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‘We are what we pretend to be, so we must be careful about what we pretend to be.’

Kurt Vonnegut, Mother Night






1

When you’re living a lie, you find it’s best to avoid close attachments, entirely. Other people might see you for what you really are, and that might mean anything. From a beating, to a jail sentence, to never being seen again. Walk into someone’s life with the right energy, a convincing enough smile, and you might leave with something. But, if you want to get away with it, you’ll be on your own. In the end, you’re supposed to be.

If you steal from people, you spend your whole life watching them, looking for patterns and missteps. You can get so hung up on their failures that you don’t even notice yours. I think that’s what I like about it. That’s why Clare had to go. She saw things she shouldn’t have. And things in me I didn’t see in myself. Clare thought there was hope for everyone. She thought I could still change.

*

I buy a drab, second-hand suit on my way to the station, trying to look like somebody I’m not. At Gare du Nord, I stand in line and pay in cash. Then I clear security and catch the first train off the Continent. I never got around to packing that bag, and I spent the last of my euros on the ticket. After the way things had completely unravelled with Clare, it seemed only right to leave empty-handed. When I start to see the smoke rolling through London, it feels more like a mistake. I’m blowing Paris with a cheap mismatching suit, a dead iPhone and my pride. Climbing off the train at St Pancras, it doesn’t feel like enough.

I grab an apple from the food court and slide a Coke into my pocket from the fridge in a Starbucks. There’s an unattended phone charger I’ve got my eye on, but then I’m hovering over a handbag, left out on the same table, and I have to walk myself to the door.

I need to slow everything down, somehow. Even if I’m not quite ready to stop. I need somewhere safe I can close my eyes and unclench for a few seconds. So I take an escalator underground, pick my moment, and hurdle the barrier. I walk through a long, winding tunnel, then take the first train I see, ride it for a while and change. I change again and again, until it feels right.

And at some point, I must finally let my guard down and nod off, because when the train jolts, I snap back, with the sensation that I’m being watched. I hold my eyes shut for a few seconds, giving no outward hint that I’m awake. Then I open them wide, taking everything in. It’s just disinterested travellers and warning signs.

Looking up and down the carriage, I can see I’m the only person on here without any luggage, and that even though the train’s full, the seats on either side of me are both empty. I see I’m sending out all the wrong signals and try to smarten myself up.

When the train terminates a minute later, we come to an abrupt stop. The lights flicker, then fade out. I don’t move for a few seconds, listening to the hum of the engine, powering down. The doors slide open and the other passengers grab their stuff, groping their way out of the dark carriage. I start to follow them, but then the light comes back, and I’m surprised by my reflection in the window. No cash, no case, no travelling companion. I’m the only person here who’s going nowhere.

*

Out on the platform, a sign confirms what I thought the driver had just said. Heathrow, Terminal 5. It’s the last stop on the Piccadilly Line. And with no cash, that might be a problem. For starters, I haven’t got a ticket to get off the platform and into the airport with. And there’s a security goon, standing on the barrier. I’m stuck for a second, until I spot an older woman on the platform, wrestling with too much luggage. I take a deep breath, smooth back my hair and approach her with a smile.

‘Excuse me,’ I say, neutralizing my accent. ‘I couldn’t help but notice …’

I insist on carrying all three of her cases at once, then make a big thing about it at the barriers. Like I’m struggling with the weight and can’t spare a hand to find my ticket or phone. The guard looks past me, at the people waiting, then opens the gate and lets us both through. I take the old girl’s cases as far as the lift for her on the other side, I even give her a little salute like a bellboy.

‘What a nice young man,’ she says, with one of those blue-veined hands on her heart.

‘Safe trip,’ I say, with a smile.

Once I’m inside the terminal, my lack of luggage won’t even look strange. Right now, I know it marks me out. After buying my discount suit this morning, I’d found a quiet alley, off the boulevard, then dowsed the clothes that Clare bought me with lighter fluid and burned them.

*

There’s a woman standing in front of me on the escalator, holding her little girl’s hand. They’re on their way up to departures, and the woman’s wearing a backpack that she hasn’t closed since showing her ticket.

I can see her purse, just hanging out.

My stomach growls so loudly that the little girl turns to look, catching me, staring at her mother’s purse. I dig out my stolen apple and take a bite.

When I glance down, the girl’s still staring.

‘Excuse me,’ I say to her mother. She turns with a blank expression. ‘I can see your purse.’

‘Oh.’ She zips the bag shut, looking relieved. ‘That’s really kind of you, thanks.’

‘Can’t be too careful,’ I say, smiling and looking down to include the kid. As I do, we get to the top of the escalator, and I widen my smile for the three cops I see standing there, all holding semi-automatics. I become suddenly, uncomfortably aware of the object in my jacket pocket. Then I walk in pace with the mother and daughter, my shoulders slumped, looking like a family man to the casual observer. Once I’m safe, when we’ve passed through the entrance into a neon-lit walkway, I straighten up and let them drift on ahead. I can only seem to manage these short-term relationships lately, anyway.

Once I’m inside the terminal, I go to the elevators, avoiding my face in the reflective steel. The doors open, and I see the old girl whose bags I just carried through the barrier. Meekly, I take her purse from my jacket pocket.

