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‘Our goal is to discover that we have always been
where we ought to be. Unhappily we make the
task exceedingly difficult for ourselves’


ALDOUS HUXLEY




PROLOGUE


Venice Beach, Los Angeles


‘That’s her,’ the driver yelled to the three men waiting in the rear of the transit van.


He pointed a gloved finger in the direction of a slender woman walking along the sidewalk up ahead.


‘You sure?’ a gruff voice asked. ‘It’s pretty dark out there.’


The driver was very sure. He’d watched carefully as his target walked with purpose in her high heels. He recalled her appearance an hour earlier as she made her way up a stainless-steel pole before slowly, seductively descending.


‘Yeah, man,’ he replied. ‘You don’t forget a pretty little ass like that in a hurry, even from this distance.’


He was confident their mark was completely oblivious to her impending fate. She stopped suddenly, searching for something that was seemingly wedged in her clutch bag; the street lamps and neon shop signs illuminated the glitter in her hair. The driver lifted his foot slightly from the accelerator and dipped the headlights as he continued to stalk his prey. Meanwhile, his colleagues slipped black balaclavas over their heads and adjusted their bodies into position – one knelt with his hand gripping the door lever, ready to open it on command; another held plastic restraints, and the third clasped a hunting knife with a serrated blade.


‘Ready?’ the driver asked. They grunted in unison.


The van speeded up, but not so fast as to throw the hunters from the positions they’d rehearsed earlier that day. Then, as it pulled up alongside the woman, the door flew open and the first of her assailants sprang out.


The man with the restraints was the first to reel backwards into the vehicle as a bullet from her revolver tore its way through his shoulder blade, taking fragments of collarbone with it.


For a split second, the flash from the gun’s muzzle illuminated the van’s interior as she pinpointed two more would-be assailants poised to drag her inside. Twice more she pulled the trigger; twice more she heard the men screaming. The driver remained rooted to his seat, baffled by how off-kilter their mission had suddenly gone. They had been so confident of its success that there was no Plan B.


‘Go, man, go!’ yelled a desperate voice as another bullet found its target.


Tyres squealed as the van lurched forward, veering across the central reservation and then criss-crossing back towards the sidewalk.


A combination of adrenaline and fury propelled the woman to kick off her heels and run after it, firing twice more and shattering its rear windscreen. The vehicle clipped an LA Times newsstand, hurling newspapers into the air; they fell like large chunks of confetti.


She fired one last time, but the van had already corrected itself and sped off out of range. Then she watched in horror as that final shot sent a stranger up ahead, carrying a backpack, sprawling face forward onto the pavement.


Time froze as the consequences of her last reckless bullet resonated.


She had just killed an innocent tourist.




PART ONE:
THE ARRIVALS
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Day One: Two Months Later


Venice Beach International Hostel, Los Angeles





Empty bottles of Budweiser and paper plates stained with remnants of spaghetti Bolognese littered the corridors as Tommy made his way from his dormitory room towards the hostel reception desk.


He passed three young men lying in a crumpled, unconscious heap by the stairs, wearing only brightly coloured underwear. Their drunken state had been taken advantage of and their faces and chests used as canvases for felt-tip pen graffiti. The expletives, slurs and crude images of penises and breasts appealed to the childish side of Tommy’s sense of humour.


At this ungodly hour most of the guests at Venice Beach International Hostel were fast asleep, scattered throughout the building’s twenty-five rooms of varying sizes. Some contained up to eight bunk beds, others were private and housed just two people. But it was a rare day if the hostel reached its 120-person capacity. Those drowsily slumped across lounge sofas were surrounded by rucksacks, awaiting shuttle buses to transport them to LAX airport or the Amtrak railway and coach stations.


Tommy knew it didn’t require a genius to do his job, checking people in and out of the hostel. There wasn’t even a computerized system to master – just a tatty, leather-bound ledger with a date written in biro on each page and the names of who was allocated to which room. Payment was cash only, no contactless credit cards, bank transfers or even traveller’s cheques. But it was a role he enjoyed, despite the long hours. Secretly he got a kick from being responsible for choosing which rooms the backpackers looking for no-frills accommodation were placed in. Those who barely spoke English – and so were less likely to complain – were squirrelled out of the way towards the back of the building, and those with whom Tommy hoped to build up a rapport were placed in the dormitories that surrounded his. But the bunk adjacent to his own was kept free for when his friend Louis arrived. If he ever arrived.


Tommy reached the end of the corridor, walked down a small flight of steps and arrived at the reception desk where he would spend the next couple of hours. He turned on a portable television and scanned the ledger to see who’d checked in or out.


Once up to speed, he gazed around the room as the darkness outside began to lift and the orange morning light crept through the thin film of dirt covering the large windows. A yucca plant had outgrown its pot and its roots spilled from cracks in the side; a water cooler missing a plug housed a half-full plastic bottle, with the water surface supporting a delicate skin of green algae. The brown carpet tiles that covered patches of the floor were frayed and mismatched. A rack of pamphlets was mostly empty with the exception of a few outdated excursion opportunities to Disneyland, Six Flags Magic Mountain and Universal Studios. There was no getting away from it: the hostel was a dump. But it was a dump Tommy affectionately called home.


He glanced at the photographs pinned to the wall, containing familiar faces he’d met during his last two months in Los Angeles. Most, like him, were in their early twenties, and while he couldn’t always recall their names, he never forgot a face and they never failed to conjure up a smile. Examining an image of himself, he realized his irregular eating patterns meant he’d lost weight since the picture had been taken some eight weeks earlier. He could easily feel his ribs under his t-shirt now and even his many friendship bands hung loosely from his wrist. His dark brown stubble disguised the gauntness in his face. He made a vow to himself to eat at least two proper meals a day.


‘Morning, Ron,’ Tommy chirped as the hostel’s owner appeared from a small office behind the reception desk.


Ron’s glasses hung from a silver chain around his neck, broken links held together by sticky tape. His grey comb-over lifted from his thinning scalp with each step he took and his posture reminded Tommy of a question mark.


‘Find me some roach traps for the kitchen,’ Ron muttered, making his way up the stairs and out of sight.


