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For Stephen










PART 1


Market Research


The activity of gathering information about consumers’ needs and desires.


There was something magical about an island – the mere word suggested fantasy. You lost touch with the world – an island was a world of its own. A world, perhaps, from which you might never return.


AGATHA CHRISTIE, AND THEN THERE WERE NONE
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Ashley was drunk, unsteady on her feet, the smell of her make-up overlaid with booze. She grabbed my arm, lurching against me as I struggled to fit the key in the lock. It wasn’t the first time I’d found her in the stairwell. It must have been midnight by the time I came across her. It was a Wednesday.


‘I’m locked out,’ she said, slurring.


Ashley and I shared a flat together. I’d met her only a few months earlier after the previous tenant had left. She’d seemed fine at the time – normal, solvent, decent company for a stranger. It was why I’d chosen her in the first place. She’d been the front runner in a long line of candidates.


Eventually, the door gave way and I steered her gently to her bedroom where I left her in a clumsy attempt at the recovery position.


‘Thanks,’ she mumbled under her breath.


For a second, I thought she’d stopped breathing, then she opened her eyes and blinked at me


‘Are you going to be OK?’


No answer, so I dragged her pillows out of the way and stacked them neatly on the floor beside her.


It was cold in the flat, the bulb in the hallway needed replacing and there was a stale smell as if the place hadn’t been lived in for a while. This wasn’t so far from the truth, neither of us liked coming home and we didn’t really treat it as if it was one.


In the fridge there were two Gym Kitchen curries (both low-fat, one out-of-date), a half-empty bottle of Blossom Hill, some Coronas and a tub of Glossier Mega Greens Detoxifying Mask. I picked up the technically expired meal, considered eating it, then threw it out. The other I put in the microwave while I ate a handful of spinach from the bag. In the time it took me to complete these tasks, my phone buzzed sporadically, a few texts from a group chat I barely followed and one from a newcomer on the app. The app was always on. I wasn’t having much success with it but I found it hard to delete the thing, so I left it lying there on mute, lurking on it occasionally, skimming over the stream of ‘Hi’s, spam and the occasional, badly focused dick pic. Matt, 36 distracted me while I sat on the windowsill and ate. Earlier that day, he’d sent me a video of a shredder slowly chewing up a piece of paper. This was how the two of us communicated, I sent him close-ups of myself and he sent me pictures of the objects on his desk: a Rexel stapler, slightly damp with sweat, an empty Pret A Manger box. What I’d like to do, he’d said between photos of a pad of yellow Post-its, is meet you in a public place for coffee and then fuck you stupid, like a wolf.


You there? he asked, while I opened the kitchen window, which took some effort as it was sealed with duct tape to stop the draught. Fresh air flew into the room, slightly alleviating the smell of damp. Outside, four storeys below, a dull clanging sound rose from the courtyard. Most probably someone had broken in again and was going through the bins.


In bed, I balanced my laptop on my knees. It took a while to click to Game of Thrones. I’d seen this one before. I’d seen them all but it was comforting, watching these things over again. Most nights, the routine numbed me enough to sleep. I watched a pack of dogs as they chased a naked woman into a forest. I closed my eyes as she screamed into the darkness. When I opened them, Matt, 36 had sent me a photo of the charger for his phone.


•


Bored at work the following afternoon, I sent Matt, 36 a close-up of my skirt. He fired back with a picture of his keyboard and, erotically, the corner of his hand.


It was quiet in the office, quieter than usual. I heard Ed’s footsteps as he approached my desk. It was obvious something had happened.


‘I need a word,’ he said under his breath. He was dressed head to toe in cycling gear, his crotch hovering around my face, its contours clearly visible through an explosion of neon Lycra. ‘Can you come and see me when you’re ready?’


The last time Ed had called me into his office it had been to tell me to take more risks. ‘You’d get more traction,’ he’d said, ‘if you loosened up.’


He liked to give pep talks which erupted randomly, usually when he was bored. He saw himself as an inspirational leader, someone who would lay his life down for his team.


In fact, the work we did was hardly taxing. Ed spent most of his time in meetings, chatting up blue-chip clients, selling them the dream of a health and well-being app for minimizing sick days.


All the same, despite Ed’s efforts, the mood in the office was definitely off. There was a general sense of unease. People had started leaving earlier. That week, I’d heard one of the engineers taking a call from a headhunter at his desk. I’d overheard the whole conversation, he’d barely bothered to hide it. The whole office must have known because that corner of the room was generally quiet, an oasis of hushed keystrokes, whereas the non-tech side was usually buzzing and correspondingly full of junk – reusable coffee cups, novelty phone chargers and piles of promotional gonks from sales, as well as the constant hum of Microsoft Teams meetings and Slack huddles.


Another bad sign – in the past month there had been two visits from two different branding agencies. The first one had shown us a portrait of our target demographic: Rocket and Parmesan Woman. She had a white-collar job but was time poor and, it turned out, she was a bit of a soft touch – she wanted the app to provide ‘a safe and supportive environment’ that would allow ‘everyone to achieve their fitness goals without judgement’. The second consultant contradicted this completely. Her talk was all about competition. ‘No one exists in a vacuum,’ she’d written in green ink across the whiteboard. She’d had a deep German accent and had stridden in wearing a black T-shirt and jeans, her grey hair tied back in a severe ponytail like the designer Karl Lagerfeld. ‘This is why social listening is key,’ she’d said in her gravelly voice. ‘We buy into services not only for their convenience but to display our status to others.’ She’d started prowling around the room, her leather trousers squeaking. ‘As our tribes become ever more dynamic, personalized and segregated, agile listening becomes key for delivering insights that can be actioned in real time.’