‘I think this must have fallen out of your case,’ I say, handing it back to her, unopened. She smiles and puts her hand on her heart again.

‘Oh,’ she says. ‘What a nice young—’

*

If taking the purse was stupid, then giving it back was even worse. And I know now I can’t trust my instincts until I’ve had some real sleep. I’ve got to at least try and find a room for the night. Somewhere I can shut down and reset. But with no bank card, and no one to call, the only way I can imagine making that happen is by meeting someone at a hotel bar, convincing a stranger to let me crash.

Somehow, I don’t like my chances.

It’s not just that I can’t afford the price of a drink. I look all wrong for it, too. If charming people was about being a good guy, I’d be fine. If that’s all it came down to, I could lie. But this new suit feels like a lot to overcome. I’d pieced it together from one of the sad, street-side vendors on my slow approach into Gare du Nord this morning, haggling the mournful French salesman down to almost nothing. In the hazy pre-dawn light, the material had seemed dark enough. Under the industrial neons at Heathrow, the suit looks cheap and dishonest. So shiny you can almost see your face in it.

So, when I get to the Sofitel, a luxury chain attached to the terminal, I’m smiling for my life. Because all these loose threads and wrinkles are dropping dark hints about the kind of man I might be, and some of them are too close for comfort. I stand in the doorway, watching the careless, first-class people passing through the lobby. The lipstick widows and sloppy drunks, the single travellers and smashed execs. Sizing them up, seeing dollar signs …

But, for some reason, I can’t make myself go through with it. For some reason I start thinking about Clare. I stare into the lobby another second, then shake my head, trying to rid myself of her. I’m turning to leave, just wanting to disappear, when I collide with a haunted-looking woman who’s standing right behind me. I’m not a big guy, and it feels like I barely touch her, but she lands hard and skids back across the floor.

‘What the actual fuck?’ she shouts out.

Everyone in the lobby looks over.

They see a young woman, wearing all black and a large pair of sunglasses, collapsed on the floor. Then they see the burn-out in a second-hand suit standing over her, trying to keep his face turned away from them.

‘Christ,’ I say, taking a step forwards, holding out a hand. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t—’

That’s when she looks up at me, properly, for the first time, and shrinks back, surprised by something.

‘Are you OK?’ I ask, but it’s like she can’t talk, and a concerned member of staff starts drifting over.

‘Heydon?’ she gasps, finally. ‘Aitch, is that you?’
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Heydon’s not a name I’ve ever used before. The girl’s confusing me with someone else. If she didn’t look so torn up about it, I might even play along.

She so badly wants me to be him.

‘It’s me,’ she says, getting up off the floor. ‘It’s Bobbie, you remember.’ Bobbie’s wearing black clothes, black shades, black everything. We’ve never met before, I’d remember Bobbie. I look back at her for a moment, still tempted to tell her what she wants to hear.

‘No,’ I say, instead. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t think so.’

‘How about now?’ she says, sliding the shades down so I can see her face. They’re covering a swollen-shut black eye, and the gathering members of staff start mumbling. One of the guys even looks like he’s about to take a step towards me, like I had something to do with it.

I turn and walk in the other direction, the same way I came in. I hear the girl call after me, but I’m already gone, pushing through people, not needing the attention. I’m fifty feet away before I look back, and when I do, she’s following me into the terminal.

She holds up a hand.

‘Wait, please …’

‘No, thank you.’

‘Listen,’ she says, drawing level with me. ‘I know. I get it, I’m a mess. Can you just slow down?’

I stop walking and stare into her shades.

‘Look, Bobbie, I’m sorry about your eye. But I’m not who you think I am, OK?’

She takes a step back, then just stands there, looking lost for a few seconds, and for the first time I see how much her friend, this Heydon guy, must mean to her.

‘I know that,’ she says, quietly, but it doesn’t look like she was really sure until now. ‘I just wanted to speak with you.’ From her accent, she sounds like serious money, and close-up, she looks pretty smart, too. Her black boots, jeans, jacket and bag all look designer, and she keeps on blinding me with the stone on her ring. ‘If you’ve got a moment, perhaps I can explain things,’ she says. ‘What do you say, join me for a drink?’

The words sound forced, but I guess she’s nervous, just trying to style out her mistake. A free drink feels like winning the lottery, right now, anyway. So I say, ‘Sure,’ and follow her back inside.

*

We take a table in the cocktail bar, sitting opposite each other. Bobbie leaves her shades on, and I’m glad. They give me some protection from the black eye, and some protection from Bobbie herself. Outside, she’d seemed nervous, but I see now that was just to get me in the room. When the waiter arrives, she interrogates him about his mixing technique, then asks for a Martini, her teeth glowing white against the dark lipstick.

I tell the waiter I want the same thing, then we sit in near-silence for a few minutes – listening to the occasional robotic ‘Ground Floor’ announcement from the nearby lift bank – until our drinks arrive. When Bobbie puts her card down, I catch the surname. Pierce.

‘So, who’s Heydon?’ I ask, the second we’ve been served, much sooner than I’d meant to. Bobbie pauses, her glass not quite to her lips, then she takes a quick sip and puts it down. ‘Is he the guy who did that to you?’

