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CHAPTER 1


The briefing room had a smell Sophie had stopped registering years ago — overnight carpet cleaner, the chemical citrus of the lavatory blocks two doors down, coffee that had been keeping itself warm in a glass pot since lunchtime. She walked the corridor past the duty board and shut the door behind her with the mid-pressure click that meant the latch had caught. Twenty minutes early. Earlier than she needed to be by some margin; earlier than she would have permitted herself in any of the eleven years before this one.

She set the briefing folder down at the head of the table. She lined it up with the edge of the oak. She did not let herself look at how she lined it up, because looking at the alignment was the sort of self-observation that, for the last six weeks, had been producing a slow cold weather inside her chest she would rather not study.

The chairs sat where the night shift had left them. She nudged the second from the right back into line with the others. The carpet was the colour of bus-station coffee. The strip light overhead hummed in a frequency she had once been told resembled a major third played at quarter-speed. Beyond the window onto the staff corridor lay grey wet Heathrow at four in the afternoon and the moving shoulders of crew on their way to or from somewhere.

The door opened. Tom Bennett, uniform jacket loose at the front, two takeaway coffees from the place outside the staff car park. He set one down beside her folder without asking which she wanted.

“Twenty minutes early, Laurent. Some things never change.”

“I prefer the room before it has people in it.”

“I prefer it once it does.” He levered the lid off his own coffee and dropped into the chair to her right, long legs out, the easy disregard for hierarchy he had been perfecting since his thirties. He glanced at her over the rim of the cup. “You alright?”

“Yes.”

“You sound French.”

“I always sound French at four in the afternoon.”

“You sound more French than usual.”

She gave him the look that ended this sort of conversation and he gave her the smile that suggested he was prepared to let it end and find it again later. He looked good, Tom. Forty-six and looked thirty-eight. Two ex-wives, four children spread between Surrey and somewhere outside Aix, and a relationship to his own life that was, as far as Sophie could see, indistinguishable from contentment. She found him restful. He found her amusing. The arrangement had been working for years.

The first of the crew came in. Emma Clarke — brown hair already loose at the temples from the rain, nodding at Sophie with the gentle accuracy of a woman who had been doing this longer than most of them. Then Jess Ahmed: twenty-three, phone in hand, sliding into the second row with the unconcern of a person who had not yet worked out that other people were watching. Ben Foster came in with a redhead Sophie did not know, telling the end of a story that ended with the redhead laughing so hard he had to lean against the wall.

She watched them arrive and felt the loosening that always came when a room began to populate. It was the loosening of having other people to direct her attention toward. Being alone in a room was something she had organised her adult life around being good at; being alone in a room had, recently, begun doing something to her she preferred not to examine.

Tom said, quietly, to her ear: “Carter’s not here.”

“She has eight minutes.”

“You’ve been counting.”

She had not been counting. The clock above the door read four-fifty-two. The briefing began at five. Carter — who in the assessment notes Sophie had read on the train was twenty-six, currently in her second year on long-haul, and had a reputation among the seniors for being calm under conditions where calmness was not yet expected of junior crew — was not late. Carter had eight minutes. Sophie said none of this. She drank her coffee. Tom, who had been doing this long enough to know when his teasing had stopped being funny, said something else about catering.

The door opened.

She came in last. The descriptor girl arrived in Sophie’s head and was wrong as soon as Sophie had thought it — she was not a girl, she was twenty-six — but the impression was of someone who had walked into the room having just been outside in the rain. Wet hair pinned up in a loose knot at the nape; the uniform shirt damp at the collar where the weather had got past her coat; the silk knotted at her throat the slightly darker navy of one that had been recently caught out. She stopped in the threshold to let Jess pass her — a quick automatic deferral, so brisk the act was almost invisible — and then she looked up.

She looked up and saw Sophie watching her.

Sophie did not look away. Looking away would have been a decision, and decisions had to be made before a moment, not during one, and the moment was on her before she had time to make it.

The young woman smiled. It was a faint, surprised smile, lifted on one side first. Her mouth, when it moved, was the sort of mouth that did not need to do much. She said, low, professional, with the heat of a voice that did not quite know how to be cold: “Afternoon.”

“Carter.”

The L in the surname came forward in Sophie’s mouth, where the French in her vowels lived when she stopped paying attention to them. She heard it happen. She watched the woman in the doorway hear it happen. Something flickered through the woman’s eyes — something for which Sophie did not, in the instant, have a vocabulary — and then it passed, and the woman walked to the second row and sat down in the seat one in from the aisle.

Sophie watched her sit down. The turn of her shoulder as she settled. The way her bag landed at her feet. The dip of her head as she opened her copy of the briefing pack. The freckles across the bridge of her nose. Sophie pulled her gaze back to her own folder with the brisk decisiveness of a woman who had just registered that the timer had started.

Tom said, almost soundlessly: “She’s pretty.”

“Tom.”

“I am only observing. Whether she is or is not pretty is empirically verifiable.”

“Tom.”

He grinned at his coffee. He did not look at her. He was kind enough not to look at her, which she chose, in the instant, not to think about.

At five o’clock she stood, opened her folder, and ran the briefing. The route — London to Hong Kong, return after thirty-eight hours on the ground. The weather — moderate over the Bay of Bengal, a band of convective activity north of Mumbai they would route around. The aircraft. The passenger load — three hundred and seven, near-full. The catering. The crew rest schedule. The cabin senior was Emma; the second senior Sophie herself, which she announced with the neutral precision of a woman who had done it sixty times and would do it sixty more. The assessments scheduled for this rotation: Carter, Foster R., and a junior named Chen on the night sectors.

When she said Carter the woman in the second row looked up.

The look from the table held two seconds. It held two and a half. Sophie heard the half. She heard, in the muscles of her own throat, the faint half-drop her voice did not quite execute. She moved on to Foster, R. By the time Sophie said the next name the woman in the second row had returned her eyes to her own folder — but the return did not happen, Sophie noticed, quickly.

She continued. Catering for the night sectors. The cabin walk schedule. The crew rest rota. She did the work she had been doing for many years, in the room she had been doing it in for many years, in front of a face that was, in the second row, eating her concentration like a moth on a curtain. Twice during the remainder of the briefing her own gaze went there of its own accord and twice she caught it and put it back. The third time she did not bother to put it back so quickly. The woman in the second row was writing something on her copy of the briefing pack. Her wrist was a thin pale line against the dark of the table. There was a freckle at the inside of her wrist. Sophie saw the freckle and saw that she had now reached the kind of looking that produced freckles as specific objects in her mind.

She finished the briefing in twelve minutes flat. She answered the three questions she always got — substitution meals, crew rest order, the duty time at the Hong Kong end — and then stepped back from the head of the table and said, in the voice she used for closing rooms: “Any other points.” There were none. “Wheels-up at seven-fifteen. Have a good rotation.”

The crew rose. Bags lifted, jackets resumed. Tom clapped her once on the shoulder — quick, easy — and went out to chat to the redhead in the doorway. Emma paused at her elbow, said good to be flying with you, Laurent with the brief warm accuracy of a woman who said the same thing the same way to the same people every time, and went out. Jess passed her with a half-wave that did not quite turn into a nod.

The woman from the second row came last. She had taken her time gathering her things. She had taken slightly more time gathering them than the gathering required. Sophie saw it and did not look at it. The woman came down the aisle of chairs and slowed at the table where Sophie was packing the folder.

“See you on board.”

Close up the eyes were a brown so pale they had ginger in them. She did not smile. She said the four words at a normal volume, professional, no edge, no weight, with the trace of Yorkshire that softened the consonants at the end. Sophie answered without lifting her gaze from the folder. Not lifting her gaze was, in the instant, the only management available.

“See you on board.”

The woman left the room. The door closed behind her with the click Sophie had practised her own latching on twenty minutes earlier. Sophie stood at the table with the folder under her hand. Her right hand. She kept it where it was for several seconds because she could feel, in the fine joints of her fingers, the very faint tremor of a body whose pulse had decided to make itself known in the next room over from where her thinking lived.

She closed the folder. The tremor was barely a tremor; she could not have shown it to a witness. She had felt it. That was sufficient.

She put the folder in her bag. She put the bag over her shoulder. She walked to the door at her usual pace, fractionally more measured than necessary. The corridor beyond was the same grey wet damp afternoon it had been at four. The crew was filtering toward the bus. She could see, halfway down, the back of a navy uniform skirt, the wet pinned-up knot of hair, the slim shoulder bag she had clocked at the second-row chair leg fifteen minutes earlier.

She did not hurry to catch up. She did not slow down. She walked the corridor at the pace she had walked corridors for many years, arrived at the door to the bus at the same time the woman in front of her did, waited the half-second the proximity required, and got on with her own crew. Carter — Lily, Carter, L. on the manifest — sat near the front with Emma. Sophie sat further back beside Tom, who did not, on the journey out to the aircraft, mention Carter again. He looked at her once, sideways, halfway through the drive, with an expression she did not entirely care to read. She pretended she had not seen the look. He let her pretend.

The Hong Kong rotation was thirty-eight hours on the ground in a city Sophie had been to forty times. The flight was thirteen hours. The next fortnight, the flight after that, the rotations stretching out beyond that to a horizon she had measured her professional life by, were what they had always been. Routes. Cycles. Manifest pages. Names. A career.

She rode the bus to stand three-six. She watched the wet tarmac pass. She did not think about the strand of hair that had come down at the woman’s temple when she had sat down in the briefing room. She did not, in the strict sense of the verb. The thinking moved underneath the not-thinking with the steady patient certainty of a thing that had now been admitted to the building.


CHAPTER 2


The cabin in the first ten minutes of boarding had a smell Lily had stopped trying to name. Synthetic citrus from the spray the cleaners used. The hot starch of bread reheating in the galleys. The faint ozone of three hundred phones simultaneously hunting the on-board Wi-Fi from inside coat pockets. Underneath all of it, faint but always present once you knew to look for it, the kerosene trace that came up through the floor when the APU was running.

Nineteen minutes past six. The first stream of business class was coming through the forward door. Lily stood at the bulkhead between rows ten and eleven, hands clasped loosely in front of her in the manner Emma had taught her in her first year — don’t fold your arms, don’t put your hands in your pockets, don’t clasp them in front like a footballer in a wall, hold them low and open, let them disappear. She greeted passengers in the ready professional voice she used at this stage of the cycle, the voice that had not yet had to do any work.

She was conscious of Sophie at the forward door. She had been conscious of Sophie since the crew had walked onto the aircraft fifty minutes ago.

The awareness did not require her to look. Lily had grown up in a house full of older relatives and had developed, by twelve, the kind of permanent low-grade situational mapping other people called intuition only because the word attention sounded too dull for what it was. She knew, at any given moment in the boarding flow, where Sophie was standing — because where Sophie was standing was a fact her body had decided to keep continuous track of without consulting her.

Right now Sophie was three rows behind, watching a passenger in a wheelchair being settled into the bulkhead seat with her companion. Lily knew this because there was a heat at the back of her shoulder blades that had no other available explanation.

“Good evening, sir. Welcome on board.”

“Evening, love. Long flight.”

“It is. We’ll look after you.”

The man — fifties, business shirt, the slightly hassled look of someone whose meeting had run long — nodded and moved past her down the aisle.

She did the wave of business class. She did the first families. She did a woman travelling alone with a baby of perhaps six months who was, the woman explained as she passed Lily, very good on aircraft, which Lily smiled at because that was what one did when a passenger said something about their baby, and which Lily understood would turn out one way or the other and was not, regardless, the woman’s fault. She kept her hands low. She kept her voice in its established register. The aircraft filled in the soft accumulating manner of aircraft — overhead bins opening and closing, parents asking children to sit down, the low hum of three hundred conversations.

A man stopped at row fourteen.

He was forty-something, suited, with the put-upon expression of someone who had decided, before he had even left the gate, that the flight was going to be an inconvenience he had not signed up for. He stood at row fourteen and looked at his seat — fourteen A, window — and said, loudly enough to make the woman two rows back glance up: “This isn’t right.”

Lily was already moving.

She covered the eight feet between them at the pace she used for things that needed to be managed before they became things to be managed in front of a hundred witnesses. She arrived at fourteen with her boarding pass scanner in one hand and her face in the receptive posture she had been deploying for two and a half years.

“Hi. What’s the problem, sir?”

“This is a window.”

“Yes.”

“I booked aisle.”

“Can I see your boarding pass?”

He handed it over with the brusqueness of someone who has been told this is a window. The pass said 14A. It also said, in italics under the seat assignment, moved from 14C at check-in. She knew what had happened. There had been an operational seat change for a passenger with a mobility requirement, the man in 14C had been moved to 14A in the half-hour scramble before boarding, and someone at the check-in desk had not flagged the change clearly enough. Now here he was, twelve hours from Hong Kong, with what was on its way to being a long-haul-shaped sulk.

She did not say any of this.

“Mr. Andrews. There was a seat change at check-in. I’m so sorry it wasn’t flagged to you properly. Let me have a look at what we’ve got.”

She moved aside fractionally so he was not standing in the aisle blocking the flow. He stayed where he was, looking like a man who suspected he was about to be patronised. Lily had the cabin diagram on her tablet inside three seconds. Two free aisle seats remaining: 27D and 16C. Sixteen C was three rows back and in the same cabin. She set the diagram down.

“I can move you to 16C. It’s an aisle, same cabin, three rows back. The bins are a bit less full there at the moment so you’ll have more storage. Would that suit?”

He hesitated. She held his eye. She made the dipping affirming motion of her head she had inherited from her mother — the one she used in moments where a stranger needed the soft permission to accept the offer. He nodded once.

“Yes. Alright.”

“Lovely. Let me help you with your bag.”

She walked his cabin bag up the aisle. He followed. She got him settled in 16C with a brisk efficient ease that contained, somewhere underneath, the quiet fact that she had won a fight he did not yet know he had been in. She slid his bag into the bin above 16. She gave him the brief reassuring smile.

“Anything else I can get you?”

“No. Thank you. Sorry to be —”

“Don’t be sorry. It happens. Have a good flight.”

She straightened. She turned. Sophie was standing in the aisle two rows back, watching her.

Not pretending to be doing anything else. Not making a note. Just watching. Dark hair loose at the nape where the regulation knot had begun, three hours into the duty period, to slip. The galley lights from forty feet behind her caught the line of her jaw and the open V of her uniform collar. She held Lily’s look. She did not smile. Her eyes — Lily, this close to her for the second time in two hours, registered the colour properly: not brown, dark grey, with the green edge of a person who had been looking at lit screens for too long that morning — her eyes stayed on Lily’s for the full second it took Lily to realise she was being looked at and not yet decide to look away.

Lily did not look away.

Sophie’s mouth did something. The corner of it. It was not a smile, not anything Lily could have pointed to in a witness statement, but the muscle there moved fractionally, and Lily felt the movement in her sternum.

A passenger said excuse me behind Sophie. Sophie stepped aside to let him pass. The passenger passed. The moment did not, technically, end — Sophie did not break eye contact — but the volume of the cabin came back into Lily’s ears, and she heard herself say to no one in, “Right. Let me —” and Sophie said, low, half a pace closer:

“Carry on.”

Two words. The Yorkshire trace of carry on had a kindness in it that the Frenchness of Carter in the briefing room had not. Lily — who had spent the briefing trying not to think about how Sophie had said her surname — discovered, in the half-beat between Sophie saying carry on and stepping past her, that the kindness was worse than the precision. The kindness suggested Sophie was being kind on purpose. The kindness suggested Sophie had decided, sometime in the last forty seconds, that the woman in front of her warranted kindness.

Sophie stepped past.

The cabin was full enough now that there was no width for it. Sophie turned sideways. Her hip brushed the back of Lily’s thigh through the navy of Lily’s skirt — a quick heated pressure, gone in the half-second — and at the same instant, light as breath, the side of Sophie’s hand touched the small of Lily’s back where the uniform shirt was tucked into the waistband. Two fingertips’ worth. The lightest possible steadying. A thing a senior crew member did to a junior a hundred times a year, in narrow aisles, by reflex, when passing.

It was not a reflex.

Lily knew it was not a reflex because Sophie’s hand stayed at her back for half a beat longer than a reflex required, and the warmth of the palm pressed through the cotton before it lifted, and Sophie’s scent — green, herbal, the low note Lily had clocked at the briefing room and not yet named — moved past her in a column of moving air.

“Sorry, Sophie.”

It came out before Lily had vetted it. She had not meant to say Sophie. She had meant to say captain — which would have been wrong, Sophie was not a captain — or senior — which sounded like she was reading from a manual — or nothing at all, which would have been the safest. Sorry, Sophie was the wrong size. The surname would have been correct, and the surname had not come; the first name had come instead, with the heat her body had been keeping in reserve for some reason she would, later, decline to interrogate.

Sophie paused. A half-step. She was past Lily now. She was facing up the aisle toward the forward galley. She did not turn fully around. She turned her head over her shoulder.

“Lily.”

Just the first name. The L the same forward L. The Yorkshire trace of Lily in a French mouth that had no business making it sound the way it did.

