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Prologue

In the sweltering, diesel-filmed heat, we drove down the clanking ramp of the car-ferry, tyres hitting Moroccan concrete. The smell of fish and something spiced drifted in through our open windows.

We were a convoy of just two vehicles, boards strapped to our roofs. A strange family of sorts. We had no plans to pause in the hot blast of the city, so, pedal to the floor, we headed for the coast.

We’d dreamed of the waves we’d find in Morocco – built from stories and photos and tales of other surfers – but we’ll all remember the first glimpse of swell rising from the horizon, ready to hit the African continent. They were storming walls of water that shouldered into the bay, feeling for reef then cracking open in perfect, peeling lines.

Overflowing with adrenalin, we were too impatient to watch and learn where the rips pulled and how the peaking tide steepened the faces. We just needed to be in that wild howl of blue.

The first waves we paddled for let us ride them. We sprang to our feet, sun in our eyes, the roar of blood in our ears, hollering and whooping each other’s rides. As the tide dropped, the waves began to hollow, slamming us gracelessly into the pit. We paddled to shore that day, exhausted but laughing, salt burning our sinuses, justice served.

In those first weeks, we surfed endlessly. Morocco was blue skies, white heat, and the cold bite of the Atlantic swells. It was driving empty dirt tracks, hunting for fresh waves, plumes of dust clouding behind us. It was torn flatbreads eaten with our hands, the slide door of the van open to the ocean. It was wood-smoke and hashish stinging our eyes as we sat cross-legged around a fire.

We were happy. It was such a pure, easy happiness – just friends, waves, and sunshine. It’s hard to accept it’s over.

Harder still to believe what we did.

Now, we must live with the memories. The crack of gunshot in a moonlit desert. The iron-scent of blood pooling on the sand. A body rolled within a beach towel, stiffening in the deep Moroccan night.

The waves roll on, but the dream is finished.

We killed it.
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Bea locks the bathroom door and leans her back against it. The heat feels solid, immoveable. Sweat prickles across her brow beneath the thick layer of make-up.

She focuses on her breathing, trying to deepen the shallow draw of breath – but she can take only small sips of air because of the boning of the floor-length gown she’s been dressed in. God, she longs for her loose T-shirt and denim shorts, which are hanging on a wardrobe rail. She wants to pull on her own clothes and walk out into the thrust and bustle of Marrakesh.

But everyone on set is waiting – the other models, the photographer, his assistants, the art director, the lighting team, the stylist, the make-up artist. She’s been in Morocco for twenty-four hours and has only travelled from airport to hotel to set. She doesn’t know which way the mountains lie or the direction of the coast. She’s not wandered through colourful markets, nor learned how to greet people in their own language. She is here – but not here.

In her damp palm, her phone continues beeping with notifications. She sinks down onto the closed toilet seat and unlocks the screen.

Messages from her agent flood through. There’s a schedule for next week’s castings and fittings when she returns to London. She pictures herself zigzagging through the city, standing in lines of jittery girls waiting to be judged, or shivering in cool fitting rooms, a tape measure snaked around her hipbones. Dates and times and locations swim before her eyes. It feels like she’s riding a carousel, spinning faster and faster, shrill music blasting so loudly that no one can hear she’s begging to climb off.

A WhatsApp message flashes up from her mum. Bea feels the briefest lifting of her heart – a butterfly wing of hope. She’s heard almost nothing in the weeks since her mum moved to Spain.


Hello from Málaga! Babe, d’you mind pinging me a grand? Just to tide me over. Things are a bit tight while we’re getting set up out here. You’re a peach!



Bea stares and stares at the message, tears pricking the inner corners of her eyes. She presses her teeth together, her thumb hovering over the phone as she thinks of and discards a dozen replies.

With a sigh, she deletes her mum’s message and turns off her phone.

She stands. A head rush sends black dots whirling in front of her eyes, the floor wavering beneath her feet. She reaches out, a hand pressed to the stall door. She’s not eaten today, and it takes several seconds for the dizzying sensation to pass.

Beyond the bathroom, she hears fast, clipped footsteps approaching. They halt outside, and there’s a sharp drill of knuckles against wood, the jangle of bracelets. ‘Bea? Everyone is waiting.’

She reminds herself how she needs to be: bright and pleasing and compliant.

She drags in a breath. Straightens. Then unlocks the door.

*

The photographer crouches, lens focused on Bea. ‘Go!’

The two Russian models she’s working with begin to walk towards the camera. Bea, a second late, starts to move. She crosses the ornate tiled floor in four-inch heels, trying to work a smile into her features. Click. Exaggerate the sway of her hips. Click. Lift her chin. Click. Click.

She sees the furrow of the photographer’s forehead above his camera. ‘Again!’

Bea feels the hot pinch of a blister as she returns to the start point. They are shooting in a riad in Marrakesh, and the heat is engulfing, throbbing between the high walls. Sweat slides down the backs of her knees.

The photographer squints at the monitor, then looks up. His gaze searches out Bea. ‘Make it sexier.’

Heat spreads up her neck. The two models glance at her, then look away.

Sexier, she tells herself as they are given the command to walk.

The Russian models saunter. They toss their hair; they smile – all white teeth. Bea tries to do the same. She drags the corners of her mouth upwards and attempts to add a jauntiness to her movements, but she feels awkward, stiff, overly aware of her limbs. She is good at her job usually, able to mould herself into the image a photographer or client or casting agent wants to see. Not today.

