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Dedication

There are estimated to be only 5,600 wild tigers left globally, according to figures published by the WWF.
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Prologue

On screen the talk show host – Andrea Billingham, three-time BAFTA nominee for both daytime and factual entertainment – is dressed in a white flowing trouser suit and sits on a creamy sofa, under blinding studio lights. 

‘She’s fresh from her miraculous escape from the Thai jungle; please join me in saying, “Welcome back, Lila Wilde!”’

Beaming, she raises an arm to beckon on her guest. Applause fills the studio, the whoops and cheers of an unseen audience. Lila emerges from the side of the screen, peering around at her new environment like a zoo animal being exposed to the public for the first time.

It’s strange, watching myself on the overhead TV in the airport lounge. I remember being her – being that Lila, but looking at her now it’s like looking at a stranger. Her skin muddy with a patchy tan and pink patches where wounds are still healing. She’s been dressed in a khaki green jumpsuit and brown leather sandals. Even though I remember arriving in jeans and a T-shirt with a blazer. But, as with the lush monsteras in the corners of the studio, this get-up gives more of the impression the show is going for – that she is somehow carrying the jungle with her wherever she goes.

Which is true, but not in terms of her fashion choices.

I rub my hands over my arms, goose-pimpled from the airport’s overzealous air-conditioning. The marks have faded from pink to white now – the scratches and bites and scarring. But they’re still there, if you look closely enough.

Lila takes a seat, scanning the audience warily. I can’t remember what it was I was worried about. Who I thought might be there. Or what. But on screen, Lila looks afraid of … something. Twitchy and barely perching on the edge of her seat. The audience’s initial burst of welcoming applause dies off very quickly, ending with a few awkward claps and some muttering, which Andrea quickly replaces with her own voice.

‘Lila, how are you?’ the host asks, her perfectly painted mouth pulling down at the corners. She practises this expression of sorrowful sympathy in the mirror – you can tell.

‘I’m doing OK.’ Lila’s eyes are large and dark, reflecting a halo of studio lights. The eyebrows are drawn on and the eyelashes are fake but you can’t tell on camera. ‘Glad to be back home.’

‘I bet!’ Andrea flashes her veneers in a sympathetic grimace. She can probably smell the long-awaited award coming her way for this. ‘Does it feel real yet? That you’re really here, back in civilisation?’

I’m momentarily distracted from the interview by a man at the restaurant kiosk across the airport lounge throwing a bag of take-away onto the counter. He does it so hard that a coffee cup explodes in a shower of steaming liquid, which splashes all over his sandals. He starts to shout at the employee, about his order being wrong and, now, his feet being burned. I look back at the screen with a roll of my eyes.

A tiny crease appears on Lila’s tanned forehead, between the drawn-on eyebrows. ‘It’s never felt anything but real. Probably more real than my entire life up until I got on that plane.’

There’s a shift in the air. It’s not exactly as clear in the final recorded product as it was on the day. When I could hear the studio audience moving, muttering. When Andrea’s eyes narrowed sharply – which the cameras either didn’t catch or it got edited around. There’s no sharpness to her in the recorded version, no sign that she’s annoyed that her guest isn’t following the normal routine: agreeing and fawning, just happy to be there. To be alive.

‘You did lead something of a charmed life – I should say you still do, right?’

A flash of claws there. A warning to the Lila on that spotless sofa to stay in her place. I watch as that other Lila, a year back in the past, absorbs the sharp tone without rising to it. Instead she nods her head slightly. I remember saying to myself: ‘Don’t let them see you sweat, babe’ – one of my dad’s more useful catchphrases.

‘I do – obviously people like us, we have this kind of … insulation, from the world. We don’t really experience it as it is,’ Lila says, lightly, humbly. I’m still pleased with how it came out, actually.

Andrea laughs, doing a poor job of hiding her irritation that her bait hasn’t caused Lila to snap at her. ‘I’m not quite sure I’m in your league, Lila. My father wasn’t ever on the cover of Rolling Stone!’

The audience titters politely. Andrea clearly takes comfort in this, and shakes off the momentary annoyance of Lila’s disobedience.

‘What everyone in the audience is wondering, I’m sure, is what happened the day you were rescued. The people at home haven’t heard much about it, or to be honest, about anything that happened between the accident and the moment you came out of the jungle. You’ve been very tight-lipped, prior to today.’

On screen, Lila nods, still outwardly polite and peaceful. Inside I was a mess, trying to overcome the trauma I’d just experienced because I knew that if I slipped up in that interview, that would be it for me. A feeding frenzy would descend and Andrea would be the first of many to claim trophies from my hide. I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction.

‘It’s been quite a busy week, as you can probably imagine … I’ve been in the hospital and there have been travel arrangements to make, not just for me but for the others, the people who survived.’

Andrea nods, soft expression back in place. ‘And not everyone did, did they?’

