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You’re not going to like me.

I’m not nice, I’m not relatable, you’ll find it difficult to empathise with the snarky daughter of Hollywood royalty yada yada, and frankly you can bore right off.

It is not a girl’s job to be liked.

I’m not your mentor or your confidante. I didn’t ask to be an inspiration or an aspiration; to make you feel seen and cosy inside. If you want saccharine sweetness and a tenuous grasp on the English language, go see my little sister Hope. Looking for a beautiful pushover? Check out my other sister Faith. Maverick charm from the brains of a moron? My brother Max has it in spades.

But me: Mercy Valentine? I don’t need your validation and I don’t want it, so keep moving.

I am not your hero.

‘They’re called iceberg houses,’ Dior breathes as she leads me down winding marble stairs. ‘Daddy says they’re all the rage in South Ken, so we just had to have one.’

She flicks her blonde hair and beams at me.

Already irritated – and I’ve been at this party six minutes – I pick the painful scab on my knuckle.

‘I think,’ my friend adds thoughtfully, popping the end of a highlighted strand in her mouth, ‘it’s because you mostly find icebergs in rich places, like the Arctic, and they cost lots of money to visit? So, it’s, like, the most expensive type of house?’

Dior, in case you haven’t worked it out yet, is an idiot.

‘You’re an idiot,’ I tell her as she leads me round the corner into a heaving, screaming corridor and past a full-size gym, complete with real palm trees and a floor-to-ceiling climbing wall. ‘It’s because they’re bigger in the basement than they are on top. Like icebergs.’

Maybe it’s all the bleach she gets put in her hair every six weeks.

Maybe she should stop chewing on it.

‘Oh duh!’ Dior laughs loudly at her stupidity, as only the daughter of a billionaire tech start-up who will never need a job can. ‘Am I not just the silliest? But look!’

She gestures proudly at a half-million-pound packed wine cellar to our right – locked, obviously – and then swishes past a darkened mini cinema (Make-out Room), a spa (Nap Area), a large exotic indoor garden, and – oh for the love of—

‘Dior, is that a flaming bowling alley?’

‘Sure is.’ She nods proudly as we go down another level and it stretches out in full neon to our left. ‘Mummy really likes to bowl now and then, so we thought – why not make our own? Then we don’t have to rent icky shoes.’

Yup: I am in the house of a family who built an entire subterranean Megabowl instead of just purchasing bowling footwear. That’s the problem with new-money families: you can’t buy class, common sense isn’t genetic and wealth is totally wasted on the wealthy.

‘Bowling is for losers,’ I tell her calmly. ‘Congratulations.’

Mercy.

Dior’s face falls momentarily – punctured – then she spots someone behind me and perks up again.

‘OhmyGodohmyGodohmyGODDDDD!’ The shriek is piercing and uncomfortable, like chewing on a ball of cotton wool. ‘Cee! Ceeeeee, you came! What do you think? Isn’t it just the best birthday party? Aren’t I the luckiest?’

I cringe as Amethyst – sorry, Mee – wraps her skinny tanned arms round my neck.

‘Don’t touch me,’ I say, extricating myself.

‘Sorry, Cee.’ Amethyst is the glossy daughter of a supermodel and an international surgeon: her nose has already been edited, her lips are scheduled next. ‘I’m just so, so excited. Eighteen today! Eighteen! A legit adult! And such a good idea to have the party here, Vee! Dee’s house is just so much cooler than mine.’

‘Vee’ – Nova – progeny of a celeb musician and an oh my God I can’t be bothered to even finish this sentence – grabs her arm and shakes it fondly. ‘You’re worth it, gorgeous bestie.’

‘No, you’re the gorgeous one,’ Amethyst trills.

‘You are.’

‘No, you are.’

‘You’re both minging trolls,’ I conclude flatly, taking a drink from a random passing boy. ‘And I’ll have that.’

Yup. Cee, Mee, Vee, Dee: together we’re like a freaking vocal warm-up for The Sound of Music.

With distaste, I smooth down my waist-length dark red wig and stare around the basement. It’s carnage. Palm trees are being scaled, shoes thrown, songs bellowed, some dimwit has pulled a T-shirt up over his head and drawn a face on his belly.

Girls are fluttering, boys are peacocking.

‘Why, hello there,’ a shiny orange guy with black hair twinkles, sliding a bronzed hand around my waist. ‘My name is Dylan Harris, TV Star from Netflix. How do you—’

‘I will rip your arm off at the shoulder,’ I say without looking at him. ‘I will rip it off, I will sharpen it with my teeth, then I will shove it into your mouth so hard your ears fall off.’

‘O-kay,’ he says slowly, backing away.

What does a girl have to do around here to be left alone?

Then why come to a party in the first place?

‘Cee, are you coming?’ Dior squeaks into my face, wiggling her bottom like she’s constipated. ‘There’s a special dancefloor; it’s glass and it lights up when you stand on it!’

‘Ohmygoshohmygosh,’ Amethyst exhales. ‘Dancing is, like, compulsory on your birthday!’

‘Totally,’ Vee nods, pulling us all towards a crowded room filled with shimmering turquoise light, as shockingly bad music bursts into the air. ‘Oh my gosh, Daddy wrote this song for my sweet sixteenth!’