‘I’m fine, thanks for asking,’ mumbled Tommy.


‘I didn’t,’ Ron called from the distance.


A poster peeling from the wall drew Tommy’s attention, like it always did – ‘Welcome to Wherever You Are’, read a large font placed over an image of a white sandy beach and the bluest of blue oceans. When Tommy had asked what it meant on the night he arrived, Ron had replied: ‘It means it doesn’t matter where you are, just as long as you’re somewhere.’


The hostel was Tommy’s somewhere, and it was a million miles from the nowhere in England he’d run from.
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Beads of sweat gathered across Eric’s hairline, the breeze wafting through the vehicle’s open windows failing to cool him down.


He pinched the corners of his eyes, pushed his Ray-Ban aviators up to the bridge of his nose and continued to drive slowly along Pacific Avenue. Hunched over the steering wheel, he peered through the windscreen, searching for building numbers. A night spent behind the wheel of their 1970s pick-up truck, with no air conditioning or power steering, had left him grouchy, achy and feeling more than his thirty-two years. The wonky visor couldn’t keep the rising sun from touching his head and he was glad he’d decided to clipper his thick auburn hair short before he left England.


‘We’ve been driving in circles for hours,’ he moaned.


‘It would help if at least some of these buildings were numbered,’ replied Nicole, his passenger and closest friend. ‘Maybe buildings in LA think they’re too cool for that.’


Her thighs were stuck to the leather seats and made the sound of breaking wind each time she fidgeted. Eleven hours ago it had amused them both; now it was just another thing that irritated them. Nicole swept her damp cinnamon-brown hair behind her ears and brought the map closer to her eyes so she could read the small print. A gust of warm wind rustled the empty potato chip and candy wrappers strewn across the rear seats.


‘So just for the record, remind me again why I gave up a good job in London to join you on this magical mystery tour?’ Eric asked.


‘Because you hated your “good job” just as much as I hated mine. And once we find what we’re looking for, we might not need to work again for a very long time.’


‘Providing this thing gets us there.’


‘I hope so; I paid enough to ship it over. Besides, it’s a classic American pick-up.’


Eric raised his eyebrows. ‘And who are you now, Jeremy Clarkson? We could’ve rented a new SUV over here with that money, or a convertible. Or at least something with air-con, satnav, TuneIn access and electric seats.’


He reached into the door pocket, but the bottle of water he was hoping to find wasn’t there. He glanced down to see where it had fallen.


‘Eric!’ Nicole yelled.


Alarmed, he looked up to see a dishevelled young man in dark skater shorts and a backward-facing baseball cap and shirt, shuffling across the road. Eric jammed on his brakes and swerved; the truck’s tyres hit the kerb with a jolt and a bang. Unharmed, the man continued ambling onwards in his own little world, oblivious to his close call, disappearing into a nearby building.


‘Bloody idiot!’ yelled Eric, craning his neck out the window while Nicole took deep, calming breaths. He clambered out to examine the damage and then kicked the hubcap in frustration.


‘Brilliant,’ he said. ‘I bet it’s already started deflating.’


‘I know the feeling. But if it helps, I think we’re here.’ Nicole pointed to a rectangular building in front of them. Eric tilted his head towards a faded sign reading 2323 and Venice Beach International Hostel.


Even from this distance they could see that its once whitewashed walls were greying; plaster had flaked and fallen from the façade, leaving parts of the brickwork exposed. Trainers and towels had been hung out to air from the open windows on all three floors. From the side of the flat roof, poles and tatty flags from around the world drooped, including some from countries Nicole was sure no longer existed.


She offered a half-hearted smile, but Eric was too busy rolling his eyes to notice.




3


‘You nearly got yourself killed there, mate!’ Tommy warned Joe as he stumbled up the stairs towards his room, only stopping to rotate his baseball cap into the correct position.


Tommy wondered why Joe always waited until he entered the building before sliding his cap around, as if the hostel had a straight headwear dress code. Then he realized that trying to second-guess a crystal meth addict was as pointless as giving a dog a Rubik’s cube. He hoped that one day, Joe might have a lightbulb moment, like those Tommy had read about in the self-help books travellers often left in the hostel library. They’d helped get him through many a boring night shift, and Tommy briefly considered anonymously leaving one about addiction on Joe’s bed. But he knew that unless Joe actually wanted to alter his life, he’d be stuck in his ever-decreasing circle until an inevitably premature end. And as long as Joe paid for his bed, Ron didn’t care what his guests’ extracurricular activities involved.


Outside, Eric and Nicole unstrapped their suitcases from the flatbed truck and faced the hostel’s mucky glass doors, which were propped open by two buckets of sand littered with cigarette butts. Eric removed his sunglasses and Nicole just about heard him mumble something about jumping out of a frying pan and into the flaming bowels of hell.


‘If I’m going to have the American experience Mrs Baker wanted me to have, then I’d like to meet people in the same boat as us – not a bunch of cheerleaders on spring break,’ she retorted.


‘So you were serious when you said we were staying in a hostel and not a hotel? I hoped you were kidding.’


‘My travel guide says it’s a rite of passage to stay in Venice Beach,’ she replied defensively. ‘John Steinbeck, Jack Kerouac and Truman Capote are supposed to have slept under this very roof back in its heyday.’


‘Oh, did they? And who are Steinbeck, Kerouac and Capote, just out of interest?’


‘Um,’ Nicole paused and thought back to the Wikipedia entry she’d skimmed. ‘That’s not the point.’


Eric shook his head at her ignorance and let out an exaggerated sigh.


‘Besides,’ she continued, ‘the only difference between a hostel and a hotel is the letter “s”.’


‘Yeah, and in this case the “s” stands for “smells like a shit pit”.’


Nicole was aware she was fighting a losing battle. For the most part, Eric was her kindred spirit; he could make her laugh like nobody else, and he’d been there for her in her darkest days when she’d needed him most. He’d put his career on hold to spend the last six weeks with her in America on the hunt for something that might not even exist, so she was willing to forgive his occasional moodiness.


