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      They said, when they died, that all they could hear was the screaming.

      I run ink across the page, watch the world through the windows of the train, grey clouds over Scotland, and though the screaming continues still, it does not bother me. Not any more.

      I write this to be remembered. Will you judge me, in reading this? Who are you? Liar, cheat, lover, thief, husband, wife, mother, daughter, friend, enemy, policeman, doctor, teacher, child, killer, priest? I find myself almost more excited by you than I am by myself, whoever you might be.

      Whoever you are: these are my words.

      This is my truth.

      Listen, and remember me.
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      The world began to forget me when I was sixteen years old.

      A slow declining, one piece at a time.

      My dad, forgetting to drive me to school.

      My mum, setting the table for three, not four. “Oh,” she said, when I walked in. “I must have thought you were out.”

      A teacher, Miss Tomas, the only one in the school who cared, full of faith in her pupils, hope for their futures, forgets to chase the missing homework, to ask the questions, to listen to the answers, until, finally, I didn’t bother to put up my hand.

      Friends, five who were the heart of my life, who I always sat with, and who one day sat at another table, not dramatically, not with “fuck you” flair, but because they looked straight through me and saw a stranger.

      A disassociation between name and face as the register is called. My name is remembered, but the link is broken; what is Hope Arden? A scrawl of ink without a past; no more.

      First you forget my face, then my voice, and at last, slowly, you forget my consequences. I slapped Alan, my best mate, the day he forgot me. He ran from the room, horrified, and I ran after him, red with guilt. By the time I found him, he was sitting in the corridor of the science block, cheek flushed, rubbing at his face.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” he replied. “Face hurts a bit.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay; not like you did nothing.”

      He looked at me like a stranger, but there were tears in his eyes when he spoke. What did he remember then? Not me, not Hope Arden, the girl he’d grown up with. Not my palm across his face, not my screaming until the spit flew, remember me, remember me. His pain was diminishing, taking with it memory. He experienced sorrow, rage, fear, these emotions glimmered in his eyes, but where were they from? He no longer knew, and the memory of me crumbled like sand castles before the sea.

    


    
      
        
          
            
              
              Chapter 3
            

          

        

      

      This is not a story of being forgotten.

      As memory of me faded, so did a part of myself. Whoever that Hope Arden is who laughs with her friends, smiles with her family, flirts with her lover, resents her boss, triumphs with her colleagues – she ceased to exist, and it has been surprising for me to discover just how little of me is left behind, when all that is stripped away.

      If words on the page are the only part of me that can be remembered, and I am to write something which will survive when I am gone, it should matter.

      A story of Perfection, then.

      For you, it begins in Venice. That was certainly the first time the world became aware of what it was. But for me, and the part I was to play in it, the story began earlier, in Dubai, the day Reina bint Badr al Mustakfi killed herself in her hotel room on the seventh floor of the Burj al Arab Jumeirah.

      Because the room cost £830 a night, and because it was clearly a suicide and thus a social faux pas, the body was rushed out of the service door within hours of discovery. A Nepalese cleaning lady was sent in to scrub at the worst of the stains, but Reina had been helpful in slitting her femoral artery in a hot bath, and thus only a few towels and the bath mat needed to be burned.

      I found out she was dead because her cousin, Leena, kept on screaming. Not crying – just screaming. In later tellings of these events, she would not say the words, “My cousin Reina killed herself, and this is why” but instead, “My cousin Reina killed herself, and I’ve never recovered from the blow.”

      I didn’t like Leena much. It made it a lot easier to steal from her.

      I liked Reina. She didn’t know that we were friends, but that’s okay – I don’t mind these things.

      I broke into the morgue where they’d taken Reina’s body, a false name on the tag around her toe, skin as grey as the steel bed she lay on. I riffled through the clothes they’d stripped from her, flicked through a notebook of curious ideas and comments on passers-by, found myself in the descriptions there: Woman, skin like milk in coffee, deep, diluted. Pink headscarf, very close-trimmed nails, stands tall, bag in her left hand, looks at everyone without shame, doesn’t care that people stare.

      I took the notebook, pressed it against my heart, then put it in my pocket, a thing to cherish and keep safe.

      Her phone was in a clear plastic bag by her shoes, and the unlock code was easy to guess by the oily stain her fingers had left as she swiped across the screen. I took it, and sat on the steps of the morgue in the burning shade, flicking through messages and emails, looking for something cruel or a cry of pain to explain why Reina was now cold in the quiet building at my back.

      I only found Perfection because it flashed a notification at me.

      
         

        It’s been forty-eight hours since you last hit the gym – that body won’t become perfect by wishing!

      

      An app, running in the background on her phone.

      
         

        Careful what you buy today – that last shop took you over your recommended saturated fat levels for the day! Do you know that saturated fat is a leading cause of cardiac problems?

      

      What the hell kinda app was this?

      I opened it, curious.

      
         

        Make the perfect you.

      

      The interface was simple, streamlined. There would be no accessorising, no customisation.

      
         

        Perfection is real. Perfection is now.

      

      A policeman came up to me, asked me if I was lost. I closed the mobile phone, put it in my pocket, smiled and said no, sorry, just came over dizzy.

      He said, gently and calm, “Every human grief you will ever experience has been experienced by humans living and humans yet to come. There is no readiness for it, nor no easing of the pain, but ma’am, for what it’s worth, I think you should know that all of humanity that was, is and will be is with you now, by your side.”

      I smiled and thanked him and ran away before he could see me start to cry.

       

      That night, lying on my belly in the hotel, sea below, dust above, I signed up for Perfection.

      I gave it a fake name, a dead email address knocked together in a café.

      By joining, I automatically earned five hundred points; enough for $5 off a vitamin drink from an endorsed brand. It pinged my location off the wireless, had my position within five metres, found a health-food drink store within half a mile that would accept my voucher.

      
         

        Advance faster – link your life.

      

      It asked for a photo of me. I supplied a photo of a stranger, lifted from Facebook.

      From this, it informed me that I had a wonderful body, but it could be made perfect.