None of this had any bearing on the actual work we did but it did fuel the sense of low-level anxiety. In the pub, there was talk of doom on the horizon. Growth was slowing, funds were drying up. Any hope of a big sell-out – or even, for the real dreamers, an IPO – anything that might leave us with a decent payout before our time ran out – all of that was all receding faster than Ed’s hairline.


Despite these omens, my heart stopped when Ed said, ‘The big guy is going to join us.’ I went to the bathroom and spent a long time staring at my reflection in the mirror. I’m not sure how long I was there but after a while, I started to look like someone else.


•


At school, I’d been instilled with a romantic view of what the future held for someone like me. Like most people of my generation, I’d been told that I could do whatever I wanted, as long as I was prepared to work for it. Ms Hidehouse, our mullet-haired, marathon-running headmistress, had drilled this with extra ferocity into the girls: all we had to do was work. Effort and ambition would lead us to success, not only for ourselves but for society as a whole. We’d triumph on our merits and then we’d lift up those less fortunate than ourselves. This almost spiritual indoctrination seemed, in retrospect, laughably off-base. I didn’t know anyone whose life had played out along those lines. Most of the women I knew had turned out like me: overdrawn, plagued with anxiety and full of an uneasy sense that something, somewhere had gone wrong. And most of us had nothing approaching the sort of career that was supposed to make it all worthwhile.


My only other memory of Ms Hidehouse was that she took the opposite approach when it came to sex. Sex was something she thought should happen casually, as often as possible, in the name of adventure. Sexual caution was oppressive, a hangover from the bad old days. I wasn’t sure about this part yet, but so far, things weren’t going well.


•


In his office, Ed sat next to Rory Haynes, the company’s founder and CEO. Haynes must have been about twenty-eight, a former public schoolboy with a transatlantic accent that he’d picked up during his internship at the Apple HQ in Cupertino. He was wearing a light blue Oxford shirt with, I noticed, one button missing and another that had become dangerously unravelled. On his feet, below the baggy jeans, was a pair of threadbare Vans.


‘Heeey!’ Haynes greeted me like an old friend. ‘Looking gooood Mary, looking gooood. Take a seat. As you know, we’ve got some major changes coming up so there’s a lot to talk about today?’ This was news to me. There hadn’t been any redundancies announced.


‘It’s no reflection on your performance? We’ve just been rethinking how we work?’


I tried to look as neutral as I could.


‘We’re reskilling for the pivot into retail? So, we’ve had to rethink your position?’


‘You’ll be looked after,’ Ed said kindly, before announcing the terms of my pay-off.


I made a quick calculation as I sat there. It wasn’t enough, it wasn’t anywhere near enough.


‘I hope we’ll stay in touch?’ Haynes said brightly. ‘You know how it goes? Don’t be a stranger?’


I stood, unsure if I should leave, while Haynes glanced discreetly at his phone. I wondered how much he was paying himself. I knew he’d just bought one of those penthouse lofts on Hoxton Square.


I was out of the room within minutes, unemployed and slightly dazed, my exit signed off with just about enough to get me through the next few weeks.


For a moment, I stood at the entrance to the office. Healthify, it said in wooden letters on the wall. Everyone was quiet, their headphones plugged discreetly into their ears. Around me was an angular composition of oak beams and exposed brickwork. On one table was a mug that said: There Ain’t No I In Team. On the kitchen corkboard – underneath the firm’s diversity policy – a poster had been pinned that said: LEADERSHIP MEANS THINKING ABOUT WE NOT ME. My past at the place flashed through my mind as if I was drowning in a sea of white Formica. The future, on the other hand, presented itself as a terrifying void. Outside, the rush-hour traffic had already begun. The pollution hit me like a warm breeze.
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The next day I felt the need to leave the flat. Westfield in Stratford was my nearest destination. A sign beside the entrance told me that this was the third largest shopping centre in the UK and that, taking the surrounding area into account, it was in fact the largest urban shopping zone in Europe. As I approached the escalator, I noticed a line of uniformed police officers standing across the mezzanine, submachine guns strapped across their chests as they filtered the waves of people emerging from the Tube into single file.


Inside, a sea of bodies dispersed through tiered walkways. Voices echoed around the glass interior, a mass of dialects I couldn’t understand. I stopped briefly in Sephora to try a Brazilian Honeybronze Glow, then I messaged Matt, 36 while I was waiting in the queue.


What’s up? I sent him a photo of my golden, gloss-slicked arm.


No answer, so I tried a new approach. I picked out a shot of myself half naked, my head cropped out, my bra bathed in the amber light of the bedside lamp. I watched the message shift from delivered to read. He started typing and then stopped. I paused in case he needed time to think.


Eventually he replied: Sorry, slammed at work


At Victoria’s Secret I ran my hands through a pile of acid yellow thongs. A tinge of panic bolted through my blood as it occurred to me that I didn’t know what I was doing. I made my way back out onto the concourse and sat in Caffe Concerto. Patisserie and Prosecco Bar, it said in gold italics on the wall. I pinned myself on Instagram, adding a photo of my green pistachio slice. It was only £4.45 when you tagged yourself and left a good review. On impulse, I started searching for flights. Hundreds of options drew me through the network. There were rows of offers with links, most of which had already sold out. Eventually, I found what I was looking for. I must have been sitting there for a long time because when I finally looked up, the lights had dimmed and it was almost dark.