‘Did what?’ she asks. Then she remembers her eye. ‘Oh, sorry. I’m so doped up, I keep forgetting it’s there. I suppose you could say I got it from him, though. Like a delayed inheritance …’

‘I don’t get it,’ I say.

‘Heydon’s my big brother. Or, I mean, he was. He went missing, five years ago.’

I look up. ‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘So, wait a minute, you thought I—’

‘Pretty much.’

Bobbie’s got a croaky, vocal-fry thing going on. She makes it sound like she’s taking me into her confidence, making me lean in.

‘Can I ask what happened?’

‘We don’t know,’ she says. ‘No one does.’

‘He just walked out one day …’

‘How else do you think they do it?’

‘I just mean, there was no special reason?’

‘He had plenty of special reasons …’

I frown.

‘… Heydon was diagnosed bipolar,’ she says.

‘Like, sometimes happy, sometimes sad?’

Bobbie stares at me for a moment.

‘Ground Floor,’ says the robotic voice of the lift.

‘What I’m saying is, Heydon wasn’t always himself.’

‘Who was he when he walked out?’ I ask.

‘When he walked out, he was someone else entirely.’ I raise my eyebrows, but she goes quickly on. ‘The police found his car parked illegally, on Albert Bridge, at four in the morning. The driver’s side door was wide open.’

‘I’m sorry, Albert Bridge is …’

‘The one that leads into Battersea Park,’ she says. ‘Right on the River Thames.’

‘Did they find anything in the water?’

Bobbie smiles, sadly.

‘Most of the time, they don’t,’ she says. ‘You need to get lucky with tides and times and river traffic and stuff. Anyway …’ She sounds like she’s trying to draw a line under it all. ‘I just wanted to explain what that was, back there. Convince myself I’m not going crazy.’

It’s the perfect chance to smile or say something nice, but I don’t trust my motives, and in the time it takes to second-guess them, the moment passes.

‘Are you flying in or out?’ I ask instead.

‘Out,’ she says, recalibrating. ‘Or, that was the idea. My flight got cancelled at the last minute. Some union thing with the crew. Now, I’m on the eight fifteen to LA tomorrow morning. What about you? Are you staying at the hotel?’

‘Sounds like a long day,’ I say, dodging the question.

‘Oh, I don’t know. So far it’s been fine. At least BA comped the room. Truth be told, I’m sort of dreading LA …’

‘Why? What’s so bad about LA?’

‘Oh, it’s kind of a family thing …’

‘Are you guys travelling together?’

‘No,’ she says. ‘I’m on my own tonight …’

I see myself reflected in her shades.

‘You don’t get on?’ I ask.

‘We’re volatile.’

‘Since your brother, or—’

‘Since always. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m really fortunate and stuff. But in my family, nothing you do matters, if you step even slightly out of line …’

‘Have you stepped out of line?’ I ask.

‘I was talking about my brother,’ she says, coolly.

‘Did you really think I was him?’

Bobbie looks away, then back at me.

‘Why not? You look like you’ve been out of the country for a while. And I don’t think he killed himself.’

‘Right,’ I say. ‘Yeah.’

‘That’s not based on nothing,’ she says, responding to some scepticism in my voice. ‘You don’t know what Heydon was really like, you don’t know about his heart.’

‘His heart,’ I say, slowly.

‘Heydon got a tattoo, on his face, a short while before he walked out.’ She touches her shades to show me where it would have been on his cheek. ‘A tiny heart, like a teardrop at the corner of his eye.’ Bobbie smiles. ‘That’s one of the reasons I don’t think he hurt himself,’ she says. ‘Why go to the trouble of doing it, then …’ She trails off. ‘Daddy went ballistic, Miranda couldn’t speak.’

‘Miranda …?’ I say, shaking my head.

‘We’re one of those annoying families who calls their mother by her first name.’

‘Right,’ I say. ‘So, in a sense, you deserve all this.’

Bobbie smiles, then fishes the lemon rind out of her drink and throws it at me.

‘Can I see a picture of your brother?’ I ask, wiping it out of my eyes.

‘Sure,’ she says, vaguely amused.

It feels like the fastest way out of here, and I’m not even thinking while she goes through her bag, because I know I’ll just say, Wow, you’re right, I can really see it.

Then she hands me her phone and my face goes hot. I look at Bobbie, then back at the screen.

Heydon’s got the same lapsed-swimmer’s build as me. The same brow and jaw. It’s not exactly like looking into a mirror. His eyes are green and mine are blue. But it’s more than just a passing resemblance. It looks like he’s stayed awake all the same nights I have. There’s still some puppy fat left in Heydon’s cheeks, but if anything, that helps the comparison. When this picture got taken, you wouldn’t have confused us so easily. My cheeks had gone hollow when I was a boy, I’d been more wiry and sharp-eyed than this. But now, my face feels like one route that his might have taken in the time since, especially if he’d kept up with the late nights.

‘Right?’ says Bobbie.

‘Right,’ I say, shaking my head at the likeness. ‘How old would he have been here?’

‘This was the week before he left,’ she says. ‘So twenty-nine.’

She leans over and swipes to the next shot.