      
         

        Consider switching your diet – here are some tips.

        Find the perfect exercise for you!

      

      A questionnaire. I filled it out, and was informed that the perfect exercise for me was medium-distance athletics. A list of suitable trainers was supplied, along with the points value that I would win by signing up with any one of these Perfection-certified clubs.

      
         

        Link your life, it reminded me. Make the perfect you.

      

      It asked me for my bank details.

      
         

        By giving this application access to your financial records and spending, Perfection can see the true you. Make your career and lifestyle habits perfect, with customised advice for you.

      

      I refused to input the data, and when I checked again the next morning, I’d lost two hundred points.

      
         

        Perfection is hard, it said. The power is within you.

      

      I closed the app and restricted its access to my phone.
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      Things that are difficult, when the world forgets you:

      
        
          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              Dating

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              Getting a job

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              Receiving consistent medical attention

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              Getting a loan

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              Certificated education

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              Getting a reference

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              Getting service at restaurants

            
          

        


      

       

      Things that are easy, when the world forgets you:

      
        
          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              Assassination

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              Theft

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              Espionage

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              Casual cruelty

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              Angst-free one-night stands (w/condoms)

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              Not tipping

            
          

        


      

      For a while after I’d been forgotten, I toyed with becoming a hitman. I pictured myself in leather jump suits, taking down my targets with a sniper rifle, my dark hair billowing in the wind. No cop could catch me; no one would know my name. I was sixteen years old, and had peculiar ideas about “cool”.

      Then I did some research, and found that a contract killing can be bought for €5,000, and the majority of people who worked in the field were brutal men in nylon tracksuits. There were almost certainly no glamorous women slipping a vial of something into the villain’s drink; no cocktail parties where spies exchanged cryptic understandings, no goddess of death, no woman of mystery. Only a flash of brutality in the dark, and the smell of tyres on tar.

      Later, as I hunkered down in my sleeping bag beneath the library stairs, I closed my eyes and wondered how I had come to the conclusion that murder was acceptable. In my predicament, deprived of family and hope, I already knew that crime was how I would survive, but did that mean human life had lost its sanctity? I pictured killing a stranger, and found it was easier than killing a friend. Then I slept, and in my dreams men beat me, and I tried to hit them back, and couldn’t, my arm frozen in the air, my body powerless.

      Do it, do it, do it, screamed my slumbering mind. Do it! Do it! DO IT!

      And still I didn’t move, and when I woke in the morning, I found someone had pissed on the end of my sleeping bag.
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      Have you got Perfection?

      Memories – do I need to explain what went before, to explain myself? Perhaps. There is a word Reina sometimes used – pilgrimage.

      Pilgrimage: a journey made for exalted reasons.

      A holy act.

      And then again, Google search: Pilgrimage is

      
        
          
            	
               

              •  

            
            	
               

              out of date

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              a waste of time and money

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              still important

            
          

        


      

      Have you got Perfection, she asked, and where was this?

      Dubai, a few days before Reina died. A hotel on an artificial island; the Burj al Arab Jumeirah. When I walked in, a man offered me a chilled hand towel, a woman offered me dates in a golden plate, the receptionist asked if I’d be wanting one of the hotel’s Bentleys. £650 bought you the cheapest room for a night, but for so little, your private butler might be a touch rude, and you didn’t get access to the VIP lounge. Is this where it begins? I think it is.

      “Have you got Perfection?” Leena asked, and behind her, Reina sighed. “The CEO is coming to Dubai. We’ve got a thriving investment market here; you wouldn’t think companies like that needed investment, but something like Perfection, it’s going to go global, it’s going to go mega, I know, it’s changed my life! I’m going to get treatments!”

      Five women on couches in the spa, the sea blue as the morning sky, the midday sky white as the midnight moon, filling the windows all around. Drinks in multicoloured layers brought in by Bangladeshi women with bright smiles, bowed heads. Of the five of us being served, only two were from Dubai, a princess something-something-of-somewhere with flawless English and her cousin Reina, who perhaps wasn’t a princess but it was hard to tell, who blogged about social reform and women’s rights and was, according to Leena:

      “Wonderful, isn’t she just wonderful, but I do wish she was a little more… well, you know…”

      A gesture, taking in the silent figure of Reina, who unlike the rest of us is wearing a swimsuit, not a bikini, and lies on her couch with laptop open, brows tight against the top of her nose.

      “Treatments destroy your soul,” replied Reina quietly from her laptop, not looking up. “Treatments destroy who you are.”

      “Darling,” exclaimed Leena, “some of us see that as a good thing.”

      Now Reina’s gaze snapped up, met her cousin’s, held, turned away. “I just want to be myself,” she murmured.

      “But is that good enough?” Leena mused, “Or is it just selfish?’ I went to sit by Reina’s side, asked what she was working on while the others relaxed around her.

      “This is my jihad,” replied Reina, not looking up from her laptop. “This is my pilgrimage.”

      Jihad: to struggle. To strive in the way of God.

      I’ve always liked knowledge. It makes me feel like I’m real, part of something after all.

      “Yesterday the police arrested a fourteen-year-old girl accused of sex outside marriage with an ice-cream vendor,” Reina mused, speaking to the computer, having learned long ago that no one else would listen to her. “He raped her, and will be deported. She is going to prison for adultery. I cannot accept that the rights of women are culturally relative.”

      “You see!” exclaimed Leena, rolling on her couch so that the Filipino woman applying her platinum-metal body tattoo could reach the back of her neck. “Reina’s just so… so… well isn’t she just!”

       

      “Have you got Perfection?”

      An American woman, Suzy or Sandy or Sophie or something of that sort, who lay, back bare, chin down as thin pieces of gold foil were delicately brushed onto her skin, creating swirls and curves of thousand-dollar colour that followed the contours of her perfectly scrubbed, perfectly tanned, perfectly toned, perfect flesh.

      I leant over from my couch to see what she was talking about.

      “It’s an app,” she explained, turning for me to look. “A life-coaching tool, a way to make a better you. You sign up, give it access to your data, and it helps you get better!”