‘No,’ Lila intones, flatly. ‘There weren’t many of us by the time we got out. But everyone already knows that part.’

Andrea ignores this last remark, a tiny jibe delivered in self-defence. ‘I imagine it was really hard for you all, but for you, the ordeal didn’t end with the rescue. We’ve seen there’s been quite a surge in online harassment since you were found … most of it aimed at you. How does that make you feel?’

Lila’s eyes wander to the ceiling, out of shot of the cameras but crisscrossed with wires and lights. I remember being fascinated by it. So like the canopy of the jungle, dense and dark and blocking out everything outside. Creating a smaller world within the real one. A world with its own rules. Its own predators.

‘Do you feel like it’s nothing, compared to what you’ve been through?’ Andrea presses, trying to get her attention back on the moment, on the hungry pack of cameras and the audience hidden in the undergrowth of chairs and shadows. ‘Does it surprise you – that it doesn’t hurt, after everything else that happened?’

‘Oh, of course it hurts.’ Lila shrugs, returning to the present, eyes flashing. This is where I should have held back, but I couldn’t anymore. ‘Is it not meant to just because I went through actual, physical pain? Mental torture? Nearly dying?’ Her laugh is paper-thin and anything but humorous. ‘It doesn’t matter what I went through or if it was worse than some comments online. I do still have feelings and those feelings can be hurt. But that makes me lucky, doesn’t it? Because if I was dead I wouldn’t get to read about how much of a stupid bitch I am and how much people wished I’d died. How much funnier it would have been. I wouldn’t have gotten to see all the hilarious memes people made about me burning to death or being torn apart by tigers.’

Silence reigns, like the coming of a storm. Is it shame, in that silence? Or anger that the joke has been spoiled? Lila pays no attention to the audience. Her eyes are fixed on Andrea. I remember how she looked at me then. I’d expected anger, or triumph, because she’d finally managed to make me lose control. But instead there was a flicker of something like understanding. Reluctant, but still there. She knew what it was like to be visible, like me. And how cruel the online and offline worlds were to women who dared to be seen.

Of course that flicker was smothered almost at once, like a spark falling onto cold dirt. Her expression hardening, reaching for the next challenge.

‘So, in answer to your question … it makes me feel lucky. That I lived long enough to be ridiculed for what happened. I mean … yeah. Part of it was my fault and part of it wasn’t but I am lucky. Because I’m alive … and unfortunately not everyone else can say the same.’

‘Do you feel guilty? That you escaped unscathed and so many other people didn’t?’ Andrea asks, eyes sharp and golden, unblinking.

I watch myself try and fail to contain the truth. ‘I feel guilty, all the time … but I didn’t escape unscathed. None of us did.’

The interview cuts to a break there and a ticker quickly takes over half the screen, flashing a reassurance that the ‘Lila Wilde one-year-on interview’ will be shown next, after a few words from their sponsor.




Chapter 1

‘I am never coming here again,’ I sighed, as the last one of our cases was deposited in the villa and I could finally relax. ‘Look at my hair! It’s so awful – I knew we should have gone somewhere with dry heat, like Egypt. Didn’t I say that? Dry heat! Babes, are you listening?’

Turning from the pile of luggage, I found Bryce snapping selfies by the patio doors. Beyond them was the infinity pool, sun loungers laden with pillows and throws and of course the palm trees on either side, framing the view of the bright blue ocean where it stretched from the edge of the pool all the way to the blindingly bright sky. One tiny fishing boat was bobbing in the middle distance, smaller than a mayfly. The only thing spoiling the perfect view. I took a moment to soak it in.

I smiled slightly, watching Bryce snap his pictures. That was the fun part of dating a normal person: you got to watch them react to all the cool stuff for the first time. They didn’t take stuff for granted and weren’t so jaded they’d bypass the view like we were in some boring hotel in Hull. Even after a lifetime of trips like this, I still got a little thrill every time I saw the sea glittering on some foreign shore. I couldn’t imagine being with anyone who didn’t.

Once I’d basked enough in the gorgeous view, I turned back to the pile of matching suitcases. I had work to do.

‘I need my straighteners.’ I started to dig through the luggage for my vanity bags. ‘I cannot function with my hair all fucked up, and I was going to record my yoga.’

‘Well then you better get it done soon because we’re going out later,’ Bryce said, putting his phone away. ‘The clubs on Bangla Road are meant to be insane. I don’t want to miss anything.’

‘Me neither – especially not after we flew all the way out here. But oh my God, this humidity! I literally just can’t. I should have just had my hair cut short, then I wouldn’t have to bother.’

‘You would never,’ Bryce snorts, and I run a hand through my long, blonde hair. He’s right. My colourist alone would never forgive me if I let her get me all the way to platinum and then sheared off all her hard work. Besides, my hair was part of my brand.

