliantly vile characters. Then Things Went Dark is the perfect holiday thriller!”

—Natali Simmonds, author of Good Girls Die Last

“Shocking, addictive, and utterly exquisite! Fitzgerald delves into the ugly side of our obsession with reality TV and fame and does so in a gripping page-turner. With characters you’ll love to hate, it feels like a TV series in itself.”

—L. C. North, author of Clickbait

“Bea is a masterful writer who captures the nuances of everyday internet culture and the complexity of human nature to make for an effortless and engaging read. Then Things Went Dark is sharp, gripping, fun, and utterly brilliant.”

—Beth Reekles, bestselling author of The Kissing Booth
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For Hannah Schofield, Without whom none of this would have happened. Thank you for always believing in me more than I believe in myself.




Author’s Note

Better Than Revenge is a work of fiction that discusses topics that might be personally impacting. I would like readers to feel comfortable engaging with my books, so I’ve listed the following content guidance.

Better Than Revenge contains depictions of:


	Abuse within a relationship

	Death and murder

	Alcohol and drug abuse

	Violence, blood, gore, and descriptions of a corpse

	Abortion

	Stalking and blackmail

	Racism and homophobia

	Fatphobia, diet culture, and eating disorders






Act One


“Harper Moore and Nadine Heywood? It was always going to end like this: with a body buried six feet under.”

Lights flash. A hand pushes a camera away. Couture gowns flicker and vanish. Ambulances pull up to a film festival, smearing tire tracks across the crimson carpet. Those same sirens, police cars now, hurtle down winding country roads. In a bar, two women blur as their bodies launch at each other, snarling and vicious and brutal.

“The only surprise is that it didn’t happen sooner.”

A woman walks the carpet of a film premiere, a suited man on her arm, but he hardly seems to notice the video cameras rolling or the microphones thrust into their faces. It is her—Harper Moore—in a green silk dress, her hair a cascade of ebony, diamonds raining from her earlobes. She’s the one who looks directly down the lens and offers a slow, languid smile before the footage fades to black and the title card fills the screen:

A FATAL FEUD

THE MURDER THAT DIVIDED HOLLYWOOD

Sat before softly blurred mannequins and walls lined with bolts of fabric, acclaimed designer Amos DuPont adjusts a cufflink and laughs, making clear his voice overlaid the intro.

Amos DuPont: We always knew they would do anything for a shred of fame. I just don’t think we meant it quite so literally.

In the neon-studded office of Hollywood Whisperer, senior reporter Jasmine McKenna speaks.

Jasmine McKenna: I’ve never seen a media storm like this. All anyone wants to talk about right now is Harper Moore. And all anyone wants to see is Nadine Heywood: splashed across every page, celebrating the long-awaited downfall of her nemesis.

Nadine Heywood comes into focus: blond, tan, and toned. A strap of her ruby-sequined minidress falls down one arm as the other arm raises a bottle of champagne. She struts along the countertop, utterly jubilant, pouring drinks into glasses clutched by the desperate hands below.

Jasmine McKenna: That rivalry—the mystery of it? Friends one moment, enemies the next? They’re shrouded in so much gossip and rumor … Who doesn’t want to know the real story of how the Hollywood It Girl and the Greatest Actress of the Age came to blows?

In a Beverly Hills home, acclaimed model and one-third of Harper Moore’s infamous BFF trio, Kayla Alexander, glowers into the lens.

Kayla Alexander: That was probably Nadine’s first thought when she heard about what happened—that Harper wouldn’t be able to share her side of the story anymore. If it weren’t for those of us who care about Harper, it would be only Nadine’s tale to frame however she pleases.

Amos DuPont: If you need someone to spill on Heywood, then I’ve probably known her longest. Well. Apart from Harper, of course. But that’s exactly my point: If you want to understand the woman we’re accusing of murder, you need to understand her nemesis. They can’t be untangled.

Jasmine McKenna: Nadine’s won a Tony, multiple Golden Globes, and two goddamn Oscars. What she’s achieved is nearly impossible. But does anyone care? All that success, and we’ve only ever wanted to know about her latest spat with Harper. So it’s hardly a surprise, is it? That when it’s Harper’s tragedy, when it’s an international scandal—when it’s a goddamn murder—all eyes turn to Nadine. Maybe this is how we finally get to the truth of it all.

In a luxurious London hotel, the camera rests on a damask armchair, hazy and out of focus.

A producer, off screen: Alright, so we’re going to start with Central Art and Drama School and where the rivalry began. You can talk about your time in London and—

A figure drops into the chair, an elegant heap of bronzed limbs, couture silk, and artfully teased hair. Her dress is the same cherry red as the sequined slip she’d donned in the previous clip, her lips a perfectly matching stain. She looks off, scowling.

Nadine Heywood: Drama school? No, no, darling. The rivalry began in 1996 when Harper decided to use my name as a way into this industry rather than working hard like the rest of us. When we were at CADS? I hardly remember her.

Nadine flashes the camera a smug, teasing smirk.

Nadine Heywood: Harper Moore was thoroughly unremarkable.






September 1992

THIS IS THE TRUTH, AS I’D ONLY ADMIT IT TO YOU, MY love: We all stopped talking when Harper Moore walked into the room.