She walked on. She disappeared into the galley.

Lily stood in the aisle between row 14 and row 16. Her hand had gone, of its own accord, to the back of the headrest of 14A — where the brusque man no longer was. The headrest was a fabric supposed to be wipe-clean and which after a thousand cycles had developed a faintly tacky residue. Her palm against the residue was damp. Not damp in a way anyone else would have noticed. Damp in the way a palm becomes damp when the body, which has been managing the day in a series of brief competent acts, is suddenly required to handle something it had not been planning to handle.

The something was: Sophie Laurent had touched the small of her back on purpose and had said her first name in a public aisle thirty seconds before doors closed, and Lily was twenty-six and not stupid and had a clear understanding of what had just happened — and the understanding was going to make for a long thirteen hours.

Emma came down the aisle with the cabin secure check on her clipboard. She paused beside Lily, eyes briefly on her, brief and accurate. “Carter. Alright?”

“Yes.”

“Doors in two.”

“Yes.”

Emma moved on. Lily took her hand off the headrest. She wiped the palm, once, lightly, against the side of her skirt where it would not show. She walked to the forward galley to begin the safety demo briefing with her assigned section — the centre of the economy cabin — and as she walked she was conscious of Sophie standing at the forward jumpseat with her arms folded and the galley light on her face, watching her come up the aisle. Lily did not let herself meet Sophie’s eyes. She had used her quota of meeting Sophie’s eyes for the moment, and the quota was strict.

She passed Sophie at the bulkhead. The line of Sophie’s body had a stillness Lily had not encountered before — the stillness of a person who was containing something. The line of Sophie’s body told her that whatever Lily had felt — the heat at the back of her shoulder blades, the wrong-sized first name in her own mouth, the half-second of palm at the small of her back — Sophie had felt also, and was, at this moment, three feet from her, working hard on the surface of it.

Lily reached her safety position. She faced the cabin. She took a breath. She began the demo in the cheerful clear voice she had used a thousand times before. Somewhere behind her, in the cabin, a baby cried. Somewhere in the galley, eighteen feet to her rear, a senior member of cabin crew was standing in a bulkhead jumpseat with her jaw set and her hands now braced on the metal frame of the seat in front of her, looking at the back of Lily’s head.

The doors closed.

The push-back tug nudged them away from stand three-six in the long slow reverse arc that always made Lily think of being a child watching her father drive his car backwards out of a driveway. The aircraft turned. The engines spooled up. The taxi began.

Lily completed her cross-check with the junior in the rear galley, signed off on the clipboard, and resumed her seat at door three left. The four-point harness clicked home. The seat felt cooler than usual against the back of her shirt. Or her shirt felt warmer than usual. She did not, with her hands flat on her thighs and the cabin counting down to take-off around her, manage to decide which.

From the seat she could see, through the gap of the bulkhead curtain that had not quite drawn closed properly, the back of Sophie’s jumpseat at door one left. The back of Sophie’s head. The thin column of her uniform tie-back where the hair had been pinned. Sophie was reading the safety card. Sophie had been a senior crew member for nine years. Sophie did not need to be reading the safety card. Sophie was reading the safety card because reading the safety card kept her eyes off the rear of the cabin, and because Lily, in the rear of the cabin, could read the gesture as easily as if Sophie had broadcast it over the PA.

The aircraft turned onto runway two-seven left. The engines wound up to take-off thrust. The airframe began to roll.

Halfway down the runway, with the airframe vibrating and the lights smearing past the windows, Lily closed her eyes. Not for long. The fifteen-second pause she did at the start of every take-off, the quiet private ritual she had inherited from her father — now — now — now — the silent counting that took her, by rote, to the rotation. The wheels left the runway. The cabin tipped backwards into the climb. Hong Kong was thirteen hours and forty minutes away.

She opened her eyes. Through the gap in the bulkhead curtain Sophie was still not looking back at her. The not-looking was the loudest thing on the aeroplane.


CHAPTER 3


The cabin lights had not yet gone all the way down. They sat at the half-cruise setting, the dim amber that came on once the seatbelt sign was off, the light most passengers preferred but which had a habit of leaving the galleys lit like operating theatres by contrast. Sophie stood in the forward galley with the manifest tablet propped against the counter and the special meal log open on screen. The aircraft hummed at its level cruise frequency. Outside, ten thousand metres below them, the lights of Birmingham were coming up.

Tom had gone forward. He had handed her off at the cockpit door with the quick squeeze of the upper arm he gave everyone he trusted, and the cockpit door had clicked shut behind him, and Sophie had walked the four paces to the forward galley to begin the routine she had been beginning at this point in the climb for nine years. Manifest check. Special meals. Crew rest order. Catering reconciliation. A series of low-stakes administrative acts she could conduct in her sleep, which, on this flight, was useful.

The curtain at the back of the galley moved. Lily came through it with a clipboard.

Sophie did not lift her gaze. The not-lifting was the only thing in her repertoire reliably going to work for the next eleven hours, and she was going to use it for everything it was worth.

“Senior?”

“Yes.”

“I’ve got a passenger ringing for a blanket in 9C. Cold, says she’s been cold since boarding.”

“Take her one of the extras from the bin above row 11.”

“Already given out.”

“From the crew rest cabinet. Top shelf. They’re labelled cabin spare.”

“Right.”

Lily moved to the back of the galley. Sophie heard the soft sounds of crew movement at the rear cabinet — the steel hinge of the door, the rustle of fleece, the metal clip of the door closing — and then Lily was back in the galley space with a folded blanket over one arm and her clipboard in the other hand. She paused at the trolley because the trolley was where Sophie now needed to be to log the catering reconciliation.

“Sorry. One second.”

Lily stepped aside. Sophie stepped past her. Their bodies did not touch. The not-touching had a different texture now — actively negotiated by both of them. Lily was wearing the apron over her uniform shirt that she had not been wearing in the briefing room. The apron was the regulation navy with the airline logo at the breast. Sophie did not let her gaze settle on the breast.

She unlocked the trolley with the key on her lanyard. She opened the special meal compartment. She bent to read the green-tape labelling at the back.

“There are two trays with green tape. Which one is the dairy allergy in 23F?”

“The one with the orange marker on the corner.”

“Why orange.”

“I labelled it twice. The kitchen sometimes mislabels the dairy-and-gluten combinations. I wanted to be sure.”

Sophie straightened. She turned. Lily was three feet behind her in the narrow galley, the blanket still folded over her arm and the clipboard at her hip. Her sleeves were rolled to mid-forearm. The freckle Sophie had clocked on the inside of her wrist in the briefing room had a companion an inch further up that Sophie now also noticed.

“Good.”

The word landed in the galley with more weight than its single syllable could carry. Lily’s hand on the clipboard tightened. Sophie heard the brief flex of plastic against fingertip.

“I’ll take her this and come back for the drinks trolley.”

“Yes.”

Lily moved past her again. The galley was the width of a man’s forearm. Lily turned the smallest fraction sideways. Sophie did the same. They passed with two inches of clearance and four hundred volts of cabin-grade carpet between their feet, and Sophie caught the green herbal note in Lily’s hair as she passed.

In the brief passing Sophie registered, against her will, the warmth at Lily’s collar where the uniform had been against her skin all evening, the faint dry shampoo at her hair, and the brief tightening at the back of her own throat that was the body’s first concrete piece of evidence that the long previous of careful professional distance was being eroded by a junior crew member in the standard-issue cabin uniform.

The curtain swung. Sophie stood at the trolley with the orange-marked tray in her hand and the manifest tablet face-down on the counter where she had set it without remembering she had set it.

She locked the trolley. She returned the manifest tablet to its bracket on the bulkhead wall. She made a small adjustment to the cuff of her shirt that did not need to be made.

Then she stepped out of the galley and walked the cabin.

This was her habit at this point in every flight she ran. The senior walk. A slow steady survey of the cabin between drinks service and main service, checking on the things that did not flag themselves — the passenger who was about to ring for a Diet Coke and would prefer it brought to him; the family with the toddler who had begun to squirm; the lone traveller in 17F whose face suggested he was not going to enjoy the next twelve hours and might need talking to before he made the rest of the row’s flight worse.

She walked. The aisle was the standard width. She had walked it ten thousand times. Tonight she walked it conscious of where every woman in uniform was — Emma in the rear galley, Jess at the mid-cabin trolley, Foster R. with the redhead at the bar in business class, and Lily, kneeling at the inside of row 8.

She paused four rows back. Lily was at 8A — a frightened flyer, mid-forties, in a window seat. The man had gripped the armrest in the way that meant his hands had not yet relaxed since takeoff and were not going to relax without help. Lily had crouched at the aisle armrest of 8C, the empty seat beside him, her forearm resting on the seat back so her face was at his level. She was speaking to him. Sophie could not hear from four rows back. The aisle carpet absorbed sound at this pitch. But she could see the line of Lily’s spine — the curve as she leaned in, the slow turn of her head as she nodded at something the man was saying — and the loose strand that had now fully escaped the pinned knot and lay along her neck.

The cockpit door opened. Tom came out. He walked past Sophie on his way to the lavatory, glanced at where her gaze had landed, did not break stride, and said into her ear at three-quarters volume as he passed:

“She’s good, that one.”

“She is.”

“You’ll have to fight to keep her on this fleet.”

“I know.”

“Long-haul will eat her.”

“It won’t if I have anything to do with it.”

Tom paused. He had reached the lavatory door. He turned. His look was the same one he had given her on the bus — sideways, a quarter-second longer than required.

“Mind how you go, Laurent.”

He went into the lavatory. The door clicked. Sophie stood in the aisle four rows behind Lily Carter’s kneeling form and absorbed the precise content of Tom Bennett’s three words. She had been seen. She had been seen by a man who had been flying with her for eleven years and who was, beneath the easy banter and the takeaway coffees, a sharper reader of women than he usually let on. He had been kind about it. He had also been clear.

She walked on. She did not stop at row 8. She passed it at the standard cabin-walk pace and did not let her gaze land on Lily Carter as she went. But Lily — at the very edge of Sophie’s peripheral vision — looked up. Sophie felt the look land on her shoulder blade. She did not turn her head.

She reached row 12. She paused at the lone traveller in 17F, who was reading a book with a face that suggested the book was not working, and had a brief professional exchange with him about whether he had thought about the catering options for dinner. She left him with the sense of having been noticed, which was sometimes the only thing a flight could give a person. She walked on.

At the rear galley she paused to check the food orders with Emma. Emma, who had been a senior cabin crew member for fifteen years and who had once held Sophie’s hand for an hour without question in a Lima hotel bar on a year Sophie did not now name, looked at her with the gentle accuracy of an old friend.

“You alright, Soph?”

“Yes.”

“Carter handled the briefing well.”

“She did.”

“I’ve been flying with her for six months. She’s the real thing.”

“Yes.”

Emma did not say anything else. She did not ask anything else. She made a small note on her order sheet about a vegetarian meal substitution and then handed Sophie a paper cup of tea Sophie had not asked for and did not remember Emma making, and Sophie drank the tea standing at the rear galley counter while the cabin hummed around them and the lights came down another two stops to night setting.

When she walked back through the cabin twenty minutes later Lily was no longer at row 8. The man in 8A was leaning back against his seat with his eyes closed and his hands loose on his thighs, which was the small unspectacular miracle that constituted most of cabin work and which most passengers did not know they had just received.

Sophie returned to the forward galley. Lily was there, at the trolley, restocking soft drinks for the second service. She looked up when Sophie came in. The look she gave Sophie was not the look she had given the frightened passenger and not the look she had given any of them in the briefing room. It was the look of a woman who had been thinking, for the last twenty minutes, about being looked at, and was now looking back.

“Captain Bennett’s gone forward.”

“Yes.”

“The food orders are coming up at the next chime.”

“Yes.”

The single-syllable exchange could have continued for another four minutes. They could have run the entire catering manifest in this register and neither of them would have noticed the time pass. Sophie chose not to allow this. She reached past Lily for the catering tablet on the bracket above the trolley. Her forearm did not touch Lily’s shoulder. It came near enough that Lily, in the galley light, lifted her chin by a degree to make sure it did not.

“I’ll be in the crew rest at the second sector handover.”

“Yes, senior.”

“Don’t hesitate to wake me if you need to.”

“I won’t.”

The senior was the wrong word. Lily had said it correctly. The wrongness was Sophie’s. She had given Lily an instruction that should have been a delegation and had said it in a voice fractionally warmer than the instruction warranted, and Lily had heard the warmth and corrected for it by formalising her own register.

Sophie left the galley. She walked the corridor between the bulkhead and the cockpit door with her tablet under her arm. She passed the crew rest entrance and continued to the small door at the very front of the aircraft, the emergency egress, and stood at it for a moment with her hand on the cold metal of the frame.

Below them, ten thousand metres down, the lights of central France slid past in the dark. She had thirty-eight hours to get through. The thirty-eight hours was the entire job. She had done thirty-eight hours forty times.

She had not, on any of those forty rotations, walked past row 8 four hours into the climb and felt a junior crew member’s gaze on her shoulder blades like the line of light along the edge of a knife.

She breathed. She straightened her jacket. She walked back into the galley to do the work she had paid eleven years to be good at.


CHAPTER 4


The cabin had settled. After the main service and the lights coming all the way down, the long flight had entered its middle phase — the four-hour stretch of cruise where most passengers slept, the crew rotation took its rest, and the woman on duty in the forward galley had the curtain half-drawn and the kettle on a low cycle and the steady hum of the engines for company.

Lily was making up the supplementary blanket bags for the crew rest bunk turnaround at the four-hour mark. Three blankets per bunk, freshly folded, the pillow slips on top. Standard practice. The bag of laundered blankets was kept on the top shelf of the rear cabinet of the forward galley, above the level of the catering trays.

She was five foot four in her flats. The shelf was six feet two.

She stretched. Her fingers brushed the bottom of the bag. She rose onto the balls of her feet, lifted her arm to its full extension, and felt the canvas shift under her fingertips without coming forward enough to grip.

The galley curtain moved. A voice said, behind her, low:

“Let me.”

The voice was Sophie’s. Lily did not turn. The turning would have been a decision. The decision had not yet been required of her, and her body — which had been in continuous awareness of where Sophie was for nine hours — already knew Sophie was close.

Sophie stepped into the galley behind her. Lily heard the soft press of one uniform shoe and then the other on the carpet. Sophie did not speak. Sophie did not announce her movement in any of the brief ways a passing crew member normally announced theirs. Sophie lifted her arm past Lily’s shoulder.

The front of Sophie’s body came against Lily’s back.

Not as a press. As a fact of two bodies in a space too narrow for one of them to reach a top shelf without occupying the air the other was using. Chest against shoulder blades. The line of Sophie’s hip against the curve of Lily’s waist where the skirt nipped in. Sophie’s free hand braced against the counter at Lily’s left side, not on her, just there, the warm pressure of a forearm at the periphery.

Two seconds. Three.

Sophie’s fingers closed around the canvas of the blanket bag. She lifted it down. Her body did not move away. The arm she had raised came back at a measured pace and the canvas of the bag passed close enough to Lily’s cheek that Lily felt the moving air against her face.

Sophie set the bag on the counter beside Lily’s hand. Her hand stayed on the bag.

Lily had not breathed since the curtain had moved. The not-breathing had not been a choice. The body sometimes made decisions on its own and explained them later. Sophie’s breath, somewhere at the level of Lily’s nape, moved the loose strand of hair that had come down from the knot during the last service.

The strand lifted. Settled. Lifted again.

Sophie’s hand left the bag.

The warmth at Lily’s back did not, for another half-second, leave with it. Then it did. Sophie stepped back. Eighteen inches. Twenty. Lily felt the cool air of the galley return to the strip along her spine where Sophie’s body had been, and the cool air, against the faint damp the contact had produced in the cotton of her shirt, was a small physical shock.

Lily turned.

Sophie was forty centimetres away. She had set her hands behind her on the rim of the counter at the rear cabinet. Her elbows were locked. Her chest was open. Her uniform shirt sat the way it sat when a woman braced her shoulders. Her dark hair had come further out of its knot than it had been at the start of the service and lay along her collarbone on the right side. The galley light caught the very faint pulse at the hollow of her throat.

She was looking at Lily.

Lily’s hand had gone, of its own accord, to the side of her own neck. The gesture was not deliberate. The body sometimes located its own pulse without consulting her, and right now her pulse was in her ear and her throat and the back of her knees, and her hand had moved to confirm what it was already feeling.

Sophie’s eyes dropped to Lily’s mouth.

The drop was less than half a second. She brought her gaze back to Lily’s. She did the brief adjustment of jaw a woman did when she had been about to say something and had elected not to.

“Thank you.”

The word came out of Lily’s mouth before she had asked her mouth to speak. It was the wrong volume. It was the wrong texture. It was a thank-you that contained the entire weight of two hours of awareness and a half-second of body-against-body contact and the air in a six-foot galley and her own pulse at her throat under her own fingers.

Sophie did not look away.

“Any time.”