‘Are you looking for a room?’ said Tommy, ignoring Eric’s presence and focusing entirely on Nicole. He was instantly attracted to her warm grin, her fresh face and her casual attire of cut-off shorts and white vest. Such attention didn’t go unnoticed by Eric. She, meanwhile, was surprised by Tommy’s British accent, considering his golden California tan and surfer-dude appearance – albeit a skinny, undernourished surfer dude who likely didn’t know one end of a board from the other.


‘I emailed a few days ago to reserve a private room for three nights,’ Nicole replied.


‘The internet connection’s a bit iffy and nobody checks the emails,’ replied Tommy apologetically. ‘We don’t have any private rooms left, I’m afraid. But we’ve got beds in dorms, if that helps?’


‘We’re expected to share with other people?’ interrupted Eric.


‘That’s the hostelling experience,’ said Tommy.


‘No, that’s the homeless shelter experience.’


‘It’s forty-five dollars a night each, plus a five-dollar key deposit. Cash up front, I’m afraid. You’ll be in room fourteen; your beds have clean sheets on them already, blankets are an extra two dollars, as are towels. The pool’s out back and open 24/7, and the beach is on your doorstep. There’s free food served every night in the kitchen, although the chef’s not Gordon Ramsay, so I hope you don’t have high standards. Oh, and there’s free beer on Wednesday and Saturday nights at the party in the lounge. I’m Tommy – if you need anything, just come and find me.’


Nicole and Tommy shared a glance. As she paid him in cash, a cockroach scuttled across the counter.


‘Are those complimentary?’ asked Eric, wryly.


‘Only if you buy them dinner first,’ replied Tommy.


While Nicole smirked at the lame joke, Eric frowned at Tommy and picked up the pair’s luggage, heading towards the staircase. A thin man in baggy clothes and a patchy beard attempted to slip in behind them, unnoticed.


‘Oi, there’s no reason for you to be in here, Wayne,’ said Tommy firmly, and shook his head as the man left without argument.


‘Don’t think I didn’t see you giving him a look,’ Eric said as he and Nicole made their way along the hostel corridor, examining their new surroundings.


‘What look?’ she replied in mock innocence, willing herself not to break into a schoolgirl blush.


‘A look that’ll have you tagged and on the sex offenders’ register for ten years.’


‘He’s not that young.’


‘You’re thirty-two, hun. He’s old enough to be your son.’


‘Yeah, if I’d had him when I was about twelve,’ sighed Nicole, stepping over a discarded trash bag. ‘Okay, so the rubbish doesn’t make it the Chateau Marmont, but it has charm.’


‘Hey, here’s an idea – why don’t we just climb into a couple of cardboard boxes and sleep under a bridge tonight?’


‘Anyway, Grazia says it’s flattering to be thought of as a cougar by a younger man.’


‘A cougar? You’re more like one of those mangy old alley cats on their last legs, with no teeth and half an ear missing.’


Nicole was opening her mouth to respond when the door to the room beside theirs burst open and four young men in shorts ran past them, carrying beach towels and chatting in a language neither she nor Eric understood.


‘Of course, hostelling isn’t all bad,’ conceded Eric, turning his head to watch as they disappeared down the corridor.
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The cardboard sign Ron had stuck above the six-foot by three-foot cubbyhole with the words ‘Internet Suite & Cafe’ was wishful thinking, Tommy decided.


One desk with two back-to-back green iMac G3s and an ancient modem that required six minutes before a connection was made did not constitute a suite. Likewise, a vending machine that reluctantly dispensed lukewarm coffee failed to make it a cafe. But with poor cell phone reception and no wi-fi in the hostel, it was the quickest way to get online without having to leave the building.


Tommy inserted his quarter into the vending machine, pressed number nine, counted five seconds like always and kicked the base, before it angrily spat brown powder and water into a plastic cup.


He sat down, logged into his iCloud account and scanned his emails. The only new ones were spam offering bargain bitcoins, his online credit card bill – which he deleted without opening – mail-outs from clothing retailers and discount codes.


He scanned his Facebook timeline updates and clicked on an image in his Friends section so a profile slowly loaded. He checked when it had last been updated; some nine weeks earlier, when they were still together. Irked, he addressed a new email to BackpackingLouis@gmail.com and put three question marks in the subject line. ‘Where the hell are you?’ he wrote, and then jabbed the send button.


As he leaned back in his chair, his wallet fell from the pocket of his shorts. The corner of a small photograph poked out. Tommy picked it up, opened it and stared at the picture of his parents.




Two Years Earlier: Northampton, England





From his seat at the kitchen table, Tommy watched his mother through the window as she stood alone on the decking in the rear garden.


She stared blankly across the lawn, through the wire fencing and into the recently ploughed fields, only moving to take long drags from a cigarette.


Tommy had observed her rapid decline from a vibrant, enthusiastic mother of three to an empty shell in the space of hours. He recalled how, when he was a boy, he had nagged her to quit her ‘stinky sticks’ as he loathed the smell, and for well over a decade, she’d gone without. But since that day, everything had changed. She had gone from zero to two packs a day in less than a week.


She remained with her back to the house Tommy had grown up in, a place he now avoided whenever possible. What had once been a home crammed with love and comfort was now just a shell.


Tommy turned his eyes towards the goldfish swimming in circles around the glass bowl on the worktop. The bowl contained no ornamental garnishes, only sandy-coloured pebbles where one lonely fish swam day in, day out, round and round, going nowhere. The symbolism wasn’t lost on him.


Suddenly the door to the hallway opened and his father entered. Once a tall, imposing figure, he too had noticeably withered, Tommy thought. Then, on spotting Tommy, he stopped in his tracks. Father and son made eye contact, neither saying a word, before he turned to leave.


‘Dad,’ began Tommy, and he rose from the table and grabbed the crutches propped up against it. His father paused, but without looking back, exited the kitchen and quietly closed the door.


‘It wasn’t my fault,’ Tommy called after him, as the fish swam another aimless lap.
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Today





‘Pretty comfy,’ nodded Nicole as she tested the bottom mattress of the dormitory bunk bed nearest the window.


‘That’ll be the extra layers of skin shed by everyone who’s ever slept on it,’ replied Eric, choosing the one above her.