I’d been at Central Art and Drama School a single day, and I was so desperate to feel it: that moment of knowing I’d made it. That here was a place I belonged. But my dreams were so all-encompassing that drama school was barely a blip on the map, and even as I sat there waiting for the relief of having finally landed, I was already focused on all the other places CADS might propel me.

The applications had been a stressful haze of video tapes and essays, my disinterested parents snarking about internships and groaning every time I had another audition, until I stopped telling them completely and just headed off by myself, denting my inheritance from my grandfather on eye-watering train fares. He wouldn’t mind. In fact, part of me suspected he’d left it to me for this reason. Even from the grave, he was determined to be my number one fan.

When I got the letter, I didn’t know what to do with it. I didn’t have anyone left to tell who wouldn’t crush the fledgling happiness blossoming in my chest. And I’d been hungry for so long I didn’t know how to stop and feel the satisfaction.

I’d ended up with three offers but no real decision to make. I knew it was CADS—prestigious but cutthroat, a place where the admissions process was only the first hurdle and far from the sensible choice if I had my heart set on something as outlandish as graduating. But I had wanted it from the moment I entered those ornate wooden arches. The school’s premises were just a few doors down from where The Globe had once stood, and you could feel the prestige the moment you stepped into the CADS theater, with its painted dome ceiling, its crimson velvet seats, and its deeply impractical backstage area that connected through the auditorium, like all that mattered was the stage; everything else was an afterthought.

CADS felt like somewhere you could become somebody … or at least fake it until you did.

And I was certainly faking it: perched at the end of a bench, nervously toying with the strap of a bag so laden with textbooks and notebooks it was a wonder it hadn’t snapped. I wasn’t the Nadine Heywood yet; just Nadine—anxious scholar, socially inept, and beautifully desperate. My hair was still its natural strawberry blond; frizzy curls scraped back into a bun, and I wore the same denim shorts and oversized T-shirt as half the girls present.

“You think you’ve completed the hard part,” our lecturer intoned, and no, my pulse pounded because I didn’t think the hard part was over at all.

Surely at some point, an academy this prestigious would realize what a mistake it had made letting in the kid who’d never had any sort of formal training. Everyone here likely had connections or generational talent; and my family’s greatest contribution to the arts was the artifice in their every forced smile.

I’d be out before I could even start to make those smiles real.

“But here you will be tested. Pushed to your limits. And asked to leave if you fail to keep us interested.” He clapped his hands—something I’d seen him do in tapes. Clive Bellingham, legendary Shakespearean director, now, somehow, my own teacher. Christ. This was real. “Let’s begin.”

Excerpts were handed out. Monologues for us to prepare for the following week. Two of each—and everyone began muttering as they realized we would be up against one another. Of course we were. How could we receive feedback without a comparison point, a mirror to move against?

And there I was at the end of the row, holding two sheets because somehow, impossibly, we were an odd number.

And then Harper breezed in—late, effortless, and bringing the room to a standstill.

I could never work out why she had that effect on us—the caught breaths and halting conversation, the drawing of every single eye. She was beautiful, but most people in that room were. CADS taught one of the most competitive drama courses in the world, but in 1992 it was clear the “stage presence” they’d auditioned us for paid particular attention to jawlines. We didn’t know then that Harper was the daughter of Greta Liao and Declan Moore, though it wouldn’t have mattered if we had. Liao and Moore were hardly the most famous ancestors of anyone in that room, nor the wealthiest or best connected.

That was the hardest part of being at CADS; it was a precursor to the industry as a whole: that we were all incredible, talented, beautiful people and together it made us ordinary.

Clive had turned to arrange his notes, the only one not impacted by Harper’s immediate, unshakable presence. She slipped beside me. There was barely any space left on the bench so her bare thigh pressed against mine, warm and soft and as immediate as the rest of her. She plucked the paper from my hands and whispered thanks with the smile that would later make her famous—a girl-next-door, everyone’s-a-friend-you-just-haven’t-met-yet grin.

But acting meant everything to me. I took it very seriously. And while the rest of us might have nearly ruined ourselves in our desperation to secure one of the forty-eight spots in this course, Harper made it clear from the start that she did not particularly value hers.

We were competition from the off.

But if there was a rivalry to be found, it was only this: I cared too much, and Harper did not care at all.

———

Our first day continued in a dizzying haze of introductions and exercises, so that by the end I had chanted tongue twisters and clutched hands and zipped, zapped, and zoomed every classmate, but I had not truly spoken to any of them.

Harper was the first, dabbing on a watermelon Lip Smacker and sliding her hair free from the elastic band she’d slung it into. “Are you coming to the pub?”

As though this were predetermined. Maybe it was. Maybe they’d discussed it over lunch while I’d darted past her to student services to inquire about tour guide opportunities. We weren’t allowed part-time work—CADS felt it would “interfere with the flow and fecundity of our studies.” But we could pick up odd jobs—like showing prospective students around campus. I imagined I could do it well, as instantly enamored as I’d been with the school.

I knew I should say yes to her—though admittedly Harper had a way about her that made yes the only thing you wanted to say.

(I know, I know. It obviously did not remain that way for long.)