And I just nearly dry-gagged up my dinner.

The girls grab hands in a circle and attempt to grab mine too. I shake them off and stick my hands in my pockets.

‘I just wish,’ Dee says, with an elaborately sad face, ‘that Tee was here to celebrate with us.’

‘Me too,’ Vee pouts. ‘To Tee!’

‘To Tee!’ Mee cheers as they clap hands together.

The three Birdbrains twirl off across the room like dropped pennies and I scowl at the crowd. Beautiful faces are lit with the kind of happiness that comes from being unable to conceive of a time when they won’t be perfect, when their lives won’t be perfect, when everything around them won’t be the epitome of flawless, priceless perfection.

All I want to do is rip my eyes out and shove them up my nostrils just for something else to focus on.

Look at the floor.

Blinking, I stare at my feet. Beneath them, the solid-glass floor is turquoise and flickering because – I narrow my eyes – underneath it is … water? This moronic family have put a swimming pool under a transparent dancefloor. Which means—

Yes! Do it. Do it. Do it.

Obviously I’m doing it. With nobody looking, I make my way to the edge of the room.

Do it!

Subtly, I slide my hands over the marble walls until I feel a little lever tucked away behind yet another fairy-lit imported palm tree. Pausing, I pick at the scab on my hand while I watch the crowds for a few minutes: full of joy and so very, very dry.

For the first time tonight, I smile.

NOW, Mercy!

‘I’m doing it,’ I say out loud.

And I pull the lever.




[image: Image Missing]

See? I’m distinctly unpleasant.

‘Give me a kiss.’

‘Only if you give me a kiss first.’

‘I’m going to kiss your gorgeous chin.’ Mwah. ‘Look at it!’ Mwah. ‘Have you ever seen anything more adorable?’ Mwah. ‘I ask you. Does Ben not have the best chin you have ever seen on a human being?’

The goldfish-sucking sound pauses.

Apparently it’s not rhetorical: my little sister Hope is asking everyone for their opinion on the pointy end of her new boyfriend’s stupid face. I’ve only been awake twenty minutes but I’d rather be rubbed all over by a waiter with a cheese-grater than witness any more of this pathetic budding romance.

‘It looks like an elbow,’ I say shortly, picking at a slice of toast. ‘And if you don’t stop cooing, I’m going to puke my breakfast onto the table and rub both your faces in it.’

‘Mercy!’ Ben’s mum (our housekeeper) frowns at me.

‘Don’t be mad, Mags,’ I add equitably. ‘I’ll make sure to leave some for you to clean up.’

Sure, Benjamin may be hotter than when we were kids, but my little sister is looking at the dude like my entire family hasn’t seen him shove a finger in his ear, examine the wax and then wipe it on his jeans.

‘Don’t listen to the devil-child,’ Max says, leaning over and scruffing up my hair. ‘Mermaid is just upset that she accidentally made a party more fun last night, instead of less.’

I hit him, hard. ‘Did not.’

‘Did so,’ my brother grins, rubbing the top of his bicep. ‘You sent everyone crashing into a swimming pool, just like in It’s a Wonderful Life. Bit derivative, but everyone loved the drama. It’s already gone viral.’

‘One girl cried,’ I grumble defensively.

‘Only one? You’re losing your Machiavellian touch.’ Max laughs, getting his phone out and pointing it at me. ‘Better luck spreading unhappiness next time, sis. Comments on your failure?’

I glare at him, then at the empty seat.

By the time I got back from Dior’s, Faith had gone. Four weeks ago, my middle sister broke up with her dullard pop-star boyfriend, had a meltdown and shaved her head. She then reached a compromise with our parents. She’s allowed to rent her friend Scarlett’s scabby studio flat in Brixton during the day, as long as she returns to our mansion every night. My party schedule is the opposite, so we now rarely see each other.

Not that I care. Effie’s absence makes no difference to me at all.

I kick her chair with my foot.

‘Oh my goodness,’ Hope breathes at Ben, her cheeks flushed. She kisses him again. Mwah. ‘Ben-jamin-o, I swear you are pacifically –’ mwah – ‘the most handsome guy –’ mwah – ‘I have ever seen in my life.’

Mwah mwah mwah.

Ben laughs – ‘Finally you’ve noticed.’ – and kisses her back. Max and I glance at each other. Either of us going to tell the nitwit it’s specifically? She starts at her new school soon – they can deal with it.

‘That’s strange,’ I say, standing up and folding my arms. ‘Because, Hope, that’s exactly what you said about Jamie, isn’t it?’

There’s a chunky silence.

‘You do remember Jamie, don’t you?’ I make my face innocent. ‘The Californian? Tall, blond, ripped, total narcissist? You were madly in love with him? Said he was your perfect guy? Ran away to America to be with him and everything?’

Everyone is looking at the table. Maggie slams some plates into the sink.

‘Oh, whoops,’ I exhale, putting a hand over my mouth. ‘Were we not supposed to talk about him? My bad.’

All the light has trickled out of Hope. Guilt pinches my stomach.

There was no need for that, Mercy.

‘Just saying it as it is,’ I shrug defensively.

‘You can be a heartless cow sometimes, Mer,’ Ben says quietly, squeezing Hope’s hand. ‘You know, just saying it as it is.’