      “What kind of data?” I asked.

      “Oh, everything, really. Loyalty cards, air miles, online shopping, bank accounts. The more information it has, the better it can help you. Like, when I first signed up, I took a picture of myself and it was able to tell me my height, weight, shoe size, the lot – it’s clever, just so clever. And I was overweight then, I mean – well, I won’t tell you! – but it found better menus for me, good trainers, because that’s what matters, isn’t it? And every time you reach a goal, like, getting to your perfect weight or buying the perfect shoes from an in-app retailer, you get points, and after a number of points you get a subscription-linked experience!”

      “What kind of experience?”

      “Oh, just amazing, amazing. At five thousand I got a free haircut at Pike and Ion, it was sensational, they just understand hair. At ten thousand I got three hundred dollars of spending money to use at the SpringYou outlet at the mall, three hundred! I couldn’t believe it, but of course, the app knew what I bought, and just by buying the right clothes I got an automatic five-hundred-point bonus. I’m at fifty-two thousand points now, and can’t wait to see what the next unlock is.”

      I smiled and said it sounded wonderful, amazing, how I could use something like that in my life.

      “You should get it!” she exclaimed. “You’re so pretty already, with just a bit of work you could be perfect too!”

      I smiled. This was my third day in the company of these women, and the first time they’d ever met me. I was good at being obliging.

       

      And that evening,

      “Do you have Perfection?” I asked Reina, as we ran together in the women-only gym, headscarves discarded, sweat clumping in our hair.

      “Yes,” she mused. “I do. It’s something my family might invest in.”

      “Is it as good as people say it is?”

      “I… suppose it could be.”

      “You don’t sound convinced.”

      “It… Leena made me sign up, she told me I was… do you know how sometimes people say words and they should be terrible, but because you know the people and the way they say it, they aren’t? Only of course,” she added, “they are really.”

      “What words?” I asked.

      “Oh, the usual. Fat. Frumpy. Boring. Unattractive to men. Dull at parties. Frigid. Of course it shouldn’t matter, those are her things, not mine.”

      
         

        Hi – are you sure this is the right restaurant for you? Here’s our list of recommended, Perfection-guaranteed suppliers!

      

      We kept running. Then she said, “I used to think that it was okay just to be liked for being me.”

      I nearly laughed, but there was such sadness in her eyes, and I was out of breath, so I didn’t. Instead, “People who see who you are like you for you, I’m sure of it.”

      She smiled, and looked away, and we didn’t talk again that night.
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      Why had I come to Dubai?

      Specifically: to rob the royal family. My target was the Chrysalis diamond, the centrepiece of a necklace created in 1912 for Afise Lakerba, wife of Mehmed VI, the last Ottoman Sultan. When the monarchy was abolished, the jewels went on a romp through the auction houses of the world, owned at various stages by petrochemical giants, Hollywood starlets and the wife of the President of Colombia before, made infinitely more valuable by its history, returning to the Middle East via Leena’s aunt, Shamma bint Bandar, one of nearly four thousand royal scions of the House of Saudi.

      Why those diamonds?

      Because three separate teams had all made passes at them in the last five years, and failed. Their failure meant two things: a challenge and a buyer.

      It’s easy, in my position, to be amateurish about these things. I find the buzz is greater when the puzzle fits together. On a whim, I once stole the President of Paraguay’s wristwatch, but it only fetched $250 and the buzz was nothing compared to the day I stole £98,000 in a casino heist that went off flawlessly, the most perfect execution of a beautiful plan, months in the making. You make your own highs in my line of work.

      Shamma bint Bandar was coming to Dubai to party and celebrate with the makers of Perfection, and with her came the Chrysalis.

      Leena was my way in, but as I circled round her, I found Reina ever more distracting.

       

      “We haven’t met yet,” I told Reina, the fourth time we went running together. “My name is Rachel Donovan.”

      And again, “We haven’t met yet,” I said, as we sat down together to listen to a recital of Syrian folk music in a bar beneath the hotel. “But I’m so very pleased to meet you.”

      “I am part of an important family, in a way,” she explained with a sigh, as we shared mango served on a bed of crushed ice. “But in this place that doesn’t mean anything. I’m trying to be better.”

      “Better at what?”

      “At everything. Better at talking to people. Better at learning, understanding, at expressing myself and understanding others. Better looking, better thinking, just… better. It is a good thing to strive for, no?”

      
         

        Have you considered buying any of these life-changing magazines? Read inspirational stories of women who found their Perfect Lives!

      

      “Yes. I think it is.”

      “I keep a blog.”

      “I think I’ve read it.”

      “Have you? Not many have – I should cherish you. Too many voices all at once on the internet, screaming, just all the time screaming, sometimes it’s hard to be heard. Sometimes I think that the world is full of screaming.”

      I said… something. Something flat, trying to find better words, good words like the woman eating mango with Reina bint Badr al Mustakfi should have said, but somehow, in the course of our talking, I’d slipped out of character, and only Hope Arden remained, and she had very little to say for herself.

      “I thought for a while that I would fight to find my place,” mused Reina, staring at nothing much. “Now I just want to be happy where I am.”

       

      The next day she was dead.

      I copied her emails onto my computer; threw her mobile phone into the sea.

      Emails from her parents, worrying about her. From a couple of friends, hoping she was well, pictures of happy families, children growing up, isn’t it wonderful?

      From activist groups campaigning for civil rights, immigrant rights, environmental responsibility, legal reform, etc.

      From Perfection itself, an automatically generated reminder.

      
         

        We see that you’ve been falling behind on your beauty and retail regime, it said. You have lost 400 points in the last week. Remember: perfection is in the mind as well as the body. Only you can chose to be perfect. Here are some inspirational stories of perfect people from the 106, to help encourage you to get back on track.

      

      A link – pictures, men, women. Beautiful – all of them beautiful. Teeth, hair, lips, smiles, chests, breasts.

      Antonyms of frigid: amicable, lovable, responsive, hot, amorous.