Nicole could hold her tongue no longer. ‘For God’s sake, Eric, you’ve spent all day bitching and moaning. Believe me, I’m as frustrated as you are that we haven’t found anything yet, but at least I’m trying to make the best of it. Please, can you just stop complaining for five minutes and meet me halfway?’


Eric dropped from the bed to the floor below and looked at his friend sheepishly. ‘Sorry, Nic. I’m just hot and knackered, and this place isn’t exactly what I was expecting.’


‘I know. I think the website’s pictures had the Instagram treatment. But we’re here now, so let’s have a look around, take some time out to rethink and make the best of it before we continue.’


Eric nodded as Nicole looked around the room. Each dormitory had four curtainless double-length windows, and with no air conditioning, they were the only way to let out the stuffy air of eight bunk beds and sixteen sweaty bodies. Above them, damp clothes were pegged to makeshift washing lines running the length of the room. In the corner was the door to the shared bathroom, next to a small area housing grey lockers.


But while the rooms were shabby, it seemed reasonably clean, and Nicole liked that the walls were plastered with photographs of past guests framing a world map mural. Coloured cotton threads linked faces to countries and, despite Eric’s vocal reservations, there was an aura about the hostel that Nicole admired. She recognized the face of the sleeping man on his bed in the corner of the room. He was the one they’d almost hit with their truck earlier that afternoon.


There was one other person in the room: a woman sitting in a chair with her legs outstretched, apparently placing newspaper cuttings into a scrapbook. Her skin was pale, her frame dumpy, and Nicole noted that despite the heat she wore jogging bottoms and a long-sleeved t-shirt. Nicole smiled at her and the woman smiled shyly back.


‘Shall we see if our stowaway has made it here intact?’ asked Eric, pointing to a cardboard box in the centre of Nicole’s suitcase.


Before Nicole could reply, there came a thumping sound and the sudden appearance of a pair of skinny legs breaking through a ceiling tile. The legs were quickly followed by a man falling to the floor in a heap of tangled limbs and dust. An astonished Nicole and Eric hurried towards him, urging him not to move, then to wriggle his hands and feet one at a time. Small fragments of plasterboard were caught in his wiry hair; under the dust, his face was freckled. A roll-up cigarette remained between his lips despite his plunge.


‘I’m fine, guys, I’m fine,’ he reassured them in an Anglo-Dutch accent, adding ‘I’m Peyk,’ as the door burst open and Tommy appeared.


‘What the . . .’ he began, his eyes darting from Peyk to the hole in the ceiling.


‘It’s all good, Tommy-boy, it’s all good,’ grinned Peyk, before picking up an electrical cable from the floor and leaving. Nicole and Eric looked at each other and then at Tommy, awaiting an explanation.


‘Uh, he’s our handyman. Probably best not to ask,’ said Tommy. Like God, Peyk moved in mysterious ways. ‘I was coming to find you guys anyway. I’m heading out for my break and wondered if you wanted a quick tour of Venice? I’ll tell Peyk to fix the ceiling while we’re gone.’


‘We’ve got some unpacking to do,’ Eric replied dismissively, and returned to his bunk.


‘Well, do you mind if I go?’ asked Nicole.


‘Do what you like,’ said Eric, his attitude resembling that of a sulky teenager.


Glancing over his shoulder as Nicole and Tommy made their way out of the door, he vowed to nip Nicole’s burgeoning friendship in the bud. There was too much at stake for him to stand idly by.
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‘Your boyfriend doesn’t like slumming it, does he?’ began Tommy as he and Nicole headed along the corridors towards reception.


‘Oh, Eric’s not my boyfriend,’ she replied. ‘You’re more his type than I am. Just ignore him when he moans, because if he’s not complaining about something, he’s not being Eric. Once he gets used to the place he’ll be fine.’


As they made their way out of the building, Tommy waved when he spotted a familiar face approaching them. Savannah slurped on a thick milkshake through a straw. She pushed her black Jackie O-style glasses up into her platinum blonde bob and grinned.


‘Hey, you,’ said Tommy.


‘Hi, honey, where are you guys off to?’


‘Nicole’s just checked in, so I’m showing her the local sights and sounds.’


‘And you’re hitting on her already?’ teased Savannah. ‘You could at least give the girl time to unpack.’


‘That’s what I thought,’ said Nicole, playing along as Tommy’s face reddened.


‘Nice to meet you,’ continued Savannah as the women introduced themselves and shook hands. ‘I’m only messing, Tommy’s a sweetheart.’


‘Are you working tonight?’ asked Tommy.


‘Yeah, I’m picking up a few shifts later but I need to get some sleep first. Have a good day, guys.’


‘That’s the first American accent I’ve heard since we checked in,’ Nicole remarked, as Savannah left and she and Tommy headed for the beach.


‘Yeah, we’re more geared towards Europeans than Americans. Euros are quite happy to stay in a hovel if it’s in a foreign country, and the Americans are more up for experiencing this type of place when they’re abroad rather than on their own doorstep.’


‘Does Savannah live at the hostel?’


‘Pretty much. She’s mates with Peyk. She gets a room to herself and I only ever put people in there if we’re really busy.’


‘And what does Peyk get in return for his generosity?’


‘Nah, I don’t think it’s like that. He’s an odd guy but he’s harmless, and Savannah doesn’t put up with crap from anyone.’


‘What’s her story, then?’


Tommy shrugged. ‘Not sure. She keeps her cards close to her chest.’


That’s the best way to play it, Nicole thought to herself, and wondered if she’d ever meet anyone she could trust as much as Eric.
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Savannah closed her bedroom door behind her and locked it, pulling down the handle to reassure herself it was secure.


She slid her imitation Hermès handbag off her shoulder and placed it on the single unoccupied bed opposite her own. Opening it, she took out a tightly wound roll of $20 bills, then moved towards two lockers and pushed one aside to reveal a jagged hole in the brickwork. She placed the money in the hole next to seven more bundles of notes before moving the locker back into its place.


Then she put her fingertips under her hairline, removed her blonde wig and dropped it on a stool. She ruffled her mousey brown hair before removing a revolver from her bag and placing it under her pillow.