‘Guess that’s why Merciless got her new job,’ Max growls, taking our little sister’s side as always. ‘Playing a gobby nightmare is hardly a stretch.’

‘Jamie was a mistake,’ Po mumbles. ‘I know that now.’

There’s another solid silence.

This is the bit where Faith would say something sweet to break the tension, or my twin Charity would make a joke; Dad would be loud and American or Mum would swoop in, playful and wry.

But they’re not here and the whole family tilts somehow.

‘Whatever,’ I sigh, walking out of the kitchen. ‘Love is pathetic and so are all of you.’

And I slam the door behind me.
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Four years ago

‘Timing is everything.’ Charity wraps a family photograph in silver. ‘We must work together seamlessly.’

‘Like in a battle,’ I nod, swaddling a pillow.

‘Indeed,’ my twin agrees, smoothing out the newly shiny dresser. ‘Strategised for ultimate hilarious impact.’

We grin at each other and survey our handiwork.

Every single thing in Hope’s room is covered in tinfoil. The cushions, the books, the beloved Hollywood posters, the pencils, the rug, the entire bed and its posts. Even her favourite cuddly toy dog Rocket has been given a miniature silver suit, although we’ve left his face out because we don’t want him to suffocate. It took all morning and cost literally our entire allowance, but it was totally worth it. Our little sister’s bedroom looks like an oven-ready jacket potato.

‘Mischief approved,’ Charity nods in satisfaction. ‘Time?’

I look at my watch. ‘Twelve fourteen.’

‘Sixteen minutes left.’

As always, Tee is the architect of this prank. She’s gleaming, her pupils are dilated, her breath has quickened. It’s weird how I notice these details on her; how I know her better than I know me.

‘Ready?’

‘Always.’

‘Army of two,’ Charity grins at me.

‘Army of two,’ I echo back.

And I remember – as I do sometimes, in surprising little lurches – that apart from a tiny scar in Charity’s left eyebrow, to most of the world we are one person doubled: copied and pasted next to each other as if by some giant, genetic computer.

‘GO!’ my twin shouts, and we split: careering haphazardly around the Valentine mansion like matching pinballs.

I take care of Mum first: a huge spider goes in her closet while she’s in her en-suite bathroom. Then Little Miss Perfect Faith gets a motion-activated fart machine in her backpack. In the meantime, Tee prepares the prank for Grandma (a life-size movie poster of her looming behind the front door), Dad (foghorn attached under his office chair) and Max (fake loo-roll in the downstairs toilet).

Breathless, we leg it back to our bedroom. Technically, we have two bedrooms – hers is yellow, mine navy – but as with everything in our lives, we have always considered them both ours.

‘Mission complete?’ Charity whispers as we hop conspiratorially on top of the primrose duvet.

‘Mission achieved,’ I confirm warmly.

Huddled together, we listen to Mum’s shower-pump switch off, Eff’s bedroom door open, Grandma and Hope return in the limo, Dad come in from taking a break in the garden, Max lock himself into the toilet.

‘Ten,’ Tee whispers solemnly.

‘Nine,’ I intone.

‘Eight.’

‘Seven.’

‘You know,’ my sister says, holding her fingers in the air. ‘It’s less like a battle and more like a symphony. The right notes in the right places, blending perfectly. A cacophony of chaos.’

I laugh. ‘You’re evil. Six.’

‘Five.’ Charity makes little horns, closes her eyes and smiles blissfully. ‘I prefer the term Mistress of Mayhem.’

‘Four. Debatable.’

‘Three. Certifiable.’

‘Two. We’ll see.’

‘We will. One.’ A fraction of a pause, my sister breathes in and swings her hands out like a conductor, and a honk blasts out—

‘AAAAAAAAAAAGGGHHHHHHHHHHHH HHHHHHHH!!!!’

‘Oh goodness gracious!’

‘What the actual—’

‘That’s not me!’ Fart. ‘It’s not!’ Fart. Fart. ‘I swear it’s not me!’ Fart fart fart.

‘I AM GOING TO STRING YOU UP! GET BACK HERE, YOU LITTLE—’

Thump, thump, thump … 

‘Yay, aliens!’

Satisfied, Charity collapses on the bed, and I crumple with her: snorting and giggling, scrambled together. Like the framed sonograph in Mum’s bedroom, it’s not always easy to know where one of us ends and the other begins.

‘Now for the chorus,’ my other half chuckles.

Beaming, Tee raises her hands like a conductor again and we hold our breath.

We wait a few seconds.

Then – from around the massive house – all we hear, yelled in unison, is: ‘CHARRRIIITYYYYY!!!’
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‘Mistress of Mayhem’? Idiot.

What kind of ridiculous thirteen-year-old casually uses the word ‘cacophony’ anyway?

Scowling, I fling a black Gucci dress over my shoulder.

‘Are you kidding me,’ I growl as I chuck a pair of black Prada trousers on top of it and continue wading angrily through my giant walk-in closet. ‘All I ask for is some respect.’

I check the label of a black jumpsuit: nope.

‘The common decency to leave my stuff alone.’ Another jumpsuit: nope. ‘To be able to walk into my own wardrobe and get ready for my first day at my brand-new job without having my carefully curated possessions missing.’