      I read through to the end of her little handwritten notebook.

      
        
           

          Leena is happy, she wrote. She is incredibly happy. She is stupid, and lazy, and spoilt, and dull, and perhaps at some time knew it, and then found a way to forget that she knew anything at all. I thought maybe her confidence was just a screen, a shield to protect herself from her own sorrow, but now I see that the surface is the truth, the depths are the surfaces.

          I ate a meal yesterday by myself, but when I looked at the bill I saw there were two meals ordered, and I hadn’t paid.

          Today, Perfection sent me pictures of a model at a wedding, to remind me of what I could be. When she fucks a guy, does he scream in ecstasy when he comes? Does she? I think I am meant to think that she does.

          The screaming is loud tonight. It’s so very loud.

        

      

      Those were her last words. I sat by the sea and watched the waves for an hour, then two. I wondered if she would be pleased, knowing that someone was thinking of her. I wondered if she’d be happy, given what I intended to do. I hoped she would be, and after much thought, I burned her notebook, and scattered the ashes into the sea.
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      Types of theft: mugging, pickpocketing, smash-and-grab, autotheft, burglary, the long con, the quick graft, forgery, identity theft, shoplifting, fencing, embezzlement, larceny, looting, stealing, filching.

      Actus reus: guilty act.

      Mens reus: guilty mind.

      An innocent woman may perform actus reus when she picks up another woman’s handbag by mistake. A guilty woman has mens reus when she does so deliberately. One may be a civil liability; only with both does the matter come before a criminal court.

      I didn’t want to be a thief.

      My dad was a copper; he met me a few times down the station. Most people were there for things done while drunk, high or desperate. One, a drug dealer, grinned as they took his fingerprints, and laughed at the sergeant and called him “mate” and said, “It won’t go nowhere, you’ll see!” and he was right, and waved as he left the station, “Better luck next time, mate,” gold link necklace around his throat, grubby sneakers on his feet.

      The only thief I saw was seventeen years old, and even though I was just fourteen, he looked young to me. He was pale as a pillow, skinny as a stick, and he swung between inaction and violence like a weathervane in a tornado.

      Now: still, shoulders down, knees bent, feet turned inwards.

      Now: struggling, kicking, twisting, dropping onto the floor, trying to bash his own head out against the counter.

      And now: still, silent.

      And now: screaming, screaming, fucking, fucking, screaming, no words just fucking, fucking, screaming.

      And now: utterly calm. Utterly silent. Staring at a locked door.

      That day, my dad was supposed to take me to see a film, but he had to go back in to help apply restraints to the kid in the cell. They left him wrapped up like a carpet for twenty minutes, released him to avoid risk of suffocation, and Dad finally took me to the cinema, but the film had already begun, and the next night the kid was taken to hospital after smashing his skull on the cell wall.

      “Sometimes people say it’s easy,” mused my dad, as he drove me home from our failed outing, a desultory, apologetic pile of half-eaten chips on my lap. “Easier to steal than to work; easier to lie, to get away with it. Sometimes they’re right. Sometimes – too much – the system just isn’t geared for the ones who have nothing better. The dropouts and the addicts; the ones with nowhere to go. Sometimes it’s easier to cheat, because life is hard. But you gotta have your mates and your family and people around you who love you and give a damn, and you gotta have hope, big hopes for the future, ideas about what you want, because if you’ve got all of that, then living becomes easier - not easy, just a bit easier - and you can see that cheating is desperate, and desperate is hard.”

      I said nothing, still fuming at my dad for having again been a victim of too much work, too many broken promises.

      He didn’t say anything else for the rest of the drive, and didn’t turn the radio on.
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      The day after Reina died, Princess Shamma bint Bandar arrived in Dubai, bearing the Chrysalis diamond. I watched, bags already packed, as Leena met her aunty and her entourage outside the hotel.

      “Darling, you look beautiful!” exclaimed her aunt, and squeak, so much to tell you, oh my God, it’s been amazing, replied Leena.

      No one mentioned Reina.

      I stood awhile in the sun, ignoring the taxi the porter had called to take me to the airport.

      “Ma’am?” he said, and when I didn’t answer, “Ma’am? Do you still want the cab?”

      “No, thank you,” I replied, and was surprised by the certainty in my voice. “I think perhaps I’m not yet done here.”

      So saying, I picked my suitcase up, and walked back into the hotel.

       

      I gathered tools for my crime.

      Security can spot a scout a mile off, but security never remembered me long enough to care. I stalked queens and princes, shook hands with diplomats and spies, and no one looked twice. No one ever looks twice at me.

      The plastic explosive I acquired from an ex-demolitions expert who’d been sacked from his job in Qatar after eight workers died on his shift.

      “People die out there all the time,” he explained, as he handed over the goods in a draw-string bag. “People are cheaper than steel. Why does it matter? Scapegoat, they made me. Hypocrisy; the death of the middle man.”

       

      Shutting down the electricity on cue was harder, but far from impossible. The virus for the job I purchased from a supplier called BarbieDestroyedTheMoon. She – I hoped she was a she – had no issues selling to me over the darknet since, as she pointed out, Cop, thief, spy or fool, you ain’t never tracing me.

      And what exactly, I asked, was it I was purchasing for my bitcoins?

      It’s ripped off a CIA design, she explained. They went and used it on Iran to shut down its nuclear program, but it went public on their asses. CIA are fucking pussies. NSA are the ones you gotta respect.

      I set a timecode, and implanted the virus on the laptop of a junior engineer going through an unhappy and, it turned out, entirely irrational romantic trauma.

      “My wife is sleeping with another man!” he wailed, as we shared sushi and green tea at a Japanese café whose walls were coated with images of pink, wide-eyed could-be cats. “She denies it, and I tell her I’d forgive her if she admits it, but she won’t, and so I will never forgive her, never, not until the day she dies.”

      I smiled, skimming sushi over soy. Never over-dip sushi; a chef once screamed at me for this sin, but the waitress apologised on his behalf, explaining that his favourite newt had died that morning, and he was a very passionate man. I quite understand, I’d replied. It can be devastating, losing a newt you love.