I finally found my straighteners and carried them off to the bathroom. I was already regretting not having the concierge unpack for us. But Bryce was full of worry about the staff stealing from rich tourists in places like this and I didn’t want him to be anxious, or have the hassle of replacing stuff. I mean, I could afford to but, God, setting up a new iPhone was exhausting without my assistant’s help. I found Bryce’s concern kind of endearing actually. He’d never been to anything more upmarket than a Hilton DoubleTree before we started dating. And even that was for his parents’ wedding anniversary. But it showed that he valued stuff a lot, and wasn’t about to go taking risks with it. Exactly the kind of guy I’d been looking for when we happened across one another.

In the bathroom I dropped my hair case on the white sofa and started hunting for outlets by the long champagne-coloured marble vanity. I plugged my straighteners in and left them to heat up on the side while I dug out my products, being careful of my nails – a fresh set I’d had done during the flight. Mariella, my nail tech, came out on my private jet to do them but she was on her way home now, so if I broke one I’d have to go to some random salon to get it fixed, and I didn’t want to have to put myself through that. On top of all the other stress of travelling and trying to look my best for work.

With my product bottles safely uncapped using a little plastic tool to save my nails, I went through my routine – spraying and creaming my long hair and clamping the iron to straighten out the frizzy sections until they were silky smooth again. It was, I already knew, going to take so much hairspray to keep them that way but it couldn’t be helped. Plus I thought it might help keep the bugs away.

While I double cleansed my face to remove my inflight skincare and then applied my post-flight routine, I could hear Bryce putting some loud music on and ordering a drink from room service. Still patting in my La Mer concentrate serum, I stuck my head out of the bathroom.

‘Can you get me a mojito, if you’re ordering?’ I asked. ‘Your girl is parched.’

‘Already ordered you one.’ Bryce shrugged. ‘’Cos I’m well-trained. I’ll tell you when they bring them up.’

‘Cool, thank you, baby.’ I smiled. ‘Can you get them to send more bottled water too? There’s never enough at these places and I have to get at least two litres in or my skin’s going to look dull.’

Bryce gave me a thumbs-up in the affirmative and picked up the remote for the concealed flat screen. The teak panels slid open at the touch of a button and he started jabbing at the control, switching channels and muttering about ‘kick-off’. I rolled my eyes fondly. Great. Football – the time thief. Still if it kept him out of my way while I did a teeny bit of filming, so much the better.

I shut the door for some peace and started going through my other cases. I’d chucked some PR packages into them before we left so I could do some promo posts while we were in Phuket. There was a new foundation (twenty-eight shades, full sizes in a ‘book’ made of cardboard, each one named after a romantic novel – totally extra) and some new lip glosses called Honey Bunny. That package turned out to be so heavy because each one was floating in its own jar of honey. Such a stupid gimmick – it was going to be so messy to get at them. I checked the note in the box and rolled my eyes. It was a non-edible slime, with plastic honeycomb. Almost like they wanted to fuck up my villa and make me have to call housekeeping to take the rubbish away sooner than usual.

Unboxing could wait for tomorrow, I decided. In the meantime I just did my basic makeup routine with my tried and true faves – colour corrector and BB cream, then concealer to brighten, a bit of blush and contour, bit more bronzer for the holiday vibes, obviously some golden highlight to give me a glow. Then a good lipstick and gloss combo on the lips, eyeshadow, heated lash curler, mascara, liner and set. I finished spritzing my face with setting spray and wondered if I needed to add some falsies, just to give myself a bit more of a ‘wow factor’. But no matter how natural they claimed to be I always feel like they showed on camera. So I left them for clubbing later. I’d just keep things natural for now.

‘Heading out to film!’ I called through to Bryce. ‘Where’s that drink?’

‘It’s coming!’ he called back, sounding vague. Obviously absorbed in his football. I rolled my eyes. It’d just have to wait until I was done filming. That’d be a welcome refresher anyway.

The infinity pool had big ‘stepping stones’ poking up through it as a footpath to the relaxation arbour. Just in the shallow end, so there was still plenty of space to swim. I liked the image of them online because they weren’t squared off or anything; they looked like real natural stepping stones. Even though they were obviously just pillars cast from some kind of concrete. But on film they’d look great.

I collected my tripod, camera, ring light and a bag of accessories and carried them over the stepping stones carefully. They were hot under my bare feet. The sun was really beating down and it had to be approaching thirty degrees already. The humid heat was worse than it was back in England, and somehow the air-conditioning keeping the villa crisp and frosty only made the outside world more unbearable.

The arbour, with its jade Buddha statue, water feature and frondy little plants, would make a great backdrop to a vlog and maybe the intro to a longer-form video. I was going to have my content editor, Alyssa, cut together all my footage later. Annoyingly she hadn’t been able to come and film with us because of her sister’s stupidly timed wedding, but I could handle it. Bryce was meant to be helping too but so far he’d been more interested in trying to get some stage time DJing at one of the clubs. I mean, fair enough, it wasn’t like watching me film was very interesting for him. He didn’t really get a lot of what I did for work and honestly I preferred that to being around someone in the business themselves. With all the infighting, criticism and competition that came with it.