But I could picture it: clustered into a tiny oaken pub on a street corner, cracking jokes around a table of my peers, trying to work out who would take who home by the end of the night, maybe even stumbling back with one of them myself. My bedroom back in Yorkshire was covered in posters of beautiful young actors and actresses—a pursuit I’d finally begun to admit wasn’t entirely scholarly—and now I was surrounded by high cheekbones and waifish silhouettes—my mood boards incarnate.

But I could also envision awkward silences and hesitant excuses not to buy rounds and all that desperation festering inside me leaking.

Before this, I’d skirted by at school, where my anxiety about getting it all wrong was construed as a haughty aloofness that made me if not cool, then adjacent to it. The closest I’d come to anyone was a boy on my school bus who loaned me his Discman when he wasn’t using it (and stopped when he began dating Rachel Watts, who thought sharing music was a step away from sharing saliva) and a girl who painted the sets at my local community theater (she’d broken up with me before I even realized we were dating—and yet, still, somehow left me thoroughly heartbroken).

At CADs I thought I might actually crack deeper, true companionship rather than the utility of the past. I’d pictured study groups, rambunctious debates about our favorite performances, and gatherings of hastily run lines that would stretch until sunrise. All of it centered around the one thing no one else in my life has ever understood: my obsession with the craft.

Well, almost no one else—but dead grandfathers don’t count.

“I have to go to the library, I’m afraid,” I said, slinging that oh-so-heavy bag across my shoulder. I’d visited the secondhand shop off campus before class and rushed to buy the substantially discounted, severely battered copies before someone else got there and left me with the “good as new” ones with their “nearly new” price tags.

“The library,” Harper scoffed. “It’s the first day. What do you possibly have to revise?”

I did not have to revise. I had to photocopy pages of plays. CADS didn’t let you check out texts for core classes. You could only read them on library premises. But in the flurry of professors printing syllabi and sports societies demanding posters, they had temporarily dropped charges for copier use. I intended to make the most of it.

But I didn’t want to explain that, the same way I didn’t want to explain the relief I felt at evading an evening of carefully calculating the cheapest drink and trying to subtly hop the barriers for the tube.

So I shrugged instead. “I just really don’t want to waste my time here.”

I didn’t mean it as an indictment on anyone else, but I saw the shutters fall across Harper’s face all the same. Her eyes fell to that monologue in my hand—something cold crystallizing in her gaze. “Well, alright then. Have a valuable night.”

———

It was not as though I missed my chance—there were other parties and further gatherings. But I fell into old patterns—performing rather than being present. CADS tested for that too—your sociability and how well you worked in a group. I could channel it during class, but the moment we left the safety of the studios, I became unmoored. So I declined the invitations until they eventually stopped coming.

In truth, it didn’t even occur to me that I was lonely. That friendship might be something you needed rather than a distraction from the things that counted—achievement, talent, and success. I thought myself above such things.

We’d been there a week before we performed those monologues for one another.

Watching each one, I realized we were all doing the same thing: sussing out future competition. You could see who had natural talent, but worse, you could see people improving around you. You realized a threat could come from any direction and could catch you unaware at any time.

And you began to look at each other, wondering who your competition on the outside would be. Who would take the agents, the roles, the spotlight.

And then, when Harper’s hand shot up—repeatedly—during my critique, you realized who would be first in line to stab you in the back.

My plan for the monologues had been simple: I would practice, perform well, and do myself proud. I wanted to beat Harper, yes, but I wanted to outshine everyone in the room—whether they were speaking the same words as me or not.

Harper, however, had a different approach.

“I don’t think Nadine is engaging with the whole audience, just those sitting in the front row. It’s about transforming the universal space, right? Not just the stage?

“It felt rushed, the pacing too quick—it’s throwing off the meter. We need to linger in it.

“It’s unclear who she’s addressing in the scene—I think she could focus it a little more.”

Beside her, Zoe Holland snickered. “The diction is all wrong for Major Barbara. She comes from wealth, and she’s talking about class, so why is she northern?”

In CADS, those aspects were clearly mutually exclusive—and it didn’t matter anyway because it wasn’t true. I’d been pressing out the Yorkshire from my accent for the last decade, ironing each creasing vowel into the sort of bland, generic lilt that might actually make it to a screen.

“I suppose overall,” Harper finished. “I just don’t get the impression the topic means all that much to the narrator, where we should be feeling its value.”

Maybe it was a coincidence. Value. Maybe the critiques were genuine—we’d all made them. I’d made harsher comments myself. But Harper’s felt like a barrage until even those who’d watched me enraptured were nodding, rewriting their memories of my deficiencies.

My throat was too swollen to even volley my own back. When her turn came, she stepped up with determination and a hint of vulnerability, like perhaps beneath it all that drive was faltering. Her gravity followed her to the stage—and she was luminous. No transformation of the type I strived for, where a character could be embodied. She acted like she’d wrestled the character into submission and imbued them into her own skin. Her, but not. Them, but not. Something otherworldly entirely. And captivating—in each fluttering lash, each shift of her narrow hips, each breathless whisper.

The critiques were flimsy, most just thinly veiled praise.

“Excellent work, all.” Clive nodded at the end, snapping his notebook shut. “Certainly a first step to building the thicker skin you’ll all need in an industry like this.”

———

“Excuse me, excuse me!”

