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CANNES

Pixie was dancing.

Arms above her head, hands sheathed in black latex gloves, high-heeled boots stepping – one-two, one-two – reaching for the sky, as she slowly rotated, hips snaking – one-two, one-two – stomach gently curved, honey-coloured skin as smooth as a marble statue, back arched, eyes closed, mouth open, lips wet and shining, her bright red wig swirling around her face.

The view from up here took in the Croisette, the Bay of Cannes, the distant hills, the Mediterranean – mottled silver and orange and purple in the soft, golden-hour light. But who was looking at the view? Because Pixie was dancing.

She was the most beautiful girl on Cloud 9. No contest. She knew it. Everyone else on the rooftop terrace knew it. There was an aura around her. This alien creature, dazzling and impossible and untouchable. She owned the Baoli. What did it matter if she felt like shit? Day was tipping into night and the lights were coming on in the palm trees, giving her a pinpoint of headache behind her left eye. The last hit of coke was wearing off. Her scalp was sweating under the wig. Itching. Her boots hurt her feet. She had a dose of thrush that her tight shorts weren’t helping one bit.

The song ended and she went back to her seat as the DJ mixed in the next track. Said something. Sounding disappointed. As if he’d been playing only for Pixie. She grabbed her glass and knocked it back. The champagne had turned warm and flat. Tasted like sick. She grimaced, stuck out her tongue and ate a prawn. Bad idea. Her mouth was dry, and the prawn turned to dust. Took an age to chew and swallow.

If she stood on a table, if she could be arsed, which she couldn’t, she could probably see J’s yacht from up here. People got excited by that idea, didn’t they? What was the kick in seeing your own place from somewhere else? On a hill, up a tower, hey look, that’s our house! That was a weird one.

There were some things she gave a fuck about. Seeing J’s yacht from up here was not one of them.

She felt a buzz. Fished the iPhone out of her bra. A message on the screen. She glanced at it.

‘Please. Please. Come and get me.’

Typed – ‘I’ll be there as soon as I can. Tomorrow morning. Promise. Xxx.’ Added a heart emoji. Sweet.

Natasha texted a heart emoji back to her. And then, there it was at last, the address.

Pixie tucked the phone back into the side of her bra, picked up her Birkin bag and danced over to the exit. Giving all the sad eyeballers one last glimpse of heaven on a stick. Look upon me and weep, you jellyfish. On the stairs she got her other phone, the shitphone, out of her bag, and phoned Ray. Told him she was down.

Ray had been circling in the BMW, turned up a couple of minutes after she came out on to the street. She opened the back door and flopped in. It was a warm evening, the air heavy and thick. Everything felt slo-mo. She slammed the door. Grateful for the aircon in the car.

Ray looked at her in the rear-view mirror – ‘Airport?’

‘One moment.’

Ray waited. Faithful Ray. Doglike Ray. Deplorable Ray. She’d given him a hand job once. All it had taken to keep him onside. She looked up Natasha’s address on her iPhone, picked out a post office a couple of blocks away from where she lived. Killed the phone. Called Adrian on the shitphone. Gave him the address of the post office. Told him to memorise it. Hung up and handed her iPhone to Ray.

‘Don’t turn it on until you’re back here.’

‘Sure.’

‘’kay. Let’s go.’

As they drove, she transferred the contents of the Birkin into a canvas shoulder bag. Ditched the wig. Changed into a pair of trainers and wriggled into the ugly grey mac that Ray had left out on the seat. Then she shook her hair loose and wiped her make-up off with a couple of wet wipes. Finally, she stuck on her sunglasses and looked out of the window as they negotiated the crowded, early evening streets of Cannes. People wandering in the road everywhere as if they were in Disneyland or something. The view did nothing for her. You could get bored of blue skies and palm trees and endless, identical, low-rise apartment blocks lined with balconies.

They hit the Boulevard Eugène Gazagnaire on the east side of the Croisette and coasted past the sea and the boats and more fucking palm trees towards Juan Les Pins. Then cut inland to avoid the traffic.