Two syllables. Spoken low. The Yorkshire inflection of two hours ago was gone. What was in Sophie’s voice now was the slow forward L Lily had first heard in the briefing room — the French in the consonant — and the darker woody register of a voice that was not, in this moment, doing any acting.

Any time was not a phrase a senior crew member said to a junior in a galley.

Any time was what a woman said to another woman when she meant: come and ask. Bring me anything. The galley is open. So am I.

Sophie heard herself. Lily watched her hear herself. The flicker that moved across Sophie’s face was so brief Lily would later be unable to point to it; only that it was there, and that whatever it had been, it had not been embarrassment.

The kettle clicked off. The galley light hummed at its strip-fluorescent pitch. Somewhere in the dim cabin behind the curtain, a baby murmured and was hushed.

Sophie pushed off the counter.

The push was measured. She crossed the eighteen inches between her body and Lily’s with the care of a woman who knew exactly how careful she was being. Her hand did not touch Lily this time. The not-touching was its own statement. The galley was narrow. They could not pass each other without negotiation. Sophie turned the smallest fraction sideways. Lily, mirroring her without thinking, turned the same fraction in the opposite direction. They passed. Two inches between them. The green herbal note of Sophie’s hair moved past Lily’s face in the air of her wake.

Sophie reached the curtain. She paused. She did not turn round. She lifted one hand to the curtain edge. Her fingers — Lily would think of this later, would think of it in her hotel room at two in the morning Hong Kong time — closed and released and closed and released against the curtain fabric, twice, the way a person flexed a hand against tension before walking through a door.

She walked through. The curtain swung. Lily was alone in the galley.

She stood at the counter with her right hand against the side of her own neck and her pulse audible in her ear and the blanket bag — Sophie’s blanket bag, the bag Sophie had reached for, the bag now sitting on the counter beside her hand — pressed against her hip where she had braced her body to keep from turning round.

She breathed. The first proper breath in — she did not know how long. The breath was wet at the back of her throat in a way that was not tears, exactly. It was the breath a body took when a body had been required to stop breathing for the duration of a moment and the moment had ended.

Two minutes later the curtain moved.

Lily flinched. She did not flinch visibly. Her shoulders did not move. Her hand left her neck and dropped to the counter. She turned with the practised slow ease of a senior crew member who has heard the curtain move and is taking three-quarters of a second to acknowledge a colleague.

Emma came in.

Emma’s eyes did the thing Emma’s eyes did. They found Lily’s face. They read the face. They went to the kettle. They came back to the face. Emma was fifty-two and had been doing this for fifteen years and had a daughter the same age as Lily and a way of moving through other people’s small private weather that did not require either of them to acknowledge there was weather.

She did not ask if Lily was alright. She did not look at the blanket bag.

She put the kettle back on. She took two paper cups from the cabinet. She made tea — two strong, milk in both. She set one beside Lily’s hand on the counter.

“Drink.”

Lily picked it up. Her hand was not entirely steady. Emma watched the hand. Emma chose not to comment on it.

“Bunk turnaround’s at the four-hour.”

“Yes.”

“I’ll do the rear. You do the forward.”

“Yes.”

“Take your time, love.”

“Yes.”

Emma drank her tea. Lily drank hers. The two of them stood in the galley in the steady fluorescent light and the kettle’s low cycle and the hum of the engines, and Emma did not, for the seven minutes it took her to finish the tea, say anything that was not the most straightforward operational utility.

When she had finished she put her empty cup in the bin. She paused at the curtain.

“Carter.”

“Yes.”

Emma rested her hand on the curtain edge. Her face was the gentle accurate face of a woman who had decided in the doorway that she would say one thing and would say it on the way out, so the person receiving it had the privacy to react to it alone.

“It’s a small fleet, Lily. People see. Be careful what you let them see.”

Lily did not answer. Emma did not require her to.

She left. The curtain swung. Lily stood at the counter with her tea in her hand and Emma’s words landing slowly in her chest with the weight of a stone dropped into very still water.

She finished her tea.

She did the forward bunk turnaround at four hours fifteen, ten minutes late, in the steady deliberate manner of a woman trying very hard to be the version of herself she had been before the curtain had moved.

The crew rest bunks lived above the forward galley in a dim narrow corridor lined with three berths to a side. Hers was the middle on the left. The ceiling above the bunk was six inches from her face when she lay flat. The mattress smelled of laundered cotton and the faint chemical of the airline’s flame-retardant treatment. She lay on her back with her hands folded across her stomach in the position ten thousand cabin crew before her had adopted on ten thousand long-haul rotations.

She did not sleep.

She closed her eyes. She did the breathing she had learned from her grandmother for the long Yorkshire winters when sleep had refused to come — four in, four held, six out. The breathing took her, eventually, to the steady place behind her sternum where she did most of her thinking.

The thinking was this. Sophie Laurent’s body had been against her back for three seconds. Sophie’s breath had moved her hair. Sophie had said any time in a voice that was not professional, and the not-professionalness of it had been put into the air on purpose. Sophie had not been careless. Sophie was not a careless person. Sophie was a person who had spent an entire boarding cycle in considered control of where her own body was in relation to Lily’s, and who had then, nine hours into a flight to Hong Kong, made a choice.

The choice had not been to kiss her.

The choice had been finer. The choice had been to put her body against Lily’s body for three seconds longer than the reach required, and to step back at the speed of her own choosing, and to say any time in a register that asked nothing and offered everything.

Lily lay in the dark of the bunk and admitted to herself, quietly, in the way she admitted things when there were no witnesses, that if Sophie had not stepped back when she did — if Sophie had stayed at her back for one more second, or two — she would have leaned into the warmth. She would have turned her head. She would have let whatever wanted to happen next happen.

This was useful information.

The information was also dangerous. Lily was six months from her senior progression. Sophie was six weeks into a trainer role. The fleet, as Emma had been kind enough to say plainly, saw what the fleet saw.

She slept for an hour and twenty minutes. She woke when her alarm vibrated against her wrist. She climbed down from the bunk and went back to the galley for the second service.

Sophie was not in the forward galley.

The relief was not quite relief. It was the cooler-temperature version of relief that arrived when a body was not yet ready to face the thing it had been thinking about for ninety minutes.

She did her job.


CHAPTER 5


Five hours and twelve minutes into the flight. The cabin had gone to its deepest night setting — strips along the floor, nothing overhead, individual reading lights showing here and there like the tail-lights of cars on a motorway seen from very high up. Sophie stood in the forward galley with a black coffee and the cabin monitor mounted at eye level on the wall.

The monitor showed the cabin in pale infrared green. She liked the monitor at this hour. She liked it because it gave her a continuous schematic view of what she was responsible for without requiring her to physically be in the cabin disturbing the sleep of the people she was responsible for. The cabin had not, since 03:14 GMT, contained anything that required her in it.

03:14. She knew the time because she had been keeping count of the times she had not gone into the cabin.

She drank her coffee. She did not look at where in the cabin Lily was. She knew where Lily was. Lily was at the rear of mid-economy, on her cycle of seat-belt checks, the second of three she would do during the dim hours. Sophie kept the monitor in her peripheral vision and her coffee in her hand and her attention on the manifest spread across the counter, and did not, for nearly four minutes, do anything that resembled professional inefficiency.

The infrared green flickered.

Movement in seat 22F. A woman, head down, shoulders moving in the rhythm Sophie had learned to read on these monitors over many years. Not anxiety. Not air sickness. The rhythm of a person breathing in the way a person breathed when she was crying and was trying not to let the cabin know she was crying.

Sophie was already moving toward the call panel when the call light for row 22 came on.

Lily was at row 22 before Sophie had reached for the handset.

She did not crouch. Lily crouched at frightened passengers — Sophie had watched her do it at 8A four hours ago, watched the curve of her spine as she went down to be at the man’s eye level. She did not crouch at row 22. She sat. She slid into the empty aisle seat — 22C, vacant since boarding — pulled it close to the woman in 22F across the empty middle, and turned her body so her shoulder was angled toward the woman, and put one hand, palm down, on the armrest between them.

She did not say anything for almost a minute. Sophie watched on the monitor in the grainy green. She could not hear anything. The cabin microphones were not active during cruise; only the visuals were. She could see Lily’s profile in the gloom. She could see the woman’s hand come up to cover her own face. She could see Lily’s hand stay where it was on the armrest — open, unhurried, the unspecified offer of contact a person made when she did not yet know what the other person needed.

The woman in 22F lowered her hand. She said something. Lily nodded — slowly, the brief dipping affirmation Sophie had seen her give a passenger in the briefing room and again at row 14 during boarding. She said something back. The woman shook her head. Lily nodded again. After perhaps thirty seconds the woman leaned sideways across the middle seat and rested her forehead against Lily’s shoulder.

Lily put her arm around her.

She did not pat. She did not rub. She put her arm around the woman’s shoulders the way one put one’s arm around a child who had come in from the rain — with the settled steadiness of a body offered as a steady place. The woman cried into the navy of Lily’s uniform shirt for what Sophie’s watch told her, when she finally remembered to look, was eleven minutes.

Sophie made it most of the way to the call panel before she stopped.

She had taken three steps. Her hand had come up. The instinct of the senior who was about to call into the cabin — to flag the situation to the lead crew member, to send a colleague forward to relieve the junior who had been holding a stranger for nine minutes — had moved through her body before her conscious mind had caught up with it.

She stopped because her conscious mind, when it caught up, told her this. Lily did not need relief. Lily did not need to be flagged. Lily had taken the seat the way a person took a seat she had no intention of leaving until the woman beside her was ready for her to. The call into the cabin, the rotation of crew, the bureaucratic act Sophie had been about to perform — all of these would have been about Sophie. Not about the woman in 22F. Not about Lily in 22C. About Sophie, in the forward galley, finding a way to be useful when the useful thing being done in the cabin did not require her and required, in fact, her absence from it.

She lowered her hand. She stepped back from the call panel. She returned to the monitor and made herself watch.

The watching was harder than the call would have been.

The cabin slept on around them. Eleven minutes was eleven minutes; in the deep night of a long-haul flight, eleven minutes was a span during which most of the cabin would have noticed nothing.

Sophie stood at the monitor with her coffee in her hand and did not move. Her right hand, the one not holding the coffee, was loose at her side. She watched the green figures in their grainy stillness. She watched the woman in 22F and the woman in 22C, both of them women, the older one weeping against the younger one’s shoulder in the steady configuration of two bodies that had reached, through some private negotiation Sophie could not hear, an agreement.

She had been a senior cabin crew member for nine years. She had been a fleet trainer for six weeks.

She had never, in either capacity, sat on an aisle seat in a darkened cabin and let a stranger cry on her shoulder for eleven minutes.

She had done many other things. She had done them, on her own assessment, well. She had calmed panicking passengers, talked first-time flyers down from the brink, knelt at the seats of children who could not be settled, held the hand of a man having a cardiac event somewhere over the Sea of Japan. She had done these things with the brisk warm efficiency that constituted, in her professional vocabulary, the upper limit of what the role required.

What Lily was doing in 22C was not warm efficiency. What Lily was doing in 22C was something else, something for which Sophie did not, in the moment, have a name.

She watched until the woman in 22F lifted her head off Lily’s shoulder. Until Lily reached up with her free hand and wiped, gently, beneath the woman’s eye with her thumb — a gesture so brief the monitor barely registered it, the kind of gesture between strangers that could only have been made by a woman who had been raised by another woman. Until Lily produced, from somewhere on her person, a packet of cabin tissues and pressed them into the woman’s hand. Until the woman folded her hands around the tissue packet and bent her head and breathed.

Lily stayed in the seat for another two minutes. Then she rose. The rise was unhurried. She bent to say something to the woman. The woman nodded, eyes down. Lily put her hand briefly on the woman’s shoulder, then moved along the aisle and disappeared from the monitor view as she turned forward toward the galley.

Sophie set down the coffee.

She had not drunk the second half of it. The coffee was cold. She did not remember it going cold.

The galley curtain moved. Lily came through.

She moved gently — the kind of carefulness in her own body Sophie had not seen her use before, the manner of a person who had briefly held the weight of someone else’s grief and put it down and was still feeling the shape of the weight in her muscles. She did not look at Sophie immediately. She crossed to the kettle. She filled it. She switched it on. She stood at the counter with her hands flat against the steel, head down, breathing.

Sophie did not, for several seconds, speak.

When she did her voice came out lower than she had expected.

“Alright?”

“Yes.”

The yes was rougher than the briefing room yes, rougher than the aisle yes, rougher even than the Sorry, Sophie of nine hours ago.

“Her name?”

“Anita. Anita Webb. She’s flying back from her sister’s. She lost her husband three weeks ago. She didn’t want to fly but she had to. They were going to do this trip together this autumn.”

In the brief operational pause after the worst of it had passed — the passenger stable, the obs steady, the captain informed — Lily looked up at Sophie across the row, and held the look. She held it past the point where the look could have been the standard professional acknowledgement. She held it for perhaps three seconds beyond that. She did not smile. She did not do anything that could have been described in the assessment matrix. She simply held the look. Sophie returned it. The corridor between them, in the narrow aisle above row 8A, had the quality of a piece of air that had decided, in the three seconds, to stop pretending it was ordinary air. Then Lily lowered her gaze. She picked up the obs sheet. She wrote the next set of numbers in the brief square handwriting Sophie had begun, in the last hours of the flight, to recognise on sight.

“Christ.”

“Yes.”

The kettle clicked. Lily did not move to it. She stayed at the counter with her hands braced flat, her shoulders not quite even, her eyes on the steel directly in front of her. The galley fluorescents picked out, with the cool accuracy of fluorescents, the wet patch on the navy of her uniform shirt where the woman’s tears had soaked through to the cotton beneath.

Sophie’s hand moved.

It was not, strictly, a conscious decision. Her right hand, which had been resting on the counter beside the abandoned coffee cup, moved a fraction toward Lily’s hand on the counter — three inches, perhaps four. The fingers of her right hand opened. The palm turned, fractionally, upward. The fingertips approached the bare skin of Lily’s wrist where the rolled cuff of her shirt ended.

She stopped the move two inches short.

The stopping was a conscious decision. The starting had not been.

She closed her hand into a fist instead. She set the fist on the counter. The knuckles of the fist whitened against the steel.

Lily’s gaze moved. Sophie watched it move. From the steel directly in front of her, to the cup of cold coffee, to Sophie’s whitened knuckles. From the knuckles, to Sophie’s wrist where the watch face caught the galley light. From the wrist, slowly, slowly, to Sophie’s mouth. From the mouth back down to the knuckles.

Lily did not look at Sophie’s eyes.

Sophie understood, with the cold accuracy that had always followed her, that Lily was choosing not to look at Sophie’s eyes because looking at Sophie’s eyes would have made what was happening between them in the galley something that could no longer be unhappened.

The trained line came out of her mouth. The line she had used a thousand times, in one form or another, to crew members who had just done good work she did not have a template field for.

“You did that well.”

“Thank you.”

“You did it in a way I haven’t seen done before.”

Lily’s hand on the counter tightened. Sophie watched the flex of muscle in the back of her hand. Lily breathed in, slowly, through her nose. Lily lifted her gaze.

She looked at Sophie’s eyes.

The look lasted three seconds. In the look Sophie saw, with the same cold accuracy, gratitude, exhaustion, and the brief fierce warning of a woman who was not, at this hour and in this state, in any condition to be looked at the way Sophie was looking at her, and who was asking Sophie — without using language — to stop.

Sophie stopped.

She unclenched the fist. She set her hand flat on the counter. She returned her gaze to the coffee cup.

“There’s a second kettle in the rear galley. Go and get a proper cup of tea from Emma. Sit down for ten minutes.”

“I will.”

“Take the long way round.”

“Yes.”

Lily lifted her hands off the counter. She did not pour the kettle. She walked past Sophie at the careful neutral distance of two crew members who had, between them, just agreed not to do something. The green herbal note of her hair moved through the galley air and was gone.

The curtain swung. Sophie stood at the counter. The kettle had reboiled and clicked off again unnoticed. The coffee was cold. Her right knuckles ached, faintly, from the force she had set into them against the steel.

She held her hands out, palms down, in front of her. They were not quite steady. The unsteadiness was new. She had stood at countless galley counters at countless points in the deep night of countless long-haul flights, and she had not — in eleven of those many years — stood with hands that did not behave.

She turned them over. Looked at her own palms. The right palm carried the faint pink imprint of her own knuckles where she had pressed them. She turned them back. She set them flat on the counter and waited, the way she had once been told to wait, for the body to remember it was a thing she had instructions over.

The body took longer than usual.

After perhaps thirty seconds she straightened her cuffs. She squared her jacket. She walked into the cabin to do the rounds Lily had been doing before the call light at 22 had come on, because the cabin still needed walking, and because the alternative to walking the cabin was standing in the galley waiting for Lily Carter to come back, and the alternative was not a thing she was prepared to allow herself.

The cabin in the deep hours had the silence that Sophie had, in many years, come to think of as the most truthful sound an aircraft made. The hum of the engines below the floor. The faint whistle of the cabin pressurisation at the high frequency only some people could hear. The occasional small sounds of three hundred bodies breathing in sleep.