The art director’s gaze flicks warily to the photographer, who is now shaking his head. The two begin conferring in whispers, turning their backs to the models.

Everyone’s been on set since first light, and it is now approaching midday. The heat is relentless, and they are behind schedule.

‘Let’s take five,’ the art director says with a tight smile. ‘Sacha, we need a make-up refresh on Bea.’

Sacha unfolds himself from a stool with a sigh. He gestures impatiently to the vacated seat.

Bea comes to him. Sits. Her dress tightens across her ribs, forcing her to perch pin-straight. Sacha doesn’t talk as a series of brushes and powders are swept across her face.

She’s not vigilant enough and catches her eye in the mirror. The make-up is heavy, deep contouring sharpening her cheekbones, a slash of red lipstick widening her mouth. She can see the protrusion of her collarbones and the sharp points of her shoulders. Her hair has been scraped from her face into a high bun that’s pulling at her temples. Her thick brows have been exaggerated and combed so that she is all edges and angles.

She stares, wondering how this face can be hers when she recognises nothing of herself. She looks and looks until her features distort and bleed. ‘Who are you?’

Sacha draws back the blusher brush. ‘What?’

She blinks, realising she must have spoken aloud. ‘Nothing.’

The hair stylist is upon her now, running clammy hands over her bun, tucking in stray stands. Bea tries not to flinch.

Beyond her, she can hear the tinkling, light sound of the water fountain at the centre of the riad. She wonders how cool the water is, how the jets would feel running down her collarbone. She peers beyond Sacha’s make-up brushes, needing to glimpse it.

A tiny bird dips into the water, washing itself and sending a spray of droplets from its delicate wings. She stares at its fragile legs, its miniature beak, its perfect, black bead eyes. It looks joyful as it shakes again, then lifts off, leaving the heat and stillness of this place behind.

I need to leave, she thinks. It is a whisper of thought.

The photographer, his assistant, and the art director are now crowded around the monitor, studying Bea’s enlarged image.

‘Do something with the eyebrows,’ the photographer tosses at the make-up artist. ‘Tame them.’

The art director is pointing at the screen. ‘I’m more concerned about this.’

She is indicating the waist of Bea’s dress, where the fabric is bunching.

Bea knows what they’ll be thinking: that she’s put on weight since last week’s fitting. But how can she? She’s barely eaten. She had a light dinner last night – no carbs – and skipped the hotel breakfast this morning, even though her stomach rumbled at the smell of the fresh, buttery pastries.

Her fingernails dig into her palms. Sacha tells her to close her eyes, and she feels the press of eyeliner being dragged across the roots of her lashes.

The air thickens with the sweet, chemical vapour of hairspray, and Bea feels like she cannot breathe. There is not enough air. Her skin is too hot, the dress too tight. Sweat pools underarm.

She wants to pull away, run. Leave this stool. Leave this riad. Leave this shoot.

She hears her mother’s voice: We do not quit.

She hears her agent’s voice: There are a hundred girls waiting to take your place.

She listens for her own voice, hears the faintest whisper: Leave…

‘It’s her eyes,’ the photographer is saying. ‘There’s no light in them.’

She tries to draw herself away from her body, separating herself. It is a trick she’s learned over the years to make this job easier. Because then it is no longer her – Bea – whose eyes hold no light, whose brows look too masculine, whose waist is too wide, whose body isn’t sexy enough. The hands all over her won’t feel like an invasion, as she will be somewhere else.

But today, she cannot quite manage it. The voices and hands and gazes and heat and hunger are overwhelming. 

‘I need to—’ She pushes off the stool.

She moves unsteadily on her heels, desperate to find somewhere cool, quiet. But there is nowhere to go – the riad crawls with people. She passes the Russian models, who smile tightly. She aims for the marble fountain, which is cloaked by colourful climbing plants.

Bea plunges her hands into the cool water. Sighs with the relief.

Somewhere behind her, she can hear the photographer calling time on the break. She doesn’t move, just stays as she is, breathing slowly, her fingers swirling in the water.

She hears someone close at her shoulder saying, ‘We’re restarting.’

Perhaps she answers ‘Okay’, because the person leaves. She removes her hands from the fountain and begins unbuckling her left shoe, then the right. Freed, she stretches and wriggles her bare toes. Then she hitches her dress and steps into the fountain.

Cold water kisses her swollen, blistered feet. She can feel the faint slick of algae beneath her toes and scrunches them. She knows the bronzer that was lavishly applied to her too-pale skin this morning will be starting to run.

It feels so good, this cool, dark water around her legs, being surrounded by living, breathing plants. She needs more of it. She stretches forward, putting her face into one of the arcing jets. It pitters against her forehead, runs down the sides of her nose, into her mouth. She tips back her head and it pours into her hairline, runs down her scalp, her neck, her shoulder blades.

Then she lowers herself into the water. The fabric of her dress darkens and billows.

Distantly, she is aware of someone gasping.

Another voice shrieks, ‘The dress!’

But the words wash over her, because Bea has finally succeeded in dislocating herself. Her body is lying there in the cool, still water, her skin grateful to be drenched. But she – she is floating somewhere above, in that wide, blue sky with the tiny bird and, for a moment, she smiles, light finally in her eyes.
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‘Do you know how many girls would kill to model for that client?’ Madeline asks.