I jolted so suddenly I knocked the cold coffee off the library table, and the man calling out to me just managed to whip a book out of its spill path. “Sorry,” he said. “That’s what I wanted to avoid—you kept budging it as you turned.”

I threw a bundle of napkins at the coffee as he turned the book over in his hands.

“The Meisner technique? I didn’t think they were teaching that while Peterson’s on sabbatical.”

“They’re not,” I said, stifling a yawn. “But my last critique said I struggled with projecting beyond the front row.” And with my pacing. And with my addressee. And with the value of my themes. “I’ve practiced, but I want to make sure it’s fixed, so … well, at this point I’ll try anything.”

My grandfather once told me that was the difference between the good and the great—that anyone could act, but the best knew how to assess their own work. (His passion had grown out of a love for photography, then film itself, composition, effect, and clever camera work. If he was still alive, I’d drag him to a studio and set him loose on the cutting room floor.) Acting was a studiable craft, so here I was, flicking through pages like they might hold the answers.

“You’re here every day,” the man said. I took a quick assessment of him: lanky and wiry, not helped by the fact that he was smothered by an oversized jacket. Definitely not an actor. We got less easy to spot as the years went on, even if we never quite dropped the all-black outfits. But this man had so little presence it was impossible to imagine him in front of the camera.

“So are you,” I countered—not that I’d seen him before, but he had to be to make such a declaration.

He nodded, a little absent-mindedly. “I’m working on a screenplay.”

“Isn’t everyone?”

I’d meant it as a joke—at CADS you were harder pushed to find someone who wasn’t working on a screenplay—but as I was beginning to learn from my improvisation module, I didn’t have the best comedic timing, and it sounded blunt even to my own ears.

Thankfully the man laughed. “I know, hardly original. And maybe it won’t go anywhere, but I’m enjoying it. So, do you hate your flatmates, or are the library desks simply more comfortable than a well-used dorm-room bed?”

“Both, I think.”

CADS didn’t have its own residence halls, so you had to source your own. The cheapest I could find was a tower in Bethnal Green, full of students from universities across London. Everyone in my flat seemed to get along well with one another—or at least, they enjoyed blasting Nirvana while they got high together before traveling to various grimy clubs. No wonder I was falling asleep at library tables. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d slept through the night without being interrupted by their stumbling home. The guy next door to me, Amos Thomson, was a fashion student at Central Saint Martins, and the one time I asked him to keep it down when he got in from whichever party he’d charmed his way into, he’d just arched an eyebrow at me and said, “Honey, you know this is supposed to be fun, right? Come knock on my door if you ever pull that stick out of your ass.”

I avoided being there as much as I could.

“Thank god the library is open twenty-four hours,” I added.

“The film studio is, too, if you ever fancy a change. I’m Ivan. I’m on the directing masters, and I could definitely do with the feedback. I can help with your front-row problem too. It could be mutually beneficial.”

It would turn out most of my friendships were.

Of course I had no idea just how beneficial Ivan would be, not until we ran through a Hitchcock marathon one weekend. On screen, Alice winced at every resounding “knife,” and I felt tears wet my cheeks. My father had been watching North by Northwest when I told him the first of my acting school offers had come through. He hadn’t even paused, just snorted and said, “You couldn’t pay me to live in London.” I’d prepared for all manner of my parents’ condemnations—that I was wasting my money, my time, their money and time—but the disinterest cut.

And I don’t know why it hit me then—only that no, drama school had not been all I had hoped it would be. Mostly, yes, but not all. And I’d started to wonder if it was worth it—because I was out on my own here. No family to rely on. No friends to confide in. So completely alone, and right now, with Ivan by my side, I felt a little bit less so—and that just made clear how gaping the chasm within me was.

We would become friends eventually—the sort no one else really understood. But in that moment we were just two people alone together. Watching a film in the quiet.

I’d spent my whole life being told no one cared about the things I did—and here was someone who did. That was enough for me.

If I’m really honest, that was everything for me.

Ivan paused the film a few minutes from the end. “I wanted to give you this. Please don’t be weird about it.”

A library card, with his student ID number.

“They don’t trust the undergraduates,” he said. “But the postgrad library has all the same books, and you can take them out whenever you want. I thought I lost my card a while back, and I got a replacement and then found it, so I have a spare.”

“Ivan,” I started, still choked up. I wouldn’t have to waste hours photocopying. I wouldn’t have to spend more money on textbooks—secondhand or not. This was a little room to breathe.

“Just don’t go spilling coffee on any of the books,” he said. “Develop an awareness of the back row and the cups in front of you.”

I swatted him with the nearest pillow.

To my mind, Ivan giving me that card was the real start of our friendship.

He has always insisted it’s when I threw a pillow at him and gave him a glimpse of “just what sort of diva he was dealing with.”

“Let’s finish this,” he said, raising the remote to press play once more. But first his voice softened, and in it there was the sort of understanding I didn’t know I craved. “And then … then you should get some sleep, Nadine.”

———

As the weeks went on, factions formed within our class: the musical theater kids, the Shakespearean thespians, the fame-hungry despots, and the film magnates.

I’ll give you one guess where Harper Moore fit in that equation.

After the monologues, it was clear I no longer interested her. But when I was on a stage, her eyes would light on me—like I was so perfectly forgettable until the moment my talent shone. Yes. That’s what I wanted. To be something you couldn’t look away from. Your attention, whether you wanted to give it or not.