With all the camera stuff set up I took the remote for it back with me and got changed out of my travel leggings and tank top into a camera-ready outfit. My stylist had gone running all over the place to find me a traditional silk sinh to bring with me. Obviously the best place to find a Thai skirt would be once I got to Thailand, but I needed it before so I could get my nails done the right colour or the whole thing would have been a waste of time. I wasn’t sure why it had taken so long to find one, or why it cost so much. It was just a wrap skirt, albeit with a ton of embroidery. Worth a thousand pounds? I doubted it. But it wasn’t like Dad was going to notice it on my credit card bill.

Dressed in my sinh and a cute cami, I found the singing bowl I bought at the airport to replace the one I’d forgotten to pack and took a lily from an arrangement in the bedroom to tuck behind my ear.

‘Filming now!’ I yelled, so Bryce wouldn’t interrupt me when my drink finally arrived. Then I positioned myself on the stepping stones and hit ‘record’ on the remote before tucking it into my bralette. I crossed the stepping stones with my head up, trying not to trip because the last thing I needed was to end up in the pool and have to redo my hair and makeup. It was a little tricky to keep the singing bowl up in front of me without my arms waving around as I tried to balance after each step. But I managed it.

At the other side I sat down with crossed legs, then got up again and repositioned the camera for ground-level recording. I took a few deep breaths and hummed, then picked up the sage bundle and my lighter. I got it specially customised for the trip, all done in silver, with an inset turquoise the size of a cocktail olive in a ‘hand of Fatima’ design. After wafting the sage around for a bit I lit a stick of incense and tried not to wrinkle my nose at the strong smell. I hoped it wouldn’t get into my hair. I did a few passes with the stick and then some chimes with the singing bowl. Then I sat with my eyes shut for a few moments in quiet contemplation.

‘Goal!!’ Bryce bellowed from the villa.

‘I. Am. Meditating!’ I yelled, glaring back across the pool.

There was no response, other than a few birds flapping away from the villa, and I settled myself and hoped that my cheeks weren’t too red now. Or else continuity would be a nightmare. A few more minutes of quiet reflection should give me the footage I needed. While I sat and waited it out, I mentally composed my voiceover: Here, in a peaceful corner of Phuket, not far from the gorgeous Patong beach, I’ve taken a moment to recharge after our flight. Travel might be deeply rewarding, but it can also take a toll on the spirit. With some cleansing sage, I can remove the negative energies of other travellers and realign myself with a traditional singing bowl, handcrafted in Tibet. Here I am fortunate enough to have a private meditational garden, where I can reflect in gratitude for our safe journey and retune myself with Mother Nature.

‘Babe!’

I opened my eyes and twisted my head around to glare at Bryce, hopping across the stepping stones in his flip-flops and airport casual gym shorts.

‘Bryce, I swear to God, if this is about football …’

‘I got a gig! At RAWR – for tonight. One hour set, starting at one.’ He beamed, the new veneers I’d paid for twinkling in the sunlight.

‘Oh … cool,’ I said, because it was his job after all and I did want to be supportive. Still, inside I was a little disappointed. I’d been hoping that he’d propose on this trip. Not be working. I’d dropped enough hints after all and caught him looking through my jewellery drawer – getting inspiration or finding out my ring size. I’d decided that I was done dating around and that Bryce was the best choice for me going forward. He was sweet, attentive and, best of all, he was just a normal guy. My dad had always said my mum was the love of his life, because she wasn’t about the rock and roll lifestyle. She was ‘just a girl from Highgate with a gorgeous smile, who loved him for him’ and that’s what made their marriage last. At least until she died, having me. Since then he’d married a couple of singers, a showgirl from Vegas, an heiress and most recently his new bassist. None of the marriages had held up. The bassist was currently dragging him through the courts for alimony. I sensed Dad would be putting out a new ‘best of’ album to try and recoup his costs on that one.

A wedding would also help to push my follower count up and give us so much stuff to post about. I’d been hovering at the 18.5 million mark for a while now, and a big wedding would push me over into the twenties. The sponsorships I could get for our honeymoon would be amazing. Plus Dad was starting to get keen on the idea of grandkids – his label must have mentioned something about it improving his image after he drove his car into that playground. It wasn’t even like there were kids there at the time.

‘I know, right?’ Bryce flicked his dark hair out of his eyes and grinned at me. ‘Guess this trip’s gonna be one to remember. I was worried we were just wasting time being away from the London scene.’

He flip-flopped back to the villa and I watched him go before turning back and roughly stubbing out the stinky incense on the flagstones. A waste of time? This was my job. My follower counts were growing by the day and since announcing the Thailand trip I’d had sponsorship offers from everything from shaving brands to slimming supplements. The hotel and the jet and everything else was coming out of my allowance. But from this trip I’d be earning a lot more than it was costing. All my own money, none of it belonging to my father.