The phone is hot against Bea’s cheek as she sits on the floor of her hotel room. She’s scrubbed the make-up from her skin and washed the product from her hair. Now it hangs wet at her back, soaking into her cotton T-shirt.

‘If you’re having a difficult time – then you talk to me. We work it out. I explain to the client.’ A pause. ‘But you do not climb into a water fountain in a £9,000 couture dress.’ Madeline lets the silence bleed.

Bea’s never done anything like this. She turns up on time. She is polite to clients. She doesn’t complain if there is nowhere private to change or if pins have been left in an outfit. She accepts the bookings she’s told to. She walks the runways, smiles and juts her hips for the cameras.

Madeline continues, ‘Your portfolio is building. You’ve been getting booked for great jobs. Your star could really start to rise’ – a pause – ‘but not if you ever, ever, pull a stunt like today again. I need to know you’re taking this seriously. That you want this.’ A longer pause. ‘Do you? Do you really want to be a model?’

Bea pushes herself to her feet. She crosses the room, passing the hotel mirror over which she’s draped a thin scarf to block her reflection.

She anchors herself at the window and looks out across the rooftops of Marrakesh. Below, tourists and locals are moving, talking, buying, selling, hustling, living.

Do you really want to be a model?

She didn’t choose modelling. It chose her. It was a wet Saturday morning in a shopping centre in Reading. A scout spotted her and introduced herself to Bea and her mother, explaining about the agency and inviting her for a test shoot. Bea had searched for a group of schoolkids laughing, certain that it must be a joke. Models were meant to be beautiful – and no one had ever used that word to describe her. She was gangly, all elbows and knees. Her brows were wild and bushy. Her eyes were so spaced apart that the girls in her class called her Space-Bea.

After the scout had left, Bea’s mother had taken her for lunch at Nando’s and been so animated, her face blooming with excitement at the prospects unfolding before her daughter – world travel, designer clothes, money – that Bea mistook it for her own excitement.

Did she ever enjoy it? There were moments of camaraderie backstage where she’d laugh with the other models. There was her mother sitting in the front row of her first show, clapping. There was a buzz of being cast by a big designer. But mostly, she finds it lonely and exhausting. The daily battle to stay thin enough. The disillusionment of being told what is right and what is wrong with her appearance – and having no influence to affect those things. The guilt of earning more than nurses and teachers when she is merely a walking clothes hanger.

Yet this is a career other girls long for. There are TV shows dedicated to people realising their dream of becoming a top model. Bea is meant to be shimmering with happiness and confidence. So what is wrong with her? She is only twenty-three. This life should feel fresh and exciting and full of a whirl of emotions and experiences. Yet she feels…

She stares through the window, wondering what it is she feels. She tries to push it open, let the noise of the city flood into the room, but there’s a safety lock. She flattens one hand against the cool glass. It is like she is swimming underwater. The rest of the world is right there, wavering out of reach.

‘Bea?’

She blinks, attention returning to the phone.

Madeline waits for an answer.

All Bea knows is that if you stay underwater, eventually, you drown.

She presses the phone close to her mouth. ‘I don’t want this.’

Bea yanks the scarf from the mirror, loops it around her neck, then grabs her rucksack – and leaves.

She hurries through the hotel lobby, causing a woman in a jade headscarf to glance up from her paper. She skirts two tourists returning from the medina, laden with shopping bags, and heads for the reception desk. 

‘I’m checking out early,’ she explains, handing in her key. She can’t stay here with the risk of crossing paths with the team from the shoot. She’ll find somewhere else for tonight and fly back to London tomorrow as planned.

Her passport is returned, and Bea slips it into her rucksack. And then she is walking outside, into the bright slap of the day as the noise of the medina floods in. A cacophony of music, voices, the shuffle and step of hundreds of feet, the cries of hawkers, calling, ‘Lady, lady…’

Bea drifts through the throngs of people into the main square, eyes widening as she absorbs the chaos and colour pulsating around her. Tinkling music draws her attention towards a woven basket, from which a snake emerges, tongue flickering. A teenage boy appears at her side, hawking a string of embroidered bags. Two live chickens squawk as they’re carried by their feet by a young girl in tan sandals.

Bea grips the straps of her rucksack, regretting its weight. Ahead, a stooped man in a djellaba pushes a juice cart decorated with Moroccan flags. She watches thirstily as the machine juggles golden oranges into a press. She’s not drunk or eaten all day and feels hollowed out.

She fishes in her pocket for some dirhams and hands them to the man. 

In return, he passes her a tall glass of fresh juice. ‘Bisaha ou raha,’ he says with a beaming smile.

She puts the glass to her lips. Nectar. Her eyes close as she finishes the drink, wiping the juice from her mouth with the back of her hand. She thanks the seller, feeling the juice working through her like liquid sunshine.

Two young men are standing nearby, leaning against a pillar, talking. The taller one, who wears a red football shirt, pushes his sunglasses onto his head to look at her. He grins, revealing crooked front teeth. She nods, moving on, passing a row of traders who have their wares laid out on the ground, selling silver trinkets, woven hats, and carved wooden pots.

Bea lets the tide of people carry her. The air becomes richly scented as she enters the spice souk. Mounds of saffron and turmeric and cinnamon wait to be scooped into paper bags, the hot, still air punctuated with their aroma.