She walked. Slowly. The aisle did not require her at any specific speed at this hour, and she gave it a pace that allowed her, with no witnesses, to be a woman walking down a corridor of sleeping strangers rather than a senior crew member completing a cabin check.

She paused at row 22. The woman in 22F had reclined her seat to its full extent and pulled the airline blanket up to her chin. She was not asleep, but she had her eyes closed, and her breathing was even. The packet of tissues Lily had given her was on the tray table folded out, with one tissue pulled from it and held in her hand. Sophie did not stop. She walked on.

At the rear galley the curtain was half-drawn. She did not pull it further open. Through the gap she could see Lily sitting on the small jump-seat at the back, Emma standing at the counter with two cups of tea. Emma was talking. Lily was listening. Emma’s voice — Sophie could not catch the words — had the steady accurate register Emma reserved for crew members in private weather. Lily’s face, in profile, was thoughtful and tired and not crying. She was holding the cup of tea with both hands as if the cup were warming her.

Emma was at the counter with a fresh mug. Emma had been at this counter for fifteen years. Emma looked up as Sophie came past the curtain. Emma did not, in the look, say anything. Emma did not need to. Emma’s gaze took in Sophie’s face, took in Sophie’s right hand at the bulkhead frame, took in the fine continuous adjustment Sophie was making to her own jaw line, and returned to the mug. The look had lasted a beat. The beat had been long enough.

Sophie did not go into the galley. She walked past it and continued the cabin check.

She thought about row 22 and 22A and the woman crying for eleven minutes against Lily’s shoulder. She thought about the four inches her own hand had travelled across the counter before she had stopped it. She thought about the line Lily had asked her, wordlessly, not to cross — and she thought about the harder fact underneath the line. Lily had asked her, wordlessly, not to cross it because Lily had recognised that without the asking, Sophie would have crossed it; and Lily had not wanted Sophie to do, in the wreck of an eleven-minute embrace with a grieving stranger, a thing that could not afterwards be undone.

Lily had protected her.

The recognition arrived in the dim aisle of an aircraft over central Asia with the slow cool weight of a fact a body did not yet know what to do with. A twenty-six-year-old junior had, in the galley five minutes ago, looked at her senior trainer and chosen, in a state of profound exhaustion, to be the adult in the room.

Sophie reached the end of the cabin. She turned. She walked back the way she had come. The cabin was the cabin it had been five minutes ago. She was not the woman she had been five minutes ago.

She did not, on her way back through, glance at the rear galley again.

Her allocated rest break was at oh-four-fifteen.

She had not, in the hour since returning to the forward galley, decided whether to take it. Long-haul duty regulations required senior crew to take their breaks; she had drafted the rotation herself for this flight; she had assigned herself the third bunk slot at the start of the descent window because senior trainers needed to be sharp for landing and on the ground. She had thought, in the hour since the galley, about not taking it. She had also thought, with the cold accuracy that had always followed her, about the fact that the route to the crew rest took a woman past the rear galley, and that the rear galley was the place she had stood with her right fist whitening against a steel counter four hours earlier.

At oh-four-fifteen she stood up from her jumpseat.

The walk back through the cabin at this hour had the deep amber quality of a long-haul aircraft at the lowest point of its night. The strip lighting along the floor was the dim line the airline switched to between three and five. The seats above it were dark mounds. The breathing of three hundred passengers was the soft collective rhythm of a body of people who had given themselves over to the aircraft. Sophie walked the forty-three rows at the standard senior pace. She did not look at row 8A. She did not look at row 22. She did not look into the rear galley as she passed.

The crew rest corridor was behind the rear galley curtain on the right.

It was a short section of bulkhead passage — perhaps six feet long, perhaps three feet wide, lit by a single recessed amber lamp at the rear bulkhead and a thin sliver of cabin light leaking through the curtain at its near end. The corridor ended at the door of the lower-deck crew rest, which on this aircraft was a bunk room with four berths arranged in two stacks. The corridor was the kind of architecture that existed in passenger aircraft because crew had to sleep somewhere and the airline had decided where. The engine drone was closer to the floor here than in the cabin. The amber lamp threw a low warm wash across the matted carpet.

She turned into it.

She had taken three steps when the bunk-room door at the far end opened.

Lily came through.

She was in the soft pale grey cotton tunic the airline issued for crew rest — loose, the sleeves pushed to the elbows. Her hair was out of the plait. Her feet were in the soft slippers the airline issued for the same purpose. She had, by the look of her, slept for perhaps forty-five minutes and had been woken by the alarm at the end of her break. She closed the bunk-room door behind her with the soft click of a woman who had been raised by Marjorie to close doors quietly.

She saw Sophie.

She stopped.

Three feet separated them at the centre of the corridor. The amber lamp at the bulkhead threw a low warm wash across both of them. Behind Lily the closed bunk-room door. Behind Sophie the closed cabin curtain. Six feet of corridor. Three feet of width.

Neither of them moved.

The aircraft moved through a brief patch of low-grade air.

The corridor swayed perhaps two inches. Neither of them put a hand out.

Lily registered it.

Sophie watched her register it. The catch in her posture. The tightening of her hand at her side. The rise and fall of her chest under the soft cotton as her breath went, briefly, short.

The breath had not gone short because of the aircraft. It had gone short because Sophie was three feet from her in a narrow corridor at the deepest hour of the night over central Asia and Lily was registering, in the soft grey cotton and the slippers and the loose hair, that they were alone in the kind of space they had not been alone in.

She had registered her own first.

She did not step back. She did not step forward. She did not lift her hand to the bulkhead wall three inches behind her right shoulder. She did not need anything except the next breath.

Lily took a step.

It was a small step. It was the step of a woman moving down a corridor toward the curtain at the far end — the step a crew member coming off rest break was supposed to take. The step brought her perhaps six inches closer. She did not, in the step, look away from Sophie’s face.

Sophie did not step aside.

The corridor was three feet wide. To pass each other Lily would have to angle her body sideways. So would Sophie. Their chests, in the passing, would be perhaps six inches apart. Their faces, in the passing, would be perhaps four.

Lily took another step.

She was now two feet from Sophie. She had not, in the step, broken her gaze.

Sophie’s right hand came up.

The hand came up the way her hand had come up in the rear galley four hours earlier — the autonomic move toward another woman’s wrist that the conscious mind had stopped two inches short of completing. This time it stopped four inches short, hanging in the corridor air at the level of Lily’s collarbone.

Lily looked at it.

She looked at it for the duration of a breath. Sophie’s hand was, at this moment, the most operationally inappropriate hand in the aviation industry. The hand knew it. The hand did not retract.

Lily lifted her own hand.

The lift was slow. Deliberate. She raised her hand toward Sophie’s. The two hands, three inches apart now in the dim amber air, were close enough that Sophie could feel the heat coming off Lily’s palm without any contact at all.

The galley curtain at the corridor’s near end opened.

Tom Bennett came through.

He had a coffee in his hand and the absent expression of a captain doing his own walk back to crew rest for the next rotation. He registered, in the dim light, two crew members standing in the corridor. He did not register, at his initial sweep, what they were standing in the corridor doing. He had, by the unconscious habit of senior pilots, already begun composing the cheerful neutral greeting that was his default when crossing crew in the small hours.

He looked at Sophie’s face.

The composition stopped.

Tom Bennett had been flying with Sophie Laurent for four years. He had not, in four years, seen the expression that was now on her face. He registered it for perhaps half a second. He registered, at the same time, the corresponding stillness in the soft grey crew member opposite her.

He said, evenly:

“Crew rest is free in fifteen if you both want the bunks.”

It was the kind of line a captain delivered to crew when he wanted to signal he had not seen what he had not seen. He nodded at Sophie. He nodded at Lily. He stepped past them with the brief careful sidestep of a man giving two people a corridor a great deal wider than three feet. He continued to the bunk-room door. He went through it. The door clicked shut behind him.

Sophie’s hand was still in the air.

She lowered it.

She lowered it slowly. The lowering took the length of three seconds and the engine drone and the soft sound of Lily exhaling the breath she had not, until Tom had passed, breathed out.

Lily’s hand came down.

Neither of them spoke.

After the length of one aircraft minute Sophie said, in the level professional voice that was the only voice available to her:

“You should go back to the cabin.”

“Yes.”

“I’m taking my rest.”

“Yes.”

“Lily.”

“Yes.”

Sophie did not finish the sentence. She did not know what the sentence was going to be. She had said the name because the name was, at this hour, the only word in the corridor she could say without making the corridor worse.

“Yes,” Lily said again, softer.

She stepped past Sophie. The pass was a sidestep. Lily’s chest, as she went, came within four inches of Sophie’s. Sophie did not look at her. Lily did not look at Sophie. Lily walked the three feet to the curtain at the corridor’s near end and pushed through it.

The curtain swung. The corridor was empty.

Sophie stood in it for some time.

She did not, in the standing, do anything more than breathe. The breath was uneven. The aircraft moved through the dark over central Asia at six hundred and twenty miles an hour. She had just nearly destroyed her own career in a six-foot corridor over a country she could not have placed on a map.

She did not take her rest.

She walked to the bunk-room door. She put her hand on the door. She did not open it. The door was warm under her palm in the way doors were warm when they had been pushed shut by a body that had been in front of them three minutes earlier.

She turned around. She walked back through the curtain into the rear galley.

The galley was empty. Emma had gone forward. The kettle was off. The lamp was on. Lily had not, on her way past, paused.

Sophie went forward through the cabin. She did not look at row 22 or row 8A or any of the rows in between. She arrived at the forward galley. She passed through it. She sat down on her jumpseat. She did, instead of taking her rest, the thing she had not done in some time on a long-haul aircraft, which was to sit on her jumpseat in the forward galley for the remainder of the night with her eyes open at the bulkhead in front of her and her hands flat on her thighs.


CHAPTER 6


The cabin in the hour before landing had a quality of light Lily had never found a word for. The strips along the floor were lit; the overheads were not; passengers were surfacing from sleep in twos and threes, asking for water in the soft voices of people who had not yet remembered the daylight version of themselves. Outside the windows the sky over the South China Sea had begun to come up — the deep blue-grey of a tropical morning thirty minutes before the first proper light, a band of pink along the eastern horizon visible only if you cupped your face against the porthole.

She moved through it slowly. The cabin in this state had always been her favourite part of the job. She had thought, more than once, that if she ever stopped flying it would be this — not the destinations, not the camaraderie, but the half hour before descent on a night flight, when three hundred people were briefly, unconsciously, gentle.

Anita Webb had not gone back to sleep. Lily had checked on her once at four-fifteen with a fresh hot drink — Earl Grey, milk, no sugar, Anita had said in the voice of a woman who was not used to being asked her preferences and had had to think about the answer — and again at five with a folded breakfast service blanket. Anita had not said much either time. She had said thank you, with the Yorkshire quietness of a woman from somewhere around Hull, and Lily had heard the cadence of her own grandmother in the syllables. She had not said anything to Anita about the recognition. She had refilled the tea pot at five-thirty, stood by the bulkhead for a few seconds afterwards, and gone back to the forward galley.

The other passengers were waking. The cabin was beginning to make the soft accumulating sounds of three hundred people remembering they had bodies and that the bodies wanted breakfast and the loo. Jess was in the rear cabin with the breakfast trolley. Ben was at the mid-cabin. Foster R. was bagging used blankets. The work of the morning was the work it always was, and Lily, with the security of forty rotations behind her, could have done it in her sleep if her body had not been doing it on the back of three hours’ sleep and the half-hour after the call light at 22 had gone on.

She had been in the forward galley for the past twenty minutes, completing the secure prep for top of descent. Catering manifest signed off. Heated meals in the trolley locked down. The supplementary blankets returned to the cabinet at the back, the cabinet she would no longer think about without thinking of Sophie’s body against her own. She did not, working through the checklist, allow herself the luxury of thinking about Sophie’s body. She kept her hands moving. She moved through the checklist in the rhythm she had drilled.

The curtain moved.

She did not turn. She heard the soft press of one uniform shoe and the other on the carpet, and she knew the rhythm of the steps. She finished signing the heated catering form. She set the pen down. She turned.

Sophie was at the curtain. She had not come into the galley. She was leaning against the curtain frame with her arms folded across her chest and one shoulder against the metal of the doorway. She had taken her jacket off at some point during the night and was in shirtsleeves. The shirt was the one she had worn at the briefing — but the briefing had been a lifetime ago, and the shirt, fourteen hours later, sat differently against her body. The top button was undone. The cuffs were rolled to mid-forearm. The dark hair Lily had watched come loose by degrees through the night was now mostly down, held back by a clip at the nape and falling along her collarbones.

“Senior.”

“Carter.”

The surname this time landed differently from the briefing room surname. The L was the same forward L. But the room was not the briefing room and the hour was not four in the afternoon, and Sophie was looking at her the way Sophie had looked at her in the galley after 22F — only this time the look did not have the cornered edge it had had then. It had something else. Something more measured. Something Sophie had had three hours and a cabin check and a long cold coffee to think about.

“I wanted to say something.”

“Yes.”

“What you did in 22F.”

“Yes.”

“It was the best piece of cabin work I have watched in three years.”

Lily was very still. Sophie’s eyes had not left her face. Her hand had gone, involuntarily, to the trolley handle behind her. She gripped it. She felt the metal under her palm — warm from the catering trays inside, warm from her own hand having been there for the last twenty minutes — and she gripped it because gripping it was the only physical action available to her in a moment that wanted, very much, a physical action.

“You can’t put it in the template.”

“No. I can’t.”

“But you wanted me to know.”

“I wanted you to know.”

The exchange was four lines. The four lines could have been said by any two cabin crew members about any piece of feedback in any galley. They were not. They were said by these two women in this galley at five-fifty in the morning over the South China Sea, with the cabin lights starting to come up in increments behind the half-drawn curtain, and the meaning the four lines were doing was a different meaning entirely.

Sophie pushed off the doorframe.

She stepped into the galley. Not all the way. A step. Half a step more. She stopped four feet from Lily and put her hands at her sides where Lily could see them, the manner of a person making deliberate visual peace with the body in a confined space with her.

The galley was suddenly very small.

Lily could smell her now — the green herbal note that was her hair, the laundry note of her shirt, and underneath them a third note that was not perfume and not soap and not anything Lily had a word for, the warm skin scent of a woman who had been awake on duty for fifteen hours and whose body was producing the simple human salt of a body. The scent was not unpleasant. It was the opposite of unpleasant. It was the scent of one woman, in a specific state, four feet away from her in a galley.

Lily lifted her gaze.

She looked at Sophie’s throat first because looking at Sophie’s eyes was not yet available to her. At the open collar of the shirt. At the soft hollow at the base of the throat, where the steady pulse moved against the skin with a rhythm faster than the calm of Sophie’s voice would have suggested. The pulse was not the pulse of a woman delivering a piece of professional feedback to a junior. The pulse was the pulse of a woman who had been thinking, for three hours, about saying what she had just said, and whose body had spent the three hours preparing for the saying of it.

Lily lifted her gaze further. To Sophie’s mouth. To Sophie’s eyes.

The eyes were the dark grey of the briefing room with the green edge of the screens gone. The eyes had been awake for too long. The eyes were looking at her with a weight the dialogue did not, on its surface, carry.

“Thank you, senior.”

The senior was the wrong word. Lily had used it on purpose. Sophie heard her use it on purpose. The corner of Sophie’s mouth did the brief thing it had done in the aisle by row 16 — the not-smile that was, in some grammar Lily was beginning to learn, the most honest expression Sophie’s face permitted itself in public.

“Sophie.”

“Sophie.”

Lily said the name back. She said it in her own voice — the voice with the Yorkshire warmth in the consonants, the hush of a woman who had been raised by another woman to speak quietly to people who needed to be spoken to quietly. The name was the right size for the room.

Sophie did not answer.

The four feet between them — the carefully negotiated four feet — held the air it had been holding. Lily understood, with the precise dropping sensation of a woman receiving information her body had already received, that if Sophie now crossed the four feet she would not step back. If Sophie now lifted her hand from her side and brought it up to Lily’s face, the way Sophie had wanted to bring her hand up at the galley counter four hours ago, Lily would not turn her head away from it.

She knew this with the same certainty she had known, in the briefing room, that her hair was wet.

Sophie did not cross the four feet.

She did not lift her hand. She stood at her measured stillness with her hands at her sides where Lily could see them, and she said, in the low precise voice that was the voice she used when she had decided what to do and was doing it:

“We’re fifteen minutes from top of descent.”

“Yes.”

“I’ll let you finish.”

Sophie turned. She stepped back through the curtain.

The curtain swung. The galley was the size it had been before Sophie had come in.

Lily stood at the trolley with her hand on the warm metal of the handle and her pulse in her ear and the wet patch of Anita Webb’s tears still drying on the navy of her shoulder, and breathed.

Outside the porthole at the rear of the galley the band of pink along the eastern horizon had widened.