Two Months Earlier: Venice Beach





Savannah clasped her hand over her mouth and ran towards the motionless young man lying on the sidewalk, just as Ron appeared from the entrance of the hostel.


‘What the hell?’ he began, as they both reached the body at the same time.


‘I didn’t see him there, Ron,’ she cried. ‘They were trying to kidnap me. He knows where I am!’


Ron glanced up and down the street, checking whether anyone had witnessed the chaos, before grabbing the boy under his arms and struggling to hoist him to his feet.


‘Savannah, help me,’ he snapped.


She involuntarily trembled as they dragged the boy, rucksack and all, through an open doorway and into the brightly lit reception area, laying him on the floor. Ron turned the lock on the door and pulled down a roller blind.


The first words to come from the boy’s bloodied lips were followed by a desperate intake of breath, taking Ron and Savannah by surprise. ‘Am I dead?’ he gasped.


‘No, thank Christ,’ whispered Ron as he rolled him onto his chest. He removed the large canvas rucksack strapped to the boy’s back. Light from a fluorescent bulb above bounced off an object inside a small hole in the lining.


Ron sat the boy up and steadied him, watching as he struggled to focus his eyes. The last thing the boy remembered with clarity was listening to The Weeknd through his headphones before something propelled him forward. It had happened so swiftly that his forehead smashed against the pavement before he’d had time to stretch his arms out and minimize the impact.


Ron fished out the contents from the front pouch of the backpack, including a book he’d vaguely heard of from the 1990s called The Beach. Wedged into its spine was the bullet Savannah had fired moments earlier. The boy was still too dazed to question why a stranger he couldn’t see properly was hoisting his t-shirt up to his shoulders and rubbing cold, thin fingers across his back.


‘Lucky bastard,’ muttered Ron, and sat him down on a plastic chair.


The boy touched his forehead and felt a swelling. There was a graze to his cheek and grit embedded in his bottom lip. He rolled his tongue around his mouth to check his teeth were still in place. He looked at Ron standing before him, but everything was clouded by a shadow. He only realized there was a third person present in the room when the man spoke again.


‘Stay in your room while I clean him up, and hide that thing. Peyk didn’t give it to you so you could fire at random strangers.’


Savannah didn’t question Ron’s orders. She sprinted up the stairs and out of sight before the boy had a chance to remember her. His blurred vision was slowly dissipating and he scanned his new surroundings, unsure if it was the place he had been searching for when fate threw him a curveball.


‘What’s your name, kid?’ Ron asked.


‘Tommy,’ he replied. His accent was British. He pointed to a poster that was peeling away from the wall opposite him. ‘What does “Welcome to Wherever You Are” mean?’


‘It means it doesn’t matter where you are, just as long as you’re somewhere.’




Today





Savannah rested her hands on her hips and looked critically at her reflection in the full-length mirror attached to the bathroom wall.


She was disappointed to see the dark circles under her eyes were still showing through her carefully applied make-up, and her cheeks were red and blotchy. She’d felt under the weather for much of the day and hoped the soya-and-fruit milkshake might give her the sugar rush she needed to wake her up. Yawning, she headed back into her bedroom and set the alarm on her phone for four hours’ time, when her working day would begin again.


As she fell asleep, she was being watched. Behind the two-way mirror in her room, a hand slowly traced the outline of her body with one finger.
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From behind the blue metal fence, Nicole stared at a dozen or so men and a few women, bulging veins close to bursting point, as they went about their daily workout routines in the weightlifting area known as Muscle Beach.


She’d read about the fitness fanatics’ mecca in her guidebook but was a little disappointed to find it was no more than a large concrete cage crammed with human gorillas, vying for the validation of strangers to further boost egos as swollen as biceps.


As she and Tommy made their way along Venice Beach’s boardwalk, it was obvious to Nicole that the creative and artistic beatnik generation who founded the area back in the 1950s and 1960s had long since departed. They’d been replaced by a hotchpotch of tacky tourist retail units interspersed with independent boutiques running parallel to the sandy beach. The other side of the boardwalk contained an assortment of craftsmen and chancers sheltered under a canopy of 40-foot-high palm trees. Tarot card readers predicted the fates of tourists, self-proclaimed experts in Chinese medicine offered acupuncture and neck massages, and fold-up tables were stacked with pamphlets promoting everything from political causes to the health benefits of hemp.


Tommy pointed out the handball and paddle tennis courts, the skate dancing plaza, the numerous beach volleyball courts and a bike trail that went past lavish beachfront properties on Ocean Front Walk, where the wealthy and a sprinkling of celebrities had their homes.


To describe Venice Beach as diverse was an understatement, Nicole realized. Clearly, one afternoon wouldn’t be long enough to explore all the nooks and crannies that piqued her interest. Muscle Beach aside, she felt the area’s appeal.


After an hour of sightseeing in the eighty-degree heat with Tommy as her eager guide, they took a break and sat on benches under the shady arches of a cafe, eating generous portions of pistachio ice cream from plastic tubs. Not for the first time that afternoon, a group of young tourists waved at Tommy as they passed by.


‘Is there anyone here who doesn’t know you?’ Nicole asked.


‘It’s a combination of my movie-star looks and masculine physique,’ he deadpanned. ‘Or it’s that they’re guests at the hostel and I’m the first face people see when they check in, so they remember me.’


‘I’d say the latter is more likely.’


‘Harsh. So is this your first time staying in a hostel?’


‘Yep. I’m more of a book it on lastminute.com, two-star hotel in Ibiza kind of girl. This is my first road trip and I’m finding that challenging enough. To be honest, I’m not even sure what life as a backpacker entails.’


‘The general consensus is you live out of what you can carry, you travel at your own pace and you sleep where you can.’


‘Like tortoises.’


‘That makes you “Me Shell”.’


‘Oh, you’re funny,’ Nicole groaned, despite being quietly amused by Tommy’s banter. ‘And what do people do at hostels?’


‘Meet other travellers, sleep with other travellers, smoke a lot of dope, drink a lot of beer, tell strangers their life stories, and then continue travelling knowing they’ll probably never see them again.’


‘That sounds fun . . . but kind of sad at the same time.’