She was humming a song to herself. Must have been the last one she danced to. Couldn’t really remember. She shut down. Drifted. Mindless. Twenty minutes later they were nosing through the familiar ugly mess of development around the airport. Cranes and concrete and car parks. The crap of human progress, spreading everywhere like mould, covering everything.

As Ray coasted into the drop-off zone, she pulled on her Stella McCartney hat. A battered and faded bucket thing she used to wear to festivals before she’d met J. J didn’t like festivals. She wasn’t sure he even liked music.

‘You good from here?’

‘Sure. I’ll call you when I’m on my way back.’ She blew him a pornstar kiss and got out. He sort of smiled.

‘You remember what to do, doll?’

‘Of course.’ Ray nodded.

She breezed through the airport. J’s plane ready and waiting for her. That was one of the advantages of being rich – avoiding the lines, all the officials smiling at you, walking out on to the runway, having the whole plane to yourself.

She slumped into her seat and took a plastic bottle of pills out of her bag. Dropped a couple of Tylenols and a melatonin. Added a slammer of GHB for good luck. Miguel brought her a frosty glass of champagne, served with his usual professional smile and a small bowl of olives.

She smoked a blunt and dozed on the flight, slipping in and out of weird dreams that she forgot as soon as they’d done their shit. Miguel gave her a gentle shake as they started their descent and she chopped out a small line of coke with a sprinkling of Ice. Waited to come up, return to this life. Looked out at the lights of Paris below them. Travel these days was like dreaming. You woke up in another place with no sense of movement. Miguel brought her a fresh glass of champagne. And, damn, the bubbles hit her brain and she laughed. For a few seconds she was happy. And then the acid in her guts stabbed at her and she felt like throwing up. She didn’t, though. She’d never been very good at throwing up. She kept everything in.

As she walked through Le Bourget airport, she checked her shitphone. Adrian had left a message. He was waiting for her in the passenger pick-up area. She found her way there, the drugs kicking in, now, her head floating like a balloon. On an upper level. Above the clouds. Below that it was all just a shitty mess. Her insides felt like the area around Nice airport. Gritty, sweaty, hot. Her guts full of burning swill. Her vag on fire. She put her sunglasses back on, even though it was gone half ten.

‘Luxe. Welcome to Paris.’

There was Adrian. Standing by an old Volvo with a ‘Bébé à bord’ sticker in the window. He hadn’t changed much in ten years. One of those guys who’d always looked the same age. Older than her, but how old exactly? Impossible to say. He wore sensible, unobtrusive glasses and his grey hair was cropped close to the skull. Suit and tie. Could have been an architect or an academic. Perhaps he’d got a little more wrinkled. Puffy round the eyes.

‘You’re looking well, Luxe.’ Flat English accent. Unplaceable.

‘I look like crap, Adrian. At least that’s the look I’m going for.’

‘You never look anything other than spectacular, Luxe. Even under that weird coat and hat. Good Lord, that hat! If you’re trying to go incognito, you need to lose it.’

She lost it. Tossed it into a waste bin.

‘And the sunglasses, Luxe.’ He’d always called her that. No one else did. She’d forgotten. ‘Only drug addicts, blind people and washed-up celebrities wear sunglasses after dark,’ he said as he walked her to the car. Pixie took off the sunglasses. Dropped them in her bag.

‘You got any clear glasses? Clear glasses would be better.’

‘Nope.’

‘Climb in. We’ll pick some up from a drugstore.’

They got into the Volvo and Adrian pulled away. A St Vincent song spilling discreetly from the speakers.

‘19th arrondissement, yeah?’

‘Yeah.’

‘At least we’re on the right side of the city.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Ought I to know anything more?’

‘Best not.’

‘Sure.’

Adrian turned to look at her. She kept her gaze fixed straight ahead into the Parisian night. A blur of neon, streetlights, headlights, brake lights. The pain was back behind her eye.

‘You got everything?’ she asked.

‘I think so.’

‘You got a smoke? A real smoke?’

‘Glove box.’

Pixie popped it open and found an old cigarette tin.

‘There’s a little dust sprinkled on them to give them a kick.’

Pixie opened the tin. Five joints and a Bic. Neatly stacked. She took out a joint and fired it. Kept the Bic. She pulled the smoke down into her sore lungs. Felt wretched. Waited to feel nothing.