She finished the catering form. She did the descent announcement on the cabin PA in the cheerful clear voice she had used a thousand times. She took her position at her safety door for landing.

As the aircraft turned onto its approach into Chek Lap Kok, she found, through the gap in the bulkhead curtain, the back of Sophie’s head at door one left.

Sophie was not, this time, reading the safety card.

She was looking out of the porthole beside her jumpseat at the lights of Hong Kong coming up out of the sea.

The not-looking-at-Lily was, again, the loudest thing on the aeroplane.

Hong Kong came up under them at six thirty-two local time. The sky over the South China Sea had gone from grey to silver to the pale gold of an Asian morning, and the islands of Tai O and Lantau slid past the windows in the long arc of the standard approach. The aircraft banked. Lily, harnessed into her jumpseat at door three left, watched the wing dip and the harbour rotate beneath them.

The gear came down. The flaps extended in their measured sequence. The aircraft sank onto the approach. The runway came up out of the sea in the long pale strip it had come up in the forty previous times Lily had landed at Chek Lap Kok, and the tyres touched, and the reverse thrust roared, and the cabin settled into the slow taxi to the stand.

She did not look forward at door one left. She did not let herself look forward at door one left. Door one left, she could feel without looking, was occupied by a senior crew member who was, at this moment, sitting harnessed into her jumpseat with her hands flat on her thighs and her chin lifted and her face turned to the porthole window where the lights of the terminal were coming up.

Anita Webb came out of the cabin slowly with the rest of the disembarking passengers at the doors-open chime. She paused at door three left when she saw Lily.

“Thank you, love.”

“You’re welcome. Travel safely.”

“You too.”

The exchange was four lines. The four lines were the same four lines a thousand passengers said to a thousand crew members at the end of a thousand flights. They were not. Anita’s hand came up and held Lily’s wrist briefly as she passed — the Yorkshire grip of an older woman acknowledging a younger one — and then she was gone down the jet bridge.

Lily watched her go.

She had not said anything to Sophie about Anita’s husband. She had not, in any of the careful four-line exchanges of the night, given Sophie the detail. Sophie had assumed she had — and had not asked. Lily understood, now, that Sophie’s not-asking was its own form of attention. Sophie had recognised that the eleven minutes in 22C had been Anita’s private weather, and that the private weather did not require, and did not warrant, being passed up the chain.

The professional Sophie was a different woman from the woman she had spent the night being.

Or, more accurately, the professional Sophie was the same woman, and the woman in the galley five hours ago and the woman at the curtain twenty minutes ago was the underneath of her — the version of her that had always been there and that had spent many years deciding not to be visible.

Lily was, she discovered, going to be in Hong Kong with that version of her for the next thirty-eight hours.

The cabin emptied. The last passenger went. The crew did the post-disembarkation walk-through. Lily collected her bag from the crew stowage and walked the jet bridge to the terminal with the rest of the rotation.

At the bottom of the jet bridge the duty officer was waiting with the crew transfer schedule. Sophie was beside him, signing off the rotation form. Lily walked past her at the careful distance the disembarking flow allowed. She did not look at Sophie. She was conscious, with the precision of a woman whose nerves had been awake for fifteen hours, of Sophie not-looking at her in exactly the same register.

Outside the terminal the Hong Kong morning was humid and grey. The crew bus was at the kerb. Lily got on.

She found a seat halfway back, by the window. She watched the airport service vehicles move on the apron. Emma slid into the seat beside her, set her bag down between her feet, looked at Lily for a beat that was not quite as gentle as the galley beat had been, and said, in a voice low enough that only Lily would hear:

“It’s a hotel, love. Not a sealed environment. Mind your hours and mind your floor.”

“Yes.”

“And get some sleep.”

“Yes.”

Emma did not say anything else. The bus pulled away from the terminal. Hong Kong slid past the windows in the soft grey of its morning. Lily watched it pass and thought, with the dropping sensation she had been having more frequently as the night wore on, that she was about to spend thirty-eight hours in a hotel in a city she had been to twenty times, with a woman she had touched twice and not kissed, and that whatever happened in the thirty-eight hours was going to be a thing she would carry the rest of her professional life.

She closed her eyes.

The bus crossed Tsing Ma Bridge. The sky over Kowloon Bay began to come up.


CHAPTER 7


The aircraft doors opened at six twenty-eight local time and the heat hit them with the unwelcome punctuality of Hong Kong in late spring. Damp wool over the face. The air thicker than air. The body’s surprise at having to do the brief work of breathing in something that was not the cabin’s regulated chill.

Sophie did the disembarkation walk in the steady automatic register of a woman who had done it a thousand times. Down the jet bridge. Past the ground crew waiting at the door. Out into the terminal corridor with its marble floor and its strip lighting and its undertone of duty-free perfume.

She did not look behind her at where Lily was in the disembarkation flow.

The crew transport was at the kerb. White minibus, airline logo on the side. The driver — a man called Marcus, who had been doing this run for nine years and knew most of them by name — opened the door and nodded at Sophie. Sophie nodded back. She took her usual seat near the front on the right. She set her bag at her feet. She rested her head briefly against the cool of the window glass.

The crew loaded. Bags into the boot. Bodies through the door. The bus filled with the soft fatigue of people who had been awake for fifteen hours and were now permitted, by being off the aircraft, to stop pretending they were not tired.

The door slid closed. Marcus pulled away from the kerb.

Outside the windows the long sweep of the airport apron gave way to the perimeter, the perimeter to the slip road, the slip road to the elevated highway that ran along the north coast of Lantau. The container terminal slid past on the right, stacked metal boxes in the colours of the world’s shipping companies. The green hills of the island climbed away on the left. The water of Hong Kong harbour, in the steady grey of the morning, lay flat and silver between them and the city.

Sophie watched it pass. She had watched it pass forty times. She watched it now in the slow blink of a woman whose body was on the wrong side of a circadian gap and was processing geography one bit at a time.

A weight dropped into the seat opposite.

Jess Ahmed. Twenty-three. Already changed out of her uniform jacket and into a hoodie. Phone in one hand. The relaxed disregard for personal space Sophie had not yet, in two years of working with her, broken her of.

“Senior.”

“Jess.”

“Good rotation.”

“Good rotation.”

Jess slid her feet up onto the seat beside Sophie’s, the manner she would have used on the bus to school at sixteen. She thumbed through her phone. She glanced up.

“Catering was alright.”

“It was.”

“You see that fight at row 14 during boarding?”

“I saw the end of it.”

“Bloke was a tosser.”

“Yes.”

“Carter dealt with him in about thirty seconds.”

“She did.”

A pause. Jess looked back at her phone. Sophie looked back at the harbour. The bus crossed onto the Tsing Ma Bridge. The cables of the suspension flicked past the windows in their rhythmic interval.

“Senior.”

“Yes.”

“Can I ask you something.”

The change in Jess’s voice was minute. The hoodie was the hoodie. The phone was the phone. But Jess had set the phone down on her thigh, screen-down, and was looking at Sophie with the altered face she put on for moments when she did not entirely know how the moment was going to go.

“You can ask.”

“You like her, don’t you. Carter.”

Sophie kept her face the face her face had been. The grey of the harbour outside slid past at the pace it had been sliding. The cables of the bridge ticked past the window. She held Jess’s eye for the precise number of seconds that conveyed neither alarm nor concession.

“I think she’s a strong junior.”

“Yeah.”

“Why are you asking?”

“I’m not. I’m just saying.”

“Just saying what.”

“Just saying. Everyone does.”

The everyone hit Sophie the way the heat had hit her at the door. The unwelcome punctuality of a piece of information she had not been ready to receive and that did not, on receipt, allow itself to be returned.

She held Jess’s eye for another beat. Jess held hers back. Jess was not, Sophie understood, trying to be cruel. Jess was twenty-three and had a sharper read of rooms than Jess herself had yet worked out she had, and Jess had said the thing out loud because the thing was, in her view, already in the air and the saying of it was easier than the pretending it was not.

“Jess.”

“Yes.”

“That isn’t something I want said about a junior who’s six months from her senior progression.”

“No. I know.”

“I want it to stop.”

“It hasn’t started, senior. People aren’t saying it. People notice it. Different thing.”

Sophie did not answer. Jess did not require her to. Jess picked her phone back up. She thumbed it open. She returned to whatever she had been looking at before the conversation, with the unguilty grace of a young woman who had said the thing she had decided to say and was moving on with her day.

The bus came off the bridge. The road curved south toward Kowloon. The green hills gave way to the low grey buildings of the New Territories.

Sophie watched the buildings pass and felt, beneath her sternum, the slow cool drop of a woman who had just been handed a piece of free information she would now have to do something about.

Fleet gossip moved at the operational speed of an aeroplane. Jess Ahmed had not been on her crew before this rotation. Jess Ahmed would, by Sunday, be on a Doha turnaround with three other juniors and a senior who had once worked with Sophie at her previous airline. The information would arrive at Sophie’s line manager, at the latest, within forty-eight hours of touchdown at Heathrow. The information was not actionable in itself. The information was the kind of soft preliminary observation that sat in a file under the line manager’s name and did not, by itself, do anything, and that could, at some later point if the operational architecture failed, become the first sentence of a paragraph that ended Sophie’s training career.

The hotel was on Salisbury Road, eleven minutes from the airport limousine drop-off in light traffic. They arrived at seven-twenty. It had been the airline’s Hong Kong base for fifteen years. Sophie had stayed in it on every Hong Kong rotation she had ever done.

The lobby was marble — pale veined stone underfoot, dark veined stone for the columns, a vast brass-and-glass chandelier hanging two storeys above the welcome desk. The grand piano in the lounge was playing standards to no one. Behind the welcome desk the duty manager had the modest smile of a man who had welcomed every rotation in for fifteen years and knew most of the crew by surname.

“Senior Laurent. Welcome back.”

“Thank you, Andrew.”

He handed her the key card. He did not, this time, ask the usual question about the flight. He had a sense, Andrew, for when a senior crew member wanted small talk and when she did not. Sophie nodded her thanks and stepped away from the desk.

The crew had spread itself across the lobby in the loose cluster of people waiting to be released to their rooms. Tom was at the bar already, ordering a coffee. Ben was on his phone by the window. Emma was sitting on one of the marble benches near the lifts with her bag at her feet and her eyes closed, doing the brief vertical recovery she did in every hotel lobby before going up to her room.

Sophie crossed the marble to the lifts. She pressed the button. She did not, while she waited, look back at the lobby.

She did not need to.

She knew where Lily was. Lily was at the lobby window, by one of the leather armchairs that faced out onto the corner of Salisbury and Mody Road. She had her phone to her ear.

Sophie turned her head a fraction. She let her gaze drift to the window.

Lily was facing into the lobby. Her hair was down. She had taken off her uniform jacket. The pinned knot at the nape had come fully undone, and the soft brown hair Sophie had watched come loose by degrees through the night now fell to her shoulders in the slightly uneven length of a woman who had not had it cut for too long. She was talking to someone. Her face was tilted slightly upward, as if she were reaching for a memory of the person on the other end of the line. She was smiling.

The smile was not the smile Sophie had seen Lily give passengers. It was not the brief lifted smile Sophie had seen her give a colleague at the bulkhead. It was a wider, warmer, more entirely unguarded smile, the smile of a woman speaking to someone who had been part of her for the whole of her life.

The lift bell sounded.

Sophie stepped into the lift.

She turned, because the lift required her to turn, and as she turned the doors began to close. Through the narrowing gap of the closing doors Sophie watched Lily, at the window, smile at something the person on the phone had said. The smile widened. Lily laughed — Sophie could not hear the laugh through the doors, but the shape of it was unmistakable, the head tipping back a half-inch, the shoulders dropping.

The doors closed.

Sophie stood alone in the lift. Eighteenth floor. The lift began to climb.

She lifted her right hand and pressed her palm flat against the polished steel of the lift wall. The steel was cool. The palm was hot. She kept the hand there for the duration of the climb. Floor four. Floor five. The temperature of the steel against the temperature of her skin was a measurable difference. Floor seven. Floor eight. The difference reduced. Floor twelve. The two temperatures equalised. Floor sixteen.

The lift slowed. The bell sounded. Floor eighteen.

Sophie took her hand off the wall. She stepped out into the corridor. The carpet was the muted grey of every hotel corridor in every airport-belt hotel in the world. She walked it to her room — 1812, the same room she had occupied on every Hong Kong rotation for the last seven years, because Andrew at the welcome desk knew her preferences — and tapped her key card against the reader and let herself in.

The bed was the bed. The view through the gauze curtains was the view. She set her bag down. She sat on the edge of the bed for several seconds without taking off her shoes.

Then she stood. She walked to the window. She pulled the curtain aside.

Eighteenth floor. The view of Kowloon Bay below. The harbour. Hong Kong Island across the water. The Star Ferry already running its first morning crossings. The sky over Victoria Peak going from grey to the pale gold of an Asian morning at seven-thirty.

She did not know who Lily had been calling.

The not-knowing was new information. Sophie had spent many years not requiring information about the personal lives of her junior colleagues. She had operated on the principle that what she needed to know about them was what was relevant to their work, and that what was not relevant to their work was their own. The principle had served her well. The principle had, in this moment, produced a piece of information she did not have and that she discovered, with the dropping sensation of a woman receiving an undesired fact, she very much wanted.

She let the curtain fall.

She walked to the bathroom. She stood at the basin and avoided her own eye in the mirror — the first time in many years she had done this on a Hong Kong layover — and turned on the cold tap and let it run over her wrists for a long time before splashing it on her face.

She did not lie down. She did not unpack. She did not, in any of the brief physical rituals of arrival, find the routine she had been finding in eleven years.

She stood at the basin and looked at her reflection.

Forty-three minutes. That was how long ago Jess Ahmed had said the word everyone on the crew bus. Forty-three minutes was the entire elapsed time of Sophie’s career-long understanding of how she was perceived by the fleet, recalibrating in real time, in a hotel bathroom in Tsim Sha Tsui.

She looked at her reflection until she had located the woman she could still recognise as herself.

Then she turned the tap off. She walked back to the bedroom. She picked up her gym bag from the wardrobe where it lived between rotations. She changed into running gear. She went down to the hotel gym, because going down to the gym was what she did at this point in every Hong Kong layover, and because the alternative to going down to the gym was staying in the room.

The alternative was not a thing she was prepared to allow herself.


CHAPTER 8


The hotel gym was on the third floor at the end of a corridor that smelled, faintly, of chlorine from the pool one floor down. Sophie had been using it for years. She knew the precise quirks of the second treadmill from the left — a faint slip at four-point-eight, the speed display flickered at the fifteen-minute mark, otherwise reliable.

She stepped onto the treadmill. She set the speed. She began to run.

The room was empty. Eight twenty-five on a Hong Kong morning was an awkward hour for a layover gym — the early-rising leisure travellers had been and gone, and the lunch-hour crowd from the hotel’s office tower had not yet arrived. Sophie had the room to herself. The wall in front of the treadmill was mirrored from floor to ceiling.

She ran without looking at her reflection. This was a discipline she had developed in her late twenties when she had first noticed that the kind of long run she did was best done with her eyes on the middle distance and her mind not on her own body. The technique had served her well. The technique was, this morning, not serving her.

She thought, while she ran, about a wrist.

Not about Lily’s wrist directly. About the four inches her own right hand had crossed across the galley counter, six hours ago, toward Lily’s wrist where the rolled cuff of her shirt had ended. About the two inches she had stopped short. About the freckle she had noticed on the inside of Lily’s wrist in the briefing room, fourteen hours ago, and the companion freckle an inch further up that she had noticed in the galley three hours after that.

She thought about Anita Webb crying for eleven minutes against the navy of Lily’s uniform shoulder.

She thought about Tom Bennett’s three words in the aisle: mind how you go.

She thought about Jess Ahmed’s three words on the bus: everyone does.

She ran. At kilometre four her breathing had settled into the deep rhythm of a body doing what it had been trained for. At kilometre six her quads had begun to ache in the useful aching of a long run. At kilometre seven she upped the speed by half a kilometre an hour. At kilometre eight she did the last hundred metres at a sprint that brought her breath up to the ragged edge she preferred to leave it at.

She slowed. She walked the cool-down. She stepped off the treadmill.

The mirror in front of her showed a woman in her early thirties with sweat-damp hair stuck to her neck and a flush across her chest from the eight kilometres and an expression on her face that she did not, at first, recognise.

She studied the expression for several seconds.

It was the expression of a woman who had just spent eight kilometres of running thinking about another woman’s wrist, and who had recognised, in the last hundred metres, that the running had not — for the first time in eleven years of running on Hong Kong layovers — successfully relocated the thinking.

She wiped her face with the towel. She picked up her water bottle. She walked out of the gym.

She showered. She stood under the cold water for longer than usual. The forehead pressed to the cool tile of the wall in the routine of a woman who had been doing this in hotel showers for eleven years and who had not, until this morning, found the routine inadequate to the work she was asking it to do.

She came out. She wrapped herself in the towelling robe the hotel provided. She lay on the bed with the curtains drawn and her wet hair making a slowly-widening damp spot on the pillow.