There’s a dazzling blonde girl, sitting on Heydon’s lap. She’s wearing a bright summer dress and laughing about something, completely unaware of the camera. And suddenly, it’s like I’ve got Martini for blood. It feels like I was born into the wrong life.

‘Who’s that?’ I ask.

‘Ha,’ says Bobbie.

I look up, and a second later, I see it.

‘I mean,’ I start. ‘Your hair’s just so different now …’

The woman sitting opposite me looks transformed from the carefree girl in the picture. She’s thinner than that, paler, too. Her hair’s dyed dark as it can go, and she’s wearing sunglasses indoors to cover a black eye.

‘I just fancied a change,’ she says.

Heydon’s smiling in the picture as well, but it’s pained, like he’s faking it for his sister’s benefit. I feel bad for the guy, but somehow it makes his disappearance seem less surprising. Like he’s the kind of person who might cut and run on you, or worse. Bobbie must see this thought occur to me, because she starts drawing my attention to Heydon’s tattoo, trying to prove how invested he still was in life.

‘See here?’ she says.

In the picture, the tattoo on Heydon’s left cheek looks like a teardrop. When she taps the screen to zoom in, I see it’s actually the outline of a broken heart, as she’d said. It’s upside-down, a crack running down the centre.

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘It’s great …’

Y’know. It’s fine. The tattoo’s tough and gooey at the same time, you could take it either way. But when Bobbie zooms out, I see Heydon’s face again, that troubled smile, and the ink says something different to me. Heydon’s not thinking about the future, he can’t even see himself there.

‘I did it myself,’ says Bobbie.

‘Did what yourself?’ I ask, looking up.

‘The tattoo. I did it, prison style.’ She knows it sounds funny through her cut-glass accent, and we grin. ‘Heated ink, a needle, an electric toothbrush motor …’

‘Wow,’ I say. ‘Well done.’

‘Do you have any?’ she asks. I shake my head. ‘I could do you one, if you wanted?’

‘Yeah, sure,’ I say. ‘Tattoo my face …’

She smiles. ‘Anything in particular?’

‘Nah, I’ll just take a Heydon.’

‘Cool, I’m in a heart-breaking kind of mood …’

‘Yeah?’ I say, carefully. ‘Why’s that?’

‘Don’t I look inspired to you?’

Bobbie’s talking about the black eye, and I see now that everything’s been leading us here. Either I can ask about the bruise and go deeper, or I can let it go and say goodnight. I’m still not sure what I’m doing, when I lean in again, lowering my voice.

‘You said it felt like an inheritance …’

Bobbie reaches for her drink, finds an empty glass and starts looking for the waiter. Then her phone goes off on the table and she freezes. It’s an incoming call from a withheld number. The ringtone’s ‘Bad Guy’, by Billie Eilish.

Bobbie doesn’t move.

‘Should you get that?’ I ask.

She reaches over and sends the call to voicemail, then turns her phone face-down on the table, trying to stay calm. She goes through her bag with shaking hands and produces a scuffed pack of cigarettes. They’re designer, Yves Saint Laurent.

‘Some fresh air?’ she says.

*

We’re the only people in the terminal smoking section outside. From here, it’s just multi-storey car parks, going on for ever. Bobbie gets the cigarette in her mouth and she’s about to light it, when she stops, looks at me, and says,

‘Sometimes, I think I’ve fucked everything up.’

‘Like what?’ I say, rubbing my eyes.

She lights the cigarette and takes a drag.

‘Like my whole life,’ she says, then exhales. ‘I think I’ve pretty much fucked it all.’

‘I’m sure that’s not true …’

‘You asked about this,’ she says, waving smoke in front of her face, her shades, the bruised eye. ‘It was handed down to me.’

She doesn’t offer me one of her designer cigarettes, but holds up hers for a drag. There’s dark lipstick on the end, but I take it anyway.

‘I don’t understand,’ I say, inhaling, handing it back.

‘I’m not going to LA for family stuff,’ she says. ‘They’re not even speaking to me right now.’

‘Why not?’

Bobbie takes a deep drag and lets it out.

‘Because I’m on my way to MBR.’ She drops the name like I should know it, but I shake my head. ‘Malibu Beach Recovery. Rehab.’

She takes another drag, then exhales.

‘You’re on your way to rehab?’ I say.

‘Surprise …’

‘… Should you be smoking and drinking?’

‘Should anyone?’

‘Just seems weird that they sent you out on your own,’ I say, still trying to get a grip on her situation.

‘Oh. It’s one of Miranda’s developmental tests. If I can make it to the Pacific coast and do my ninety days in the hole, then she won’t cut me off. Otherwise …’

‘Rehab it is,’ I say, wondering what she’s on.

‘But that’s what I’m saying. Rehab’s not the problem. Rehab makes sense …’

The opening notes of ‘Bad Guy’ start playing again. She pulls her phone out from her bag and cancels the call.

I can’t decide if Bobbie’s in trouble or just coming down from something. But I’m not sure if it’s such a good idea for her to be talking to someone like me.

‘Look, Bobbie, what’s going on here?’

She closes her eyes for a moment. ‘When my flight got cancelled tonight, I called my dealer.’

‘To an airport? The night before rehab?’ I can feel the last forty-eight hours finally catching up with me. ‘For what?’

‘Nothing crazy, like, a couple of grams.’