The medina feels impossible to navigate, a warren of narrow alleyways, shaded tunnels, and wooden doorways leading her deeper and deeper. She weaves onwards, thoughts swirling in the heat, raking back through the day. She replays the gasps as she climbed into the fountain, every pair of eyes on her.

She imagines the icy response when her mother hears she’s quit. What now, hotshot? she’ll ask.

Bea doesn’t know what comes next. There’s no home to return to now that her mum has left. The few things she owns are in storage. She books cheap hotel rooms when she’s in London. She doesn’t own a flat. There are no family members or friends to crash with. She thinks of the remaining £2,000 in her bank account and wonders how long it’ll last.

The heat intensifies, overwhelming her. Sweat gathers at her lower back, trapped between her skin and rucksack. She glances left and right. Turning, she has no idea where she is or how to exit the medina. She needs space. Cool air. Somewhere she can sit in the shade and take her bag from her shoulders. It feels like she’s wandered deep into a maze, the alleyways narrowing and darkening.

She wipes at her hairline as she looks about her. The tourists have disappeared, the stalls ended. She’s not been concentrating, her thoughts circling hotly, and now she realises she is completely lost.

She turns on the spot. She is alone in this crumbling, concrete space, which smells of diesel and the faint ammonia tang of urine. There is no one to ask for help.

Bea pulls at the scarf at her neck, hoping for air to reach her. She walks on, uncertain about the direction she’s chosen. The alleyway has narrowed, and she feels enclosed on all sides.

A spider sense crawls slowly up her spine: she is not alone.

She keeps walking, but she can hear footsteps behind her.

She listens. Two sets. The deep walk of men.

The backs of her arms stud with goosebumps.

She catches the smell of cigarette smoke, hears something wet hitting the ground. Spit?

Then a male voice calls to her, ‘Hey lady. You lost?’

‘No,’ she says, without stopping, without turning. She speeds up, hands gripping the straps of her pack.

The footsteps keep pace.

Her heart begins to pound, rushing high in her chest. She passes an old generator lying on its side, abandoned. The next two doorways are shuttered, and ahead there is a wall. She knows instinctively that this isn’t a part of the medina she is meant to be in.

‘Lady, we help you.’

She must turn. There is no choice. She has come to a dead end.

She swallows. Steels herself. She turns slowly, knuckles white.

Two dark-haired men are blocking her path. The first is shorter than her, with thin black hair cut jaggedly around his forehead. He has quick, dark eyes and a restless energy as he moves from foot to foot.

His companion is taller, face unshaven, wearing a red football shirt that is torn at the sleeve. A cigarette hangs from the corner of his mouth. He is wearing sunglasses on his head – and smiles, revealing crooked front teeth.

A cold fear creeps across her shoulder blades: she recognises these men from the square.

She’s been followed.

The man in the football shirt watches her hungrily. His eyes scan her body. She feels a primal bolt of fear, age-old: she is a woman, alone. Take my things, she thinks, but please, don’t touch me.

‘Where are you going, pretty lady?’ he asks, taking a step forward. If he reached out now, he could touch her.

‘To meet my husband,’ she says – but even to her, her voice sounds young and insincere.

His eyes go to her left hand. No ring. He smirks.

‘We take you to him,’ the smaller man says, jiggling on the spot. ‘Maybe he give us reward for returning you?’ He laughs to himself, and the sound is unnerving.

She knows immediately that this is not going to be a simple theft. Speed is the tool of the thief. Blood whooshes in her ears as a cold, deep fear seeps into her bones.

There is nowhere behind her to turn or run – and two men blocking her path ahead.

‘Your bag – it look heavy,’ the smaller man says. ‘We help you with it.’

Her mind scrabbles frantically, working out what to do. She decides to play along. ‘Thank you.’ She removes the bag from her shoulders and hands it to the smaller man with the jagged haircut.

He looks pleased with himself as he sets it squarely on his shoulders. He tries to catch his friend’s eye, as if saying, I’ve got it. Let’s go.

But the man in the football shirt is still looking at her, his gaze trailing down her face, moving slowly over her body. She is grateful for the thin scarf covering her neck and chest.

He removes the cigarette from his mouth and flicks it to the ground. Then he reaches forward and pinches the end of her scarf. Eyes on her, he slowly unravels it from her neck. His breath reeks of smoke, and there’s an unwashed earthy smell to his skin. Once the scarf is uncoiled, he lets it fall to the ground between them.

With her neck exposed, Bea instinctively moves her fingers to cover it. They touch the gold chain her mother bought for her when she got her first modelling job, the letters of Bea’s name spelled in gold italics. She remembers the box it came in, like opening an oyster shell revealing a pearl. Her mother had written, To my daughter, the model.

As the man’s gaze lowers to her necklace, she instantly regrets touching it, drawing attention there.

‘Very nice,’ the man says with a smirk. Then his eyes harden. ‘Take it off.’

She doesn’t move. Doesn’t tell him no.

He laughs. ‘I do it.’

The threat is not an empty one – she can see that in his eyes.

The man with the jagged haircut glances over his shoulder, hissing something in Arabic. Although she cannot understand his words, she senses what’s happening isn’t in their script.

The man in the red football shirt ignores him, eyes fixed on Bea. ‘Now.’

Her fingers fumble with the clasp, but her hands are clammy, fingertips damp.

He watches her struggling, enjoying himself.

The clasp opens, and she removes the necklace, feels the light touch of it leave her skin like a physical loss. She holds it out.