She did not sleep.

She did not, strictly, do anything. She lay on the bed with her eyes open at the ceiling and tracked, with the clear accuracy that had always followed her, the precise quality of the not-sleeping. Her body was tired. Her body was, on the standard physiological metrics, ready for sleep. Her mind was not. Her mind was working through a brief series of recent images in the looped manner of a film projector she did not control.

The wet hair at the nape of a neck across a briefing room.

The dipping affirmation of a junior crew member crouched at row 8A.

A forearm passing past her own shoulder in a galley to reach a top shelf.

A hand at the side of a throat, locating a pulse.

Sophie lay on the bed and watched the looped projection and discovered, somewhere in the second hour, that she was not going to be able to make it stop.

It had been four years and seven months since the last time her body had registered another woman with the unmediated insistence it was registering Lily Carter, and the gap had been long enough that the registering hurt — not with anything that could be named cleanly, but with the dull useful pain of a muscle that had been held still for too long and was, against her wishes, being asked to remember what it was for.

She got up. She put on jeans and a soft white shirt and brushed her wet hair into a knot at the nape and unlocked her room and went out into the corridor.

She did not, when she left the room, have an entirely clear sense of where she was going. The lobby coffee shop was the obvious destination. The hotel grounds were available. The hotel’s pool deck, on the rooftop above the floor she had just left, was an option. She closed the door behind her with the soft click of the magnetic lock and began to walk toward the lifts.

She had taken four steps when the door across the corridor opened.

Lily came out of room 1815.

She was in jeans and a soft grey shirt with the top three buttons undone. Her feet were in canvas plimsolls. Her hair was down — it had not been redone after the smile-at-the-phone in the lobby — and fell loose to her shoulders. She had a leather wallet in one hand and her room card in the other. Her face was the face of a woman who had just got out of a shower of her own and who had not been expecting to encounter a colleague in a hotel corridor.

She saw Sophie.

She stopped.

There were three feet of muted grey corridor carpet between them. The corridor was empty in both directions. The hum of the building’s air conditioning was the only sound. Lily’s mouth opened a fraction and closed again. The grey shirt — Sophie noticed without choosing to notice — had two more buttons undone than the version of the shirt Lily would have worn into the lobby, and the soft hollow at the base of her throat was visible above the open collar, and the soft hollow of her collarbone on the left side was also visible.

She was not wearing anything under the shirt.

Sophie registered the fact with the clear accuracy of a woman noticing a fact about another woman’s body she had no business noticing, and the fact made the next two seconds in the corridor very long.

“Hi.”

“Hi.”

“I was — going to find coffee.”

“Same.”

“The lobby place is decent.”

“It is.”

Three exchanges of three syllables each, in voices that had both been put together that morning out of whatever was left of the women they belonged to after a sleepless layover hour and a four-inch reach across a galley counter at three in the morning. Lily’s voice was lower than her boarding voice. Sophie’s voice was lower than her briefing voice. Neither of them was using the register that would have made the corridor a safe place to be standing.

Lily’s hand had gone, unconsciously, to her own collar. She closed the second-from-top button. The button. Not the third one. Not the fourth one. The button. The corridor lights caught the back of her hand as she did it.

“Sorry.”

“For what.”

“I — wasn’t expecting to see anyone.”

“No.”

“I would have —”

“Lily. It’s fine.”

Sophie did not, having said her name, immediately know why she had said her name. The name had come out of her mouth in the same low forward-L it had come out in on the aisle of the aircraft ten hours ago, and she heard it land in the air of the corridor with the same heat it had landed in the air of the aisle, and Lily, three feet from her in a grey shirt with two-and-now-one button undone, heard it land also.

“Right.”

“Right.”

They walked to the lifts together. Three feet of corridor carpet between them. Neither spoke. They reached the lifts. Sophie pressed the down button. The lift came almost immediately — empty.

They got in. They stood on opposite walls. The doors closed.

The lift began to descend.

The lift was small. The lift was the same lift Sophie had ridden up in three and a half hours earlier with her palm against the steel wall. It was now containing two of them and three and a half hours of difference, and the air between them had the quality of an air pressurised to a slightly different number than the one written on the lift control panel.

Sophie did not look at Lily. Lily did not look at Sophie. They both looked at the floor counter.

Eighteen. Seventeen. Sixteen.

Lily’s hand was at her side. Sophie could see, in the polished steel of the lift wall, the brief movement of Lily’s fingers — closing and opening once against the side of her thigh. Sophie’s own right hand was at her side. She kept it there. She did not press the palm against the steel this time. She kept it at her side because the polished steel of the lift wall was, this afternoon, no longer available to her as a refuge from her own body.

Fifteen. Fourteen. Thirteen. Twelve.

The lift slowed.

It slowed at twelve, because someone had called it from twelve. Sophie did not move. Lily did not move. The doors opened. A man in a suit with a roller bag stepped in. He pressed G. The doors closed.

The lift continued down. The man stood in front of the lift control panel between them, a Hong Kong businessman who could not, Sophie was certain, possibly have any sense of what he had walked into.

He smelled, faintly, of breakfast bacon.

The descent took the longest sixty seconds of Sophie’s professional life. Twelve became eleven became ten. The businessman scrolled through his phone. Sophie kept her face the face of a senior crew member descending in a lift to the lobby of a hotel. Lily kept hers the same.

The bell sounded. Ground floor.

The doors opened. The businessman stepped out. Sophie waited the half-second for Lily to go first. Lily went. Sophie followed.

They walked through the lobby together, three feet apart in the same way they had walked the corridor. Neither spoke. They reached the entrance to the lobby coffee shop — a small marble-floored alcove off the main lounge with a polished mahogany counter and an espresso machine and four small tables.

They ordered separately. Sophie ordered a black coffee. Lily ordered a flat white with the briefest pause at the counter that suggested she had nearly said something else and had chosen not to.

They paid separately.

They took their coffees, by some unspoken simultaneous decision neither of them had been part of negotiating, to opposite sides of the lounge.

Sophie sat at a small table near the piano, with her back to the wall and the view of the lobby in front of her, and opened her phone, and did not read a single message on it. Lily sat at a table near the lobby window, with her side to the room, and opened her own phone, and did not read a single message on it either. They sat like that for nineteen minutes.

Sophie could feel her across the lounge. The thirty feet of marble between the two tables had the quality of a thirty-foot piece of taut wire. Every shift in Lily’s chair, every adjustment of her phone, every brief lift of her head to look out at the harbour — Sophie felt all of it in the back of her own neck, with the precision of a body that had, in the past sixteen hours, developed a new sense organ.

After nineteen minutes Lily finished her coffee. Sophie watched the movement of her wrist as she set the cup down. Lily stood up. She did not look across the lobby. She walked to the lifts. The lift came. The lift took her up.

Sophie finished her own coffee. She walked back to her room.

She did not, on the way back through the corridor past 1815, look at Lily’s door.

In her own room she sat on the edge of the bed and did not, this time, lie down. She did not, this time, run a second shower. She sat on the edge of the bed for a long time and watched the slow gold of the late Hong Kong afternoon move across the wall opposite the window.

She thought about the soft hollow at the base of a throat above an unbuttoned collar.

She thought about a phone pressed to an ear in a lobby and a smile she had not been able to hear.

She thought about Tom in the aisle and Jess on the bus and Emma sitting on a bench by the lifts with her eyes closed and her bag at her feet.

She thought about a wrist.

The gold of the afternoon moved across the wall. She did not turn on the lamp. She sat in the steadily reducing light until the room had gone to the half-dim of an early Hong Kong evening, and then she stood, slowly, and walked to the wardrobe.

She had thirty-six hours left in this city.

She had not — in eleven years, in any city — had thirty-six hours feel as long as the thirty-six hours she was now facing felt.


CHAPTER 9


The pool was on the twenty-second floor. Twenty-two floors of hotel above Salisbury Road, the top deck open to the sky over Kowloon Bay, the tile pale green underfoot, the loungers ringed in white frames with navy cushions, four trees in vast terracotta pots at the corners that the staff watered every morning at six and again at six in the evening.

Lily and Ben came up at ten past four.

Ben had a pair of bright red trunks and a paperback under his arm and the optimistic energy of a young man who had slept five hours and decided that five hours had been enough. Lily had a navy swimsuit and a beach towel and the lower-grade optimistic energy of a woman who had not slept five hours and had decided, in her room, that lying horizontal on a bed with the air conditioning humming was, in this layover, a worse option than going up to the pool.

They came out of the lift onto the deck.

The afternoon sun was just past its peak. The deck was about half full — three middle-aged white men in matching golf wear at the bar, a Chinese couple with two children at the shallow end, an Australian woman in a wide-brimmed hat reading a book on a lounger near the railing.

And, on a lounger in the corner where the tile met the railing on the harbour-facing side, Sophie.

Lily saw her in the half-second between the lift doors opening and Ben stepping out in front of her. She did not, in the half-second, have time to control any of the responses her body had to seeing her.

Sophie was in a black one-piece swimsuit cut high at the leg and modest at the chest. She had taken off the towelling robe the hotel provided and folded it onto the lounger beside her. She was on her back. A pair of dark sunglasses pushed up into her hair. A paperback face-down on her stomach, the spine soft from reading. Her eyes were closed.

Her pale shoulders were the pale of a woman who lived in London. Her body, on the lounger, made the long lean line of someone who ran eight kilometres four times a week. There was a faint fading mark on her hipbone that Lily recognised, without quite knowing how she recognised it, as the kind of mark a person made who ran in shorts that rode up.

Lily’s brain produced, of its own accord, the brief grammatical sentence: she runs in shorts. The sentence was useful information. The information settled, somewhere lower than her stomach, in the warm specific place a piece of information settled when the body had taken it as data about a person’s body. The sentence was also the kind of information a body stored for purposes the body had not yet declared.

Ben turned. He looked at Lily. He looked at where Lily was looking.

“Carter.”

“What.”

“Move.”

He took her gently by the elbow and steered her around to a pair of loungers two over from Sophie’s — far enough not to be invasive, near enough that the choosing of the spot was a choice, and Ben, who had been her friend for two years and her best friend for one, made the choice cleanly without consulting her and set his towel down with the practised efficiency of a man who had been managing his friend’s private weathers for a long time.

He stripped off his shirt. He kicked off his flip-flops. He walked to the edge of the pool, paused, did the half-turn for ankles he always did before getting into water, and dropped feet-first into the deep end with the compact splash of a man who had been on a swim team in his teens.

Lily put down her towel. She unfolded the lounger to flat. She lay down on it. She opened her own paperback to the page she had been three pages into for a week.

Sophie had not, during any of this, opened her eyes.

Lily read the same paragraph four times.

The paragraph was about a divorce in north London. It was a good paragraph. Lily had bought the book on her sister’s recommendation and had been looking forward to it for several weeks. The paragraph remained the paragraph. The book remained the book. Lily’s eyes ran across the same sentence three more times without converting any of the words into meaning, and on the fourth attempt she gave up and let the book rest on her stomach the way Sophie’s was resting on hers and looked, instead, at the sky.

The sky over Kowloon was the colour of an unwashed teacup. A smear of cloud was moving in from the west. The trees in the terracotta pots smelled, faintly, of the wet earth they had been watered into that morning.

She did not look at Sophie.

The not-looking lasted, by her own internal count, almost a full minute. Then she heard Sophie shift on the lounger beside her.

She turned her head.

Sophie had taken the paperback off her stomach. She was sitting up — the slow folded sit-up of a woman with strong abdominal muscles — and the movement had moved everything. The strap of the swimsuit had slid half an inch off her shoulder. The pale skin of her collarbone, which had been in shadow, was now in the angled afternoon sun. Her dark hair, pinned up loosely with a clip at the back, had a strand that had fallen forward against her jaw.

She picked up the paperback. She turned it the right way up. She squinted at the spine. She rested it back on her thigh and adjusted the strap of the swimsuit with two fingers and a single efficient gesture that Lily had — for the second time in a fortnight, the first having been in a wet briefing room ten thousand kilometres away — registered as the most attended-to gesture of her week.

She had not looked at Lily.

Lily turned her head back to the sky. She did not, when she did, manage to look at the sky. She looked at the back of her own eyelids and registered, with the cool dropping sensation of a woman in trouble, that the not-looking-at-Sophie was now a project that would require resources she did not currently have access to.

Ben surfaced at the side of the pool with his arms folded along the tiled edge.

“Lily.”

“Mm.”

“You alright?”

“Yes.”

“Three pages.”

“What.”

“You’ve been three pages into that book for an hour. Of two different days. I checked the receipt. You bought it last Wednesday.”

“I’m reading slowly.”

“You’re not reading at all.”

“Ben.”

He pushed off the side and floated on his back for a few seconds. The water moved against his shoulders in faint ripples. He came back to the side.

“Tired?”

“Yes.”

“Mmm.”

He held her eye for a moment longer than the conversation warranted. Then he tipped his head back and disappeared under the water and resurfaced six metres away, swimming the long slow front crawl he used when he was leaving someone alone with a thought he had decided was theirs to manage.

Lily watched the line his arms made through the water.

She thought, with the dropping that her body had been doing all day, that she was twenty-six and had been on this fleet for two and a half years and had, in those two and a half years, been propositioned twice — once by a captain in his fifties who had taken a no with the brusqueness of a man who had taken many noes, and once by a fellow junior on a layover in Vancouver who had become a friend afterwards — and that nothing in either of those experiences had prepared her for the position of a junior crew member on a hotel lounger pretending to read about a divorce in north London while two loungers over her senior trainer adjusted the strap of a swimsuit.

She closed her eyes.

She did not, with her eyes closed, find rest. She found, instead, the entirely physical knowledge of where Sophie was — not because she could see her but because her body had spent twenty hours developing the ability to locate Sophie in a given space and had now started to do it without being asked.

Sophie was sitting up. Sophie was reading. Sophie was, two and a half metres away, occupying an exact tenancy in the air that Lily’s body had built a sensor for.

Lily turned onto her side on the lounger, facing Sophie’s. She did not pretend to be reading. She put the paperback down on the tile beside her hand. She watched Sophie read for the duration of a page-turn. Sophie did not look up. Sophie did not, by any visible measure, register being watched. The page-turn took perhaps eleven seconds. Lily counted them. The watching was not by accident, and Lily understood, as she counted, that she had decided to stop pretending it was by accident some time in the last hour without telling herself she had decided.

Sophie did not turn her head. She did not, in the not-turning, miss any of the information that her peripheral vision was delivering with the unwelcome efficiency of a system she could not switch off — the slow shift of Lily’s weight, the redistribution of the swim-suited body along the lounger, the bare line of Lily’s thigh in the unfiltered Hong Kong sun. The information settled in Sophie’s body in the same low place it had settled in the galley the night before, and Sophie’s page-turn rhythm, when she next executed it, was, by a small measurable amount, slower than it had been four pages earlier.

Lily lay on her lounger with her eyes closed and the warm tile under her bare feet beyond the end of the cushion, and stayed where she was for the full forty minutes she had told Ben she wanted to spend at the pool, and did not, in any of the forty minutes, manage to do anything that resembled relaxation.

She went up to her room at quarter to five. Ben was still in the pool. Sophie was still on the lounger. The Australian woman in the wide-brimmed hat had not, during the forty minutes, turned a single page of her own book, which made Lily feel marginally better about her own three pages and also feel, in some smaller corner of her chest, the brief unwanted suspicion that she was perhaps not the only person on the rooftop deck having a complicated afternoon.

In her room she showered. She put on a pale linen dress she had been carrying in her suitcase since Mumbai in April and had not yet had the right city for. She put her hair into a loose plait over one shoulder. She put on canvas plimsolls that did not match the dress and which she had chosen because the alternative was the heels and the heels were the kind of decision a woman made when she intended to be looked at, and Lily was not, this evening, in any condition to be looked at.

She went out.

Tsim Sha Tsui at half past five on a Thursday in late spring was the chaotic dampness of a city beginning to come down off the heat of the day. The pavement was wet from the brief downpour that had passed through at four-thirty. The street smelled of fried bread and the long-cooking sweetness of red bean and the chemical citrus of a hundred shops keeping their doorways scented. The trees along Nathan Road had been watered by the rain. Their green smelled green.

She walked. She did not have a route. She turned right out of the hotel and walked toward the harbour. She passed the Peninsula — the green-roofed grandeur of the older Hong Kong that the New Hong Kong had been growing around for forty years — and the line of taxis waiting at its kerb. She passed the Star Ferry pier, where the green-and-white ferries that crossed to Hong Kong Island every six minutes were beginning to take on their evening light. She walked along the waterfront promenade. She watched, briefly, an old man practising tai chi at the railing with the slow patient turn of a body that had done this every evening for sixty years. She did not stop.