‘And now this guy’s pulling up …’

She’s still watching me, deciding something.

‘He’ll share location when he gets here,’ she says. ‘Park nearby, just down the road.’

I take the cigarette, take a drag and hand it back.

‘And what are you going to do?’

‘I don’t know,’ she says. ‘Go and meet him?’

Just the hint of a question mark in her voice.

Making me decide if it’s an invitation or not.

‘You know you could just tell him you’ve changed your mind,’ I say.

‘But sweetie, that’s just the problem.’ She takes a final drag on the cigarette, then exhales out the side of her mouth. ‘I don’t think I have changed my mind.’

*

We follow the map on Bobbie’s phone to a multi-storey short-stay car park on terminal grounds. She leads us up to the third level and starts to look about, when the driver of a black SUV flashes his brights from a parking bay.

‘Stay,’ says Bobbie, going on ahead.

I’d been hoping to get hold of the coke before she could, to try and keep her sober, somehow. But Bobbie strides over to the SUV, getting in on the passenger side. As soon as the door shuts, the car starts up and screeches out of the bay, passing me by, taking a ramp up to the next level. At first, I think Bobbie’s gone, that it’s all been some weird game. In a sense, I’m almost relieved. Then the black truck reappears, pulling up at the far end of the floor, catching me in the headlights. Bobbie gets out and starts walking towards me. She’s still wearing her shades, but as she comes closer, I see that her dark lipstick’s smudged, she’s uncertain on her feet.

Bobbie’s already high.

‘White privilege,’ she slurs, walking right past.

I take one last look at the SUV, but all I can make out’s a smashed wing mirror on the passenger side. A moment passes, and I get the same weird sensation of being watched that had woken me on the underground. Then I turn and follow Bobbie back towards the terminal.
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Bobbie pops the bottle and pours us both a glass. I’m not even tempted by the coke. Besides anything else, I’ve been awake for so long, I think one more night might finish me off. I’m grateful for the offer, though. I have a drink and make a dent in the room-service pizza, instead.

Once I feel up to it, and once I’m sure that Bobbie’s settled in her bath, I flip, slowly, through the free news channels, watching for any mention of Paris or France, listening for certain trigger words. But, somehow, they just never come up. There’s no description of any perpetrator being circulated. No apartment block, no body. There’s no named suspect, and most importantly, there’s no red notice issued by Interpol. It turns out that the Queen’s passed away, aged ninety-six, and, luckily for me, it’s the only thing that anyone on any channel’s talking about.

*

I realize it’s been a minute since I’ve heard Bobbie in the bathroom. When I knock on the door, she doesn’t answer. I push it open, bracing myself for some kind of scene, but find her OK, sitting in the tub, still wearing her underwear, drinking champagne out of the bottle.

‘Come in,’ she says, half-heartedly.

‘What’s up?’ I ask, standing in the doorway.

‘Hashtag selfcare,’ she says, not looking at me.

With her shades off, I can see the black eye.

‘What happened there?’ I ask. ‘Really?’

She touches her face, but still doesn’t look over.

‘Why? What would you do about it?’

‘I could listen,’ I say.

Bobbie thinks for a moment.

‘What’s the worst mistake you ever made?’ she asks.

I see myself in the café, off Rue Bobillot, last week, when Clare was trying to talk to me. I see myself walking away. I can’t answer, and Bobbie glances up. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘That’s a personal question …’

‘Just too many to choose from,’ I say, trying to sidestep it. ‘What about you?’

‘I think I trusted the wrong person,’ she says, almost to herself. Then she remembers me and smiles. ‘Like, no offence, but I always seem to trust the wrong people. I always seem to do the wrong thing …’

‘You know, you’re saving my life tonight, Bobbie …’

‘What do you mean by that?’ she asks, looking at me properly for the first time since I’ve opened the door.

‘I’ve got nowhere else to go,’ I say. ‘I’m broke.’

‘What?’

‘I moved to London today, sort of by accident.’

‘Like, for work?’ she says, reaching out a hand.

I cross the room and help her out of the tub.

‘More like getting away from it all,’ I say. Bobbie stands there, looking at me for a few seconds. There’s just the sound of the water dripping off her. For some reason, I feel like the half-naked one.

‘But enough about me—’ I start to say.

‘Does your skin always look that way, or is it a tan?’

‘It’s a tan,’ I say. ‘I’ve been travelling, on business …’

‘What is it that you do?’ she asks, not letting me change the subject this time.

‘Well, right now, I guess I’m between jobs.’

‘You guess …?’

‘… I sort of walked out on the last one,’ I say.

‘With just the clothes on your back?’ She looks at the shining suit. ‘Must be a pretty cut-throat industry …’

‘Yeah.’ I try a smile. ‘And what is it that you—’

‘What is the business?’ Bobbie asks, her head tilting. I see myself standing outside the hotel, sizing people up.

‘Acquisitions,’ I say, after a moment.

‘Acquisitions? And what don’t you like about it?’

‘It’s all take, take, take,’ I say.

Bobbie’s smile looks mildly disappointed. ‘I believe you, but at the same time, I don’t. If that makes sense?’