‘Thank you for shopping at Westfield,’ a voice boomed above my head. ‘Our stores will be closing shortly.’


•


The flat was empty by the time I made it home. The curtains in Ashley’s room were drawn and I noticed that she’d left her gym gear in the kitchen. Her bag was lying by the cupboard we’d taped shut because the place got so damp in the winter that a colony of slugs had eaten through the wall. It was 4 July, the day before my birthday. I was going to be thirty-two years old. I lay on the sofa and glanced at my laptop. It was still showing the last thing I’d watched, an old Agatha Christie series. It was a Christmas special: The ABC Murders, one of her best works, in my opinion.


Christie was the first adult writer I came across as a child. I used to search her books out in charity shops, they were always available and they were cheap. I especially liked the 1970s editions, the ones with the dark, surrealist covers. I’d read almost everything she’d written by my teens, by which point I was facing adulthood myself, a transition I quickly realized was going to be a disappointment.


For some reason, I still had vivid memories of the books I’d read as a child. They were often more real and more affecting than my memories of actual events, more so than anything I’d seen on TV or at the cinema. It sounds old-fashioned but even around the turn of the century, this sort of thing wasn’t unusual.


I pressed play at the end of episode two and contemplated what I’d loved so much about Christie’s writing. It must have been fairly universal – she was the bestselling author of all time. It wasn’t her characters, although her detectives evolved expansively over thousands of pages, it had more to do with the world they lived in. It was a world suffused with hierarchy but also with an interconnectedness that had a comforting, almost tranquilizing effect. Everyone’s lives were intertwined and as a result, everyone was implicated, from the servants to the upper aristocracy. Her novels played out like symphonies, each player intimately related to the others. It was the minutiae of these relationships that held her rigorous mysteries together. Indifference barely figured in her world. Even the worst of her villains were products of these networks. There were exceptions obviously, especially as her plots became more conceptual, but these only served to prove the rule. It was a formula that soothed you like a warm bath.


While I was still at school, I’d taken all of this for granted. My tween self was looking forward to a life of communal cruises down the Nile, country house weekends and fireside gatherings somewhere in the Alps. It was a shock to discover that life in twenty-first-century London was, to say the least, different. Communications had transformed completely. Social life was now inextricable from work. Beyond school, you met people through your job or you met them online. Society had become more abstract to the point that relationships hardly ever happened and when they did, they were subject to weird and unpredictable distortions because, like everything else, they were now shaped by digital efficiencies. I sat back and let Poirot wash over me. Around halfway through episode three, the video player faltered. A grey box appeared:


Network error: there is a problem. Please try again later


While I was waiting for the Wi-Fi to reconnect, I reached instinctively for my phone. There were a few messages, not many. Someone from the office had tagged me in a post. There was an invitation to a virtual conference from something called the Institute of Human Development. My cousin had sent me a birthday text. Happy BD! I hope you have a good one!! Underneath was a gif of a puppy staring, uncomprehendingly, at its own reflection.


•


The following Monday, I had an interview with a man who managed a chain of health clubs. While I waited in the lobby, I looked at the company’s website. There were muted portraits of people working out, some shots of food, a picture of the skyline. On their social media was a comment about last night’s news. A teenager had died under restraint by the police. They’d linked to a video of his final moments, the camera crawling over his face.


•


JUSTICE NOW, the communications team had written on the platform’s pale blue interface. IT’S TIME TO PUT AN END TO THIS INSANITY.


Haven’t they learned a fucking thing? @JadeyBae had typed underneath. This is crazy. These people should be shot.


This tweet has violated the Twitter rules about threatening violence against an individual or a group of people and/or glorifying violence. However, Twitter has determined that it may be in the public interest for the tweet to remain accessible. LEARN MORE.


ANYONE CALLING FOR ANYONE’S DEATH, ESP. HARDWORKING POLICE IS SHOWING THEIR STUPIDITY


To all non-Nigerians, we need your solidarity. We are rising up against years of police brutality


I’m recording a protest song, listen here:


https://lilmaestro.lnk.to/enoughisenough


HOW MANY TIMES DO WE NEED TO SEE THIS SHIT?


A burst of cortisol shot through my blood. I felt my pulse rise in my throat, although I tried not to show it as the receptionist waved me in.


Upstairs, I took a seat with the company’s surprisingly portly owner. His face was round, soft and pale. He was wearing an anonymous navy shirt that strained slightly as he sat down. He talked about the digital expansion of the business and when I asked about his marketing strategy, he said the future was all about being human.


‘It’s an ethos,’ he said. ‘We aim to embrace all sorts of people but, you know, we’re also building a tribe.’


I glanced around the office, which was decorated vaguely in the style of a New York loft: eclectic post-industrial units, tobacco-coloured leather chairs. All of the gyms looked the same, regardless of which city they were in. These gyms featured heavily on the company’s social media but I quickly realized they were primarily a front to sell subscriptions to workout videos. ‘Grown up luxury personal training’, this service was called, the personal part meaning that you could track your progress on an app.


I wasn’t sure how to deal with this man. I couldn’t tell if I was what he wanted.


Am I in your tribe? I wanted to ask him. He looked at me wordlessly for a while. On the walls were photos of beautiful, racially indeterminate models working out in tight black Lycra. He mentioned that the gyms had chilled towels and UV treated air.


I nodded politely but there was something wrong.