I rifle through a pile of stinking, night-club steeped clothes on the floor. Why can’t Maggie just come directly into my closet and source my dirty laundry for herself? What kind of housekeeper is she, anyway?

‘But no, the airhead poo-bag feels free to waltz in –’ a black shirt gets thrown into the corner – ‘and take whatever she wants –’ then a black corset-top, ‘and run away with it –’ a black scarf. ‘Then when I need my silk Yves Saint Laurent jumpsuit, my thief of a sister has gone and—’

Oh. There it is.

Look a bit stupid now, dontcha.

I snort. ‘It probably didn’t fit her, so whatever.’

Glowering, I yank the jumpsuit on. Then I pull my straightened, thick black hair into a smooth bun, tug on spike-heeled black boots – the kind you can use as weapons should the need arise – rim my eyes with black liner and dab on dark purple lipstick.

I need to make sure I look suitably off-putting. There are enough muppets in my life already without accidentally collecting more of them at work.

That’s a lot of black, Mer.

‘I like black. It’s my favourite colour.’

No, it’s not.

‘It is. It’s sophisticated and brutal and makes me look like a fierce warrior goddess.’

It’s joyless and boring. Your favourite colour is red.

‘Pfff.’ I tidy up the edge of a lip with a black-painted nail. ‘Maybe when I was little. Red like blood.’

Red like roses. Like lipsticks. Like HEARTS.

‘Like danger,’ I correct sharply. ‘Stay away from me, that’s what red says.’

Red like carpets. Like I’m going to be a famous actress one day, loved by the whole world, just like my mummy.

‘Ha!’ I roll my eyes. ‘Nobody wants to be like that crazy locked-up nightmare. She’s an embarrassment to the Valentines.’

And you’re talking to yourself in the mirror.

‘Shut your face.’

Only because it’s your face too, hahaha.

Scowling, I flip the mirror so it reflects the ceiling, grab my black Gucci handbag, shove my script in along with some random makeup and swing it over my shoulder.

Purple doesn’t really suit you either, FYI.

I’m not going to even dignify that with a response.

Double-locking my bedroom door behind me, I march crossly down the stairs. My baby sister’s already lurking. The audacity is almost impressive.

‘Don’t,’ I say sharply as Po emerges from the library.

‘Huh?’

‘I’m warning you, little girl, I will unleash a universe of pain. I will rip open the fires of hell and pour them over your head until your brain boils.’

Hope blinks and cocks her head to the side. She has such a sweet, pretty face: heart-shaped and wide-eyed. Who would guess that underneath it is a ruthless sartorial plunderer?

‘Gosh,’ she says in her eternally positive voice. ‘How dramatic! Would a brain boil, do you think? Or fry? How can we find out without hurting anyone?’

Seriously, I might as well try to threaten a baby hedgehog.

‘Don’t steal my clothes,’ I conclude uselessly.

‘Okay!’ Hope nods and beams at me. ‘Oooh, can we gossip for a second, Mer? I happen to have information.’

For the love of—

‘No.’ I grab my keys off the table as Po follows me through the hallway anyway, bouncing on her tiptoes.

‘Well,’ she breathes with a hasty glance to either side, like a cartoon spy, ‘I have reason to believe that our big brother has a very important secret.’

She waits expectantly for her news to make impact.

I open the front door. ‘Don’t care.’

‘And after some thorough investigation …’ Hope continues proudly – ‘which started at breakfast and finished just now –’ so fifteen minutes total, move over Sherlock Holmes – ‘I have certained that—’

‘Ascertained.’

‘No, Mercy, I have become certain.’ Hope’s expression is patient, as if I’m a challenging but rewarding student. ‘So, the word we’re looking for is certained.’

‘Actually, the word we’re looking for right now is ass.’

The Valentine family limousine is waiting for me in the driveway, and I’ve got an important script to scan in the luxurious silence of a chauffeur intelligent enough to stay quiet. Instead, I’m inexplicably listening to the ramblings of a sister who clearly is not.

Sighing, I stomp down the stone porch steps.

‘He’s got a secret girlfriend!’ Hope squeaks after me, unable to contain the ‘surprise’ any longer. ‘Max is in a relationship!!! I worked it out all by myself! He keeps disappearing and taking selfies and making videos of himself! It’s love!’

Don’t say it. Don’t say it. Come on, don’t—

‘Congratulations,’ I snap over my shoulder. ‘Me and Faith worked that out about a month ago. Well done, Einstein.’

Disappointment flickers over my little sister’s face.

Nice one, Mercy.

‘And you didn’t tell …’ Hope swallows and rallies as I open the limo door. ‘Well, it’s okay! Because I’m going to find out exactly who Max loves, then I’ll know more than you do!’

Just say something nice. Or smile. Just a quick—

‘That’s highly unlikely, you simpering moron.’

Climbing in and shutting myself away with a click, I close my eyes and pick at the painful scab on my hand until the guilt has passed.

Then I open my eyes again.

‘Well?’ I snap. ‘What are you looking at? Drive.’
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I do know what happiness feels like.

When I’m on stage or in front of a camera, Mercy Valentine dissolves and I become someone else: a different person with a different life and a different past. Suddenly my words aren’t mine any more, my thoughts and emotions are replaced. Even my memories belong to someone else.