I sighed. Bryce just didn’t get it. I didn’t want to be ‘Scott Wilde’s daughter’ forever. I wanted something of my own. Some kind of legacy to my name. Dad had his platinum records and his leather tour jackets framed in his office. His collection of mugshots from crashing his car or throwing a guitar off a roof while he was on a bender. He was infamous. Renowned. I wanted something like that. Something that said: ‘Lila Wilde was here’. I wanted to be remembered, to be famous.

Otherwise what was even the point in being alive?




Chapter 2

After filming, my mojito finally turned up and I sipped it lying in the shade on a lounger, letting time roll by as the afternoon slipped into early evening. During the flight I’d received a ton of DMs and notifications to follow up on. I had a social media manager, Emily, to do most of the heavy lifting on my profiles, but I still liked to do a few replies by myself. To keep things interesting and make it feel authentic. I tapped away sending hearts and praying hands to my followers, directing them to my affiliate links and forwarding messages from brands to my agent to negotiate collaborations. I noticed a few hate comments. Just the usual stuff, but Emily was meant to remove them all. I frowned, wondering if she was slacking off while I was away.


Lila ur so cuuuuuuuuuuuuute I would kill for your skin! – what moisturiser do you use????

Hey Hon, check my bio for the link on my affiliate page xx

Are you going to see elephants in Tieland?????

I hope so! [image: Image of arrow in circle.]

Ur mid and ur dads music sucks

*Snore*

Hope u get bit by a snake an die bitch

*Yawn* You need better material

Stfu and make me a sanwich!



I rolled my eyes and sent a kissy smiley face, then waited ten seconds so he’d see it, and blocked him. There were a few dozen more comments like that to go through, just on my most recent post. Emily really wasn’t doing her job properly. Still, I’d only made the post before we got on the plane, so by the time I got back from the club later I expected there’d be more comments. I tried to always comment at least twice for haters before blocking them, and had Emily do the same. It was all good engagement and it gave my fans reason to pile on, leaving more comments to boost my videos up the algorithm. Genius.

At the bottom of my emails was a message from Dad’s publicist, asking about my availability to appear with him at some premiere for one of his latest skanky girlfriend’s straight-to-streaming films. Like I needed to see her running around in a bikini with an assault rifle for another two hours of my life. I deleted the email and toyed with the idea of blocking the publicist but hey, it wasn’t her fault Dad was a dick. I hadn’t liked any of his wives or girlfriends – and I’d given up trying. They weren’t interested in me either. I was just competition for his money and press attention. Which was exactly why I planned to marry Bryce – just a normal, real person. Who could give me real love that I could believe in, the way another influencer or some industry hanger-on couldn’t.

‘Babes, what do you think?’

I looked up and found Bryce standing in front of me, gesturing to his outfit. He’d changed out of his travel clothes and into an open-collar Hawaiian shirt from Kenzo in a tiger pattern that I’d just bought him for the trip. Paired with green chino shorts and the Dior boat shoes I got him for his birthday. Most of his jewellery was back home, but he’d brought a few heavy gold chains and medallions along. The tiger head pendant around his neck was an anniversary gift last year – yellow sapphires, black and white diamonds. The chain alone weighed five hundred grams. Solid, twenty-four-carat gold. Dad nearly confiscated my cards over that one.

‘Great for RAWR, right?’ Bryce asked, turning and popping the collar of his shirt, looking at his reflection in the patio doors. ‘Or do we need to go shopping for something special?’

‘Looks good.’ I smiled at him, dropping my phone onto the lounger and shielding my eyes. ‘You’re going to knock ’em dead on stage.’

Bryce shot me a half-smile and looked me over. ‘And what’re you wearing?’

‘Haven’t decided yet.’ I shrugged. ‘I brought some really hot stuff though, so … shouldn’t take long to pick something out.’

‘Are you getting ready soon?’ Bryce pushed, looking edgy.

‘Is there a rush? I thought your set was at one? That’s hours away. I could start getting ready an hour from now and we’d still have ages to party before you’re due on,’ I said, raising an eyebrow.

‘Yeah but … you wanna enjoy the whole night, right? So we should go soon and make sure we find something to, you know … make sure we last ’til sunrise.’ Bryce shot me a look and flashed some teeth suggestively.

I didn’t usually have a problem with drugs. Like, hello, my dad was a rock star! I learned to roll a joint while he bounced me on his knee, and after his former drummer ODed at my tenth birthday party, he made sure I knew my limits. When I buy drugs it’s no different to buying a Birkin bag – I pay a lot for the genuine article from a reputable supplier. None of your ‘sold on the street’, ‘why is this is so cheap?’ stepped-on crap. But we were hundreds of thousands of miles from home and I didn’t have contacts here. We were just tourists and honestly I hadn’t planned on doing more than drinking. I had an image to protect and brand deals with ‘disrepute’ clauses. Doing drugs in public when anyone could sell the pictures or post them online was a no-no. I had to keep that shit for private parties – invite only. With people who had as much to lose as I did, if not more.