The man signals to his jittery friend – who scuttles forward and takes the necklace from Bea’s hand. He backs away again, his shoulders rounded beneath Bea’s pack.

The man in the football shirt raises a nicotine-stained finger and brings it towards Bea’s neck. ‘What else will I find?’

He touches the clavicle of her throat, and the sensation feels like a gun is pressed there. All she can hear is her own heartbeat, frantic, thundering blood around her body, priming her to fight or take flight.

His finger trails across her collarbone. He stares at her through narrowed eyes – and she sees nothing but hatred. Her stomach turns to ice.

She pulls herself physically from her body. It is no longer her. She is above the scene. Separated. Watching as his finger slides from her collarbone down over her right breast, squeezes at her nipple. He becomes rougher as both hands grab her by the hips, pushing her hard against the wall, the back of her skull smacking against it.

There is a shout. Someone is hollering, rushing into view.

Both men jerk around.

A dark-haired Western woman is yelling in commanding French, her teeth bared. She is brandishing a knife, pointing it threateningly at the men.

The man with the jagged haircut turns on his heel. Runs. The other lowers his hands from Bea’s hips and faces the woman.

Bea sees now how small she is. She can be little more than five foot. She wears dark harem pants and a tan cross-body bag and is a few years older than Bea. Despite her stature, her arms are muscular, eyes narrowed dangerously.

She wonders if the man, too, notices this fierceness as he raises his palms, offering submission. He takes a step away from Bea.

The woman watches hawk-like as he moves past her, retreating. He smiles his slow, crooked smile, as if saying, Congratulations, you have won.

She continues to point the knife at him, holding it steady, eyes never leaving his.

He shrugs and then, in a burst of movement, his left hand shoots out. He knocks the woman’s wrist and the knife flies from her grip, clanging onto concrete.

The man wraps his hand around the woman’s throat, and with a single step, he has her pinned against the wall. He says something close to her ear in French.

The woman’s eyes bulge, but she fights – kicking out, clawing, but his grip is iron.

Bea stands there, frozen.

Both his hands are on her throat now. He is choking her!

She hears a raw, strangled sound escaping the woman’s lips as she struggles for air. It reaches deep into Bea, seizing her by the shoulders, shaking her into action.

The knife! It’s lying discarded on the ground. It has a wooden handle, a sharp silver blade.

The woman’s face is turning bright red. Veins swell at her temples.

He is going to kill her.

No, Bea thinks. This cannot happen.

Bea snatches up the knife, then lunges towards the attacker. There is no thought – just motion.

She plunges the knife into the side of his neck. Feels the hard gristle of flesh and ligaments and tendons.

The man screams, a high, shocked shriek. He whirls, swatting at his neck.

His fingers meet the handle. His expression is one of horror. He looks from the knife to Bea, disbelief stretching his features.

Then he wrenches the knife out of his neck.

It clatters to the ground, the blade glistening with fresh blood.

Bea sees the man staggering backwards until he meets the alleyway wall. An awful jet of jewel-red blood pumps from the wound, arcing away from his body.

His fingers press against it, and in moments, his hand turns slick with blood.

His eyes are wide with shock. He opens his mouth as if he’s going to say something, but an awful gurgle comes out. He lurches, the wall catching him. Then she watches as his legs seem to give way, his body sliding down the wall, blood darkening his football shirt.

Bea stands there, frozen.

Behind her, she hears the woman’s voice. ‘Come on!’

It takes a moment for Bea to register that the woman is talking to her.

She stares, mute.

The dark-haired woman scrabbles for Bea’s discarded scarf. She bundles the bloody knife within it and shoves it beneath her arm.

With her free hand, she grabs Bea’s fingers and, together, they run.
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Their breath comes fast and shallow, feet pounding concrete as they race through winding alleyways.

Ahead, they spot a growing crowd and slow their pace, weaving into the throng of tourists.

Bea’s heart punches at her ribcage. She glances at the woman at her side, who walks fast but without appearing to rush. Red finger marks bloom around her throat. 

‘I… I stabbed him,’ Bea whispers.

The woman keeps her eyes ahead.

Bea is trembling, her whole body vibrating with the shock. She put a knife in a man’s neck. ‘Did I… kill him?’

The woman’s gaze flicks to her. Her eyes are pale blue, washed out but glittering, like sea glass when wet. ‘He would have killed us.’

Bea glances over her shoulder. ‘What now?’ Her voice is thin, breathless.

‘We get out of here.’

‘The police. They need to know.’

‘We had a weapon. There’ll be an investigation. You could end up…’ She doesn’t need to finish the sentence. Bea can fill in the blanks: the Moroccan legal system, desperate phone calls to the embassy, the stale air of a prison cell. Her brain is tipping…

‘Where are you staying?’ the woman asks.

Bea looks at her blankly.

‘Have you got somewhere to go?’ she tries again.

‘I… I checked out of my hotel. I was going to find somewhere for tonight… my flight home is tomorrow.’ With a lurch, she remembers. ‘My bag! The other man – he took it. My passport was in there—’ She pats down her pockets and finds only her phone and the rectangular press of her debit card.

‘Don’t report it missing yet. You don’t want it connected to that alleyway.’

Bea staggers to a halt. A man weaves around them, a rolled carpet balanced on one shoulder. 

‘But what do I do? Where do I go?’

The woman considers her. Her eyes are inquisitive, searching, as if she’s trying to decide something.