      “Of course I can’t find any proof of her treachery,” sighed my almost-certainly-not-cuckolded junior engineer. “But that just proves how well she’s covering it up!”

      I implanted the virus into his laptop while he was having a piss, and the following day he, unwitting, uploaded it to the sub-station computers where he worked along with his timesheets and a series of home-penned poems about the passions of despised love.
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      Criminal professionalism; it is more than good practice.

      Never steal in anger, and yet Reina was dead, and the Chrysalis had come to Dubai and so…

      Breathe in. Count every breath. One – in – one – out.

      Count to ten.

      Heart rate: 76 BMP.

      Blood pressure: 118/76. Systolic/diastolic. In 1615 a doctor called William Harvey published Exercitatio Anatomica de Motu Cordis et Sanguinis in Animalibus – On the Movement of the Heart and Blood in Animals. The Chinese and Indians had arguably got there first, but it wasn’t until 1818 that Samuel Siegfried Karl Ritter von Basch invented the sphygmomanometer.

      Knowledge is power.

      Knowledge is freedom.

      Knowledge is all I have.

      There is nothing in this world which can master me, save me myself.

       

      Days of pursuit in the Burj al Arab Jumeirah.

      On a Monday I was a stranger Leena met by the poolside. On a Tuesday I was a stranger in the spa. On Wednesday I was a stranger who approached her over dinner. I stole Leena’s mobile phone, copying all its information and linking its SIM card to mine. She was at 634,000 points in Perfection.

      
         

        By now you will be feeling the joy that can only come from knowing that you are approaching the pinnacle of potential. Your goals are not dreams – they are truths that you can, will and shall obtain to become the perfect, true you!

      

      A text message on her phone:

      
         

        Can’t believe Reina did this to us! Why would she be so stupid?

      

      After twenty minutes of being separated from her phone, Leena began to panic. I handed it back to one of her security men, who suspected me of being someone nefarious, but I was already gone and he forgot.

      It is not invisibility that I possess; more a steady blinking of the mind.

      “We’ve all got Perfection!” whispered Suzy-Sandy-Sophie-Something in my ear as we sat in the aromatherapy room. “Even the princesses! I’m from Ogema, Wisconsin, and my pa used to sell second-hand kitchen appliances from the garage, but now I’m here and I have dinner with royalty and you just mustn’t let it get to your head, because they’re all just people, really, even though they’re Muslim!”

      I smiled and said, “You’re a very foolish woman, aren’t you?” and when her mouth dropped in anguish and rage, I walked out of the aromatherapy room and straight into the cold pool, where I stayed, head pounding with the change of temperature as I counted to fifty, then surfaced and breathed, then sank down again, counting back to zero.

      Why had I said those words?

      A lapse in professionalism; unforgivable on a job. I watched my skin prickle icy water, felt pressure build at the back of my nose, and chided myself.

      I mastered myself, always, no matter what. Discipline in all things.

      When I went back to the aromatherapy room, Suzy-Sandy was still there, lying on a white towel. She opened one eye as I entered, saw no threat, closed it again.

      “Hi,” I said, sitting on the bench opposite her. “I’m Rachel; I’m new here. What’s your name?”

       

      In the evening, I met Leena for the very first time, for the sixteenth night running, and having had the practice I went straight in with, “I love your dress.”

      Previous approaches: I’m interested in this amazing city. I work in finance. I’m interested in Perfection. I’m writing an article about women in Dubai. I knew Reina, sorry for your loss.

      None had worked, though the mention of Perfection had got me closest. Sometimes the truth is that the trivial route is the most successful, and thus:

      “I love your dress.”

      “Do you, it is amazing, isn’t it?”

      “Is it Vera Wang?”

      “It is! And you’re…?”

      “Dior.”

      “I just adore Dior.”

      “Who doesn’t?”

      Empty words.

      I am my smile.

      I am my lips.

      I lower my head as I speak to her, so that my eyes have to look up, seeming wider, rounder, more appealing. Animals reading animals. My jewels, my dress, my body, they speak for me, a woman with skin almost as dark as my mother’s, wearing the perfect perfume for the perfect night by the sea. First impressions matter, when they are all you have to live by.

      I am the delighted crinkle in the corner of my eyes. I am the woman she wants me to be. “I just love fashion,” I said through my polished lips. “You’re the most stylish woman here by a year.”

      Information, drifting:

      Vera Wang: fashion designer, former figure skater.

      Al Maktoum, royal family of Dubai, descendants of the Al Falasi of the coalition of Bani Yas tribes.

      “You’re wonderful,” exclaimed Leena. “You’re just the kind of person I like to meet.”

       

      Once you have your prey, keep it in sight. It’s only when people no longer see me that they forget.

      I stuck close to Leena, flowed with her entourage, laughed at her jokes, shared my views on fashion, celebrity, travel. “The perfect people, the perfect clothes, the perfect words, the perfect holidays!” she exclaimed, and all around her people laughed.

      “I’m with Prometheus,” explained a man in a white and gold Nehru suit, iced cocktail in one hand. “We really want Perfection to be good for people, to help them live better lives. With the right help, anyone can be perfect!”

      I smiled and laughed, and thought of another kind of righteousness, expounded by a long-dead Indian prince. Right view, right wisdom, right speech, right conduct, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, right concentration. The eightfold path. Samyanc in Sanskrit; rightness as denotes completion, togetherness, coherence. (Can also be used to express the notion of perfection.)

      Leena and I circled together through a room latticed with gold, marble floor, fresh flowers – orchids, lilacs flecked with white. A party in full swing, barely a headscarf in sight, men and women mixing freely, a banner on one wall – The Future Is Perfect. The waiters were Indian and Bangladeshi, drawn from the labour camps hidden in the desert. Expats everywhere.

      I used to specialise in government bonds, but now I’ve moved into global futures… 

      … the thing about insurance is… 

      Why do they call it “tax haven”? I mean, don’t they realise how the press react to words like that? 