‘I’ll be in touch,’ he said, as he heaved himself up and walked me to the door.


He shook my hand and smiled dispassionately. I had a feeling I wouldn’t get a call.
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At Heathrow, the departure lounge was packed. Beside me was a group of teenage boys in hoodies, T-shirts and jeans. Their luggage was piled haphazardly beside them: technical backpacks and bags of duty-free. One of the group took photos while the others mugged riotously for the camera. I checked my phone but nothing from Matt, 36, so I decided to try another angle, this time standing artfully by the mirror, my face obscured by the flash. I spent a long time touching up the picture, warming my skin tone, slightly enlarging my eyes. Once sent, it shifted immediately to read. I watched for a while but nothing happened. I waited longer, my finger on the glass, the grease on its surface shining in the strip lights. A security guard asked the boys to tone it down while one of them staggered across the floor, smacking his shoulder against the wall, flipping his can across a glass window where its contents dripped down towards the carpet. I wanted to grab the can and empty it. I wanted to smash myself against the glass. I couldn’t help sympathizing with these boys. Like most inhabitants of the UK, faced with a few days of freedom, their first instinct was to get totally out of their heads.


•


On the plane, the flight attendant mimed against the soporific buzz of the air conditioning. There was something about air travel that made me think of Swiss euthanasia clinics. I’d never visited one but, for some reason, I had an idea of what they were like: soothing, bland, probably extremely comfortable portals to oblivion. The only time I read magazines was on a plane. Mental images of air disasters spattered through my reading of the FT’s How To Spend It. I was halfway through a story about kombucha when I lost consciousness completely, passing out somewhere over Rouen.


It was not long before I was awoken roughly by my neighbour. A big guy, he shifted in his seat, his thick elbow jutting helplessly into my chest. In the seat beyond him was a boy of about thirteen, his eyes white from the reflection of the game he was playing on his tablet. He was wearing a tight grey tracksuit, his freckled wrists exposed by its grubby cuffs. The sounds of the game were audible through his headphones and the man beside me turned to catch my eye, keen to share a look of resignation.


‘I’m so glad my parenting days are over,’ he said in a Welsh accent. He didn’t seem to expect a reply. I smiled politely as he turned away, crackling at the plastic wrapping of his sandwich.


‘You in Spain a lot?’ he asked.


‘No,’ I said. ‘Not in Ibiza, anyway.’


‘Me neither.’ He released the sandwich from its packet, the smell of Thai chicken filling the air. I waited for a second before going back to sleep but he didn’t speak to me again.


•


As soon as the plane came to a standstill, the man stood and started grappling with his bag. I lost sight of him almost immediately as he joined the surge towards the exit. Outside, the runway was bathed in golden evening light. The airport was small and startlingly bright, a glossy walkway full of coloured booths. Billboards advertising Loewe handbags and Cava Brut Reserva lined the walls. In the foyer shopping area there was a store with the logo Club Ibiza. Inside it were racks of vacuum-packed T-shirts and bikinis, each printed with the name of a DJ or nightclub: Amnesia, David Guetta, Privilege. The shop was empty. In fact, the airport was almost deserted. There was no one waiting at the desk when I got there to collect the keys for my rental car.


•


It was dark when I finally made it onto the motorway. After a stretch, the route followed a series of crooked roads that never seemed to pass a dwelling, curving instead through the pitch-black countryside. Occasionally, another vehicle drove past, its headlights piercing my eyes. Inchoate forms seeped in and out of view, the dull silhouettes of trees or old stone walls. At one point, an animal lunged in front of me. It seemed to have the bobbing gait of a rabbit although too big somehow. It took me a moment to realize I was looking at a dog, a stray bitch with one leg missing. For a second, I caught her eye in the headlights. I braked abruptly, skidding to a halt as the animal loped off into the darkness. As I caught my breath, a faint sound emerged in the distance. I felt it almost immediately – it was the dull throb of dance music.


•


I woke up wet with sweat, my hair stuck to my face, the sheets twisted tightly around my legs as if I’d been struggling in the night. In the corner was a small wicker chair, the only point of colour in the room. The place was neat and formulaic, white cushions piled on a sofa, linen curtains that opened onto a window overlooking a field of olive trees. Bizarrely, the TV was showing an episode of the English reality show Geordie Shore, the characters dubbed into fast-paced Spanish. I must have fallen asleep with it on, although I had no memory of this at all. I scanned the room for the remote and eventually found it buried in the sheets.


The Can Na Serra was one of a group of resorts on the island described on the company’s website as luxury destinations ‘for free thinkers, wilderness seekers and those seeking something offbeat and individual’. ‘Ca Na Serra,’ the blurb continued, ‘is a bucolic sanctuary nestled deep in the Ibizan countryside. Surrounded by lush olive groves and aromatic vineyards, the hotel’s quiet luxury is complemented by a freshwater pool and open-air restaurant serving dishes made from fresh local ingredients. Fusing traditional Iberian craftsmanship with a modern, pared back sensibility, the interior comes into its own at dusk, warm candlelight casting an amber glow across linen fabrics, guests sitting on the terrace as they sip cocktails in the Iberian sunset.’


I drank the complimentary bottle of Acqua Panna and forced myself into the shower. As the water started to stream over my head, I tried not to think about what I was doing here.