‘I don’t know … can’t we just get a couple of Red Bulls to stay clear-headed?’ I tried, pulling my legs up on the lounger and sitting lotus style. Bryce didn’t always get the whole ‘image’ thing so I opted for a different excuse. ‘I don’t want to be coming down for the rest of the trip, you know?’

‘So we’ll come down when we get home.’ Bryce shrugged. ‘Make the most of things while we’re here. No point coming all this way just to sleep, is there? And it’s Thailand, like … you don’t come here to not get high.’

He wasn’t going to drop it that easily then. Damn it. I was going to have to explain it, all over again.

‘It just seems like … maybe more trouble than it’s worth? I mean we don’t really know anyone here or how to get hooked up with this stuff, or what’s, like, available. I just don’t want to risk it. And if anyone saw me on something it’d just blow up my sponsorships …’ I trailed off when I saw Bryce roll his eyes. ‘Which are my income. You know, that pays for everything?’ I said, probably harsher than I intended to be. Especially as a lot of this trip was coming out of my dad’s pocket.

‘Fine.’ Bryce slumped his shoulders and looked put out. ‘Whatever. Red Bull it is then. But can you go get ready so we can get as much out of tonight as we can?’

I decided it was a fair compromise and shifted myself off the lounger. Bryce took my place, fiddling with his phone. I went inside to the villa’s master bedroom and opened my suitcases and garment bags on the enormous bed. I’d bought a lot of new stuff for this trip, but now we were actually here a lot of it wasn’t really what I wanted. A leather mini dress? In this heat? What had I been thinking? Maybe Bryce’s idea for a shopping trip wasn’t such a bad one. Though I doubted we’d find anything good in such a short amount of time.

I discarded dresses, shorts and skirts onto the pristine white bedlinens. Finally I settled reluctantly on an Oscar de la Renta crochet dress in rainbow ombré. It was at least made of cotton and only fell to mid-thigh so I’d be a bit cooler than if I wore a regular bodycon dress full of synthetics. I popped on some gold stiletto sandals and some bangles, each one sparkling with stones in all the colours of the rainbow, from Indian ruby to Tanzanian umbalite. Obviously I had to have chandelier earrings to match, dripping cold stones down to my shoulders. I put my hair up with a hair stick and left tendrils trailing down, then dusted myself with gold body shimmer and put on some slightly heavier, evening-appropriate makeup.

By the time I was done, Bryce was pacing about in the living area, on his second can of energy drink from the minibar. I was starting to wonder if he was nervous about the gig. He hadn’t had one before, not one that wasn’t just an open-mic spot. I cosied up to him and placed a kiss on his shoulder.

‘You’re going to do amazing, babe,’ I assured him.

‘Yeah, I know … let’s go now, OK?’ he said, and ushered me towards the door so quickly I barely managed to snag my gold clutch on the way out.

Outside of the villa the wall of heat was stifling. We got a taxi down to Bangla Road, because my shoes were very much not made for walking. But the car wasn’t air-conditioned and the traffic was insane, practically gridlocked and with horns constantly going off and drivers yelling as pedestrians and mopeds moved between the cars. The leather seat was burning my legs in my short dress and I was absolutely fuming that I hadn’t thought to get a private car and my driver sent over. I’d obviously spent too much time in New York and London, where getting a cab was easy and they all came with air-con.

I kept making eye contact with the driver by accident, via the rear-view mirror. I got the feeling he was looking at me funny and so I glared back at him, but he didn’t seem to notice. Or care. Just bobbed his head to the music blaring on the radio and chewed tobacco, waiting for the traffic to move.

Bryce drummed his fingers on his thigh, sweat dripping down into the collar of his shirt. The skin there was already red. I’d told him to use SPF when we were on the plane getting ready to land, but he’d waved me off. I, at least, had a tan already and factor fifty on top, but Bryce was pale as milk and blond into the bargain. He had Scandinavian blood in his veins and sunburn all across his shoulders. I’d be covering him in aloe by tomorrow – I knew it. Just like when we went to Ibiza. He’d sulk and moan and then peel and moan some more. Bless him, he never learned. I’d have to take him to Bulgari to cheer him up with something sparkly.

I looked out the window and spotted a family of monkeys – a big one and two babies, scampering about in the mouth of an alley. I opened my mouth to say something to Bryce, but then closed it again. They weren’t the sleek, exotic creatures of holiday TikToks – they were mangy and out of place, huddling together as the nightlife streamed past them on spiky heels and flash trainers. As the car moved on I saw more of them – rat-brown and fighting over rubbish, climbing on cars and being kicked at by pedestrians. It was horrible.