      … oil is too short-term. Sure, there’s big bucks now, but I want my kids to get into digital rights. 

      The United Arab Emirates has a population of somewhere between 75 and 85 per cent expats. What do so many foreigners do to a society? Volvos in Abu Dhabi, McDonald’s a good night out? Or does culture bite back by extolling ancient virtues: the poems of Dhu al Rummah, the music of Umm Kulthum, the words of the Hadith, the traditions of the peoples of the sands?

      A bit of both, perhaps. Umm Kulthum’s songs reinterpreted in the style of Beyoncé.

      I counted gold watches.

      I counted mobile phones.

      I counted steps to the door.

      I looked, and I saw the necklace I had come all this way to steal, no longer in its pressure-sensitive, motion-sensitive, heat-sensitive security case, but being worn around the neck of Shamma bint Bandar, who even now kisses a man in a smart black suit on the cheek, congratulating him on his hard work. Here, tonight, the Chrysalis was being put to its proper use; vanity makes people vulnerable.

      “I’ve just started my treatments,” exclaimed a woman in six-inch heels, the backs of her ankles incredibly thin, calves faintly etched with a translucent silver line where the surgeon had cut, visible only when it caught the light. “It’s incredible, just incredible, it’s changed the way I see the world.”

      She wore a dress that plunged at the front, the back, the sides, leaving little more than some tactically placed straps across her shoulders. The man she spoke to wore a white headdress held in place with gold, white robes, a black beard cut to a perfect V round his chin, and a ceremonial dagger decorated in rubies. They looked like they should struggle to communicate, but he exclaimed, “My first treatment was astonishing. My driver came up after, and for the first time I saw him. Not just him, but him.”

      I moved on. Circled, counting.

      Stealing jewels from a human is easier for me than stealing from a vault. CCTV will remember my face, the vault will need experts to crack, the motion sensors will require tools to deceive. I cannot execute the long con, but must wait for opportunity to strike, alone, unaided, taking risks that anyone who feared their face being known would never take.

      I turn, turn, turn in the room.

      Count the security men in overt black – eleven – and the more discreet security men blending with the crowd – four that I can see.

      I count Jordanian sheikhs in white robes, Saudi princes in smart silk suits, American embassy men with sweat patches seeping into the shirts under their arms, Chinese investors taking selfies against the background of the ballroom’s internal waterfall, smiling to the camera on the end of its stick.

      I count women who would rather not be there, their lips smiling where their eyes do not. I count wristwatches that cost more than the yearly salary of the waiters who envy them, and the number of times I hear the word “equity” said out loud. (Thirty-nine.)

      I count security cameras.

      I count steps to Princess Shamma, and the $2.2 million dollars’ worth of jewellery round her neck. My interest in Leena is gone, now she’s got me in the party, and she’s already quite drunk. Her aunt is not.

      Are you ready?

      I count seconds, place myself in the perfect position for my move, loosen my feet inside their ridiculous high-heeled shoes, which will only be an encumbrance when the moment comes.

      “Excuse me?”

      The woman speaks English with a faint American accent that is pure international school: stateless, bright. I stare at her in surprise, taking in her high-collared dress in a Chinese style, adorned with silver dragons on a black background; her black hair done up high with a messiness that could only have cost a great deal of money; her silver bracelet and earrings, her black mascara, her cautious smile. The darkness round her eyes make them seem deeper than they are; the earrings hanging down make her neck seem long. After a night of drinking, she would be a pale, starling-sized creature, but now, in this place, she is moonlight in heels.

      “Are you alone?” she asked. “Do you know anyone?”

      Instant thought: is this woman security? Why else would anyone watch me for long enough to discover my loneliness, without forgetting my being? But she remains at the precise physical distance required to be audible, without intrusion, keeps smiling politely, head slightly on one side.

      “I… no,” I mumbled. “I don’t know anyone.”

      “Are you British?”

      “Yes.”

      “Here for work?”

      “Yes – with the British Council.”

      A lie, quick and easy. I am here to promote Britishness. I spread the word of Shakespeare, the history of cricket, the memories of colonialism and the taste of fish and chips to the world. I am a symptom of goodwill. I am an adjunct to national arrogance. Who knows?

      The woman, still smiling, said nothing.

      “What do you do?” I blurted, to fill the space.

      “I’m in research.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I study the human brain.”

      “That sounds… big.”

      For the first time, a twitch in the corner of her mouth that could be a smile wanting to become real. “All of thought is feedback and association. Faced with mounting social stress, the body responds as it would to any alarm. Capillaries constrict; heart rate elevates, breathing accelerates, skin becomes hot, muscles tight. Charm falters in the face of hypertension. From this moment of social rejection, pathways are reinforced in the brain to strengthen a link between socialising and anxiety. A series of assumptions develop which leads to a perception of social systems as threatening, triggering an anxiety response. All thought is feedback: sometimes that feedback can become too loud. Are you with the 106?”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      A flicker of surprise, then: “Do you have Perfection?”

      “What? I… no.”

      “Don’t tell my brother.”

      “Is your brother…”

      “He’s looking to do a version that promotes Islamic values. Fifty thousand points for going on hajj; five hundred points for every direct debit made to charity and so on. I said that I wasn’t sure God worked that way, through reward algorithms and shopping vouchers, but here we are…” A gentle raising of her hands, palm up, as if she would lift the room from its foundations to be examined. “And it would appear that everything is going… very well.”

      She thought she knew what “very well” meant once, but by the look in her eye, this present time is redefining it.

      I opened my mouth to say oh, really, that’s fascinating – but there isn’t time. The virus implanted nine days ago at an electrical substation goes live right on cue, and takes out some 30 per cent of the electricity of Dubai.

      A flickering, as the bulbs dim, followed by a recovery as the hotel’s emergency generator picks up the load. The sound of music dips, then revives, voices oscillating quiet, then loud again in the brief lull. The woman’s eyes flick to the ceiling, then out to the windows, looking across the water to where a pattern of lights have gone out across the shore.