She turned back at the Cultural Centre. She walked up Salisbury Road, then turned inland into the warren of streets that ran between Nathan Road and the harbour — Lock Road, Mody Road, Granville Road, Hankow Road. The streets were narrow and busy and lit from above by the long parade of neon signage that had been the visual signature of Hong Kong for as long as Lily had been alive. She passed the cha chaan teng on the corner of Granville Road that she always told herself she would go into and always passed without going in. She passed a tea shop. She passed a place selling silk pyjamas. She passed a bakery whose pineapple buns had the warm yeasted smell of bread that had come out of the oven within the hour.

She walked for nearly an hour.

She thought, while she walked, about nothing in for the first half of the hour and about one specific thing for the second.

The specific thing was this. She would have liked, while walking through this city, to have Sophie’s hand in hers.

The thought arrived with the clarity her body was beginning to specialise in. It did not arrive as fantasy. It did not arrive as longing. It arrived as an accurate piece of information — that her hand, currently swinging at her own side, would have preferred to be holding another hand, and that the hand it would have preferred to be holding belonged to a woman who was, at this moment, presumably still on a hotel rooftop two miles away.

Lily did not move the thought.

She did not, in twenty-six years, have the practice of moving thoughts away from herself when they arrived. Her grandmother had taught her — in the Yorkshire kitchen where she had taught her how to make pastry — that thoughts had a habit of becoming more dangerous when ignored and less dangerous when allowed to sit at the table and have a cup of tea. So Lily allowed the thought to sit at the table and have its tea. She walked along Hankow Road in her linen dress and her canvas plimsolls and her plait, and she allowed herself to know, plainly and without panic, that she had reached the kind of want a body did not propose to its owner unless the body had already done some calculation she had not been part of.

The want was a hand.

The hand was Sophie’s.

She turned at the corner and started walking back toward the hotel.

The lights of the Star Ferry across the harbour were coming on as she walked. The sky over Hong Kong Island was the pale lavender of an Asian dusk. A taxi hissed past on the wet road. A boy on a scooter, holding a paper bag of fruit, swerved around her without slowing. The sky deepened from lavender to the bruised dark blue of the proper evening, and the neon along Nathan Road came on in its accumulated late-spring glow, and by the time Lily reached the lobby of the hotel the city had committed to the night.

She did not, in the lobby, look at the leather armchair by the corner window where she had stood that morning on the phone to her grandmother.

She did not, in the lift, look at the polished steel of the wall.

In her room she sat on the edge of the bed and watched, through the gauze of the curtain, the lights of the harbour come up across Kowloon Bay. Her phone said the crew dinner was at seven. The crew dinner had been arranged by Ben three days ago. The crew dinner involved, among the eight of them, Sophie.

She had ninety minutes.

She lay back on the bed.

She did not, for the ninety minutes, manage to think about anything that was not the faint fading mark on the hipbone of a woman on a lounger two over from her own.


CHAPTER 10


The restaurant Ben had booked was on Granville Road, two blocks east of the hotel — a place that did the standard Cantonese repertoire at fair prices and had been doing it for thirty-odd years. Round tables. Lazy susans. The clattering call of the kitchen audible through a beaded curtain at the back. The smell of fried garlic and ginger and the slow caramel of pork being braised for somebody else’s dinner.

Sophie arrived at twelve minutes past seven. The crew was already at their table — eight chairs around a round table at the back of the main room, three bottles of dry Riesling already cooling in a metal bucket on the floor beside Tom.

“Laurent. There you are.”

“Tom.”

“Sit.”

She sat. Ben had, by his cheerful tyrannical policy, alternated the seating around the table. She was placed between Tom and a junior named Chen on the night-sector assessment list — a young man of perhaps twenty-four with the brittle good humour of someone who had not yet slept off the flight and was working hard at being a good crew member at a dinner. Three places to Sophie’s right was Lily.

Sophie did not let her gaze find her.

She did not need to. She had spent thirty-six hours not letting her gaze find Lily and had developed, in the thirty-six hours, the ability to know where Lily was in a room without looking at her. Lily was wearing a pale linen dress. Lily had her hair in a loose plait over one shoulder. Lily was talking to Emma at her left. Lily was three feet four inches away from Sophie’s right elbow, and the three feet four inches had the quality of an air mass with a different density to the air around it.

The food began to arrive.

It came in the steady cumulative manner Cantonese food came in restaurants of this kind — first the cold dishes, then the warm, the lazy susan turning under someone’s gentle hand every minute or two, the steam rising off the brown glaze of the pork and the bright green of the gai lan in oyster sauce and the faint sweetness of the chicken in lily bulb. Tom, who had spent enough years in Asia to know how to order Cantonese for a table, had ordered well. The food was good. The wine was good. The conversation was the conversation of a crew at the end of a long flight, which Sophie had been participating in for many years and could conduct in her sleep.

She drank one glass of wine.

She picked at the food. She made the brief light contributions to the table conversation that her role required. She laughed once, briefly, at something Ben said about a passenger he had had on the Singapore route. She kept her eyes off the right side of the table.

Halfway through the second wave of dishes, Lily laughed.

Sophie heard it before she saw it. The laugh was something Sophie had not yet heard Lily produce in her presence — the full open warm laugh of a woman who had been told a funny story by someone she had begun to trust. Emma was the someone. Emma was telling some story about a passenger in business class who had tried to claim her duvet had been issued used. The laugh from Lily was the laugh the story warranted.

Sophie’s eyes — without her authorisation — found her.

Lily’s head was tipped back. Her throat was exposed. The plait had slipped forward over her shoulder during the laugh and was now lying across the bare skin of her clavicle. Her face, in the warm light of the restaurant’s hanging lanterns, was the face of a woman briefly entirely free of the seventeen hours she had spent being alert in the air and being alert on the ground.

Sophie watched until Lily had stopped laughing.

She had no doubt, as she watched, that anyone at the table who happened to look at her in the relevant three seconds would have known exactly what they were seeing. She did not, with the part of her brain still in working order, care.

Lily’s laugh subsided. Her chin came back down. The plait, when she lowered her head, fell against her shoulder in the same place it had been before the laugh.

Tom, on Lily’s right side, leaned in. He said something quiet against the side of Lily’s plait — the kind of comment a man who had been at the wine made in the brief social cover of someone else’s laughter. Lily turned her head and laughed politely and turned back to her plate. Sophie’s hand, on the stem of her own wine glass, went white at the knuckles before her face caught up. She uncurled her fingers, one at a time, and set the glass down. She did not, for the next interval, look at the right side of the table. She had not, in the years she had been doing this job, found a name for the specific colour of feeling that had arrived in her chest when Tom’s shoulder had brushed Lily’s. The not-having-a-name was a problem.

Her eyes found Sophie’s.

She had been waiting, Sophie understood. The laugh had been a real laugh, but the lowering of her chin afterwards had been timed to catch the look she had known Sophie would be giving her.

For two seconds the right and the far-right of the table fell out of the room together. Two seconds — the length of time it took Tom, on Sophie’s left, to refill his wine glass — and the look held for the entire two.

Tom set the bottle down. The sound of the bottle on the table was a clean bright tap. Sophie returned her eyes to her own plate. Lily returned her eyes to Emma. The conversation continued in its accumulating rhythm.

Emma’s gaze did, at the bottle-tap, register Sophie’s plate. Emma had been at this table on this rotation forty times. Emma knew the operational signature of a senior who was paying attention to a junior across the lazy susan. Emma did not say anything. Emma kept her hand at her wine glass and her face arranged in the same way it had been arranged for the previous twenty-three minutes. Emma noted, on the small internal ledger she kept for the people she had worked with for a long time, that Sophie Laurent was in operational trouble.

It was, perhaps, half an hour later when Tom turned on her.

He had been telling a story about the airline’s old training captain — a story Sophie had heard before, in one form or another, several times — and he reached the natural pause-point in his own telling and used the pause to refill his wine glass and, with the relaxed mischief he used when he had decided the table needed entertaining, turned his head toward her.

“Laurent. Question.”

“Yes.”

“Genuine question.”

“Yes.”

“What do you actually do outside of this.”

The table quieted by a half-decibel. Ben paused mid-bite. Emma looked up. Jess, two seats from Lily, set her chopsticks down. The kind of brief attentive quiet a table fell into when a senior crew member was being teased by another senior crew member who was not, on the surface, being teasing.

Sophie chewed her current mouthful. She swallowed. She turned her head to Tom.

“Run. Cook. Visit my brother in Lyon.”

“That’s it.”

“That’s it.”

“Christ. Marry me.”

The table laughed. It was a warm tired travel-table laugh, the laugh of eight people who had been awake for too long and who appreciated, by reflex, the easy comedy of one of their seniors being mock-proposed to by another. Tom, for whom this kind of low-grade table theatre was a sport at which he had been semi-professional for two decades, gave a brief ironic bow over his wine glass.

Sophie almost smiled.

She did not, quite. The almost-smile pulled at the right corner of her mouth and was visible from the right side of the table, where Tom was, but not — she was aware as she did it — from the right-right of the table where Lily was. She had not chosen which side of her face the almost-smile would appear on. The choice had been made by some part of her not currently consulting her.

Lily, three places down, set down her chopsticks. She lifted her glass. She drank slowly.

The look she gave Sophie across the rim of the glass, during the slow drink, was the longest of the evening so far. It had no wit in it. It had no flirt in it. It had the cool steady held register of a woman who had heard, twenty seconds earlier, a piece of information about another woman’s life she had been wanting and had not been able to ask for, and who was now, in front of the entire table and entirely undetectably to everyone except its addressee, acknowledging the gift of the information.

Sophie returned the look.

She held it for the length of Lily’s swallow. Then Lily set her glass down. The plait shifted. Conversation resumed. Tom asked Emma about something. The lazy susan turned. The moment did not, technically, end — the moment had not, technically, happened — but the air around the table moved back to where it had been ninety seconds before.

The food kept coming. The wine bottles emptied at their own pace. The crew, fifteen minutes later, ordered tea instead of more wine, which was the polite collective sign that the meal had reached its natural end.

The bill, at half past nine, was paid in the usual airline-crew manner — Ben put it on his card, Tom doubled what was needed to cover the wine, and everyone else handed Ben a fold of Hong Kong dollars that would, when added up the next morning, approximately match what they each owed.

They came out onto Granville Road in the warm wet night.

Tom announced, with the proprietorial energy of a man who had been waiting all evening to announce it, that he was going for a drink at a place he knew on Hankow Road. Two of the juniors — Foster R. and the night-sector Chen — said they would go with him. Emma announced she was going back to the hotel and was getting a taxi from the corner. Jess said something inaudible to her phone and disappeared in the direction of Knutsford Terrace. Ben paused on the pavement to take a phone call that had begun to ring just as they had stepped out of the restaurant.

Sophie did not pause. She took the standard direction back toward the hotel — west along Granville, then south on Lock Road — because the alternative was loitering on the pavement deciding which group to join, and the loitering was a thing she did not wish to be visible doing.

She walked.

She had taken perhaps fifty paces when she became aware of the soft fall of canvas plimsolls on the wet pavement behind her, at about the same pace as her own. She did not, at first, turn her head. She knew. The plimsolls slowed. They drew level. The pale linen of a dress moved into her peripheral vision on the right.

“You’re walking.”

“Yes.”

“Tom’s gone for a drink.”

“He has.”

“Emma’s getting a taxi.”

“She is.”

“Ben’s on his phone.”

“He is.”

They walked in silence for a few paces. They reached the corner of Granville and Lock. The pavement was still wet from the four-thirty downpour. A taxi hissed past on the road beside them, its tyres throwing a thin curve of water against the kerb.

“I thought I’d walk too.”

“Alright.”

Six minutes. The hotel was six minutes from the corner of Granville and Lock at the standard Tsim Sha Tsui pavement pace. Six minutes was a long way to walk beside another woman in a wet street with no other women between you.

They walked.

The trees along Lock Road smelled green from the rain that had been on them. The neon signs above them threw the kind of broken pink-and-yellow light onto the pavement that made the wet pavement look the way Hong Kong was supposed to look in films set in Hong Kong. Their footsteps were not in unison and then were and then were not. Their hands, swinging at their own sides as they walked, came near enough that Sophie could feel — once, twice, on the third swing — the heat of the back of Lily’s hand brush past the back of her own.

She did not move her own hand away.

She did not take Lily’s.

The brush continued, intermittent, deniable, for the length of the block. Lily’s hand did not retreat to her side. Sophie’s hand did not retreat to her side. The brushes were not deliberate. The not-retreating was.

At the corner of Lock and Salisbury Lily said:

“Why’d you do it.”

“Do what.”

“The training role.”

She did not slow her pace. She did not turn her head. She had asked the question in the same voice she had used in the galley nineteen hours ago when she had asked Sophie what Anita Webb’s name was. The voice of a woman who had decided, in real time, to ask the actual question and had asked it because anything else would have been a lie about the temperature of the moment.

Sophie walked for several paces before she answered.

“I wanted to be the person who helped other people get good at this.”

“You are.”

“You don’t know that yet.”

“I know what I’ve seen.”

They reached the corner of Salisbury. The hotel doors were a hundred metres away. Sophie did not look at Lily. She looked at the doors. She walked toward them at the standard pace.

“You’ve seen one rotation.”

“I’ve seen enough of one rotation.”

“It’s not a long sample size.”

“It’s a long enough sample size for this.”

Sophie did not, this time, answer. She kept her eyes on the hotel doors. The doormen at the entrance — two Chinese men in pale green uniforms whom Sophie had known by sight for years — were standing at their usual stations on either side of the brass-handled doors. The hotel’s chandelier was visible through the glass.

They reached the doors.

Sophie put her hand on the brass handle of the right-hand door. She pulled it open. She held it.

Lily passed through.

She did not, in the passing, look at Sophie. She did not break stride. She moved through the doorway in the brisk neutral manner a junior crew member moved through any doorway her senior had held open for her. But in the half-second of her passing, her shoulder — the shoulder over which the plait was lying — brushed the inside of Sophie’s bare upper arm where Sophie’s blouse had a short cap sleeve and the arm beneath it was bare.

The brush lasted less than a second. The skin of Lily’s bare shoulder, in the wet humid Hong Kong evening, was hot. The skin of Sophie’s bare arm, in the wet humid Hong Kong evening, was hot. The hotness of the two skins against each other, for the half-second of the brush, was a hotness that two skins did not, ordinarily, achieve through accident.

Lily walked into the lobby. Sophie followed. The door closed behind her with the padded thud of an expensive hotel door against its expensive frame.

In the lobby they stopped. The piano was playing again. Andrew was at the desk. The chandelier was lit. The light from the chandelier was the warm-amber light Sophie had walked into the lobby through at seven-twenty that morning, in another life, before Jess Ahmed had said the word everyone on the bus.

Sophie did not, immediately, say goodnight.

She stood three feet from Lily on the warm amber carpet with the piano playing the slow standard the pianist always played at this hour, and she registered the operational fact that she had walked seven blocks beside Lily Carter through the wet Hong Kong evening without making the senior trainer’s adjustment of distance.

Lily turned to face her.

She had been moving toward the lifts. The turn was the small unconscious move of a body that registered that the woman beside it had stopped.

Lily registered the reason for the stopping.

She did not move closer. She stood at the warm amber distance the carpet allowed and looked at Sophie with her plait over her right shoulder and her hands at her sides and the brief raised colour of two glasses of red wine in her cheeks.

Sophie’s right hand came up.

It came up the way it had come up in the crew rest corridor at three forty-eight, and the way it had come up in the rear galley four hours before that. It moved toward Lily’s face. It travelled perhaps eight inches in the warm amber air. The fingers were spread, the way a hand spread when it was preparing to land at the curve of a jaw. The thumb led. The thumb was three inches from Lily’s cheekbone and closing.

Lily lifted her chin.

The lift was small. The body saying yes without a sentence. Sophie watched the chin lift and watched, in the same instant, the soft expectant stillness arrive in Lily’s face that was the expression of a woman about to be touched.

Sophie’s hand stopped.

Two inches from Lily’s cheek.

The piano played the third bar of the standard. The doorman three rows of columns away coughed. A taxi pulled up outside the doors.

Sophie lowered her hand.

It was, by the time it reached her side, trembling — a fine continuous tremor she had not, in her professional life, produced in front of a junior crew member.

She did not look at Lily.

She said, in a voice approximately a tone lower than her normal voice:

“Goodnight.”

“Goodnight.”

Lily walked to the lifts. Sophie did not follow. She watched Lily press the up button and stand at the lift door with her plait over one shoulder and her hands at her sides and the pale linen of her dress moving faintly in the cool of the lobby air conditioning.

The lift came. Lily stepped in. The doors closed.

Sophie did not, this time, watch the closing of the doors. She had watched them close on Lily that morning. She did not need to watch them close on her again. She walked to the lifts. She pressed the up button. A second lift came. She stepped in. The doors closed.

She rode it up alone to the eighteenth floor.

In her room she did not turn on the lamp. She did not change out of her clothes. She did not check her phone. She stood at the window with the gauze curtain still drawn and looked at the line of the Star Ferry crossing toward Central in the harbour below, and held her own bare upper arm with her opposite hand, against the place where Lily’s shoulder had been hot for less than a second, and stood for a long time without thinking.