•


Breakfast was served on a terrace by the pool. I didn’t feel good and the coffee wasn’t helping. It was warm outside, the air still and thick with the buzz of crickets. At the next table was a tall man who caught my eye and smiled briefly. He was attractive, his hair cut short above a pale, serious face. I glanced back at him and he caught me staring, forcing me to turn away. I got the impression he was intelligent, bookish even, although maybe that was just his glasses. Behind him were three women I recognized from the airport. They were in their twenties, slim and tanned, wearing long dresses and straw hats. Although they’d all gone for the same ensemble, each had added a subtle variation: a slightly larger pair of sunglasses or a different retro leather sandal. The tallest one, a sharp-nosed blonde, was waving a glass of wine in the air. She was laughing loudly with her friend, who was showing her something on her phone. ‘People are so fucking stupid,’ she said in her drawn-out Surrey accent. ‘Honestly, who believes this shit? Can someone please explain to me why people are so thick?’ Although they varied in terms of attractiveness, each of these women was meticulously groomed – hair, nails and skin taken care of, faces injected with elegant enhancements. There was something self-conscious about them, their studied indifference only paper-thin. The tall blonde one broke into fresh giggles and her friend mirrored her hilarity, although the other woman didn’t seem convinced – it was as if a hierarchy had been established, and maybe not a happy one. ‘Who says that?’ the blonde one snorted through her wine. ‘I mean, what planet are they on?’ A couple on another table stared at them in quiet disapproval. After a while, they left their seats, picking their way down the slope towards the pool.


I was almost halfway through my melon chunks when the nausea began to hit. I stared at the lukewarm slices of Manchego I’d uploaded from the buffet. Helpless, it dawned on me that I wasn’t going to make it through the meal, so I sat perfectly still as the tables emptied one by one.


•


In the afternoon I took the Fiat down to the beach. The landscape was unrecognizable in the daylight, a placid sweep of pine forests and scrub, leading to volcanic rocks. Occasionally, a path peeled off into the hillside. As I approached Sant Joan de Labritja, a row of white houses came into view. Almost all of them were fincas for rent, each one dressed to suggest an oddly modern rendition of the hippie lifestyle: a fluorescent hammock here, a plastic Buddha there, a pile of old ceramic pots beside a heart-shaped sign saying Love Is The Answer.


At Playa Agua Blanca, I recognized the Germans from breakfast immediately. The woman looked a bit like Martina Navratilova, her features angular and rangy, her thin nose slightly off-key. She caught my eye, leaving me with no choice but to return her smile. A bunch of sun loungers was arranged in a grid on the sand between us and I felt obliged to wait for her as she picked her way towards me.


‘I just wanted to say,’ she told me, ‘I thought you were really patient with those girls this morning. I mean – come on – drinking at breakfast? And why not put your phones away for five minutes? While you’re eating, at least! I’m Annette.’ She introduced herself as a web designer.


‘Hi.’ I shook her hand, which was wet from the sea.


Faced with my failure to ask what kind of web design it was that she did, she volunteered that she worked for a fashion brand in a role that demanded a lot of creativity and humour. I didn’t really know what to do with this info. There was something disconcerting about her, as she kept repeating, deadpan, that she had a sense of humour. Gaunt and anxious, the man pulled up alongside her. ‘Moritz,’ he said, introducing himself as a software developer. He stood in front of me, a thick film of wet hair blanketing his narrow chest. In his hand were a biro and a book of puzzles. I looked at him helplessly, then back at Annette. There was something desperate about her. I felt as though she wanted me to stay with her and Moritz, or at least that she wanted someone to mediate whatever kind of life it was she shared with this man. I glanced at the sea while she complained about the girls. The sun was still high and the water was a bright, almost hyperreal shade of blue.


‘Tomorrow we’re going to take the dolphin tour,’ Annette told me. ‘It’s meant to be amazing.’


‘You should come,’ Moritz added. ‘We heard there were orcas here this week. It’s super unusual for the season.’


I shook Annette’s hand, firmly this time, as if I was leaving a relative at a funeral.


‘That sounds interesting,’ I said. ‘I’ll definitely let you know.’


•


Solitude didn’t lend itself to narrative. It was an absence, not just of people but of plot. It wasn’t that I went unnoticed, exactly. I did leave some traces in the world. I was overseen, accounted for. Commercially, I was probably quite predictable. Politically, I fell into a certain demographic. Software tracked my progress as I went, capturing the nuances of my behaviour. I was integrated into a system that more or less ensured my physical survival. Lying on my towel as the sun went down, I had to remind myself that everything was fine.


•


In my room, a slight breeze came through the windows. My temperature was high and I didn’t feel like going out so I ordered from the room service menu. The food took a long time to arrive, a piece of sirloin with a wicker basket full of chips. I ate fast, washing down the steak with an Estrella and then a can of Coke. While I waited for my sleeping pills to kick in, I watched Telecanarias on the widescreen TV. They introduced a woman in a turquoise suit. Behind her was a rolling animation of the ocean, waves gliding past her shoulders and around the sleek bouffant of her hair. She covered a segment on the refugee crisis. The Spanish coastguard had rescued a hundred and ninety people the previous night. The screen flicked to a drone shot of the dinghies, bodies clinging to their crumpled edges. Abruptly, the image switched to a different view. This one was of the Balearic Sea – a pod of orcas emerging in slow motion, rising from the water and then hanging briefly in the air before flopping back beneath the surface. Back in the studio, a professor of cetacean neuroscience joined the conversation.


‘… it’s interesting,’ the subtitles explained, ‘because cetaceans are close relatives of herding animals like cows and horses. Herding is a deep part of who they are. And in the case of orcas in particular, they seem to have taken it to another level.’