‘Yeah, that definitely makes sense. Look, I realize this is weird. If you’d rather I left …’

‘No,’ she says. ‘Whatever it is you don’t do for a living, I think everyone deserves a second chance.’

She says it like something she needs to hear.

‘Yeah,’ I say, taking the opportunity to hand her a towel and walk out. ‘I think so, too.’

When I get to the door, Bobbie calls after me.

‘What if I told you I could solve all our problems?’

I turn to her. ‘How’s that?’

‘By the power vested in me.’

She smiles and I close the door.

*

I go back into the bedroom and finish my drink, flicking through news channels until I find the Russian–Ukrainian war. The shower runs for twenty-five or thirty minutes, and when I put my ear to the wall, I’m fairly certain I can hear Bobbie murmuring.

Talking to someone, quietly, on the phone.

When she’s finished, she comes through in a robe.

Her hair’s wet, her make-up’s gone. She lies down on the bed next to me, and I feel myself sinking into the sheets. When I close my eyes, I see thousands of intersecting lines, pouring into the darkness over my head. Like all the unwanted messages and warning signs and bad static that’s flying over me, all the dark energy that’s leaving me alone, because it doesn’t know I’m down here, hiding in the black with Bobbie. Then she’s astride me, and I feel the wet tips of her hair, tickling my face. When I look up, she’s holding a biro, concentrating. I guess drawing the broken heart where her brother’s was.

She finishes, then sits back.

‘Where on earth did you find this suit?’ she asks.

‘I imported it myself.’

‘From, like, the past?’

We both laugh and go quiet again, then Bobbie squints at me and looks closer. ‘You know,’ she says, ‘you’ve got red on you …’

She’s got one hand, flat on my chest, and I let my eyes fall shut. I’ve got a low resting heart rate, 50 bpm, and I try to focus, to keep it from creeping up. Bobbie licks a thumb and rubs at the red stain on my neck that, somehow, I must have missed this morning.

‘I think I cut myself shaving,’ I say.

Bobbie fingers my stubble, forward in a way that Clare never was, and I feel myself clenching up.

‘But you haven’t shaved …’

‘Then I don’t know what to tell you.’ I open one eye and watch her, studying the red-stained thumb.

‘Looks like you trusted the wrong person, too.’ It sounds like she’s only half joking. I open both eyes and look up at her, anxious to change the subject. Luckily, Bobbie does it for me. ‘Gosh,’ she says. ‘Sometimes, it’s just scary how much you look like him …’

‘Bobbie, I’m not—’

‘I know that,’ she says. Then her tone changes. ‘But, let’s just say you really were stuck for cash, you could easily go to Daddy and Miranda …’

‘Ha,’ I say. ‘Right.’

‘I’m serious,’ she says. ‘You’d walk in and out …’

My eyes are closing again, so she climbs off me and lies by my side. ‘You could just show up at their place while they’re out and tell the help that you’re Heydon. They haven’t changed the locks or codes since he left …’

‘And then what?’ I ask, after a moment.

‘Well, then there’s my father’s collection. Then there’s the safe in Miranda’s study. I could get you the key, I could give you the combination.’ I roll over, grumbling. ‘I can turn everything into cash,’ she insists. ‘All you’d need to do is get inside that house …’

I can’t tell if she’s fooling around or if it’s just coke-talk. Then a warm, unfamiliar feeling washes over me, and for some reason, I feel like it’s all going to be OK. If she says anything else about Daddy, Miranda or her dead brother, then I don’t hear it. I just plunge down into an effortless deep sleep.
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I can sense the warming sun without opening my eyes. It’s hard to remember the last time I felt so chilled out. I’m comfortable, lying across a king-sized bed, alone. I’d been half conscious of some movement a few hours ago. The sound of the alarm and the shifting bedsheets. The shower, the hairdryer, the click of the door.

Bobbie had been gentle when she got up for her flight, she hadn’t woken me to say goodbye. I’d tried opening my eyes for her but they’d been so glued together I’d gone back to sleep. It wasn’t the kind of night where you wake up in the morning wanting to compare notes, anyway. Christ knows what I’d said to her, and she’d said some shit herself. No regrets, though. All told, it was one of the better nights of my life, lately.

I jolt upright to the sound of a vacuum cleaner in an adjacent room, then I rub my eyelids apart and roll out of bed, still wearing my shining suit. I make a crack in the curtains so I can see the damage, then pull them closed again, groaning. The desk’s caked with empty miniatures from the mini-bar, as well as the pizza crusts that Bobbie wouldn’t eat. I fold one of them into my mouth before taking another look at the room. The TV’s still going from last night, playing the news on mute. Both chairs have been turned over. The lampshades have been torn apart. Bed clothes are strewn across the floor, and there’s stubbed out cigarettes everywhere you look.

What the fuck did I just sleep through?

I search for the TV remote, but when I find it, it won’t work, and I see that the battery’s missing. I push some buttons on the side of the set, and a message flashes up on the screen, before fading to black.


Goodbye, Doc. Renee Yiph.



Renee Yiph? What? Is this even Bobbie’s room?