      Thirty, twenty-nine, twenty-eight, twenty-seven…

      “Sub-station,” she mused. “Probably just a trip.”

      “My friend had Perfection,” I said, and was surprised to hear my voice, see her eyes turn to me. “At the time, I didn’t think she was unhappy.”

      “I’m sorry,” the woman said. “What was her name?”

      “Reina.”

      … nineteen, eighteen, seventeen, sixteen…

      I opened my mouth to say something more, something banal, and instead found myself offering my hand, which she took. “I’m Hope.”

      “Filipa,” she replied. “You’re much more interesting than you pretend.”

      “And you more than people think?”

      She pulled in her bottom lip, eyes up to the ceiling, as if seeking out a bright thread of silk from a tangle of cobweb. “Exactly that, I think. Exactly that.”

      … six, five, four…

      Seven paces to Leena’s aunt, the clasp around her neck is easy, I practised with my eyes shut on the same fitting for three hours the other night. Three people are between me and my target, now four, the turning of the room disadvantaging me.

      I open my mouth to say something that matters; but in the mess of service corridors and not-so-secure locked doors beneath the hotel, my nugget of Semtex finally explodes.

      The blast didn’t shake the building; there was barely enough firepower to punch through the cables to which it was attached. There was instant darkness, like hands round the throat. It will be a matter of moments before someone suspects foul play, a matter of minutes before engineers have found the problem. The generators, when I inspected them on one of my nightly rounds in a cleaner’s uniform, are designed to survive earthquakes and hurricanes. Repairing will not be hard.

      A lack of reaction in the room – a few sighs, a little gasp, but no screaming or panic. Power cuts happen; it’s just the way of things.

      I turn, hands in front as my eyes adjust to the dim, feel my way between silk and velvet, past lace and pearls, counting steps, five, six, seven, not rushed, until I feel the brush of a waist against my hand and hear the little intake of breath of a stranger in front of me.

      “Princess Shamma?” I ask in Arabic, inflected with my mother’s accent.

      “Yes?” the lady replies.

      I put one hand on her wrist, hold it tight, and with the other pluck the necklace from around her throat. Easy; practised. She is surprised, but only by the unexpected contact on her arm. The eye will always follow the larger motion; the body will always respond to the bigger feeling – every magician knows that.

      I pulled the diamonds away, released her wrist, and walked away.

      It was all of forty-seven seconds before Leena’s aunt began to scream.
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      I was not always what I am now.

      Once, I was remembered.

      I had friends and family, teachers and homework.

      I did badly at school and that was fine.

      You’ll never amount to much with your attitude, said the geography teacher.

      It’s not your subject, is it? said maths.

      Just write it out! 

      One day in English, we were told we had to talk for a minute on a random subject. The girl before me, Emma Accrington, pulled the words “open-plan offices” from the hat on the teacher’s desk.

      “I don’t know what this is,” she explained, twisting painfully before the staring class. “I guess it’s like an office but, you know, in the open air and that. Like, maybe everyone goes outside and like, there’s animals, yeah? Like, chickens and cows and that?”

      The class laughed, and she laughed too, recognising the absurdity of it all, and when the teacher told me to speak next, I was still laughing, and couldn’t say a word about my subject – dog walking – for the tears running down my face.

      Do you think you’re funny? asked my teacher as she gave me detention. Do you think you’ll ever do anything of worth?

      Worth: the quality that renders something desirable or valuable.

      Worthy: having the qualities that deserve action or regard.

      Characterised by good intent, but lacking in humour.

      A person notable in a particular sphere.

      Synonyms: virtuous, good, ethical, high-principled, right-thinking, noble, righteous, venerable, conscientious, trustworthy, dependable, exemplary.

      Antonyms: disreputable, unworthy. Nobody.

      I was fifteen years old, and as I walked home through the grey winter, I knew that I was worthy of nothing at all.

      When my school report came, Dad was silent. I waited for him to shout at me, but he wouldn’t. My mum shouted until she wept. Her skin was dark as burnt mahogany, her hair was already grey at the temples, cut to a perfect scalp around her skull. She wore a carrots and cauliflowers apron when she cooked, which she did five nights a week unless Dad was on night shifts, in which case he cooked before going out. When I was ten she said, “You will now learn how to cook!” and I sensed that this was not a matter on which there would be any arguing. Nyaring Ayun-Arden, my mum, co-ordinated customer service at the council-housing office and was a good cook, even though she loved sardines more than anything else.

      “It’s just wonderful!” she exclaimed. “It’s fish, in a tin, for 16p!”

      My dad said he’d met my mother at a community event.

      My mum laughed and said, “You call it that!”

      I ignored this as a silly adult joke, until one day my aunt Carol whispered, “Your mum walked across Sudan and up through Egypt, walked until she got to Istanbul, came to this country in the back of a truck and got work sorting laundry for the hotels, but ended up begging after they said they couldn’t pay immigrants minimum wage. Your dad picked her up, put her in the cells for a night, gave her a cuppa tea and a microwaved meal. Three years later she was running the reception desk at the big council office in the centre of town, and he’d just made sergeant. Your dad had forgotten her, but she didn’t forget, not your mum, and that was lucky for him.”

      The year I was born, my mother’s sister, left behind in Sudan, also gave birth and called her child Sorrow. My mother, unaware of this, or even that her sister was alive, called me Hope. Her family were Neur, but to advance their lot in life, my grandfather had insisted they all learned Arabic, in the hope his children would one day enter the civil service. The civil service would not have them, but my mother sang to me in Arabic in my crib, and cursed in Arabic, and paced up and down the room berating me in Arabic, with the words, first in one language, then another, “You will speak many languages and have the opportunities I did not!”

      As a child, I heard these words as condemnation. She had not had opportunities, and so now was forcing me, her daughter, to live the life she could not. It took until after I had lost my family for me to understand what she was trying to say.

      “For a copper to marry an immigrant, particularly at that time,” mused my aunt, “it says a lot about their love. But then, your dad always was a good man first, and a copper second; it’s why his career’s been so slow. And your mum… she’s always believed in people. That’s why she called you Hope.”
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      Walking barefoot away from a robbery in Dubai.