I thought of the perfect sea view from the villa, with its palm trees swaying in the breeze, and felt a stab of guilt. That view didn’t just cost my dad thousands of pounds, it cost these monkeys their home.

‘Just let us out here,’ Bryce said, after we’d gone maybe a hundred yards in fifteen minutes. He was already getting out of the car and I had to scramble to get money out of my bag, nearly bending a nail back in the process. I chucked a few hundred baht more than the fare at the driver and clambered out into the sticky air. Bryce took my arm and started steering me through the stationary cars, onwards towards the Phuket equivalent of the Las Vegas strip – Bangla Road.

It was impossible to miss. Like a cross between downtown in a university city and Camden market. The street was heaving already with people going back and forth between the multiple night clubs, sex clubs and shops selling everything from fake Gucci to light-up rave necklaces and fried food. Most of the people around us were tourists. I heard German, Spanish, Polish and other languages I couldn’t identify. All alongside a barrage of various UK, American, New Zealand and Australian accents. Most of the Thai people around were working: stallholders and hawkers, passing out club flyers or selling roses and cups of drink as they passed through the crowd.

‘Look over there,’ Bryce called over the crowd noise. I followed his gaze to the neon pink lights of a strip club, open to the street, where woman in bikinis were gyrating on poles, faces set in uninterested grimaces. I wrinkled my nose. If Bryce thought we were going in there, he had another thing coming. I was about to say as much when I was shunted from behind and felt something wet against my back. I turned in fury and found a cluster of lads, one of whom had just walked into me and spilled lager over my dress.

‘Watch out,’ he muttered, sullenly looking at his half-empty plastic cup.

‘Watch yourself,’ I hissed back.

‘Ey! Mate – that’s Lila Wilde,’ one of his friends blared, waving his drink in my direction.

‘You spilled your drink on Lila-fuckin’-Wilde!’ another of them jeered, half singing it like it was a football chant.

‘Can we get a picture?’ the first friend asked, grappling his phone out of his pocket.

I was torn between annoyance and obligation. Bryce pulled at my arm impatiently but I ducked away and entered the group of lads to take a quick picture. Though one of them put his hand very low on my back and they all squeezed in closer than was necessary. I was used to it and didn’t say anything. I didn’t want them going online to moan about how much of a bitch I was, after all. Not that it would be the first time someone got me to smile for a picture and posted it with a story about what a cow I was.

Wriggling my shoulders in my sticky dress, I caught up with Bryce who was a few steps away, hovering. I winced as the wet cotton clung to my skin, reeking of lager.

‘I’m going to have to go and change.’

‘Are you kidding?’ Bryce’s eyebrows shot up towards the sweaty edge of his hairline. ‘We only just got here and it took forever.’

‘My dress is wet,’ I hissed, wriggling in discomfort.

‘Babe, it’s like thirty-five degrees; you’ll dry in no time.’ He put his arm around me and kissed my cheek. ‘Plus, you look hot as fuck in it and I don’t want you to change because of that idiot.’

I sighed, but relented. He was right – I was going to dry out quickly in the heat.

‘Look at that,’ Bryce said, suddenly sounding excited.

I followed his gaze and at first was too stunned at the sight of a fresh fish stall in the midst of all the nightlife to realise he was looking past it to a little weed dispensary. It was really just a stall covered in jars containing pre-rolled joints, with a guy in front flagging people down and offering them ‘sativa’ and ‘Thai sticks’.

Weed, I knew, was legal in Thailand and just as when we visited Amsterdam and Los Angeles, Bryce was going to want to partake. I didn’t mind so long as he didn’t stink up the hotel room with it. I’d never been a fan of smoking it for that reason.

I already had money out by the time he turned back to me to ask for some. He looked like a kid in a sweet shop as he shot off to haggle with the stallholder. I made my way over behind him, in no real rush.

As I crossed the road in Bryce’s wake I staggered a little on my heels. The tarmac was cracked and uneven, and my stiletto lodged in a gap. I yanked my leg out and looked up in time to see a car headed right for me.

I expected it to slow but it didn’t. A yelp escaped me as I tried to rush the rest of the way across the street, nearly twisting my ankle as I went. I barely got out of the way in time. The side of the bonnet actually caught my bag as I leapt out of the way. The driver didn’t even seem to care. My heart was hammering and I was too shocked to yell after the party Land Rover driver who had so nearly run me down. No one around me seemed in the least bit surprised. It was as if it hadn’t happened at all.

I’d been honked at for jaywalking in New York, had cars screech to a halt to avoid me as I ran after an Hermès scarf in Milan, but this was different. I’d nearly been hit. The driver hadn’t seemed to care if I was still in the way or not. Like I was just a rat scuttling under his wheels.

