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Chapter 1

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

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

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

Whoever you are: these are my words.
This is my truth.
Listen, and remember me.

Chapter 2

The world began to forget me when I was sixteen years old.
A slow declining, one piece at a time.
My dad, forgetting to drive me to school.
My mum, setting the table for three, not four. “Oh,” she said, 

when I walked in. “I must have thought you were out.”
A teacher, Miss Tomas, the only one in the school who cared, 

full of faith in her pupils, hope for their futures, forgets to chase 
the missing homework, to ask the questions, to listen to the 
answers, until, finally, I didn’t bother to put up my hand.

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

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

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

“You okay?” I asked.
“Yeah,” he replied. “Face hurts a bit.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay; not like you did nothing.”
He looked at me like a stranger, but there were tears in his 

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

Chapter 3

This is not a story of being forgotten.
As memory of me faded, so did a part of myself. Whoever 

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

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

A story of Perfection, then.
For you, it begins in Venice. That was certainly the first time 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

An app, running in the background on her phone.

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

What the hell kinda app was this?
I opened it, curious.

Make the perfect you.

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

Perfection is real. Perfection is now.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Advance faster – link your life.

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

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

Consider switching your diet – here are some 
tips.

Find the perfect exercise for you!

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

Link your life, it reminded me. Make the per-
fect you.
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It asked me for my bank details.

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

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

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

I closed the app and restricted its access to my phone.

Chapter 4

Things that are difficult, when the world forgets you:

•	 Dating
•	 Getting a job
•	 Receiving consistent medical attention
•	 Getting a loan
•	 Certificated education
•	 Getting a reference
•	 Getting service at restaurants

Things that are easy, when the world forgets you:

•	 Assassination
•	 Theft
•	 Espionage
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•	 Casual cruelty
•	 Angst-free one-night stands (w/condoms)
•	 Not tipping

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

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

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

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

And still I didn’t move, and when I woke in the morning, I 
found someone had pissed on the end of my sleeping bag.
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Chapter 5

Have you got Perfection?
Memories  – do I need to explain what went before, to 

explain myself? Perhaps. There is a word Reina sometimes 
used – pilgrimage.

Pilgrimage: a journey made for exalted reasons.
A holy act.
And then again, Google search: Pilgrimage is

 3 out of date
 3 a waste of time and money
 3 still important

Have you got Perfection, she asked, and where was this?
Dubai, a few days before Reina died. A hotel on an artificial 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Jihad: to struggle. To strive in the way of God.
I’ve always liked knowledge. It makes me feel like I’m real, 

part of something after all.
“Yesterday the police arrested a fourteen-year-old girl accused 

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

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

*
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“Have you got Perfection?”
An American woman, Suzy or Sandy or Sophie or something 

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

I leant over from my couch to see what she was talking about.
“It’s an app,” she explained, turning for me to look. “A 

life-coaching tool, a way to make a better you. You sign up, give 
it access to your data, and it helps you get better!”

“What kind of data?” I asked.
“Oh, everything, really. Loyalty cards, air miles, online shop-

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

“What kind of experience?”
“Oh, just amazing, amazing. At five thousand I got a free hair-

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

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

“You should get it!” she exclaimed. “You’re so pretty already, 
with just a bit of work you could be perfect too!”
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I smiled. This was my third day in the company of these 
women, and the first time they’d ever met me. I was good at 
being obliging.

And that evening,
“Do you have Perfection?” I asked Reina, as we ran together 

in the women-only gym, headscarves discarded, sweat clumping 
in our hair.

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

“Is it as good as people say it is?”
“I . . . suppose it could be.”
“You don’t sound convinced.”
“It  . . . Leena made me sign up, she told me I was  . . . do 

you know how sometimes people say words and they should 
be terrible, but because you know the people and the way 
they say it, they aren’t? Only of course,” she added, “they are 
really.”

“What words?” I asked.
“Oh, the usual. Fat. Frumpy. Boring. Unattractive to men. 

Dull at parties. Frigid. Of course it shouldn’t matter, those are 
her things, not mine.”

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

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

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

She smiled, and looked away, and we didn’t talk again that 
night.
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Chapter 6

Why had I come to Dubai?
Specifically: to rob the royal family. My target was the 

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

Why those diamonds?
Because three separate teams had all made passes at them in 

the last five years, and failed. Their failure meant two things: a 
challenge and a buyer.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Better at what?”
“At everything. Better at talking to people. Better at learning, 

understanding, at expressing myself and understanding others. 
Better looking, better thinking, just . . . better. It is a good thing 
to strive for, no?”

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

“Yes. I think it is.”
“I keep a blog.”
“I think I’ve read it.”
“Have you? Not many have – I should cherish you. Too many 

voices all at once on the internet, screaming, just all the time 
screaming, sometimes it’s hard to be heard. Sometimes I think 
that the world is full of screaming.”

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

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

The next day she was dead.
I copied her emails onto my computer; threw her mobile 

phone into the sea.
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Emails from her parents, worrying about her. From a couple 
of friends, hoping she was well, pictures of happy families, chil-
dren growing up, isn’t it wonderful?

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

From Perfection itself, an automatically generated reminder.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The screaming is loud tonight. It’s so very loud.
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Those were her last words. I sat by the sea and watched the 
waves for an hour, then two. I wondered if she would be pleased, 
knowing that someone was thinking of her. I wondered if she’d 
be happy, given what I intended to do. I hoped she would be, 
and after much thought, I burned her notebook, and scattered 
the ashes into the sea.

Chapter 7

Types of theft: mugging, pickpocketing, smash-and-grab, auto-
theft, burglary, the long con, the quick graft, forgery, identity 
theft, shoplifting, fencing, embezzlement, larceny, looting, steal-
ing, filching.

Actus reus: guilty act.
Mens reus: guilty mind.
An innocent woman may perform actus reus when she picks 

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

I didn’t want to be a thief.
My dad was a copper; he met me a few times down the 

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

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