‘Still living the high life?’ Adrian asked. ‘Letting the good times roll?’

Not really. She’d never really had any good times. She’d given other people good times. But they eluded her. Hanging just out of her reach. She said nothing. Just grunted.

The weed smoothed out some kinks, replaced them with something else, something she couldn’t describe.

‘Here we go.’

The glowing green cross of a chemist hung above the street. Adrian pulled over, double parked. Jumped out. Pixie waited, smoking. It started to rain. Drops on the windscreen breaking up the light like mini kaleidoscopes. Fuck. She closed her eyes. Feeling her heart racing in her chest. Wanted to weep.

The car rocked as Adrian got back in. Tossed her a pair of reading glasses in a plastic sleeve. She took them out and tried them on. Looked at herself in the vanity mirror on the back of the sun visor. Couldn’t see much.

‘They’re pretty weak,’ said Adrian, moving off into the traffic. ‘So you shouldn’t bump into things. Show me.’

Pixie gave him a geeky smile. He chuckled.

‘Better than the shades. You look almost like a normal person. Not that you could ever be such a thing. In my imagination you’re a thousand miles high.’

‘I’m just a girl, Adrian. Trying to get by in a fucked-up world.’

‘Aren’t we all, darling . . . This shouldn’t take long . . . ’

The 19th arrondissement. What must Natasha be thinking? All alone in the city. Stuck out of the way in a cheap apartment in the 19th. A child. Not yet sixteen. Pixie had first come to Paris at the same age, but she’d been looked after – in a way.

She’d come here to model. Everything done for her. Shared an apartment with the other girls. Private cars everywhere. Big dollars. Didn’t even have to think. Encouraged not to. When it came down to it, it had always been like that, ever since she’d come into the world. And as she’d grown up it all just got easier and easier. Men had done everything for her. But there was a price. Men wanted her for one thing. She was born with it. Her meaningless beauty. Her body. The stretched donut with a hole all the way through it. They just wanted to fill that hole.

‘Don’t think. Let me be your guide. I am the man . . . ’

But not tonight. This was her thing.

She wasn’t really looking now. Couldn’t see clearly through the glasses, anyway. She was just letting things slide. Not listening, either, as Adrian talked quietly about the old days. Kicking over the dust. She didn’t want to connect. Didn’t want to go there. Didn’t want to catch up. Didn’t want any of this to be real. She was a ghost. It was better if she left no traces. As if all this really was a dream. She checked the time on her phone. Getting near to eleven.

‘The shit’s pure, yeah, Adrian?’

‘Pure as the snow before someone pisses in it, Luxe. Medical grade. From the army. You be careful, yeah? You won’t be used to it.’

‘I’m always careful.’

‘You going to give someone a special time?’

‘The best. They’re hurting. I want to ease their pain. Take them to a kinder place.’

‘You always had a good heart.’

Adrian was one of the few men in her life she hadn’t had to fuck to get something out of. He was totally asexual as far as she could tell. For him it was all only ever business. As long as she paid, he came through for her. She clearly remembered when he’d shown her how to shoot up. Clearly remembered the feeling. Terrifying and wonderful at the same time.

‘Can I get it now? You got it with you?’

Adrian reached round to get a black leather holdall off the backseat. Dropped it in Pixie’s lap.

‘Small zip on the side? You got it? In the package? Yes?’

‘I got it.’ Pixie took out the very familiar looking package. Neatly wrapped in some kind of fancy Chinese paper. Adrian’s signature delivery. She transferred it to her shoulder bag. Replaced it with an envelope of euros.

‘There’s five hundred there.’

‘Five hundred? That wasn’t the deal. That’s way too much.’

‘I’m not just buying the bonita. I’m buying you, Adrian.’

‘Fair enough. I’m cheap. If you want to buy me, all you gotta have is money.’

Adrian chuckled. It was probably a joke. Pixie didn’t get jokes. J often told her she didn’t have a sense of humour. Well, she’d never needed one.

They were silent for the rest of the drive. After a little while, Adrian slowed down and coasted to the side of the road.

‘This is you.’