      I don’t exit the hotel directly, not yet. If I do, someone with a lot of patience could pull camera footage, assess who was there when the power went, who was not there when it came back on. The comparison would yield my face.

      Most police forces don’t have the time, and time is money. But the Dubai police is commanded by prince someone who is a relative of prince someone, and while a petty theft, a little assault, a touch of domestic or sexual abuse might slide for want of time and energy, no one lays a finger on a member of the royal family.

      So I waited.

      I put the diamonds in a plastic bag in the cistern of the third toilet along in the ground-floor ladies. In Hollywood crime capers, a bumbling fool and their winsome child will stumble on my stolen goods; japes ensue, love is found and I end up as villain, femme fatale perhaps, for it is narratively impossible for me to be anything other than a sexual predator, as well as a criminal mastermind.

      As it is, the police, when they arrive, immediately set to interrogating the hotel staff, pulling grown men around by the scruff of the neck, hollering in the faces of the Filipino maids, while the expats and dignitaries mingle together in shock and excitement, for this is just the most thrilling thing that has happened for a long while and they will dine out on it for years to come.

      A man in the lobby, screaming down his phone. The woman dressed all in black stands behind him, watching without expression.

      “At my fucking party!” he screams. “At my fucking party stole her fucking jewels do you know what this fucking does for us, do you know how much we’ve just fucking lost…?!”

      The elevator doors close, cutting him off from my view.

      In my bedroom I lie down, back straight, arms on my chest.

      Breathe.

      Once.

      Twice.

      Watch the reflection of the water on the ceiling.

      Discipline.

      Every day: some form of exercise.

      Every day: some form of social interaction.

      Discipline.

      I close my eyes, and breathe.
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      I was forgotten when I was sixteen.

      Why then?

      My parents loved me, there was no doubt. But when my sister was born, she needed almost constant attention. Little Gracie, who at four years old caught measles off a kid in nursery whose mother thought the MMR jab was poison.

      “See?” she hollered, as my sister was rushed to A&E with a fever of 41°C. “She had the jab and what good has it done her?”

      I thought Mum was going to slap her, and when Dad drove me home, Mum still sat in the ICU, he almost hit a cyclist, and we had to wait in the bus lane for ten minutes while he got his breath back.

      Doctors are taught the three Cs for diagnosing measles: cough, conjunctivitis and coryza (blocked nose to you and me). You could also add a K – Koplik’s spots. Clustered white lesions on the buccal mucosa. They appear as little white marks, like grains of salt, around the inner lining of the cheek where it joins with the molars. Early detection can lead to a quick diagnosis before full infectiousness is achieved. We did not detect them early; we didn’t know to look.

      At 42°C organs start taking damage. I was allowed to miss school, and wished for the first time that I wasn’t, as the rash spread across Gracie’s body.

      It was fifteen days before my sister was allowed home. After nine months, it was obvious that she had suffered brain damage. The mother of the unvaccinated child came over three days after we took Grace out of nursery. She stood in the door, a small woman with a rainbow scarf, and talked low to my mum, and at the end she was crying, and so was Mum, though neither raised their voices, and I never saw her again.

      I think it began then, in the months and years that followed the measles.

      Slowly, a piece at a time, I began to diminish, and the world began to forget.

    


    
      
        
          
            
              
              Chapter 13
            

          

        

      

      Thirteen hours after I planted the diamonds in the women’s toilets, I reclaimed them, and checked out of the hotel.

      The Dubai–Muscat bus was a sleek, air-conditioned cruiser that drove at unchanging, ponderous speed down the middle of the giant, sparse highway for six and a half hours, two of which were spent in a maze of border crossings. Emirati officials glanced at my American passport and weren’t interested. The Indians and Pakistanis heading to Oman were subjected to several hours of speculation.

      “It happens every time,” said the woman next to me, chewing busily on sunflower seeds as we sat on our bags outside the customs shed. She spat the kernels to one side, and grinned a broad-toothed grin. “You’re lucky; your country is rich. No one cares what rich people do. Hey, want to hear something funny?”

      Sure, why not.

      She grinned a dental-disaster of a grin and in heavily accented English intoned, “Do dolphins ever do anything by accident? No! They do it on porpoise!” and laughed until the tears rolled down her face.

       

      The bus zig-zagged through the mountains, a nowhere land of empty roads before the Omani border, where we presented our luggage for search. No one bothered to open the pot of sun lotion in which the diamonds were carefully stashed; the drug dogs found nothing interesting as they snuffled along the line. Omani immigration was housed in a faux-Arabian palace, which owed more of its architecture to Disney than Sinan Pasha.

      “You alone?” asked the inspector.

      “Yes.”

      “Married?”

      “No.”

      “You got someone to stay with?”

      “Yes.”

      “But you’re not married?”

      “No.”

      His lips puckered a little in distaste, but though I was a single woman, I was travelling on a public bus and thus, finding no satisfactory diplomatic reason to reject me, he gave me the visa.

       

      On the road everything was yellow.

      For a while I counted cars; then I counted shrubs, then there was neither of either to count and I stared at dust and wondered how many grains of sand blew into the sea every year, and whether you could build a pyramid from them. The coast of Oman had been dug and sown with hardy dark green trees and thin, drooping beige fields, but the dust crept across every porch of every nowhere town that hugged the road.

       

      Words, when I think of Muscat:

      
        
          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              Welcoming – racks of meat, smiles at every door, the words “you must meet my mother” are spoken in genuine joy.

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              Hot – the sea breeze seems to bounce off the land, the dry blast from the desert scorching your back.

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              Divided – not so much a city as a series of towns, joined together by clogged roads over sharp hills.

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              Unified – every street must conform to a certain style, every office obey strict architectural laws.

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              Old and new – ancient tapestries below; air conditioning above. Bare feet, covered head. Arabesque windows, domed roofs, a place both charming and absurd.

            
          

        


      

      Street names in Muscat were almost non-existent. The hotel I
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