After a long moment, the woman’s gaze softens. ‘I have a place.’

A dark-green camper van is parked in the shade. Bea climbs into the cab, the warm air smelling of neoprene and coconut.

The woman – who tells Bea that her name is Marnie – fires up the engine.

The van’s rumbles and protests are drowned out by music that blasts from an old speaker, a deep reggae beat that Marnie doesn’t adjust. She socks the gear stick into position and swings out of the parking space, sending a dreamcatcher swaying.

She looks small behind the wheel, but she commands the wide vehicle with ease, weaving into the stream of traffic, hand on the horn. The road is filled with cars, trucks, motorbikes, donkeys, and bicycles, all jostling for position.

Bea glances into the back of the van, which houses a small sink, camping hob, wooden drawers, spice rack. Houseplants swing from string baskets, and two surfboards are strapped to the van’s ceiling.

Bea places her hands beneath her thighs to stop them shaking. Tries to consciously slow her breathing.

Everything feels surreal, like she is in a waking nightmare. She pinches at the tender flesh at the inside of her thighs.

Marnie doesn’t speak as they leave the chaos of the city behind. The roads widen, curling through the dry, arid landscape; red mountains tower in the distance. They pass roadside stalls selling cheap electronics and earthenware tagines.

The music rages, and Bea finds she doesn’t mind. She doesn’t need to think or be. There’s a weightlessness of not knowing where she is going, of having no possessions. No passport. No clothes. No necklace. She feels adrift, like she is no longer anchored to anything.

Marnie snaps off the radio. ‘I run a guesthouse on the coast.’ Her accent is hard to define – British at its roots, but with an international flavour that speaks of a life lived elsewhere.

Bea glances at her. There’s a gold-leaf stud in her nose and a flock of gold and leather bracelets on her tanned, slender wrists. Her dark hair is bobbed to her chin, a blunt fringe cut stylishly high on her forehead.

‘It’s small, just a few rooms overlooking the bay. Mostly surfers come for the waves. The guest rooms are full, but there’s a spare bed in the room next to ours. You can have it for a few nights.’

Marnie doesn’t say who ours refers to – and Bea doesn’t ask. Instead, she nods and says, ‘Thank you.’

They drive in silence for a time, listening to the thrum of tyres against tarmac, the vibration of something loose rattling in the back of the van.

She watches Marnie’s hands on the wheel, small, tanned, a black tattoo of a wave on the base of her forefinger. They are trembling.

Bea’s heart rate fails to settle, her body awash with adrenalin. Images dance in her mind. The two men blocking her path. The cold fear as the man in the red football shirt trailed a fingertip down her neck. The determined way Marnie barrelled into that alleyway, yelling, pulling a knife. Without her…

Bea turns in her seat. ‘Thank you. You saved me.’ The words could sound overplayed – but they both know they are not.

Marnie glances away from the road to look at her. ‘You did the same for me.’

They hold one another’s eye, an intensity in their shared gaze.

Marnie checks the road, then looks back at Bea. ‘We did what we did to survive.’

Bea knows that is the truth. The alternative reality lurks there, like a dark hole she could have slipped down, never surfaced from.

Marnie’s jaw sets. ‘I don’t regret what we did.’

Bea notices the we Marnie chooses and is grateful for it.

‘Neither do I,’ Bea says, matching her tone.

Their eyes are locked. Something forges in the furnace of that look. It burns the darkness of what happened to them to ashes.

Marnie nods once, then pulls her focus back to the road. They roar on. 
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Time seems to stretch and contract. They must have been driving for an hour, maybe two. Bea looks out of the open window, trying to feel the raw beauty of her surroundings – the barren red hillsides, the blue shimmer of the sea in the distance – but she can’t access it. Her heart is still racing, and fragments of the attack replay without permission.

‘What were you doing in Marrakesh?’ Marnie asks.

‘Working.’ She doesn’t offer any more. Doesn’t use the word modelling. ‘You?’

‘Visiting an art supplier. Got lost. I was never meant to be on that street…’ Her sentence trails off. 

They both know how differently the day could have ended.

‘A couple of miles ahead, there’s a track that leads to the sea. It’s quiet. Always empty. We’ll get rid of the knife and scarf in the water. Okay?’

Bea glances towards Marnie’s footwell, where the bloodied items are stuffed beneath her seat. ‘Okay,’ she agrees. 

She wants them gone. Hates the idea of that man – his blood, his DNA – still here, travelling with them. Once they discard the knife and scarf, there’ll be nothing attaching them to what happened.

Bea asks warily, ‘How come you carry a knife?’

‘I was robbed years ago when I was travelling in Europe. Kept a knife in my bag ever since. I’m five foot three and weigh fifty kilos. A knife gives me options.’

The warm breeze from the open window musses Marnie’s dark hair, and she tucks a strand behind her ear, revealing an arc of delicate gold studs.

‘I want you to know,’ Marnie continues, ‘that what happened back there – that could’ve happened in any city in the world. Those men – they may not even be locals. Most people I’ve met here are kind.’

‘How long have you lived in Morocco?’

‘Three years. Spent the first few months sleeping in this van with Ped, my boyfriend. He’s an Aussie. We met on the road.  He’s away at the moment, but he’ll be back soon. We found Mallah together.’

‘Mallah?’