My decisions have different consequences.

So, yeah, I think you get where I’m going with this little soliloquy.

Happiness is … not being me.

‘She’s here!’ Verity Ramirez glances pointedly at her watch as I stomp into the Globe Theatre, demanding attention with my razor heels. ‘Just on time! Everyone, I am delighted to introduce you to our brand-new heroine, Mercy Valentine!’

With no theatrical glamour whatsoever, the entire cast and crew are stuffed into a tired back room. Temporary trestle tables have been pushed together like some kind of cheap wedding buffet, scripts laid out in place of cutlery, and roughly twenty sets of eyes are fixed curiously on me.

I hold my hand up briefly by way of greeting.

‘And yes,’ my new director adds brightly, black bob and thick-rimmed cliché tortoiseshell glasses shining under faintly flickering neon. ‘I appreciate that as thespians we’re big fans of the Valentine family, but let’s try to keep it professional, shall we?’

I slam my bag on one of two spare chairs.

‘Are you suggesting I got this job because my family is famous?’ I sit down with my arms folded and scowl at her. ‘You’re lucky to have me. I’d like to see another actor lead Much Ado at the last minute.’

A few days ago, the retro loser playing Beatrice in Much Ado About Nothing smashed her ankle roller-skating, two weeks before opening night. Frankly – as I told my agent – taking the expression ‘break a leg’ literally is so pathetic I could cry.

‘Oh, gosh, no! No nepotism here!’ Verity turns to the rest of the cast. ‘Mercy is an incredibly skilled actress and we’re very grateful to get someone of her media visibility in at such late notice!’ She laughs tightly. ‘We certainly paid through the nose for the honour, hahaha!’

Ego smoothed, I nod faux-graciously.

The rest of the cast smiles warmly, so I do one of those creepy smiles back: the kind where you stretch your mouth out tightly and briefly widen your eyes so nobody knows for sure if it’s real or sarcastic even though it’s pretty clearly the latter.

‘Obviously we know each other,’ Verity continues with forced enthusiasm. ‘But as this run through is specifically to settle Mercy in, why don’t we all introduce ourselves?’

The very pretty redhead playing Hero – so let’s call her ‘Hero’ because I cannot be bothered to start learning IRL names – starts chattering about her hopes, dreams, visions for the future or whatever. Then governor ‘Leonato’ jumps in, followed by waiting woman ‘Margaret’ and the play’s villain ‘Don John’.

One by one, everyone says something so irrelevant I end up slumped on the table with my chin on my arm, picking at my nails and flicking flakes of black nail varnish across the room. They’re secondary characters: who gives a furry bum-hat about their back stories?

‘I’mmm Daisssssyyyyy but youuuuu can callll me Dayyyy.’

The voice is so slow I am forced to glance up through lowered eyelashes, just to see what kind of moron it’s coming from. Daiiissssyyy is roughly my age and has a long face, long fringe, long eyes, long nose, long fingers, long arms, as if she’s been stretched out like warm toffee. Also, how hard is it to dye your hair? Keeping your natural colour when it’s that colour is just arrogant, if you ask me.

‘I’m playing the Second Watchman,’ she explains over a period of three hundred years, smiling shyly. ‘I know it’s just a tiiiiiiiinnnyyyy part but it’s my fiiiirrrrsssssst acting role and I can’t waaaaaiiiiit to—’

‘Awfully sorry, old beans!’ An attractive blond dude I suppose – if you like men with their own family crest, which I do not – slinks into the circle wearing jeans, a crisp white shirt and a baby-pink pashmina. ‘Traffic was dastardly! Apols!’ Posh-Boy grins at me with porcelain veneers so large he looks like a pastel zebra. ‘Well, hallo thar! You must be my new paramour!’

Obviously, I know of Eli Bickford-Goggins: swishing his blond curtains in the sunshine like a pedigree pony any time the paps are near.

I give him my favourite blank, dead-eyed expression, then roll my eyes slightly. The girl playing ‘Margaret’ has blushed neon-pink and is staring in visible mortification at the floor. Clearly these two have already had their little failed on-set romance.

What absolute amateurs.

‘Our very own hero!’ Verity waves Eli towards the other empty chair and I begrudgingly dump my bag on the trestle table instead. ‘Always a joy, Elijah! But, and please don’t think I’m singling you out, we absolutely must arrive on time for rehearsals. I’ll have to start locking the doors!’

Everyone but me giggles nervously.

‘No, really, I’ve had enough.’ Her smile stretches to breaking point. ‘I’ll be locking the doors. You won’t be let in. Let’s crack on, shall we?’

Within seconds Eli Bilbo-Baggins is reciting his full biography – including the hospital he was born in – so I lean back in my chair and gaze at the ceiling of one of the world’s most iconic theatres. In the next room, on the other side of this wall, is the most famous stage ever walked upon. This was where Mum’s career truly began, twenty years ago. Or whatever you call it when it’s over.

A light tapping noise starts behind one of the back-room walls.

I narrow my eyes at it.

‘So that, in a nut-shellio,’ Eli Dingo-Daggins concludes in a voice so posh it could rip the skin off monkeys, ‘is the story of how little old me managed to …’

Tap tap tap TAP.