I go to the bathroom and throw water in my face. That wakes me up, because my left cheek starts stinging, like it’s been burned by something. I glance at the mirror and see the biro sketch of a broken heart that Bobbie drew on my face has turned red. When I lean in to look closer, I have to grip the sink, because it feels like the floor’s falling away from me. I stagger back into the bedroom, tearing through the wreckage on the desk. Underneath it all, I find a gutted biro that’s been turned into a makeshift tattoo gun, using the motor from an electric toothbrush, a melted and bent-double manual toothbrush, and the room sewing kit. It’s got the battery from the TV remote still plugged into it. Bobbie tattooed my face while I was asleep.

She did it prison-style.

I take a few seconds to process this, then check the time: 12.15 p.m., probably long past check-out. I take one last look at the wreckage, the gutted mini-bar, and decide it’s time to leave.

In the few seconds I take to smarten myself up and search the room, I find Bobbie’s bag of coke, seemingly untouched, alongside a rolled-up £10 note. I’m about to flush the coke down the toilet when there’s a knock at the door – ‘Housekeeping’ – and I force it into my jacket pocket with the cash instead.

*

When I get to the front desk there’s sweat running into my eyes, but I ask for a plaster, and they give me one. It’s bright white, one square inch of gauze.

‘I think my friend’s already checked out,’ I say, backing off from the counter.

‘What’s the room number, please?’

‘Erm …’ I say, shaking my head. ‘Two-two-nine?’

The woman on the desk frowns briefly, looking down at her screen. ‘No?’ she says. ‘That’s all fine …’

I’m not exactly sure what that means, but I smile and walk away, not wanting to get stuck with the bill if there’s some kind of problem. Then I put the plaster on in the lobby gents, even though it makes me look weirder.

In the terminal, I’m so heated I don’t know where I’m going, or what I’ll do when I get there. I charge past a pack of happy families and loved-up couples, then skid to a stop at a phone charge point, digging out my iPhone and plugging it in. Once there’s enough power, and once I’ve fought my way onto the free Wi-Fi, I google Bobbie Pierce. The first result takes me to her Instagram account. Her last post shows a boarding pass and a bottle of water. The caption’s #SELFCARE.

*

I create a new account under the name @Heydon2, so I can be sure that she won’t miss it. Then I hammer Bobbie with messages. After a few minutes, when none of them have been read, I start commenting underneath her posts, saying I need to talk to her, urgently. The other people at the charge point stand as far away from me as possible, either because of the plaster on my face, or because I’m mouthing obscenities at the phone.

Finally, I get a notification from Instagram:


Ahaha. Hey! Its great to hear from you!

You made the flight?

Watching west side story at 50,000 feet. Thx for last night, I rly needed that x

You’re in the air?

Wi-Fi baby! What’s up with you? What are your plans for today?

Well, Bobz, I was gonna try and lay low, but that won’t fly now.

???

YOU TATTOOED MY FUCKING FACE.



There’s just three dots for a minute, meaning she’s writing something, but they disappear entirely a few times when she stops. I guess these are moments where more exciting things are going on in West Side Story.

Finally, she says:


YOU ASKED ME TO!

WTF??? No.

U SAID “SURE TATTOO MY FACE”

I WAS BEING FUNNY



Three dots again, then:


How was I supposed to know that?!

Nice

I don’t get the big deal, it’s tiny and it looks cool AF, if anything you should be thanking me! Do yuop kno how big a compliment that waS?

Did you not think that it might be inconvenient for me to have a tattoo on my face, Bobbie?

Oh? And why’s that then?



The question just hangs there for a minute.


Or are you still too much of a man of mystery to say??

People tend to remember men with tattoos on their faces …

Well, isn’t that a good thing?

Not for me.



When I see it written down like that, my response feels like it gives too much away. It sounds like I’ve got something to hide, and I think of Bobbie, last night, examining her red-stained thumb. Then I see she’s typing again.


Why don’t you just do what we talked about?

What?

Show up at my parents’ place and say ur Heydon(!)



I look up at the terminal, whirling around me. With the tattoo, it would be more simple to sell the idea that I was Heydon Pierce. At least for a short time. Maybe suffering from some kind of memory loss, unable to explain his whereabouts. If the parents were both blind, I might get lunch out of them. It even sounds like the kind of haywire soap opera lark I might have gone on, in Europe.

But in Parc Güell, Barcelona, or in Saint Charles in Marseille, I’d been exotic. When I was talking my way onto the yachts in Corsica, or into the convention centre in Cannes – and yes, even when I first met Clare in Naples – it had been so much easier to fool people into thinking I was someone else. Probably because it had been so much easier to fool myself. But after Paris, I’m not quite so convinced by my performance. And the less said about my motivation, the better.

When I glance down, the screen on my phone’s turned black, and for a second, I see myself clearly. The plaster on my cheek looks cynical, like part of a costume, and I can’t help but think of all the other ones I’ve worn. The flash suits and silly watches, the false aliases and phony docs. As well as the countless, nameless characters I’ve played, just to get me from A to B. They were never about getting off the grid, or getting even. And they weren’t about getting away with murder, either. You only churn through identities like that when you can’t stand the kinds of people you keep turning into.

So I light up my phone to decline Bobbie’s offer. Then I remember what she’d said last night, about her mother’s safe, her father’s ‘collection’ – how I’d walk in and out – and I find myself scrolling back through her messages. I’m about to swipe Instagram shut, to get rid of the temptation, when she sends me an address in Chelsea, followed by two four-digit numbers.