‘It’s a tiny fishing village. Nothing much there except cliffs and ocean – and the most incredible wave. We fell in love with it. Decided to build a place. Opened the doors just over a year ago. You’ll—’ Marnie stops. She leans forward in her seat, back stiffening.

Bea follows the direction of her gaze.

Up ahead, a police vehicle is parked on the brow of a hill, lights flashing. 

Her skin cools. ‘Is this a roadblock?’

‘Just a checkpoint. It’s normal. They pull over tourist vehicles. Like to tell the driver they’re speeding or haven’t got the right paperwork. Make a bit of money on the side.’

‘What about the knife?’

‘I know the local cop. Momo. He’ll wave us through. His mother bakes the bread for The Surf House. It’s not the cheapest bread, but you tickle the right people.’

On the brow of the hill, a police officer in dark uniform indicates with firm arm gestures. To Bea, it doesn’t look like they are being waved through – rather instructed to pull in. She glances at Marnie.

Her mouth has tightened. ‘New guy.’

‘What now?’ Bea’s fingers grip the edges of her seat.

‘We’re calm. We smile.’

The indicator ticks as they pull onto the roadside and kill the engine. 

Marnie leans out of the van window and gives a friendly wave. ‘Bonjour, ca va?’

A straight-backed officer with an oiled moustache approaches the van. He speaks to Marnie in French, which Bea is unable to follow, other than catching that his name is Officer Karim. His dark, hooded eyes move between the two of them.

‘Bien sûr,’ Marnie says with a smile as she takes out her driver’s licence. In a seamless movement, her second hand reaches into a pocket, removes some dirhams, and slips them on top of her licence, handing both to Officer Karim.

He picks up the loose notes between the tip of his thumb and forefinger, as if holding a rat by the tail. ‘Il me semble que votre argent s’est mélangé à vos papiers.’

‘Mon erreur,’ Marnie says.

Bea glances at a second cop, who stands at a distance, watching. This must be Momo. He is younger, well-built in his smart navy uniform and polished black shoes. A silver scar runs down the left side of his forehead, disappearing into his hairline.

Officer Karim instructs, ‘S’il vous plaît, sortez du véhicule.’

Bea’s heart beats high in her chest as she watches Marnie open the van door and step out onto the dusty roadside. Beneath her vacated seat lies the bloodied knife.

‘Et vous aussi,’ Officer Karim says, indicating for Bea to exit the van, making an impatient clucking noise with his tongue.

She blinks. Moves. Her fingers are damp as she fumbles with the door handle. She climbs out into the dusky heat, dirt crunching under her sandals. She anchors herself beside Marnie, who shoots her a quick, reassuring smile.

Officer Karim calls to Momo in Arabic, signalling to the van with a cutting hand gesture.

As Momo passes them, Marnie leans towards him and whispers something in French, lips barely moving. The exchange is a matter of seconds – and then Momo rejoins Officer Karim.

The two men begin their search of the van. Bea’s heart is hammering. She cannot watch. She turns away.

Marnie draws a semi-circle in the dust with her sandals. Then she repeats the movement below it, and below that, until a rainbow emerges.

Beads of sweat form at Bea’s temples.

Behind them, she hears raised voices, a displeased tone. She risks a glance and sees Officer Karim pressing the rear passenger side tyre.

A few moments later, he approaches Marnie. ‘Dangereux. Très dangereux,’ he tells her, pointing to the tyre. 

He continues to talk, and Marnie responds calmly, smiling just the right amount to appear interested in his findings. She then accompanies him to the police car, signing some paperwork.

Glancing over her shoulder, Bea sees that Momo has also left the van. Did he take the knife? Hide it? Is that what Marnie whispered to him?

When the paperwork is finished, Marnie says, ‘We can get back in.’

Is it over?

They climb into the van in silence and clip their belts. Marnie indicates, checks her mirrors, and pulls out carefully.

Neither says a word until they’ve put distance between themselves and the police.

‘The knife?’ Bea asks.

‘Gone.’

‘Momo took it?’

Marnie nods.

A rush of relief floods Bea’s body, but when she glances at Marnie, her jaw is tight. ‘What’s wrong?’

Marnie glances in the wing mirror, looking back towards the checkpoint. There’s a furrow between her brows. ‘Favours like that don’t come cheap.’
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Marnie swings the van onto a rutted dirt track. ‘Wind up your window,’ she calls, as clouds of dust are kicked up by the tyres.

Bea grips hard to the seat as they fly along, clearing potholes. The cooking gear in the back rattles and clangs. Low roadside shrubs are shrouded in a ghostly veil of dust.

As the track snakes downwards, Bea stares at the glimmer of blue where the Atlantic waits. A sweeping arc of golden sand is fringed by a rocky cliff line. High above sits a tiny village, little more than a cluster of buildings that cling like barnacles to the edge of the land.

‘Welcome to Mallah,’ Marnie says. ‘Only fishermen lived out here for decades – and then surfers discovered the wave and started parking up in their vans. Gradually, a small community has built up with a few hostels and places to stay.’

They pass low, flat-roofed buildings painted in sun-faded colours. The homes are simply built, some with corrugated-iron roofs, wild bougainvillea climbing over crumbling walls. They drive past a narrow store shaded by tarpaulin, where a long-haired Westerner lifts a handful of oranges from a blue crate.

Marnie pulls in further down the track. A few camper vans are parked up, wetsuits drying over wing mirrors, van doors open to the last of the light.