‘… potted history, a soupçon of my past some might say …’

TAP TAP TAP TAP TAP.

‘Oh, I’m sorreh,’ Posh-Boy swishes his pashmina at the tapping. ‘Am I interrupting someone?’

The whole cast turns towards the continued noise, and it abruptly becomes that of a very loud electric drill – DRRRRRRRRRRRR – then stops.

‘Oh, hahaha!’ Verity’s laughter sounds literally nothing like laughter. ‘Don’t mind Finneas! He practically lives here! Technically stage crew but will do just about anything for a chocolate biscuit!’

Silence, then—

Tap.

Trying not to smile, I stare down at my script.

‘Okay, so wharrr was I?’ Eli Dunkin-Donut clears his throat in irritation, and then recommences his monologue. ‘Ah, yes, as a whipper-snapper I—’

I let out a loud bored sigh.

From across the circle, Hero smiles and lifts an eyebrow at me, so I look away quickly and slump back onto the table. I can sense my new colleagues watching me eagerly, waiting for the slightest opportunity to welcome me to this exciting collective experience with open arms.

What does Don John say? I cannot hide what I am.

But why the hell would I want to?
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Also, I thought this play was supposed to be a comedy.

The cast clearly didn’t get the memo.

‘Did he break out into tears?’ ‘Leonato’ asks as we finally begin to limp along the actual read-through.

‘In great measure,’ a messenger nods.

‘A kind overflow of kindness.’ The old man smiles warmly. ‘There are no faces truer than those that are so washed. How much better is it to weep at joy than to joy at weeping!’

The entire cast looks keenly at me for my first line.

‘Blimey,’ I mutter under my breath. ‘I’m going to start weeping if you don’t liven this dross up.’

‘I’m sorry?’ Verity glances across with a frown. ‘Mercy, can you speak a little louder?’

‘I SAID,’ I shout pettily. ‘I PRAY YOU, IS SIGNIOR MOUNTANTO RETURNED FROM THE WARS OR NO?’

‘Umm, lovely!’ My director clears her throat, unsure what to do with me already. ‘Just a tiny note: remember that Beatrice is asking after Benedict because she’s already crazy about him before the play starts, so try to add a smidge of nuance to these lines if you can.’

I eyeball my director flatly.

‘Who the bat-bottom is Benedict?’

‘Ah.’ Verity coughs. ‘We had to … change his name to fit in with a younger cast and audience, move with the times, remain appropriate and so on.’

‘Shame.’ I glance at Eli, who is now examining a loose thread at the end of his pashmina with an expression of genuine fascination. ‘The original name suited him perfectly.’

There’s a snigger from somewhere in the rest of the cast.

Honestly, while I’m genuinely delighted to be working at the Globe, I can’t believe I’ve landed my Big Break with a romance. I’d have much preferred a tragedy: I’d make a fabulous Goneril, or a kickass, albeit very young, Lady Macbeth. Instead, I’m stuck with some sap about Hero and Claudio, who fall in love without a single decent conversation, and Benedick and Beatrice, who hate each other but are tricked by ‘friends’ into believing they’re in love and getting married.

Shakespeare seems to think that ‘romance’ means either emotionally committing to someone you barely know or spending forever with someone you can’t stand.

At least Beatrice has her head screwed on at the start.

‘I wonder that you will still be talking, Signior Benedict,’ I sigh at Eli tiredly. ‘Nobody marks you.’

‘What?’ He laughs. ‘My dear Lady Disdain! Are you yet living?’

‘Is it possible—’

I glance up sharply: Daiiiisssssyyyy is whispering along with my line. I don’t know why the world’s slowest girl is so invested in this play. The Second Watchman could go for a mani-pedi in the middle of it and nobody would notice.

‘Is it possible,’ I repeat pointedly, ‘disdain should die while she hath such meet food to feed it as Signior Benedict? Courtesy itself must convert to disdain if you come in her presence.’

‘… I would I could find in my heart that I had not a hard heart.’ Eli grins with those impossibly giant teeth. ‘For, truly, I love none …’

Finally, my favourite line. ‘I had rather hear my dog bark at a crow, than a man swear …’

Except I suddenly feel a bit … prickly.

‘Mercy?’ The director prompts.

‘Umm.’ I glance at my script again, scratching the back of my neck with my fingernails. ‘I had rather hear my dog bark at a crow, than a man swear he loves me.’

I look at my arms: all the hairs are standing on end. Frowning, I glance round the table, but the rest of the cast are focused on their scripts.

And – just like that – the prickle disappears.

I blink.

‘Well, you are a rare parrot-teacher,’ Eli Poopy-Piggins snorts. I’m really not looking forward to our love scenes. He’s disturbingly smooth and poreless – it’ll be like making out with a hairless cat.

Beatrice isn’t present for the rest of the scene, so I get my phone out. Dior has posted a photo of us at last night’s party. She looks perfect; I have one eye half shut and a double chin.

Scowling, I write underneath:

Party times are good times. <3 <3

Then I text her:

DELETE IT RIGHT NOW OR I WILL DELETE YOU

My phone beeps:

But I look so pretty. :(

Jaw tight, I reply:

Not for much longer if you don’t TAKE IT DOWN.