‘I’m not going to lie, it can be both. I’ve been hanging around with some of the most incredible people one day, and the next I’ve been at my loneliest. But I wouldn’t change the last seven months for anything, as it’s been the best thing I’ve ever done. I’m sure I’ve discovered parts of America most Americans haven’t even seen, and the hostel – well, it’s not the Sunset Marquis, but it’s become a rite of passage for backpackers.’


‘That’s what I told Eric, but I don’t think he believed me.’


‘How did you and your non-boyfriend end up on a road trip?’


‘That’s a conversation for another time,’ Nicole replied, looking at her watch. ‘I should be heading back.’


They took their ice creams with them and retraced their steps along the boardwalk back towards the hostel. She found it endearing how he tried to mask his nervousness around her with over-confidence.


‘Are you coming to the party?’ he asked hopefully.


‘Is that tonight?’


‘Uh-huh, and the beer’s free.’


‘You really know the way to a girl’s heart, don’t you?’ Nicole winked and patted his leg. She was actually beginning to sound like a cougar, she realized.
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Savannah struggled to find a comfortable sleeping position, so she abandoned her power nap after an hour and relocated to the kitchen to read about Kim Kardashian’s exploits in an old In Touch magazine another hosteller had left on top of a bin bag.


As she turned the page, she spotted a headline about handsome young actor Zak Stanley that should have been followed by a story and pictures. Instead they’d been ripped out, and she wondered what was so interesting that it had to be taken. She’d almost finished her take-out bowl of yesterday’s vegetable soup when a grinning Tommy appeared.


‘Hey stud, how was your date?’ Savannah asked.


‘It wasn’t a date, we just went out for a walk and some ice cream,’ he replied, and poured hot water into the dirty crockery-filled sink.


‘Where did you go, back in time to the 1960s?’


‘It was nice.’


‘Well, it sounds like a date to me. You like her, don’t you?’


‘She’s cool,’ Tommy admitted.


Actually, he did like Nicole a lot. In the course of his American adventure he’d kissed a handful of girls but had only become intimate with two – which, judging by his conversations with other backpackers bragging about their globe-trotting antics, was way below the norm.


But Nicole was different from the other girls he’d met, and he enjoyed her company. She gave as good as she got, she had a sense of humour he appreciated and, of course, he was physically attracted to her. He estimated she was at least a decade his senior, and that only added to her appeal. The most important lesson he’d learned from sharing time, space and philosophies with total strangers was that he was attracted to a personality, above all else.


However, Tommy wasn’t naive, and he identified two issues that could stand in the way of something blossoming between them. The first went by the name of Eric: even in their brief encounters, he had made it clear that Tommy’s presence was unwelcome. And the second was that Nicole was only on an extended vacation, not a gap year. She was planning to stay in LA for just a few days.


It dawned on Tommy that Nicole hadn’t actually revealed much about herself during their afternoon together. He didn’t know where she was from, what she did to pay her bills, what she had given up to go travelling, or even why.


He was distracted from his thoughts by the appearance of Peyk, who began wandering around the kitchen and looking up towards the ceiling tiles.


‘What are you up to?’ Tommy asked.


‘Looking for wires,’ Peyk replied without making eye contact.


‘For fun?’


‘For Ron.’


‘For what purpose?’


‘For it’s none of your business.’


Peyk frowned, squinted at something and then nodded. He pulled a joint from behind his ear and lit it on the oven’s electric hob. He took a long drag and then offered it to Tommy and Savannah, who both shook their heads. Then, with a wide grin spread across his face, he blew a smoke ring and left.


Out of sight, he took out his basic, text-and-call-only mobile phone, typed in the words ‘We’re back in business’, and hit send.




10


As soon as he heard the bedroom door creaking open, Eric closed his eyes and pretended to be asleep.


He’d been lying on his bed, quietly brooding over Nicole’s decision to spend time with a boy she didn’t know rather than with him, planning the next chapter of their vacation. Even though neither was sure where they were supposed to be heading with the vague instructions they’d been left, he was keen to escape the squalor currently suffocating him.


Nicole sat down on her bunk, making the bed frame bend and squeak. Eric opened his eyes and sat up.


‘What time is it?’ he asked, continuing the charade by rubbing invisible sleep from his eyes.


‘It’s just gone three. Sorry, did I wake you?’


‘Yeah. Where’ve you been?’


‘Tommy was showing me Venice Beach, remember? You’ll love it down there, Eric. It’s got this fantastic vibe to it; there are so many places we can explore.’


‘I’m sure there are, but we’re only here for a couple of days, aren’t we.’ It wasn’t a question.


There was a pause before she replied. ‘Well, there’s no reason why we can’t stay a bit longer, is there? It’s not like we’re on a tight schedule or anything, and we’ve got enough money to tide us over for at least a couple more months. We’ve been on the road going from one motel to another on this wild goose chase. Perhaps we need to take time and start enjoying ourselves more.’


Eric bit his tongue, quietly cursing Tommy for opening Nicole’s eyes. He was also sore at himself for not protesting when she’d asked if he minded her going out.


‘If that’s what you want,’ he replied, using a tone that made it clear he was irked, but not irked enough to warrant a confrontation. ‘But remember why we’re here and what we’re trying to find. And I know this place is a pigsty, but is there any chance you can tidy your stuff away? You’re the messiest person I know. I don’t want anyone rifling through our stuff when we’re not here like it’s a car boot sale.’


‘Sure,’ said Nicole, giving him a peck on the forehead. ‘Oh, and Tommy says there’s a party downstairs tonight if we fancy it?’


Eric grunted, which Nicole took to mean ‘yes’, and moved towards the bathroom, only to spot the woman in the jogging bottoms and long-sleeved t-shirt. She was still sitting in the same place she’d been hours earlier.


‘Hello,’ said Nicole.


‘Hi,’ replied the woman, closing her scrapbook. She clutched it to her chest before Nicole could work out whose face was stuck on the cover.


‘My name’s Nicole.’


‘I’m Ruth,’ she said in an Australian accent, before lowering her head, rising to her feet and scuttling from the room. She headed towards the empty kitchen and, once she was confident she was alone, carefully placed her book on the table, her face brightening at the magazine cutting of Zak Stanley stuck to the cover.