‘What do you mean?’ asked turquoise suit.


‘When you look at how they communicate, there’s something about being an orca that’s highly social in a way that might be different to what we understand as social life. You could call it a shared sense of self.’


‘This is from observing their behaviour in the wild?’


‘Not only that. If you look at, say, the brain of an orca and the brain of a human being, the limbic area of the brain – the part that’s responsible for processing emotions – it’s far more highly developed in the orca. Not just larger but more elaborate. This is especially true of orcas in the wild.’


‘So, you’re saying that these animals don’t experience themselves as individual creatures?’


‘Something like that. It suggests that there’s something different about their sense of themselves. Their psychology doesn’t recognize solitude. It’s not a part of their nature to disconnect from the group in the way that, say, a human would.’


Before the professor could continue, turquoise suit turned back towards the camera: ‘Spanish police have been mobilized in Catalonia. Some are claiming that excessive force is being used against supporters of the far-right Vox party.’


I turned the TV down and stared at the vibrating grille of the air conditioner.


Then I typed ‘solitude’ into my phone. What came up was a quote from Wikipedia: ‘A state of seclusion or isolation. A lonely or uninhabited place.’


•


During the night, silhouettes flitted past my eyes. Transparent squiggles zapped across my vision. The buzz of the crickets was too loud and soon the whole room was throbbing as if the building had come to life. A strange machine rolled through the door, manned by a small team of apparatchiks. The soldiers took off all my clothes and then rubbed oil into my skin. Two of them moved to the corners of the bed and started wrenching my legs apart. The machine reconfigured itself to form a steel shaft of monstrous proportions. As it gyrated at the bottom of the bed, the officers massaged the oil between my legs. ‘You’re not ready yet,’ I heard them say. ‘We need you to relax.’ The cold needle of a syringe passed into my arm, then everything turned dark as the steel shaft of the machine started drilling against my pelvis. I tried to open my eyes but I couldn’t, my heartbeat rose, I felt paralysed. The panic didn’t subside as strokes of pleasure rolled down my thighs. It was only afterwards that I resurfaced, wide awake and drenched in sweat.


•


The next time I was awoken it was by a bleeping sound. Something was happening in the corridor outside. I could hear voices, footsteps thudding, someone banging against the wall. I opened the door to find people rushing past and so I followed the crowd outside where everyone was looking up at the mountains. A sheet of ash hung in the sky, over the remains of a lush pine forest. Embers glowed among the ruins, burning through in the flat dawn light. The smell of smoke was overpowering, the air dense with heavy mist. I sat on a lounger by the pool while the hotel staff drifted around.


To my surprise, the bookish man from breakfast came towards me. ‘Can I sit?’ he asked. For a moment we shared an amicable silence. ‘I wasn’t expecting this,’ he said, looking up.


I felt the blood rush towards my face. ‘Me neither,’ I replied.


‘Are you here by yourself?’


‘Yes, for a few days.’


‘It’s good to get away on your own sometimes.’


‘And you?’ I asked him.


‘No,’ his voice was steady, ‘I’m here to see some friends.’


He told me that they had a villa in the hills. He was going to stay with them that night, once they’d arrived on the island.


‘They’re closing this place down,’ he said, ‘because of the fire. We’re all being evacuated. They’ll probably send you to the coast.’


I wanted to talk to him some more but I couldn’t, my mind had gone completely blank.


•


Later, I saw him standing in the car park as we were ushered to our new lodgings. He nodded at me and I rolled my window down.


‘I’m Tom, by the way,’ he said, moving to shake my hand and then thinking better of it.


I considered offering him a lift but then spotted a taxi pulling up behind him.


‘What are you doing this week?’ he asked. ‘I mean, it seems a shame us all being kicked out like this. You know, if you wanted, you could come up to the house.’
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It looked like an old farmhouse. Lamps were hanging from the palm trees, illuminating a gravelled driveway. I could feel the haze of a watering system pulsing somewhere on the lawn. It took a while for the door to open.


Tom looked at me with curiosity.


‘You came,’ he said, a little surprised.


Inside, the place smelt like eucalyptus. He led me down a long corridor towards a large arched lounge. Beyond this, I could hear voices. The next door opened onto a chamber dimly lit by a heavy, cast-iron chandelier studded with thick white candles. The room was filled with books, blob-shaped sofas, a marble coffee table, a scattering of plants and a tall metal sculpture on which someone had hung a bikini. I realized that I didn’t know what I was doing there. I felt ashamed of my blatant availability as I followed him out onto a poolside terrace where a group of people were sitting around a table, their faces partially illuminated by a row of tiny, flickering candles. It looked as if they’d just finished a meal, there were bowls of salad strewn across the table and a plate of large roasted artichokes. A man in a creased blue shirt stood up. ‘This is Niall,’ Tom said, matter-of-fact, as his friend leaned over to shake my hand.


Niall’s grip was firm and businesslike. His face was scattered with freckles, his skin dry from alcohol and sun. Sitting behind him were three women. ‘My wife, Grace,’ Niall informed me, ‘and this is Bay and Mireille.’ Grace stood up to kiss my cheek while the other two nodded politely. Grace was bird-like and serious, her grey eyes set into a narrow face, her hair chopped short around her jaw.


‘Good to meet you,’ she said, looking slightly bemused. She obviously had no idea why I was there. ‘You look like you need a drink.’ She examined my face with curiosity, as if she was inspecting an unusual animal. ‘You’re so pale, look at you. Have you only just arrived?’