The photo immediately disappears. This is exactly why I fought my grandmother for independent control of my social media.

Then I type out a text:

SUP

Beep.

Stand Up Paddleboarding? X

My nostrils twitch.

Yes. I am communicating via the world’s most boring watersport.

Beep.

It’s actually really fun. Good for the core. X

Quickly, I smash out:

I am not an apple.

I smile because I know Effie is smiling too, then add:

Everything okay? I’m worried. I haven’t seen you in ages.

Beep.

Yes! I’m really good! Xx

I frown, unconvinced.

You sure? I saw the headlines about Noah and his new g—

‘Mercy?’ I look up briefly: our director’s face looks like a plastic Lego man with a smile drawn on. ‘I know you’re not on stage right now, but perhaps you could continue your phone conversation when everyone in the room isn’t having a read-through purely for your benefit?’

The whole cast is staring at me with slightly open mouths.

Great first impression, Mer.

‘Family emergency,’ I snap, sticking my phone back in my handbag. ‘But fine. I guess I’ll just leave my younger sister to battle through her emotional breakdown on her own, as long as it’ll keep you guys happy.’

Mercy!

What?! I am concerned about Faith! Using her as an excuse for rudeness is a convenient by-product.

‘Ooh.’ Eli Buzzard-Bullock leans forward, interested in someone other than himself for the first time today. ‘And by “sister” are you, per chance, referring to the exquisite angel that is Faith Valentine?’

I narrow my eyes. ‘Maybe.’

‘Could you possibly get me an intro, old bean?’ He bares enormous gums at me. ‘I read that she was recently dumped, very sad, and I am quite smitten, I tell you.’

‘I would –’ I grimace flatly, holding my hands in the air – ‘But we put her in a nunnery as punishment for Not Holding On To Her Man.’

There’s that prickle again. Did someone just … laugh?

Verity slams the edges of her script on the table unnecessarily hard – ‘Right, let’s crack on, shall we?’ – and we shamble endlessly to the final scene, a full two hours later than supposed to.

‘Strike up, pipers!’ Benedict concludes, and I push my chair back, stand up and sling my bag over my shoulder.

Hero jumps up simultaneously and follows me out.

‘Hey!’ She taps me on the shoulder, as if I’m not still pointedly ignoring her. ‘Mercy?’

I nod, looking at my watch, even though I know the time.

‘A bunch of us go out for a quick burger when we run late like this.’ She smiles with alarmingly earnest blue eyes. ‘We were wondering if you’d like to join us?’

A handful of cast are lurking behind her, holding their coats and staring at me with friendly, hopeful, slightly awestruck expressions. I stare back for a few seconds, then start laughing.

‘Absolutely not,’ I chuckle, pushing open the theatre door. ‘I’m Mercy Valentine. As if I haven’t got somewhere better to be.’

Best line I’ve heard all day.
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RIDE OR DIE GANG

Dior

Mercy your late!

Nova

YOU’RE late, Dee.

Dior

I am not, I’m standing right next to you!

Nova

*rolls eyes*

Amethyst

What are you DOING, Cee? This party is LIT, they’ve got mini vegan hot dogs! Are you still stuck at that little play?

Mercy

Outside now. Stop calling it a Little Play.

Dior

Much ado about NOTHING, amiright hahahahaha

Amethyst

LOL

Nova

Yassssssssssssss

Mercy

That’s literally the point of the title.

Angling my body sharply, I smooth out my shoulder-length blue wig and lift my chin as imperiously as possible. I’m already regretting the ‘pull-you-in’ bodysuit underwear. It seemed like a good idea earlier but now it feels like I’m wearing the restrictive swimming costume of a Victorian prude who has little interest in breathing.

‘Mercy!’ Flash. ‘Mercy Valentine! Over here!’

‘Mercy!’ Flash. Flash. ‘Look this way!’

‘Mercy!’

With fierce eyes, I stare at the paparazzi and they stare straight back: the attention warm and addictive on my skin.

‘Mercy!’ One pap holds his camera up higher. ‘Mercy Valentine! How’s the new role?’

I admit a small lurch of pride.

‘Amazing,’ I announce, re-angling myself, putting a hand on one hip and pushing my clavicles out so I look high-fashion. ‘I am honoured to follow in my mother’s footsteps by playing Shakespeare’s iconic Beatrice at the Globe.’ I pause for effect. ‘Although hopefully I will not follow her all the way to rehab.’

A collective shocked laugh from the paps.

Anything for a headline, huh?

You betcha, baby.

‘Any news about Faith?’ Flash. ‘Is she all right? She hasn’t been seen for weeks!’

My stomach twists. Tell me about it. They probably know about as much as I do.

‘I am not at liberty to discuss my family’s personal business,’ I answer firmly, turning a different way. ‘I can only speak for myself.’

A short, disappointed silence.

‘Although,’ I add – switching my expression to tearful and brave – ‘I hope that my sister’s recent emotional difficulty has gone some way to destigmatising the mental health problems of even the most successful and beautiful.’

Mercy! Stop using Faith for attention!

Effie doesn’t want the fame, so why can’t I take hers instead?

‘And, Mercy, how are—’

‘Why, hello there!’ A semi-dressed Dee sidles up and hooks on to my arm, wearing what appear to be clothes designed for a small dog. ‘I’m Dior Nguyen, best friend of party girl Mercy Valentine!’