Five Weeks Earlier: Victoria, Australia





‘Chips for breakfast? For Christ’s sake, girl, you’ve just got out of bed!’


The disgruntled tone of her mother, Denise, failed to move Ruth to push her unconventional breakfast to one side or turn her tablet off. Instead, she remained sprawled across the white faux-leather sofa, her head propped up by a cushion and a bowl of corn-based snacks balanced on her stomach.


‘Hey, I’m talking to you,’ Denise continued to jibe, pointing at her daughter with a French-tipped fingernail. ‘Get your arse up, turn that thing off and go out and do some exercise.’


Ruth ignored her mother’s obvious frustration and remained transfixed by the figure on the screen. No matter what weight-related insult Denise or Ruth’s younger brother, Kevin, threw at her, her indifference to dieting, make-up and fashion persisted.


In Ruth’s universe, the only person whose opinion mattered was Zak Stanley. He was someone who had never picked on her, criticized her, mocked her appearance or made her feel any less of a woman in spite of her 5-foot-8-inch, 15-stone frame. Zak made Ruth feel like a real princess – and not Princess Fiona, the Shrek character Kevin often compared her to.


And if Zak were ever to leave his Hollywood home and cast aside his A-list movie career for a relationship with a stranger who could offer him more love than all of his thousands of fans put together, Ruth would be waiting for him with open arms.


When Ruth heard Denise’s stiletto heels tap their way across the lounge’s laminate flooring and into the kitchen, she turned up the tablet’s volume. Although she’d watched the YouTube clip many times over the last two years, Ruth still scowled at the blonde-haired, clearly fake-breasted presenter proudly standing on the red carpet in London’s Leicester Square. Ruth didn’t care for the way she flirted with Zak but conceded that anyone in the presence of such talent and masculine beauty would find it impossible not to try their luck.


‘So what made you take the role, Zak? It’s quite a departure,’ asked the presenter, whose name Ruth had no interest in remembering.


‘Well,’ began Zak, struggling to hear through the screaming teenage girls penned in behind metal barricades. He brushed his hand though his dark, floppy fringe. ‘I’ve always been a big supporter of animal rights, and if my movie helps bring the illegal trade in elephant ivory to the forefront of people’s minds, well, that makes it all worthwhile.’


I bet he loves dogs like I do, too, thought Ruth. Along with pizza, sunsets, Friends re-runs and cuddles, animals were yet another thing she could add to their list of common interests.


‘And what about love – have you found a potential Mrs Stanley yet?’


He grinned bashfully. ‘No, I’m still looking for her.’


‘And what qualities does a girl need to have?’


‘I’m a simple kinda guy. All I want is an ordinary girl who inspires me to be a better man, and who I can wake up loving a little bit more each day.’


‘And you think she’s out there somewhere?’ The interviewer fluttered her eyelashes and no longer tried to disguise her desire to be auditioned as Mrs Stanley.


‘Oh, I’m sure of it. Who knows? She could be right here tonight or she could live on the other side of the world, but I believe in destiny, and I’ll know who she is the moment we meet.’


The butterflies that always materialized in Ruth’s stomach when she thought of Zak were now fluttering so briskly, they made her feel light-headed. ‘You mean me,’ she mouthed silently, and then smiled.


Once Zak moved on to greet a British boyband she’d never heard of, Ruth played the interview twice more before her mother appeared again.


‘You’re never going to find a boyfriend if you’re stuck in this bloody house every day,’ Denise barked. ‘Your iPad won’t love you back.’ She picked up her jacket, folded it over her arm and swung her bag over her shoulder. ‘Look at the state of you. It’s no wonder your father left.’


Ruth waited till she was gone, then began to eat a partially melted chocolate bar she’d kept hidden under a cushion and away from her mother’s sight.
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Today





By 8.15 p.m., the first of the week’s two hostel parties was in full swing.


Five beer kegs placed on the floor by the window overlooking the street below were quickly being drained as guests queued to fill their red plastic cups and glasses with free booze.


Others took turns in selecting their own carefully composed playlists from smartphones plugged into a speaker dock. All styles of music, from hip hop to EDM, from drill to pop, played as residents danced, chatted, flirted and quaffed beer or cheap bottles of wine they’d purchased from the liquor store across the road. Some travellers played pool on a table with torn felt, using cues with worn-down tips. Others regularly left the room to smoke cannabis out of sight on the building’s two second-floor balconies.


Tommy scanned the room and spotted Eric and Nicole talking in the corner. He waited for Nicole to approach the kegs and refill their glasses before he approached Eric. If he could get Eric on side, he reasoned, then he might be able to persuade Nicole to stay in LA a little longer.


‘How are you settling in?’ Tommy began with a rehearsed smile.


‘Oh, this place is just delightful,’ replied Eric, making no attempt to disguise his disdain. ‘A shared bedroom that reeks of stale feet, people falling through ceilings, and German techno music deafening me. What more could I ask for?’


‘Well, there’s something I wouldn’t mind asking you – is Nicole seeing anyone?’


Eric glared at Tommy, making him instantly uncomfortable, before Nicole reappeared.


‘Hi, Tommy,’ she smiled.


‘How are you enjoying the party?’


‘Yeah, it’s good fun. Oh, and we’ve decided to stay in California a bit longer.’


‘Really?’ Tommy tried to contain a grin.


‘Have we?’ interrupted Eric.


‘Okay, I have decided we’d like to stay in Venice a bit longer.’


‘You don’t seem so keen, Eric.’


‘Do you blame me?’


‘I’ve stayed in worse places. This hostel is more about the people than the decoration. There’s a good crowd here if you just give them a chance. Some are passing through like you guys and the rest of us have been here for a while. I’m sure you’ll make connections if you keep an open mind.’


Just as Eric was formulating a suitably sarcastic response about how he wasn’t going to be lectured by someone barely out of high school, a plastic tap burst from the side of a keg and a fountain of beer sprayed his face and chest, drenching him.


‘For fuck’s sake!’ he yelled, wiping alcohol from his stinging eyes and dropping his glass to the floor. ‘I’m soaked!’