‘A few days ago,’ I said.


She insisted I sat down beside her, squeezing me up against Mireille to the point that I could smell the cigarette smoke on her breath. Mireille was in a short green dress, her round lips painted with a soft metallic gloss. Around her neck was a moulded choker that curved down towards her collarbone. Bay looked softer than the others, her white-blonde hair piled loosely on her head. Her dress was stretched over a bikini that was still damp from the pool. At the end of the garden, a silver greyhound paced around the edge of the water. ‘Winston! Come back here,’ Bay called, patting her legs. ‘Come on,’ she shouted. The dog turned to burrow in the bushes. ‘He never listens to me,’ she swivelled back.


‘He needs his space,’ Grace said. ‘So, how do you know Tom?’ she flashed me with the full force of her attention. I was reluctant to tell her that I didn’t, so I changed the subject to the fire.


‘Isn’t it crazy?’ Mireille cut in, her English accented with French. ‘They never used to happen here so often. It’s the climate. The heat’s so strong these days.’


‘Thirty-seven degrees last night. It isn’t normal.’ Bay turned back to the dog but he seemed to have vanished into the darkness.


‘I heard about the evacuation,’ Niall said. He lit a cigarette. ‘Fucking crazy. Did they move you to the bay?’


‘Just above the strip,’ I told him. ‘It’s a place called Hotel Playasol.’


‘Oof.’


‘Bad luck.’ Bay shook her head.


‘It’s not the nicest part of the island.’ Grace passed me a glass of wine. ‘Last time I was down there, there was blood spattered on the beach.’


‘What’s all that about?’ Mireille asked. ‘The Brits abroad, it’s so funny.’


‘It’s because of how we work,’ Niall replied. ‘Long hours. Soul-sucking jobs. The pay’s shit, the weather’s shit. Give us a taste of freedom and we lose our fucking minds.’


Grace gave him a sceptical look.


‘I mean, I work in tech,’ he said vaguely. ‘It’s different for me, but you know what I mean.’


She shook her head almost imperceptibly.


‘I don’t know.’ Bay was picking the leaves off a small piece of artichoke. She held one of them out in the air in an effort to lure the dog towards her. ‘I think it’s more than that. We’ve always had that propensity for chaos, haven’t we? I know I have.’


‘You mean booze?’ Niall asked her.


‘Yeah, haven’t we always had that reputation?’


‘I don’t know about that.’ Niall drained his glass and reached into the pocket of his jeans. He produced a piece of waxed paper that had been folded into a small square. ‘Although I think you’re right, it’s more than just work. I mean, in thirty years’ – he waved his hand in the direction of the bay – ‘most of the people staying on that strip won’t be here. They’re already being priced off the island. In a few decades, they’ll be gone. If they’re lucky, their kids will still have jobs, but those jobs will be less stable. There will be more screen time, lower pay. Or maybe the government will pay them not to work. Suppose that happens? Take work out of the picture completely. Are they going to stop getting their rocks off? I sincerely doubt it.’


‘I don’t know.’ Tom was sitting across from me, his face shaded by the candles. ‘People might medicate themselves but it won’t necessarily be for the fun of it. You can’t just have fun all the time.’


Mireille leaned back and drained her glass. ‘I can. I mean, what else is there?’ I noticed that her bare foot was pressed against the inside of Niall’s thigh.


‘Live a little?’ Niall suggested. ‘Talk to each other? Look after each other? Fuck, I imagine.’


‘I know something about this,’ I said. ‘I had to study it at college. They wanted to see what people did with their free time when their working hours were cut. Like in America – the rust belt, those kinds of places. No jobs. A lot of people subsidized for not doing much.’


‘And?’ Bay asked, the leaves of the artichoke browning slowly on the table in front of her.


‘They spent it on the internet, mostly. Playing games. Watching porn.’


‘Of course they did. Who wouldn’t?’ Mireille finished her cigarette and stubbed it out. ‘I’d probably watch porn all day if I could.’


‘I couldn’t live like that,’ Grace said as the dog approached her, sniffing around her legs. ‘No way. You need some structure in your life.’


‘Well, they did feel bad,’ I said. ‘That’s exactly how they felt, although a lot of them couldn’t stop, they just became steadily more addicted. There was substance abuse as well – opioids. Tranquillizers.’


‘And on that note,’ Niall said brightly, smoothing the waxed paper out in front of him. ‘Here we have Tom’s finest efforts. He’s really outdone himself this time.’


He cut the soft white powder with his card, scraping a pile onto a copy of The Subtle Art of Not Giving a Fuck. ‘Brought to you by Britain’s finest.’


Tom caught my eye in embarrassment.


‘I just check it’s pure,’ he explained. ‘I used to be a chemist.’ He leaned towards me and said ‘You don’t have to’ under his breath. ‘They like it.’ He gestured at the others, as if by way of apology.


‘Come on now, you can’t miss this.’ Niall sculpted the powder into lines. ‘The world’s going to shit, remember? The least we can do is go down in style.’


I looked at Tom but he didn’t catch my eye.


‘Let’s see what we’ve got here then.’ Mireille leaned over the table, Niall catching her dress riding up her thighs.


‘Easy, cowgirl.’ For a second, I thought he was going to slap her arse.


‘Ignore him, he’s always like this.’ Bay shook her head, taking my arm.