Now really shaken, and even more pissed off than I was at having been splashed with beer, I joined Bryce and wrapped my arm tightly through his for comfort. He didn’t seem to have noticed what had just nearly happened to me. Instead he had a fistful of joints, wrapped in brown rolling papers, and I could see the edge of a baggie poking out through his fingers. I considered mentioning what had just happened but with the adrenaline fading it just seemed like I’d be spoiling the night for no reason.

‘What did you get?’ I asked pointedly, eyeing the baggie.

‘Just a few smokes for tomorrow, by the pool. Indica.’ He shrugged.

‘I meant the bag.’

He flashed innocent blue eyes at me. ‘Bag?’

I just glared at him until he broke. ‘Yaba. It’s basically a caffeine pill – don’t worry about it. I mean, it’s like a hundred baht – that’s, what, a couple of quid? Not sure what you think I’m getting for that.’

With no idea what that was, I couldn’t really start an argument. And yes, it didn’t seem like he’d be able to get hard drugs for less than the price of a small coffee. So I let Bryce steer me towards a club with a massive three-dimensional elephant on the outside. But while we waited in line I took out my phone and googled ‘yaba’.

The searches popped up a lot of info and I tapped the top result. Yaba, known by many names, including the charming ‘Nazi speed’, was in fact not ‘basically a caffeine pill’. It had caffeine in it, but also contained methamphetamine and God knows what else. I glanced at Bryce and saw him pop a pill as red as a Skittle between his lips. Tonight was going to be a long one. I just knew it.




Chapter 3

We hit three clubs in quick succession, getting drinks and dancing a little at each one. Bryce was edgy and eager to see everything. He didn’t want to ‘settle’ on a place and miss somewhere better. It was a bit like being out with a hummingbird. We’d barely stopped at a bar before he was downing his drink and suggesting we move along. I wasn’t entirely sure if it was just the excitement and overstimulation of Bangla Road or the pills he’d taken. I told myself that stuff probably wasn’t even real – just some sugar pill for selling to idiot tourists.

I wasn’t managing to convince myself, and to be honest I was getting a bit worried that Bryce was going to crash hard later.

The clubs were good, but nothing out of this world. Basically the same as the places I’d been partying in since puberty. Lights, thumping music and crowds of people looking to dance, grope and drink their way into tomorrow. At least the drinks were cheap and the music was good. But it was hot on the dance floor, with all the people packed in.

As we waited to get into RAWR ahead of Bryce’s set – a flashy club that was all gold filigree outside and pulsing purple lights – Bryce ducked off to get us some drinks from a street vendor. He returned with plastic cups of Coca-Cola jingling with ice.

‘There, can’t get dehydrated can we?’ he said, toasting me and gulping it down.

‘Can we have the ice here?’ I asked. I hadn’t bothered to look that stuff up. It was never usually an issue because in the places we stayed it was just expected that all the water was bottled and imported – even the stuff used to make ice. That’s what I was paying for – the best.

Bryce shrugged. ‘Looks fine to me. Don’t be racist.’

‘I’m not! I just don’t want to spend the next few days camped out in the bathroom,’ I snapped. But Bryce shot me a look that said he didn’t believe me. Was I being prejudiced for doubting the water quality? I mean, we were in the city, not out in the boonies. It was probably fine, right?

I took a sip and made a face. It tasted like Coke but it was too sweet and there was something vaguely medicinal about it – it reminded me of cough sweets. Probably some knockoff version. Though I’d always thought Coke tasted really weird in America because they used corn syrup in it there. Maybe this was the same deal?

‘What is it?’ I asked. ‘Coke?’

Bryce shrugged. ‘Kratom.’

‘Which is … ?’

‘I don’t know, babe – it’s probably just watered-down Coke, or like … local Pepsi or something.’

I drank it because I was sweaty and hot from dancing and just, you know, existing in the sweltering climate. Bryce finished his first and dumped our cups in a bin when I was done. We finally reached the head of the line and I paid for us to get in, because apparently DJing didn’t get Bryce free entry, or a plus-one.

Although the outside of RAWR was designed like a golden temple, inside things were much more modern. The steps, walls, booths and the bar, along with every other available surface, were outlined in brightly coloured neon strips. Most of the furniture was clear Perspex and what wasn’t was mirrored. It gave the illusion that the club went on forever, a funhouse of swirling lights, reflections and screens pulsing with repeating patterns, as if trying to hypnotise everyone dancing below.

The bar, bathed in a deep purple glow, was rammed with people buying drinks and waitresses collecting bottles for the booths and the VIP section. I got myself a cocktail and Bryce a beer, but as I turned to hand it to him, I realised he wasn’t behind me. Exasperated, I scanned the crowd and eventually spotted him. He was between two guys in beige uniforms, and it looked like they were trying to herd him out through a set of doors marked with ‘no entry’ symbols.

I discarded my drinks on the bar and dived through the crowd towards him. By the time I got close to them, Bryce was struggling against the two men and one of them was holding up the baggie of yaba pills, waving it at him. My
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