‘Cool.’ Pixie undid her seat belt and gave him a peck on the cheek. ‘I’ll text you when I come out. Meet you back here.’

‘You’re paying.’

Pixie got out of the car and took a quick look around. A faceless street in a faceless part of town. She leaned in to get her shoulder bag. Glanced back at Adrian. He looked grey in the dim light. Older.

‘Don’t take this the wrong way,’ she said. ‘But you’re the only old drug dealer I’ve ever met.’

‘No offence. I guess I’ve just been lucky. Most die young, or get banged up, or move on.’

‘Not you?’

‘Back in the day, I was going to retire, but for reasons we don’t need to go into here, I had to leave England in a hurry. Had to leave a lot behind. Picked up with the only job I really knew how to do. Now – I just keep going.’

‘You’re one of the immortals, Adrian. One of the untouchables. Like me. And Obelix. Got dipped in the shit when we were young. Nothing can touch us now.’

‘They always get you in the end, Luxe. One way or another.’

‘Cheerful thought. See you later.’

Pixie waited there for a moment, watching Adrian drive away, and then turned into the rain and walked. At least it was a warm rain. And it meant less people on the streets. Did she mean ‘less’ people, or ‘fewer’? She couldn’t remember what the rules were. Some people got really knotted up about such things. Correct grammar. But, in the end, being rich and beautiful, you could say what you liked. It was weird, though. She couldn’t remember when she’d started thinking in English.

It didn’t take her more than five minutes to get to Natasha’s apartment block. A faceless sixties build on a main road above a Franprix. She found the buzzer. Pressed it, waited. Facing away towards the road. Couldn’t see any security cameras but you could never be too sure.

‘Hello?’

‘Tash?’

‘Yes . . . ?’ Wary.

‘Tash. It’s me . . . ’

‘Who?’

‘The tooth fairy! Who do you fucking think, Crystal Tits?’

‘Pixie?’

‘The one and only.’

‘Pixie-Omigod-Pixie.’

The street door opened with a harsh buzz.

Pixie dismissed the lifts. Looked like the sort that might be filled with piss. And cameras. Took the stairs. Kept her head down as she went. Natasha’s apartment was only three floors up. When Natasha opened her door, she was crying.

‘Pixie, oh, Pixie, you came. I didn’t think you’d be here until tomorrow.’

‘Got here quicker than I thought.’

Pixie went in and closed the door behind her. Gave Natasha a big hug. The girl felt insubstantial, like she was made of nothing but twigs and rags. Pixie broke away and held her at arm’s length. She was awfully thin, and her hair looked dead, her skin greasy. Sometimes when you looked at someone you saw how they were going to look when they were fifty, sixty, eighty. Pixie could see it now in Natasha. She looked like an old woman.

‘Oh, little bunny girl,’ she said, let go of her. ‘What are you doing here, honey?’

‘I made a mistake. Big time. I have so fucked up, Pixie. I’m, like, I feel like I’m totally lost.’

‘Well, I’ve found you, bunny girl.’

Natasha started crying again and Pixie steered her to a chair, sat her down. Natasha looked up at her through blurry, pink eyes.

‘I thought, I always thought you hated me,’ she said, and sniffed. ‘I never expected you’d be the only one who came through for me.’

‘Why would I hate you, Tash?’

‘I dunno. I sometimes felt that you were sometimes, you know, like, jealous of me?’

‘Honey, I’ve been through what you’re going through. I know you’re just a little girl and I know how that feels. I guess I was scared for you. Hated to see it happening. It wasn’t you I was angry with. It’s the system. The way things work. You know, don’t you? You know that everything I did, we did, I had no choice. I was just like you. Just another one of The Team.’

‘I know . . . ’

Pixie smiled. Unbuttoned her coat. Natasha gasped and giggled when she saw what she was wearing underneath. The cut-off top, the shorts.

‘You’re crazy, Pixie.’

‘It’s layers, Tash. I’ve got layers. Always another layer underneath.’

She did a spin, let the coat flap wide. Rolled up her sleeves to show the full extent of her latex gloves.

‘What are you like?’ Natasha laughed.

‘I am funky, girl! I am the funk from outer space.’

‘I never knew you wore glasses.’