I might not have been friends with them all, but what did that matter? Wasn’t that why I loved to perform? It wasn’t just them seeing me but me seeing them in turn. It was a dialogue, a way of connecting (frankly, the only one I knew how to do).

I remembered that day of the monologues, the way everyone had so swiftly disregarded my talent as soon as there was a different opinion to follow, and I determined to never allow it to happen again.

I made myself undeniable.

———

One day magazines were passed round—Harper’s headshot emblazoned in the corner of page seven. I tossed it out without looking, then went to a corner shop afterward to find the article again. Catwalk—a fashion and modeling magazine in which Harper’s mother, the infamous Greta Liao, had a bimonthly editorial. In this one, there was a whole section about her daughter and the joy of watching her pursue her dreams, turning down so many modeling opportunities to attend drama school instead.

But Harper didn’t seem pleased. In class, while the handful of copies were snatched up, she sat in the back filing her nails and drolly announced, “Oh, now she’s pleased. I thought you did not need school to act if you actually had any natural talent for it.”

I hadn’t really singled Harper out by that point. I disliked her, sure, but in the way I disliked that entire subset of our class. The ones who did not have to try as hard because they could afford to take poorly paid roles for the exposure, or whose parents could buy them parts—maybe even whole theaters—and who would probably sail through on charm alone.

Like the monologues, I’d had moments of similar tension with half the class. Flora McCarthy snatching the last copy of The Real Thing, so I had to scrawl my lines on a ratty sheet of notebook paper. Paul Jacobs bemoaning my inclusion in The Importance of Being Earnest because clearly I wasn’t suited for comedy. And, of course, Zoe Holland and her cruel barbs landing on anyone with the misfortune to appear before her.

But we aren’t here to talk about my petty feuds with any of them. We want the one that matters.

And that’s Harper. So here it was, the moment I truly took note of her.

The girl with the connections and the money and her face in a goddamn magazine who still found something to complain about.

Looking back, it was little more than light competition—choosing someone to make a rival of because I needed someone to push me to be the very best. I don’t think Harper considered me a rival in turn. I don’t think Harper noticed me at all.

There were other reasons, too, ones I couldn’t see then but can admit now. Because I was lonely, and Harper was popular, and some awful part of me was jealous. Because she was capable of being the person I’d always envisioned myself becoming. Because I was eighteen and scared and anxious, and Harper—vicious, beautiful, charismatic Harper—had the nerve to make it all look so very easy …

How it began is not what mattered. If it remained as that—her disinterest and my muted dislike—then I wouldn’t be here talking about it.

I knew I was talented. It was the core of me, the thing that never wavered when the rest of me shifted like restless sands. But at CADS I felt like I constantly had to prove it. And Harper was a way to establish that beyond reproach. If I bested her, maybe I’d finally feel like I belonged.

So I worked for it, because that was all I’d ever done.

All this to say, before Harper Moore took full rein over my life, I was brilliant. I was dedicated.

But my god, I was boring.

Everything was dull before Harper.

A FATAL FEUD


Headshots flicker on the screen. CADS intake ’92. The photos fade, leaving two starkly bright. Nadine, her expression serene and oddly soft. And Harper, a few photos along—all that youth rendering her painfully innocent.

The camera pans out, another photo coming into view: Lewis Stamper. Moderately celebrated RSC performer. A man who has never spoken about the rivalry, though he has long been rumored to be its cause.

And now, an older Lewis comes into view.

Lewis Stamper: Yes, I was at CADS with them.

Zoe Holland: They were both nightmares. Harper was only there to spite her parents, and Nadine thought she was so much better than the rest of us. I’m surprised they teased their hatred out as long as they did—they were ready for blood back in ’92.

Grainy footage of a CADS production of The Merchant of Venice fills the screen. Harper is on the stage, but in the wings you can catch a flash of Nadine hovering and waiting for her cue.

Lewis Stamper: Rivalries weren’t uncommon. We’re talking about the most competitive drama school in the country—we all had people we wanted to outperform. But Harper and Nadine? I didn’t even know there was tension between them until it took us all down.

Ivan Drozdov: I think Nadine created the rivalry because she was terrified—of failing, of not being invited back for a second year, of spending so much money on formal training just to potentially wind up back in the small town she started in. Setting her mind on Harper and beating her? I think it diluted all that fear into just one girl.

Zoe Holland: Harper was bored—and that’s an awful thing for a girl like Harper to be. Give her a splash of drama, and she’ll drown you. She smothered Nadine, pure and simple.

A photo of a bustling bar, gilded marble, and crystalline chandeliers bouncing the light so the whole thing glows. It zooms, and there, in a booth in the back corner, are Harper and Nadine, seemingly locked in conversation. It fades into a slightly more polished Nadine—sitting in that chair, wincing.

Nadine Heywood: There are a lot of reasons I could give you—and no, none of them are about the supposed boyfriend. I felt out of place at CADS. Everyone was rich and well-connected, and Harper was kind enough to invite me along. I know it’s difficult to believe, what with everything it spiraled into, but it began simply: with a socially awkward teenager and a girl who inspired envy.