‘Go back to the room and dry yourself off, it’s not the end of the world,’ suggested Nicole.


‘It’s the end of this All Saints t-shirt,’ Eric shot back, and turned towards the door, mopping his face with a paper napkin. Before he left, he turned to Nicole and whispered in her ear: ‘Don’t tell him anything.’


With Eric gone, Tommy could no longer suppress his laughter.


‘Stop it!’ Nicole smirked.


‘All Saints? He’s such a tourist.’


‘Why?’


‘The difference between backpackers and tourists is that backpackers don’t wear fifty-pound t-shirts. In fact, fifty pounds is probably the total value of my wardrobe.’


As Nicole nodded, she fiddled with the Calvin Klein label at the bottom of her vest, ensuring it wasn’t visible.


Tommy bent down to pick up Eric’s glass, failing to notice a hairline crack down its side. As he reached for the rim, it shattered and tore into the palm of his hand.


‘Shit,’ he yelped, and pulled a shard from his wound. Nicole instinctively reached for his hand and inspected it, before pressing a handful of paper napkins against it to stop the flow of blood.


‘Where’s the first aid kit?’ she asked.


‘In the kitchen.’


Tommy clasped his throbbing hand and led Nicole upstairs to the kitchen, where she rinsed his hand under the cold-water tap.


‘It’s not deep enough to need stitches, but it might be worth going to an emergency department.’


‘You’re assuming I have medical insurance,’ replied Tommy. He watched as Nicole carefully cleaned his wound with iodine, her movements practised and confident. ‘You’ve done this before.’


She wrapped a bandage around his hand, securing it with two safety pins and some gaffer tape.


‘I may have, once or twice,’ she replied. ‘I’m a nurse.’




Twelve Weeks Earlier: London





‘So much for being bloody waterproof,’ muttered Nicole to herself as the torrential rain lashed against her Mackintosh and seeped into her collar, dripping down her back.


The rain that had begun as harmless drizzle was now torrential and soaking her to the skin. Nicole regretted her decision to cycle the six miles to work instead of catching the bus, and reminded herself of her late mother’s words, ‘a bit of rain never hurt anyone’.


Suddenly, with the hospital in sight, the hem of her coat became caught in the back wheel’s spokes and yanked her body to the right. Trying but failing to regain her balance, she toppled off the saddle and landed cheek first on the pavement.


‘Bollocks,’ she cursed, picking herself up and then her bike, before kicking it and walking with it the rest of way.


Hospital rules stated that a person could only run through a ward in an emergency.


But having fallen foul of the charge nurse’s displeasure over poor time-keeping three times already that fortnight, Nicole decided that to avoid being any later than she was, it was indeed an emergency. Quickly she squeezed sanitizer from a wall-mounted dispenser into her palms and rubbed her hands as she dashed past the beds on the geriatric ward, before reaching the room behind the nursing station where Eric sat in uniform. He was reading GQ next to a half-full, tepid pot of coffee.


He mimed looking at his watch, tapping it and then raising his eyes towards Nicole.


‘Don’t start,’ she snapped, in no mood for a lecture. ‘What are you doing up here?’


‘Quiet day on Orthopaedics. Thought I’d come up and meet you for breakfast before your shift.’


She swept her sopping wet hair from her face and glanced into the mirror at the graze on her cheek. ‘Do we have any antiseptic?’


‘Nic, we’re a hospital. We bleed antiseptic.’


Nicole was searching a desk drawer for the first aid kit when a surly charge nurse entered in.


‘Late again, Nurse Grainger?’ she asked rhetorically, then regarded Nicole’s injury. ‘I hope you’ll be covering that up. Your patients don’t want to see the results of your drunken nights out.’


Before Nicole could protest, the charge nurse had exited the room to make someone else’s life miserable.


‘I need to see how Mrs Baker is,’ Nicole said, powdering her cheek with foundation. ‘Drinks after work?’


‘Sure,’ Eric replied. He made his way out of the ward while Nicole moved into the nurses’ station. She shuffled clipboards around on the desk until she found Mrs Baker’s charts, then headed towards a private room.


By the time the cancer had reached Grace Baker’s bones, she knew it was unlikely she would see her seventieth birthday.


In the space of eight months she had shrunk from a sturdy, strong-willed woman with a passion for foreign travel to a thin, frail, grey-skinned pensioner waiting to take one last journey. Mrs Baker could easily have afforded to end her days in a private hospital, but she knew from her late husband’s experience just how quiet and soulless such places could be. And without a family to visit her, the hustle and bustle of an NHS hospital made her feel less alone.


After a night where sleep was disrupted by pain and her loss of bladder control, Mrs Baker struggled to keep her eyes open and drifted off to sleep moments before Nicole entered her room. Nicole pulled up a seat and sat by her side, holding her hand.


‘Bridget?’ mumbled Mrs Baker, vaguely aware she had company.


‘No, Mrs Baker, it’s me. How are you feeling today?’


‘I can’t really feel much because of the morphine. I’ve asked, but they won’t tell me what will happen next.’


‘I don’t think they can, I’m afraid. It’s now just a case of managing the pain rather than trying to find the cause of it.’


Mrs Baker nodded and slowly opened her bloodshot eyes. ‘Do you have time for my usual?’ she asked.


Nicole turned her head towards the door for any sign of the charge nurse, then reached into the bedside table drawer and pulled out a lipstick before applying it to Mrs Baker’s lips.


‘That’s better,’ beamed Mrs Baker. ‘A girl’s got to look her best even when she’s feeling her worst. Did Bridget come while I was asleep?’


‘Um, I’m not sure; I’ve just started my shift . . .’


‘You can tell me the truth.’


Nicole hesitated before answering. ‘I really don’t know. But you’ve told me how busy she is.’


‘Yes, it must be hard juggling Pilates classes along with nannies for grandchildren I never see. I’ve done well, haven’t I? A daughter who married for money and social standing and a son I haven’t seen in a decade since his father died, and he tried to put me in a home and take control of my finances. Don’t get me wrong, I know I have made many mistakes of my own, and some of them are hard to come back from. But I’m not a bad person, am I?’
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