‘Be nice.’ Grace sounded almost maternal. She crossed over to Niall’s chair, where she perched on the edge of his knee. She took his cigarette and passed it to Bay, who sucked deeply, then put it out. ‘I think you’ve had enough of those,’ she said, giving him a territorial pat.


•


An hour passed before I started to feel it. I was standing by the pool, music drifting from the house. Bay’s skin was cool against mine, her lips moving close to my ear. I could understand what she was saying but I wasn’t present, I was somewhere else, riding on a strange wave of joy. What followed was a bolt of pure euphoria. It shot through me, pounding through my veins. I waited for the feeling to subside, but instead it held me, radiating outwards. My internal world and external reality oscillated in harmony, opening up to encompass Bay as her touch rippled down my spine.


At one point, Niall drove us through the hills. We parked outside a white building and walked through its large, dimly lit interior. Beyond was a private beach on which a crowd of people danced. There were strings of lanterns above their heads, the music heavy and hypnotic. These people weren’t dancing with each other, they were all facing the front, their shoulders jostling as they swayed to a solitary speaker in the sand. Time passed slowly but it was good. I was aware I was high but I felt well. The music rose and my mood lifted further. I looked at Tom in total adoration. He looked back with what seemed to be mild concern. He put an arm around me and I closed my eyes, turning towards him.


•


I woke up hot, in bright daylight, on the synthetic sheets of the Hotel Playasol. It took me a while to take in my surroundings. I opened the door to the balcony and stepped outside. On the Passeig de la Mar below, the holidaymakers were out in force. Most were wearing brightly coloured sportswear, their children dressed in smaller versions of the same. The plastic bunting on the beach stalls criss-crossed a sea of human bodies.


I leaned further over the railing and watched the heads passing underneath me. I was reminded of Monkey Planet, a show I’d once seen about long-tailed macaques – how increasing group size led to more violent competition as the monkeys tried to distinguish themselves.


‘Please don’t jump.’


Tom was awake. He sat up and rubbed his face, his eyes soft and bleary with sleep. He was naked apart from a pair of cotton boxers. He was physically tougher than I’d imagined. His dark hair was a little dishevelled, his face creased from the pillow. Without his glasses, his eyes looked green-grey in the morning light. I wanted to move back beside him but I resisted.


‘Sorry about last night,’ he said.


‘Why?’


He looked at me quizzically. ‘I think you probably had too much.’


I couldn’t remember anything beyond the party. All I knew was that I’d felt good, better than I’d done in years.


‘You don’t say much, do you?’ He got up and joined me on the balcony. He didn’t touch me when he reached the railings. I could hardly bring myself to look at him.


‘How long are you around for?’ he asked.


When I told him I had a few more days, he took a while to think about it.


‘You should come out on the boat some time,’ he said as he searched for Wi-Fi on his phone.


I couldn’t tell if he was serious; he seemed more interested in booking a taxi.


I looked over the balcony again. It was flaming hot outside. Underneath us, a tired-looking beach seller was laying out his box of bags.


•


That night, alone in the room, I found an old copy of Ibiza Living. The shower was broken so I ran a bath and opened the magazine at random. A photo of a woman dancing in the sunset was accompanied by an article about the island: ‘a vibrant melting pot of hipsters, celebrities and renegade bohemians’, but also of ‘business professionals and thought leaders looking to improve their health and fitness in discreet and scenic settings’.


The next page featured an interview with a greying fifty-something in headphones. According to this Ibiza veteran, the island was working hard to stop attracting ‘the wrong sorts’, which was why the clubs had had to raise their prices. In fact, its reputation was undergoing a luxurious transformation. Only five-star resorts were now being opened. He assured us that the Seven Pines in Cala Conta was one of the jewels in the crown of this new plan. This place offered guests a personal pool, an ice grotto and a Pershing yacht.


I sat in the bath and watched the progress of a small insect on the wall. Outside, voices could be heard clamouring over the music from the bars. The bathroom was dank and claustrophobic, it smelt of other people’s sweat. Stuffed down the side of the bath was a waterlogged copy of Fifty Shades of Grey – a German edition, its pages brown and glued together. I tried not to imagine the previous occupant of my apartment, an older Fraulein no doubt, probably masturbating furiously to the thrill of being taken by a billionaire ‘industrialist’. Although, if I was honest, I couldn’t deny the sentiment. There was a reason books like this were all the same.


My phone buzzed loudly by my head, a message from someone I hadn’t seen in years. I almost dropped it in the bath.


It’s Lara. I heard you need a job.
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The boat was already running by the time I arrived at the Marina at Port Esportiu. It was Niall’s boat, a 32-foot cutter, smaller than most of the yachts in the harbour. I followed Tom on board and sat at one of the white upholstered booths on deck as Niall reeled up the anchor. Once we’d started to pick up speed, the bow glided through the water like a knife. At a certain distance from the shore, the ordinary world seemed to lose all meaning. The tourists on the beach looked ant-like, packed together like mould on a crust. I looked up Formentera on my phone. According to Lonely Planet, the island we were heading towards was ‘blissfully languid’ and ‘full of barefoot-glam boutiques’. Wikipedia took a more cultured approach: a paragraph on Bob Dylan, another on the island’s violent past, passing from the Carthaginians to the Romans, then to the Visigoths, the Vandals and the Arabs before it was finally seized by the Catalans and absorbed into the Crown of Aragon. Bursts of spray bounced off my face as we approached a rough, volcanic shore. I’d seen photos of these jagged rocks before, probably on an advert for something, but the reality was stranger, they looked eerie, jutting out like a half-exposed ruin.
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