November 1992

I’D LIKE TO SAY I DON’T REMEMBER HER. THAT MY TIME at CADS was about me and not her.

But Harper was CADS. Harper and her ripped jeans and loose pages scrunched up in a fraying tote bag, like that sheet of inky black hair alone didn’t speak to nutrition and wealth I could only dream of. Harper carefully removing her polished gold hoops at the start of each class just to throw them into a grubby pencil case. Harper and her secondhand plays, beat-up copies with annotations she meticulously erased, like her performance, might become a palimpsest too.

Harper is practically all I remember of CADS.

And with our weekends spent in rehearsals with a constant rotation of scene partners, she was inescapable.

We were finally paired together as autumn fled the city, abandoning London to such a sharp and sudden winter that our breaths clouded the studios and we all layered ourselves in scarves and jumpers between scenes, picturing ourselves already on a set in a foiled coat, sitting in a chair printed with our names.

We’d been assigned a character and were supposed to use the Chekhov technique to consider them from all angles. It was Clive, so of course they were Shakespearean characters, and it was Harper, to whom things the rest of us coveted seemed to naturally flow. So we had Lady Macbeth.

“When are you free?” Harper asked after class, throwing herself onto the bench beside me to lace up her combat boots.

“Whenever,” I shrugged. “We could just do it now?”

Harper paused, her fingers hesitating on the laces. “You’re free whenever? Nadine, tell me you don’t mean that literally.”

I regarded her—it was clear she was trying to condescend, and I didn’t know how to react with anything that wasn’t outright scorn.

“Alright,” Harper said when I didn’t reply. “Saturday. We’ll do our assessment, and then you’ll come with me to Lewis Stamper’s birthday party at Langstone House.”

I was already being forced to spend time with Harper—I didn’t need an evening in a members’ club with her whole posse of wannabe socialites.

“I won’t, but thank you.”

“Nadine!” She did that often—would say my name a dozen times while speaking to me. Watch her on any late-night talk show, and you’ll notice she still does the same, like she could force some false sense of intimacy. “Lewis’s father is the head of the Stamper Agency. There are going to be agents, directors, and producers there.”

This was marginally interesting but not particularly convincing. “I don’t think I’m going to land an agent or my first role because I met the right person at a party, Harper.”

“Oh, don’t be naive.”

Making connections was something that led me to apply for drama school. I was from the middle of nowhere and knew no one in the arts. Until I went to CADS, I didn’t really know how films got made.

This could take me to that next that felt so intangible. This could give it shape.

But I also knew you only got one shot with some of those people. Better I woo them onstage than stumble over my own feet at a party.

“They’ll be invited to our performances,” I protested. “There will be after-parties. They can see me in action, which I imagine will garner far more opportunity than desperately schmoozing in a bar.”

Harper smiled like she found this idea adorable. “You can play the idealist, Nadine. I’m sure the whole ‘dedicated to the craft thing’ will be a good hook for promo, but don’t actually fall for it. Look like the innocent flower but be the serpent under it and all that. I’ll see you Saturday.”

———

“Well, well, well,” Harper tsked as I sprinted into the studio that Saturday. “Nadine Heywood, five minutes late. This is unheard of. This is apocalyptic. I must tell the dean!”

“We don’t have a dean,” I growled as I caught my breath.

“Well, thank god you let me know; I was just about to sound the alert.”

“Are you done?”

Harper smiled, mischief lighting her eyes. “I wouldn’t want to burn myself out of all my hilarity before this eve.”

“Oh, is hilarity what you were going for?” I asked, letting my bag fall to the floor and stretching out my arms. I was sure Harper hadn’t used those five minutes to warm up, but she didn’t rush to do it now either.

Harper cocked her head to the side. “Everything’s okay though? You’re alright?”

“I was participating in a study for the psychology students at UCL. They ran over. So I am as fine as you can be, having been probed about your avoidant attachment style and whether your mother hugged you enough.”

Harper’s eyes grew wide. “What on earth would possess you to sign up for torture like that?”

“The fifty-pound compensation for participating,” I snapped—still irritable from the study and still, evidently, in the headspace to reveal my every problem. “Which I’ll need if I’m expected to buy a single drink at Langstone House this evening. Are we done now? Can we get to Macbeth?”

“Oh,” she said, clearly realizing the particulars of my situation, and I regretted saying anything at all. Then she pivoted, a crooked smile falling in place like it might lighten the mood. “Are they still open? I quite like the idea of startling some poor research assistant with a few childhood anecdotes.” She mimed pushing glasses up her nose. “Harper Moore is an outlier who must be disregarded.”

Damn it. Something about that softened me a little. Harper was easier to hate from a distance, when she was a blank slate for me to paste all my undeserving, privileged, and lazy labels onto.

Before me she was hesitant smile and awkward humor and someone who was trying.

“Yeah, that article that went around seemed … interesting,” I said, because I couldn’t pretend I hadn’t seen it.

Harper shrugged. “I respect the hustle, I suppose. Greta aged out of modeling and became a sort of maternal guide for the new models on the scene. I just wish the mother on the page was the one I got, you know?”

“Yeah,” I said quietly. “I do.”

She looked at me, and I thought, God, am I really about to do this? And then the words were spilling.