Bea climbs out and is met with the fresh hit of salt, mixed with the briny scent of fish and a touch of hashish on the breeze. The bay below is gilded by the lowering sun and peppered with surfers.

‘We’re up here,’ Marnie says, already striding ahead.

Bea follows a track that passes a sun-yellow hostel, with a wave graffitied on the side. Its name, Offshore, is painted on a surfboard that has slipped from its plaque and hangs at a sorry angle.

As they draw alongside a stylish white stucco building, Marnie says, ‘This is us.’

Bathed in light, The Surf House stands proud on the cliff edge. Wide white pillars lead to a solid wooden door framed by two huge cactus plants in terracotta planters.

Bea steps into a high-ceilinged space filled with evening light. Her heart rate is still elevated, thoughts wound tight around narrow alleyways and police checkpoints, yet something about the calmness of the space seems to enter her blood stream. White alcove shelves house smooth sculptures and ornate Moroccan teapots.

Underfoot, stone-washed tiles stretch across the wide expanse of the main room, adding to the neutral, pared-back feel. Low pallet seating is gathered in the far corner, facing a projector screen. A stack of surf photograph books sits atop a wooden coffee table.

A bank of folding glass doors opens to the view, making it feel as if the guesthouse is made of sea and sky. Drawn through them, Bea steps out onto a terrace studded with large planters containing olive trees, cactuses, and palms. A slim pool – its surface a mirror of the blushing sky – stretches above the sea. Floor lanterns are grouped at the centre of a cushioned seating area. A white cube-shaped outbuilding is perched on the cliff edge, its exterior softened by a spray of orange blossom. A discreet wooden sign reads Surf Studio.

A group of travellers are sitting on a wall, watching the waves break. They turn and greet Marnie in a chorus of foreign accents.

‘How was the surf?’ Marnie asks.

‘Pumping,’ a guy says, adjusting his cap over tight curls. ‘There was a bit of wind on it earlier, but it’s glassed off now.’

‘You get in, Aimee?’ Marnie asks a girl in a cropped yellow top, who is stretching out her right shoulder.

‘Managed an hour. Great to be back in the water.’

Marnie smiles. ‘Everyone, this is Bea. She’s going to be staying for a while.’

The group greet her with easy smiles and raised palms.

After the horror of the day, it’s a wild adjustment to land here in a space that feels safe and calm and inviting. Bea tries to return their smiles and mirror their easy expressions, but she feels self-conscious, as if what she’s done is written on her body.

‘Come. I’ll show you where you’re sleeping,’ Marnie says. ‘We’ll raid lost property en route.’

She follows Marnie to a small office with a simple wooden desk, on which is a slim laptop. Marnie pulls out a cardboard box filled with clothes, toiletries, fins, surf wax, and leashes. ‘Help yourself.’

Bea fishes out a bundle of toiletries, a spare T-shirt, an oversized hoodie, a phone charger, and a few other items, then follows Marnie upstairs.

‘This is me and Ped,’ Marnie says, opening a doorway onto a wide room filled with light.

Bea glimpses a large bed with a bamboo headboard, textured cushions piled against it, and pale linen sheets turned back. There are two low bedside tables, books and lamps on both. A simple wicker chair is angled to face an open window that looks out over the water.

‘Your room is next door,’ Marnie says, leading the way.

Bea steps into a smaller room, the sunset bursting through the window and splashing one of the walls gold. She notices a connecting door leading back into Marnie and Ped’s room and wonders if they use this room as overspill. A yoga mat is laid on the wooden floor, and the only furniture is a narrow daybed covered with a woven throw and neutral cushions. It feels minimal yet inviting.

‘It’s beautiful,’ Bea says. She perches on the edge of the bed and takes off her sandals.

Marnie rolls up the yoga mat and then sits beside Bea. Her eyes glitter with warmth and concern. ‘How are you?’

‘None of it feels real.’

Marnie squeezes her hand. ‘It’s the shock. We’ll adjust.’

‘The knife has my fingerprints on it,’ she says, keeping her voice down. ‘What if Momo hands it in?’

‘He won’t. There’s no gain. He knows we want that knife – so there’ll be a price.’

‘A bribe?’

Marnie smiles. ‘He’ll call it a gift.’

‘When will he want this gift?’

‘We’ll let him come to us. We can’t afford to look eager.’

Bea nods, trying to get a handle on the dynamics.

‘Whatever he asks, we pay him – and then it’s done. Over.’ Marnie squeezes Bea’s fingers as she says, ‘Then we put this behind us.’

‘I keep remembering it…’ Bea says, her voice small. ‘All that blood… the way it arced from his neck… and then him slumping to the ground.’ She swallows. ‘He’s dead, isn’t he?’

Marnie takes Bea’s other hand now, holding both in hers. She wears a gold hammered thumb ring, and her nails are short and clean, strong cuticles. ‘If I hadn’t come across you, what would that man have done to you?’

Into the silence, Bea swallows. Her palms are sweating within Marnie’s, but she doesn’t let go. ‘Raped me.’

Marnie holds her eye. ‘And when I came, when he put his hands around my throat, what would he have done to me?’

She’d seen the whites of Marnie’s eyes as the man pinned her against the wall, choking her windpipe. She wears the trace of it as a faint red mark on her neck. ‘Strangled you.’

Marnie’s pale-blue gaze is locked on Bea’s as she says, ‘I
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