WTF is this?

My parents’ place. 1st is pin for dropbox on the door w/ the spare key. 2nd is the code for the alarm.

Delete this Bobbie, Jesus Christ.

Look. Everyone’s out paying their respects to her maj and Anya wont start supper util 6. Your giving me the fear and making me feel bad WHILE FLYING THROUGH THE AIR. Go and get something to eat, grab some cash out of my old room. It’s the one on the right, on the second floor. There’s at least a couple of hundred quid lying around. The place is empty for the next six hours at least. If you feel like stealing some of Miranda’s hideous artwork, then be my guest.



I stare down at the phone for a few seconds.
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I’ve got no intention of going along with Bobbie’s plan, if you can even call it that. But I’m not sure what I will do if I find her parents’ place empty. I buy an Oyster card with Bobbie’s tenner and the train rattles back into London. The address she’d given me was for a house on Tregunter Road, in Chelsea, somewhere I’ve never really been before. I walk slowly, soaking up the morning sun, my crumpled suit jacket slung over my shoulder.

The streets are wide and tree-lined, and the people seem used to the light, with tanned skin and lean, beach-ready bodies. I see sports cars and kids in private school uniforms, and when the glowing rich girls in their summer clothes go striding by, it’s like I don’t even exist. When I turn onto Tregunter, I stop. The traffic sounds of the main road fall away, and even the sunlight looks like it’s in HD.

The houses are cream-coloured and three-tiered, looking like oversized wedding cakes. It’s not the kind of street you live on if you’ve hit it lucky once or twice. Not even if you’ve come from good stock and swung the job. This is wealth, handed down in wodges, kept in the family at all costs. Places worth tens of millions of pounds. And it gives me the same feeling that the smiling blonde Bobbie in the picture did. It makes me wish I’d been born him.

I walk, dimly aware of a car starting up, creeping slowly down the quiet street behind me. When I glance over my shoulder, I see it’s a black SUV, and I flash back to the one Bobbie got into at the airport. I even stop and stare at it for a stupid second. It’s a tank-sized truck with tinted windows, but I can’t tell if it’s the same one I saw last night. I never got the plate, make or model, and the light had been too bad to see any real body detail. The one thing I did catch, that smashed wing mirror, was on the passenger side, currently obscured to me. The SUV crawls by and I let my eyes go dead, then look casually away. The driver puts their foot down and they tear off to the end of the street. The tyres skrrt when they take the corner.

From here, Bobbie’s house looks like it’s set over three storeys, like the rest of them. But once I’m through the wrought-iron gate and standing on the empty driveway, I count five. There’s a lower ground level, with some steps leading down to it, and, craning my neck, I see what look like windows from a converted loft.

There’s no way around the camera over the door, so I stare straight forwards when I ring the bell, listening close for sounds of life. When I don’t hear anything, I open the panel for the dropbox and input the code that Bobbie gave me. I feel a spark of something when the hatch pops open, because I almost can’t believe there’s a key inside. I take a step back, looking up at the house again, for any kind of clue why she hates them so much she’s sent me here. When I put the key in the door and turn it, I know Bobbie must have some kind of ulterior motive, but I can’t help myself, I do it anyway.

It opens onto a light hallway, with a bouquet of flowers in a vase at the foot of a grand staircase, straight ahead. The alarm starts beeping, and I input the second code, switching it off. When I kick the door closed behind me, there’s a sudden, golden hush, and my eyes go to the family pictures on the wall.

Bobbie looks like an outsider next to her much more straight older sister, and next to her mother, the actorly, dramatic-seeming Miranda. Miranda’s a severe, beautiful woman, who I think I half recognize from a film or two, here and there. The dad looks like some cock-sure city boy, now in his mid-sixties. There aren’t any pictures of Heydon at all. Or, so I think, until I see that smiling baby boy …

I run my hand across the oak banister at the bottom of the stairs, then turn left into what I guess is the living room. Or would they say lounge? A six-person corner sofa and a coffee table take up most of the space, with floor-to-ceiling windows looking out onto the street, letting the light in. I glance outside for the SUV but, happily, it’s not there. The room leads into an open-plan reading space with French windows. A fully furnished wooden deck and a leafy back garden, beyond.

I retrace my steps through the lounge to the staircase, erasing my fingerprints from the banister, walking past it into a study. It looks out onto the back garden as well, with a large bay window making an alcove in one corner, one big enough for a round, six-person meeting table. I wonder if this is the study that Bobbie mentioned, but I don’t start feeling behind paintings for a safe. I’m not playing Bobbie’s game. I just want to soak it all up, breathe the still mansion air. If I only get a few minutes here, then walking around’s more valuable to me than any loose change down the back of the sofa.

Backing out of the study, I see I’d missed another staircase, leading down, and I take it, to the lower ground level, coming to a second lounge that feels like a replica of the one upstairs, only more private, with no street view. Past that, I come to a show-stopping kitchen. The fixtures are stainless
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In the early hours of Saturday 17 December 2011, Zoe Nolan, a nineteen-year-old Manchester University student, walked out of a party taking place in the shared accommodation where she had been living for three months.
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