‘It’s our secret. You don’t ever tell anyone else or I’ll have to kill you.’

Now they laughed together. Natasha looked years younger. Her real age. Fifteen.

‘That’s more like it.’

‘Thank you for this, Pixie. I really needed some help.’

‘Raul gave you some help.’

The light left Natasha. She shivered and hugged herself.

‘I fucked up there. Raul was just like – well, you know – Raul. I thought he was my ticket out of there. He promised so many things. And now all I’ve got is . . . this. Just this, Pixie.’

Natasha looked miserably round the bleak apartment. Lino floors the colour of baby poop. Ghastly, mismatched bits of furniture. No curtains. White walls faded to a grubby grey.

‘Oh, baby girl. What are we going to do with you?’

‘Can I go back? Do you think I can go back? Will he let me back?’

‘Maybe. Maybe if I spoke to him. But you have to be sure, Tash. I mean. You ran away. You walked out on him. All he’s thinking is how could you do that? After all he did for you.’

‘Shuh . . . Yeah . . . All he did for me? All he did to me. All I did for him? What about that? What about all I did for him?’

‘You know what he’s like. It’s all about the J.’

‘But you’ll talk to him, yeah?’

‘I’ll try. It’s complicated, Tash. You know that. And you know that in the end – he loves you. Not like Raul.’

‘I need to get away from Raul. I’m scared of him. He’s going to hurt me. I know it. He’s violent.’

‘He’s just a pimp, Tash. You should have known that.’

‘He told me we’d make a lot of money. I’d sell my story to the papers. Tell them everything about Julian.’

‘And have you?’

‘So far just one guy, really creepy. Says he’s a journalist. But he’s too interested in – you know – the sex stuff. Keeps making me repeat things, add details. I don’t know if he believes me. I thought we’d go to the police, but Raul says not yet. I don’t know what to do, Pixie. I don’t know what’s going on.’

‘How could you? You’re just a schoolgirl, Natasha.’

‘I want to go home. Back to England. But what if they don’t want me back? I’m not the same person . . . ’

‘OK, OK. Listen to me. Tomorrow I’ll sort this. I’ll stay with you tonight, and tomorrow I’ll go straight to Julian. Fix this for you. But look at you – you’re a mess.’

‘I should never have started taking those pills. I know you were only trying to help, Pixie. To make the pain go away. But I should never have got into that shit.’

Pixie went over to her, lifted her arm and studied it. It was dotted with needle marks and scabs. Natasha looked broken.

‘Raul gives me stuff. It’s killing me. I’m so unfocused all the time. I can’t believe that only three weeks ago I was playing in a tournament at the Roland Garros . . . It’s like I’ve died, Pixie. I feel dead.’

‘When did he last give you anything?’

‘He teases me with it, offering it, taking it away. It’s only when I get too sick, he gives me more.’

‘Are you sick now, honey?’

‘I don’t feel great. To be fair.’

Pixie put a hand to Natasha’s chest.

‘You need to chill, darling. You’re stressed out. I can feel your heart going like a wind-up monkey drummer. You’re gonna go into meltdown.’

‘I’ve been so worried. So fucked up. Fucked around.’

‘The stuff Raul’s been giving you. It’ll be low-grade. It’ll be cut with all sorts of poisonous shit. We need to get you through tonight. Pump you clean. I’ve got some good stuff. Yeah? Pure. Clean. It’ll smooth you out, keep the nightmares away for a while.’

‘I don’t know, Pixie . . . I want to be straight.’

‘Baby steps. Think of this as medicine . . . You and me, Pixie and Tash, we’ll do it together. You’ve got the jitters bad. You’re like a little frightened bunny. This’ll bring you to the good place. Straighten you out. All your problems will go away.’

‘I don’t know. I don’t want to take anything anymore . . . ’

‘I’ll be with you all the time. Come on. Look – let’s make this place nice.’

Pixie got some church candles out of her bag. Fat, stubby things. Stood them up on the table. She lit them with Adrian’s Bic and cut the lights.

‘Better already,’ she said, getting the Chinese-paper-wrapped package out. ‘It’s like Christmas . . . ’

‘Oh, Pixie . . . ’

‘Shhh, shhhh, little bunny girl. Pixie is your fairy godmother. You got a spoon?’