“My grandfather was the one that was into all this,” I said, waving my hand at the stage before us. “No one else really cares. They don’t care about much actually. My mother says I feel things too deeply. But I think you have to if you’re going to create art like this, right?”

I’d never tried to articulate their indifference—and I couldn’t believe I was saying it to Harper of all people. But I was at least aware my aversion to her was childish and based on very little. And she’d trusted me first.

And maybe I was desperate for someone else who might understand too.

She pulled a face. “In my experience the only people who tell people they’re too anything aren’t much worth listening to. So your grandfather, is that who made you want to do this?”

The words stuck in my throat.

“I used to spend the holidays with my grandparents.” My parents would go away together and leave me there each year. I was so independent I’d have a better time without them, my mother insisted. (She did that a lot, actually, told me how I would feel about something, like she could make it so.) “My grandfather had a whole cinema set up in the cellar.”

When those projectors rolled, he came alight. Me adoring it too? It delighted him. Whole hours of just the two of us, the rustle of his peppermints, the slightly burnt microwave popcorn, and my tiny head resting against his knee as we reveled in the magic of a screen.

I’ve never felt as loved as when a film score played.

“He died a few years ago.” I kept my voice steady, though all this emotional detangling was constricting me, piece by piece. Heart attack. Sudden and painless. My parents beside me at the funeral, holding each other’s hands, passing each other tissues. I was sobbing so violently I was nearly choking. An aunt noticed and reached forward to pat my shoulder, to pass me a tissue of my own, and—

I swallowed, hard. Grandfathers die. It’s what they do. There was nothing left but to make his life worth it in every step I took. “He knew I wanted to go to drama school. His inheritance paid for the tuition, so I just … I have to make sure it’s worth it.”

Harper nodded, like she got the unsaid parts, and I felt so raw I’d have rather fled right then and there than stayed another moment.

But then, like we’d bartered an exchange, she spoke. “My mother’s family moved to San Francisco from China about a year before she landed her modeling contract. She met my father when Moore and Halton were sponsoring fashion week. It was just as my grandparents were moving back to Chongqing, and I think she rushed into marrying him just to avoid being alone. She even moved to the Cotswolds to be with him—I mean, who chooses anywhere over San Francisco? But my whole life feels like it’s been a test to prove she made the right decision. I’ve always believed she loves me about as much as she can brag about me.”

“Is that why you’re here? To give her something to brag about?”

She leaned in, almost conspiratorially, and a stray strand of her hair ghosted across my skin, featherlight and prickling, her raspberry-scented shampoo absurdly sweet.

“Absolutely not,” she said. “I’m here because my mother has written about me my entire life, and I’d like to cement my own name. I want to be so famous Greta becomes the anecdote in my interviews. And I like acting well enough. I’m good at it, and I do so love being the best.”

I managed to suppress a wince, but only just. Didn’t this just confirm it? Harper didn’t care. But she was still talking—and she was right, she was good at this—because captivated, I leaned in too.

“Greta didn’t want me coming here—said it was a waste. She always thought if I wanted to be on TV, my pretty face should be enough of a ticket. I’m not sure my father even read what the check he signed was for. But I dealt with the daddy issues long ago, back when I still thought my mother was perfect. The disappointment of fathers you’re prepared for. It’s the mummy issues that fuck you up.”

I arched a brow. “Ahh, the old serial killer defense? My mother made me this way?”

Her smile slanted—a sudden smirk. “Precisely—now, in that vein, let’s talk Lady Macbeth, shall we?”

———

I could still feel Harper on my skin as I pulled a slip dress over my head in the bathrooms, the linoleum sticking through the holes in my tights. There’d been so much touching during those movements we’d rehearsed—which was commonplace for the most part; acting desensitized you to the mere concept of personal space. But toward the end Harper had grabbed my hand, her thumb pressing into my palm, running a circle into it as her eyes burned into mine. And off the back of all that trauma bonding, I felt that blaze somewhere deep.

“Out damned spot,” she’d said.

“What?”

That’s not what we were doing. We were exploring the character, not running lines.

She cracked a smile. “Us. Time to head out.”

Harper dropped my hand and spun me toward the bathroom. I half feared she’d want us to do each other’s makeup. The popular girl taking the nerd under her wing, the makeover scene, the ugly duckling becoming the beautiful swan.

Only that wasn’t what this was. I was passionate, not ignorant. I would skip dinner to afford Teen, Seventeen, and Cosmopolitan, which had the added benefit of following whatever new diet they were trying to force on us. “Nothing” was always an option. I learned how to look like an actress, how to dress and style and present myself to the world. I didn’t bother getting dressed up for classes because it was so physically demanding. But I knew how to look the part.

And from Harper’s appraising smirk as I emerged, I knew I’d nailed it—the slick of kohl around my eyes, brows plucked fine the night before, liner drawing shadow and depth to my lips. Like I said, CADS paid attention to the attractive. It was not news to me that I was beautiful. But Harper kept looking over at me as though it might have been news to her.

“Leave your hair down,” she advised. “The red tones bring out the green in your eyes.”

I’d always found myself somewhat irked by the strawberry aspect of my blond hair, but now I pulled the band free.

Harper wore a long cap-sleeved umber dress, mesh that stretched across the narrow planes of her hips and breasts, exaggerating the nothingness, the lean angular frame that made me think of Greta’s article and all the modeling opportunities Harper supposedly turned down.