Irritated – there goes my big solo interview opportunity – I smile for the cameras: five, four, three, two … 

Then I peel the muppet off me.

‘You know,’ Dior whispers as we head towards the lift of the ludicrously named Gherkin. (What next? Crisp Steeple? Nugget Tower?) ‘Mummy and Daddy were fuming about the water trampled through our house after the party! They were, like, “That Mercy, she’s a bad egg, huh? I blame absent parents.” And I was, like, our house is soooooo famous now – you should be stoked! Haha!’

The lift doors ping open halfway up and I frown at a snogging couple with a sizable age gap. Ah, the culturally accepted exchange of looks and youth for power and money.

Or maybe they just really like each other.

‘Cute,’ I say flatly. ‘Babysitting can be just so rewarding, huh.’

They abruptly peel apart.

Why do you always have to be so cynical?

‘I think you mean realistic.’

‘Huh?’ Dior frowns as the doors close again. ‘What did you say?’

‘Nothing.’

Arms folded, I lean against the wall of the lift until the doors finally swing open to reveal the domed, bright purple-lit fortieth floor. The room is packed full to its exposed steel rafters. Everyone here is either recognisable or trying very hard to be.

Dior squeezes my arm again with a hand that she’s going to lose if she’s not very careful.

I shake her off and look for the other two.

‘Babes!!!!’ Amethyst and Nova immediately appear, looking achingly try-hard in their matching, frothy layers. ‘At last! Oh my goodness, you missed all the drama! He –’ they nod at an A-list actor – ‘just hit on her –’ they nod at a model – ‘even though everyone knows she’s secretly dating—’

‘Stop talking,’ I interrupt, picking at my knuckle. ‘You’re boring me.’

Dee, Mee and Vee glance at each other.

‘You know,’ Nova pouts, sticking her bottom lip out. ‘You can be really hurtful sometimes, Cee.’ She lifts her chin. ‘Tee would never have spoken to us the way you do.’

‘Well, Tee’s not here,’ I snap, spotting Faith’s pathetic ex-boyfriend holding court in the corner. ‘She died two years ago. Remember?’

Shoulders back, I stomp across the room towards Noah. He pretends not to see me, so I ignore my inner loathing, stand reallllllllly close and breathe hard through my nose until he acknowledges my intense and creepy presence.

Okay, you’re being super weird.

It’s a party. I’m allowed to keep myself entertained, aren’t I?

‘Mercy,’ Noah snaps. ‘I don’t want to talk to you.’

‘Oh no.’ From out of the corner of my eye, a curious journalist with an eye for a headline is already swinging towards us. ‘The deprivation of your famously tedious conversational skills will be a great loss to me, Mediocre Pop Star. How’s getting over my beautiful sister going?’

Noah goes pink. ‘For your information, I’m seeing a very nice—’

‘Yeah, I saw the pic. Downgrade!’

‘Screw—’ Noah spots the journalist and forces a fake smile. He clearly knows now that I put on a wig, broke into his after-show party and intentionally snogged him while he was dating Faith, then sent the photos to the papers so she’d find out. ‘Screw you, it’s none of your business,’ he hisses through a charming grin, putting his arm round me for a photo as I try not to flinch.

‘Of course it is.’ I smile brightly. Flash. ‘Eff is my sister.’

‘You’re a bad sister and a bad person,’ Noah whispers, kissing my cheek. Ugh. Flash. ‘You destroyed our relationship because you can’t bear to see anyone happy. Do you even know what love is?’

‘Does anyone?’ I shrug off his arm and we beam at each other and clink glasses. Flash. ‘And Faith wasn’t happy, you total cretin, that’s why she’s not with you any more.’

Noah flushes and looks away. ‘How do you sleep at night?’

‘On my back,’ I hiss. ‘Like a vampire.’

A quick last shared grin for the camera – flash – and I march off: temporarily sated, like I’ve poked at an itch I couldn’t quite reach.

Was that fun?

‘Absolutely,’ I confirm cheerfully, taking two glasses from a waiter and glancing around the room. ‘Ten out of ten, highly recommend, would do again. Who’s next?’

There’s a failed TV presenter with a famous anger-management problem: I could poke that and see what happens. Or a guy wearing so much hair gel I could completely destr—

‘Ceeeeeee!’ The Birdbrains are back. ‘You won’t believe who just said hi to Dee! The guy that was the face of—’

Are they really this boring now?

Yup.

What happened to them?

Dunno. Boobs?

Hahaha.

Distractedly, I scan the room again looking for a weak link: a football player, his girlfriend, a radio DJ—

‘So Mee said—’

‘And then Vee said—’

‘So then Dee said—’

Narrowing my eyes, I spot a lost-looking redhead teenage model. Rolling my shoulders back, I lick my canine teeth and prepare to pounce. A flicker of familiar, mean excitement rushes through me. It’s time to get this party mov—

There’s a tiny ping and something forces me to turn round just as the lift doors slide open. A middle-aged woman shambles into the room. She’s skeletal and pale with ratty hair, and is wearing an enormous floor-length manky fur coat that swallows her whole.

My throat closes until I can’t breathe.

MUM?
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