Natasha went through to the kitchen while Pixie unwrapped the package. Everything she needed was in there. A syringe. A little squeezy bottle of citric acid. Cotton wool. The heroin itself, brown and sticky, in a wrap of silver foil. That brought back a lot of memories. And, setting up the works – dissolving the smack into some of the acid and bubbling it in the spoon over a candle, sucking it up into the syringe through cotton wool to filter it – was a familiar ritual that her hands did without thinking.

She tied the belt from her mac around her upper arm and used a pair of old tights on Natasha, and, once there was a big enough vein, she leaned over, turned away from Natasha and sank the plunger. Squirting the junk on to the floor out of her sight.

She moaned, sighed, relaxed her shoulders. Faking it. Came easy to her. Then she prepared a second hit for Natasha. Cooing sweet nonsense all the while. Hoping she wasn’t pushing the girl too fast. Natasha looked nervous but eager. Hungry. Her eyes glassy.

When Pixie was ready, she went over to Natasha, smiled and then quickly got the shit into her skinny, child’s arm.

‘There. All done.’

Natasha groaned, lay back in the chair, eyes closed. She was shaking. Slick with sweat.

‘I don’t feel so good, Pixie.’

‘Don’t fight it. Go with it. Float . . . Enjoy it . . . Let go . . . Just let go . . . Be cool . . . ’

Natasha opened her eyes. Her pupils were tiny. She convulsed. Already her breathing was shallow. She retched, her stomach gurgling, and thin bile dribbled from her blue lips.

Pixie stroked her hair.

‘Well then, there you are, no more hurting. No pain. Sleep now, bunny girl. Drift off . . . ’

She looked around. Saw Natasha’s Samsung. Took her limp hand and pressed her right thumb against the Home key.

Once she was in, she navigated to Messages. Pulled up her own contact. Ray would be outside the club now keeping an eye on her iPhone. She hoped he’d properly learned the script and wouldn’t fuck up. He wasn’t the brightest, but her instructions had been pretty clear.

She wrote her message.

‘Oh Pixie I can’t hang on any longer I’ve made such mistakes I’ve fucked everything up I lied about everything I lied about Julian I wanted him to love me and he wouldn’t so I made up all those stories about him I feel so stupid so dirty now I wish there was a way out of this well maybe there is thank you for trying to helpxxx’

She pressed Send and waited. Ray was on the ball. His message pinged straight back.

‘Hold on Tash. Don’t do anything stupid. Please I beg you. You’re special, precious. We can make things right. I’m in Cannes right now, but I can be there tomorrow morning. I’ll come and get you. Hold on, babe, be strong. I love you. Px.’ He even remembered to add the smiling face and the praying hands emojis.

Pixie went round the apartment. Collected some of Natasha’s clothing from her grungy bedroom, some magazines, arranged them just so round the candles. Wadded up some paper. She’d tried all sorts of candles, experimented. Had cut these ones to the right length so that they’d burn for exactly five hours. Then the wax and the heat and the flame should get to the clothes and the paper. It was a crazy, half-cocked, amateur plan, but it was all she had. If it fucked up. Well, it’d be just one more fuck-up to add to all the rest. Somehow, she’d always pulled through.

She flushed the rest of the junk down the toilet. Collected her things. Took one last look around, confident that the gloves meant she hadn’t left any fingerprints.

Now it was easy. Destroy the shitphone and chuck it into a river on the way to the airport. Ninety minutes back to Nice. Another half-hour into Cannes. Change her footwear in the car. Put the wig on. Make-up. Get her iPhone back off Ray and lose him when they got back to the Baoli. Hit the dance floor by 2 a.m. Boogie until dawn. Make sure everybody saw her again, knew she was there. She’d already put herself on show on the Cloud 9 terrace. Now she would own the dance floor. The goddess of sex come down from Mount Olympus. Then, boots off and walk back through town to the boat. Climb aboard, go to sleep until the police woke her . . .

It was the best she could do. She looked at Natasha. Thought she ought to feel something. Good or bad, or just something . . .

It didn’t come.
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