“Why are you doing this?” I asked as the CADS doors shut behind us, feeling every part of the vulnerability I tended to pretend didn’t exist. “Bringing me? Helping me?”

Harper’s gaze softened, and she pressed her lips together for a moment, as though weighing how to respond. Caught in the gentle lights of the school awning, she glowed so beautifully I might have believed any answer she cared to give. “We all want the same things. We’re competition, yes. But we’re also the only ones who might understand how overwhelming this all is, so … you don’t have to do this alone, Nadine.”

Everything in me tightened and then, infinitesimally, relaxed.

I turned before I could question it. We walked to Langstone House, a short trip along the waterfront before crossing over the river toward the city. The buildings lining South Bank had sheltered us from the sharp gales howling through the skyscrapers, but across Southwark Bridge they snarled fiercely, and we picked up speed, flying past the beauty of it all—the lights towering into the sky, the mist churning on the surface of the Thames, or the moon hanging low, so that it felt a part of the city as it peeked between buildings.

“Fuck me, I’m freezing,” Harper groaned as we reached the other side, pressing the back of her hand to my face as though to prove a point—which it did not, given my face was just as exposed to the cold as Harper’s knuckles.

I pushed her hand away. “Try that on the agents you’re trying to seduce, not me.”

“Maybe this is why you avoid this sort of thing. Do you worry your aversion to other people will work against you?”

“The only thing I’m worrying about is hypothermia.”

When we reached Langstone House and saw a queue snaking out the door, I nearly turned for the nearest tube. But Harper strutted right to the men at the doors, and they ushered us through.

Past the sprawling marble maze of gilded bars and crystal chandeliers, in a private room at the back, the party was in full swing. Harper brought me to a tray of drinks (actual champagne, and better, all of it paid for). She ensured I had one in hand and then vanished, leaving me to find my own way. It was only when I felt disappointment that I realized I’d quite been enjoying myself.

I had even started to consider that maybe I was wrong—and maybe friendship with Harper was possible after all.

I watched Harper making her rounds—batting her thick fan of lashes, tossing her silky hair, leaning toward whoever she was speaking to. I wondered for a brief moment what it would be like to be on the other side of all that flirtation. Harper ensnared anyone with her very existence. But with this full force of it, the dials turned up, her eyes lingering only on you? Who would even want to resist?

I wished I was her, wished I could walk around with such overwhelming confidence the whole world was seduced by it. By her side, I’d at least had the glow of it. Without her the room felt cold, the partiers a jury readying a verdict.

I was certain I could put on a decent enough show of it, if that was my intention. Perhaps not to her level, but enough to secure some contacts of my own. I could flirt and conquer—I’d definitely played enough of such scenes.

But god, I didn’t want to. Just the thought turned my stomach, and I had to put my drink down. Surely this wasn’t what was required? Surely this was only what girls like Harper succumbed to, convinced their greatest selling points were their pretty faces and not what they could do with them?

There were other ways. There had to be. I did not have to sell some empty promise of myself to make it.

I was not wholly naive. I knew the industry was a cesspool of corruption and scandal. But I still thought my talent might be enough to propel me through it without that filth tainting me. I hoped being charming, impressive, and witty might be enough, and with something to prove, I picked my glass back up and set off.

I worked that room harder than any since, always catching Harper in the background. I realized she was better than I’d suspected: enticing yet withholding. Flirting while keeping it vague enough to deny.

I was also conscious of the fact she’d brought me here, and each business card tucked into my bag was a reminder that I owed her something. (I met Victor Dale, my eventual agent, that night. So who’s to say I wouldn’t be where I am without her?)

Drinks circled on trays, and I kept finding one in my grasp. I was reaching for the last on a tray as another hand shot out.

“Oh, dear god, you found a stick removal service.”

“Amos? What are you doing here?”

He was dressed in a manner almost calm for him—zebra-print silk shirt, crisp black trousers, and pointed brogues polished to a shine. He’d added some gold eyeliner around his waterline, which brought out the warm honey tones in his light brown skin and the amber flecks in his eyes—eyes which were scanning me, seemingly taking a similar assessment.

“Impressive work, Clipboard. Needs a necklace though—maybe a choker. You’ll have to let me style you sometime.”

“Clipboard?”

“You know, wouldn’t know fun unless it was neatly penciled in. And as for why I’m here, I went to Marigold’s Prep with Stampy. Speaking of, I haven’t seen him in a while, and if I know him like I once did—carnally, intimately, sinfully—”

“I get the point.”

“Then he’ll be doing lines in the bathroom, and that’s just not the sort of thing you let a chap do alone. So if you’ll excuse me.”

With no desire to carry Amos home, I decided that it might be a reasonable time to make my farewells, which took far too long and involved many people begging me to stay.

I know. Now it’s ridiculous to imagine me leaving a party early, but I was exhausted, and that evening felt like a reckoning: all that I was and all I had to become to succeed.

I thought I could go home, take off the makeup and the dress, maybe phone Ivan who I imagined would insist on hearing every detail. “You crossed to the other side. Tell me—were there ice sculptures? Oysters? Nadine, please tell me they were giving out laxatives on trays.”
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