She stood at the window for almost an hour.

The lights of Kowloon were below her. The harbour was a band of dark water beyond. She had stood at this window forty times. She had not stood at it before with a fine continuous tremor in her right hand that she could not, by professional discipline, persuade out of the hand.

Her hand had been two inches from Lily Carter’s face.

The two inches was the operational fact. The two inches was the fact she would take to the briefing room in the morning and the fact she would take, eventually, to the airline’s HR director if the wrong person had been standing in the lobby beside Andrew at the desk.

She had not, in eleven years as a senior, raised her hand toward a junior crew member’s face in the lobby of an airline hotel.

She allowed herself to think about the operational architecture she would be required to apply for the remaining nineteen hours of the rotation. The careful adjustment of distance. The professional formal address. The avoidance of corridors. The thing senior trainers did when they had placed themselves in a piece of professional weather they could not afford to be standing in.

She had two more nights in Hong Kong. She had one return flight. She had taken on the assessment of a junior who was six months from her senior progression.

She had nearly destroyed her career, in the lobby of the Peninsula, in front of a doorman who had been working at the hotel since 2003.

She put her hand on the glass of the window.

The tremor was still there.

She did not move from the window until the hand had stopped.

That took, by the small brass clock on the side table, almost an hour.


CHAPTER 11


At twenty past midnight Sophie was at the lobby bar with a whisky she had not intended to order and the kind of insomnia she had not had in eleven years.

The bar was a low-lit marble counter at the western end of the lobby — six stools, a brass rail, a bartender called Marco who had been pouring drinks for airline crew at this hotel for fifteen years and who did not, on the rare occasion Sophie ordered a drink at this bar, ask her how her day had been. Marco had a good sense of these things. Marco took her card. Marco poured her a single Talisker and slid a dish of cashews along with it and went back to polishing the bottles.

She did not drink the whisky.

She set her hand around the heavy crystal of the glass and did not lift it for a stretch of minutes. The bar was nearly empty. Two Australian businessmen were at the far end, talking in the low animated manner of men five drinks in. The piano had been silent since midnight. The lobby was the muted version of itself, the chandelier dimmed by half, the night staff at the welcome desk doing the slow paperwork of an empty shift.

She had not, in eleven years on this rotation, been at this bar at this hour.

She did not know why she had come down. She had given herself reasons. The mini-bar in her room had run out of still water. The hotel shop closed at eleven. The bar had bottled water. None of the reasons were the reason. The reason was that her room — the room she had occupied on every Hong Kong rotation for years — was, for the first time, a room she could not be in.

Marco had asked her what she would like. She had said whisky before her brain had selected a drink. She had not, in airline lobbies, ordered whisky in some time. Whisky was the drink of a woman four jobs ago, in a different city, at a different counter, before she had learned to be careful in lobbies of this kind. The whisky was, when Marco set it down, the first piece of operational evidence Sophie had given herself that the careful was leaving.

She had stood at the window for forty minutes after coming up from the dinner. She had run her hand along her own bare upper arm where Lily’s bare shoulder had been hot for a half-second at the door. She had paced once around the perimeter of the bed and stopped at the wardrobe and pulled out the soft sweater she had worn on the flight out and put it on and gone down to the lift before the part of her brain that organised her decisions had had a chance to make one.

Now she was at the bar with a whisky she was not drinking.

She had heard the soft footfall behind her on the marble for a few seconds before she had registered the rhythm. When the rhythm became Lily’s rhythm she did not turn.

A woman appeared in the corner of her vision. Pale linen dress. Plait over the right shoulder.

She did not sit on the stool next to Sophie’s. She sat one stool over. She set her hands on the bar. She caught Marco’s eye.

“Hot water, please. Lemon.”

“Of course.”

Marco moved away to make it. The Australians, twenty feet down, continued their animated argument. Sophie did not look at Lily. Lily did not look at Sophie. They sat at the bar with one empty stool between them and did not, for a number of seconds Sophie did not bother to count, speak.

“You weren’t at the dinner.”

“Sorry?”

“I — I went to the dinner. I was at the dinner.”

“Yes. I know.”

The brief confusion was Lily working out her own opening line on the fly and discovering that the line she had chosen was not the line she had meant. She let out a breath that was almost a laugh.

“I meant. I didn’t expect you here.”

“I didn’t expect to be here.”

Marco brought the hot water with lemon and set it down. Lily wrapped her hands around the mug. The mug was china. The handle was narrow. Lily’s hands looked, against the china, larger than they did when they were doing the work she did on the aircraft. Sophie noted this and did not let her noting become anything she could be witnessed at.

“I couldn’t sleep.”

“No.”

“You either.”

“No.”

A pause. A taxi went past the lobby window. The brass of the rail under Sophie’s hand was the temperature of her hand. Sophie did not, for a long stretch, find anything to say. Lily did not either.

After perhaps two minutes Lily said:

“I’m going to take this up.”

“Alright.”

She lifted the mug. She slid off the stool. She stood. The taking-up had not been a decision until she had announced it, and she had announced it because the alternative was sitting on a stool one stool over from a woman in the lobby of a hotel at half past midnight without anything to say, and the alternative was not a thing either of them was capable of doing safely.

Sophie did not stand immediately. She watched Lily walk away from the bar — three steps, four — and then she put a fifty-Hong-Kong note on the bar beside the untouched whisky, nodded at Marco, and followed.

She caught up to Lily at the lifts.

Lily did not turn when Sophie joined her at the panel. They stood side by side. Lily pressed the up button. The button lit. They waited.

The lobby behind them did the brief sounds of itself. The shoe of a night-shift cleaner on the marble three rows of columns away. The faint music from the bar that Marco kept on after the piano stopped. The hum of the air conditioning. No one came near the lifts. No one had any reason to come near the lifts at this hour.

The lift came.

The doors opened onto an empty interior. They got in.

Sophie pressed eighteen. Her finger held against the button for a half-second longer than it needed to, the way her body had begun doing things her hand did not consult her on. Lily, beside her, pressed fifteen.

The thing that was happening between them in the lift was, by every operational standard Sophie had been trained on across eleven years, the thing the airline did not allow to happen between trainers and trainees. Sophie knew the line in the trainer code of conduct verbatim. She had recited it to four cohorts of juniors during her own progression cycles. The line had three clauses. Sophie was, by her own count, currently in violation of all three.

Three floors. Three floors between them in the building. Three floors between them in the lift.

Sophie was conscious, in the lift, of the linen of Lily’s dress at the shoulder six inches from her own shoulder. She was conscious of the heat coming off Lily’s body in the air-conditioned interior of the lift, which the air conditioning was not adequate to dilute. She was conscious of the soft sound of Lily’s breathing. Sophie did not, in the lift, lift her gaze from the floor panel. She had spent eleven years not lifting her gaze from floor panels and had not, in those eleven years, found a floor panel as operationally useful as this one.

The doors closed.

The lift began to climb.

Sophie did not look at Lily. Lily did not look at Sophie. They both looked at the floor counter on the panel above the door.

Two. Three.

The lift was four feet wide. They were standing on opposite walls. The distance between them was — Sophie’s body had begun reporting distances in inches recently — about thirty-two inches. The air between them held a temperature that was not the climate-controlled temperature of the rest of the building.

Four. Five.

Lily’s mug was still in her right hand. It was steaming gently. The lemon was bobbing in the hot water. The plait was on her right shoulder. The soft hollow at the base of her throat was visible above the open collar of the linen dress.

Six. Seven. Eight.

Sophie did not move. Lily did not move. The air between them did the work of two people standing in a lift not speaking and not looking at each other and not, in any visible manner, doing anything that could have been reported on by a witness. The air was full. Sophie’s hand at her side felt the way her hand had felt at the galley counter twenty hours earlier with the freckle of a wrist two inches in front of her fingertips.

Nine.

Lily lifted her left hand. She moved a strand of hair behind her own left ear with two fingers. The fingers were the same fingers that had wrapped around the handle of the china mug a minute earlier. The plait, on the right, did not require the adjustment. The strand on the left had been at her ear since she had come into the lobby. The hand had moved because the hand had needed to move, and the hand had chosen the nearest available task.

Sophie’s eyes tracked the motion of Lily’s hand to her ear and back to her side.

Ten. Eleven. Twelve.

She brought her own gaze back to the floor counter. Her cheeks had gone warm in the brief route between Lily’s hand and Lily’s ear.

Thirteen.

The lift slowed.

It slowed because it was about to reach fifteen. Two floors. The decelerating chime sounded. Sophie became aware, in the brief gap before the doors opened, of the fact that she had been holding her breath since floor seven.

Fourteen.

The lift stopped. The doors opened onto the fifteenth-floor corridor.

Lily did not step out immediately. She stayed in the lift for a beat. The beat was the length of a breath. Then she stepped out. She turned in the corridor. The doors were still open. She faced back into the lift.

She looked at Sophie.

The look held. Sophie did not move. Her hand was at her side. The hand wanted, with the entirely physical wanting of a body that had spent a day with no available outlet for its wanting, to lift. The hand wanted to extend across the four feet of lift between them and meet Lily’s free hand — the left hand, the one that had moved to the ear — and hold it.

The hand did not lift.

Lily did not move toward the lift either. She stood in the corridor with the mug of hot water in her right hand and the linen dress falling against her in the pale way it had been falling all evening, and she looked at Sophie, and Sophie looked at her, and neither of them said a word.

The doors began to close.

They closed slowly — the slow merciful close of an old hotel lift, the half-second’s worth of time before the brass-edged doors met that, in some other version of this evening, would have been the half-second in which one of them could have moved. Neither moved. The doors met. The lift continued up.

Sophie stood alone in the lift. She did not, in the second between the doors meeting and the lift beginning to climb again, breathe. She did not, in the second after the lift began to climb, breathe either.

Sixteen. Seventeen. Eighteen.

The bell. The doors opened on her own corridor.

She stepped out.

The corridor was empty in both directions. She walked it slowly to her room. She had her key card in her hand. She arrived at the door of 1812. She raised the card. She held it half an inch from the reader for several seconds.

She did not tap it.

She looked at her own hand instead. The hand that had not lifted in the lift. The hand was steady. The hand was not steady. The hand was the entirely useful diagnostic instrument of a woman who could not, at this moment, tell the difference between steady and not-steady because the entirety of her circulatory system was committed to a question her hand had not been allowed to answer.

She tapped the card.

The lock clicked. The door released. She went in. She did not turn on the lamp.

She sat on the edge of the bed in the soft sweater she had pulled on over an hour earlier in a different version of this evening. She stared at the wall opposite. The wall was the wall. The faint outline of the harbour-side window was visible against it in the residual amber from the bedside lamp she had not yet switched on. The window-shape was the shape it had been for years.

She sat for five minutes without moving.

After five minutes she stood. She undressed slowly. She put on the white cotton nightshirt she had been packing for Hong Kong rotations for as long as she had been doing Hong Kong rotations. She lay down on the bed.

She did not sleep.

She lay on her back with the white sheet pulled to her collarbones and watched the strip of harbour-light along the bottom of the curtain change colour in the manner it did at this hour — from the orange of the city lights to the paler grey of the night sea — and thought, with the cool falling sensation of a woman receiving a series of facts at intervals, that she was thirty-three and had spent a decade arranging her life around not having an evening like this one, and that the arranging had now begun to fail in a manner she did not have a method for stopping.

She did not sleep until five.


CHAPTER 12


The hotel’s standard briefing room was being repainted.

Lily learned this from a folded note slid under her door at half past four in the afternoon — typed, signed by the duty manager, apologetic. The repaint had started three days early. The midpoint debrief Sophie had scheduled for seven could not take place in the usual room. An alternative had been arranged. Function Room B, second floor. Lily was to come up at seven-twenty rather than seven, as Sophie had needed to push the slot back to accommodate Foster R., who was being debriefed first.

She read the note. She placed it on the desk. She sat on the edge of the bed and re-read it.

The note was a note. The note was administrative. The note also contained, embedded in its three sentences, the information that the assessment debrief Lily had been preparing for since landing — the debrief in which she was supposed to receive structured feedback on the rotation from her training senior in a hotel briefing room with one other crew member in the corridor outside — was going to take place instead in a smaller room with no other crew member in the corridor outside, at an hour that began at twenty past seven and would not, given the standard length of these debriefs, end until close to eight.

She put the note down. She did not allow herself, for several minutes, to do anything with the brief set of facts contained in it.

She showered. She dressed in the navy jersey dress she wore for assessments because it was unimpeachable. She braided her hair into a tight French plait against her scalp because the loose plait of the evening before was the plait of a woman being looked at, and the French plait was the plait of a woman doing her job. She put on a pair of black flats. She put a copy of the assessment criteria sheet, on which she had made notes during the previous evening, into a slim folder.

At twelve minutes past seven she left her room.

She rode the lift to the second floor. She walked the carpeted corridor past two function rooms that were dark and one that had a sign reading Cathay Pacific Crew Briefing on a brass easel outside it. Function Room B was the third room from the lift. Its door was slightly ajar. A line of warm yellow light fell across the corridor carpet from the opening.

She paused at the door. She breathed in. She breathed out. She knocked.

“Come in.”

Sophie’s voice. She entered.

The room was — as the duty manager’s note had warned — smaller than the standard briefing room. Round oak table. Six chairs around it. A side console along the far wall with a kettle, a tray of cups, and a clear electric jug for cold water. A vast east-facing window onto the wall of Kowloon, the late dusk pulling the city up from the grey of the day into the pink-purple of an Asian evening at seven-twenty. One strip of fluorescent overhead. A single brass floor lamp by the console that Sophie had, Lily registered, switched on instead of the overhead — and the overhead was therefore off, and the only light in the room was the warm yellow pool from the floor lamp and the residual pink-purple from the window.

The room smelled of carpet shampoo from the morning’s clean, and faintly of coffee from the kettle’s last cycle, and underneath both, of Sophie.

Sophie was at the round table. She had set out the assessment paperwork in the brisk efficient arrangement Lily had come to recognise as her trainer’s geometry — Lily’s folder one place to her right around the curve of the table, the two of them not opposite each other and not side by side but at right angles, the angle that — Lily had been told once by a counsellor at a charity she had volunteered for in her gap year — opened a conversation rather than enclosed it. Sophie had poured two glasses of cold water from the jug. She had set down a clean ballpoint pen beside Lily’s folder. She had brought, from somewhere, a low bowl of nuts.

She was in dark trousers and a black cashmere jumper Lily had not seen her wear before. The jumper sat against her throat at the collarbone. She had taken off her watch and set it face-up on the table beside her own folder, the soft tick of the second hand the only sound in the room other than the air conditioning. Her hair was down. Half down. A clip at the nape held the back of it. The front of it fell soft along her jaw.

She looked up when Lily came in. She did not smile.

“Carter.”

“Senior.”

“Sit.”

Lily sat. The chair to Sophie’s right. Their knees were forty centimetres apart under the table. Sophie did not look at her knees. Lily did not look at Sophie’s.

Sophie opened the folder.

“We’ll start with the section-by-section. Service standards first. Then crew coordination. Then passenger handling. I’ve got a couple of items for refinement and a few I want to flag as strong.”

“Alright.”

“You ready.”

“Yes.”

Sophie worked through the debrief with the precise efficient warmth of a senior who had clearly done this kind of debrief — Lily had no doubt — many times before. The feedback was specific. The praise was specific. The corrections were specific. The substitution-log point came up.

“There was a paperwork issue on the substitution log.”

“Yes.”

“I corrected you on it in the galley.”

“You did.”

“I want to be clear it isn’t a serious finding.”

“I know.”

“I’m flagging it because the form requires me to.”

“I understand.”

Sophie’s mouth did the brief movement Lily was beginning to learn meant Sophie was suppressing the impulse to almost-smile. Lily’s mouth did the matching one. Neither of them made a joke about the orange marker. Neither of them needed to. The shared not-making of the joke was itself the joke, and it was the joke that two women shared when they had been sharing jokes for far longer than fifteen minutes around a table in a hotel function room.

Sophie finished the section-by-section. She made a final note in the margin of the form. She signed the form at the bottom and turned it round and slid it across the table to Lily and offered the pen.

“You sign at the bottom. Then this gets uploaded tomorrow.”

Lily signed. She slid the form back. Sophie closed the folder.

The folder closed with the definitive click of a clasp lock that meant the formal part of the debrief was over. The room registered the closing. The strip of pink-purple along the window had deepened a tone since Lily had come in. The floor lamp was — Lily noticed with the sharp focus of a person about to find herself in a different conversation — the only thing in the room behaving the way it had been behaving for the last twenty minutes.

Sophie did not stand.

She did not stack the paperwork. She did not reach for her cup. She sat at the chair at the round table with her hands flat on the cleared section of oak in front of her and looked at Lily.

“I have one more thing. It isn’t on the form.”

“Alright.”

“What you did in 22F.”

A beat. Lily reached for her glass of water. Her hand was not entirely steady. She lifted the glass. She drank. She set the glass down. The base of the glass on the oak was loud.

“Yes.”

“It was the best piece of cabin work I have watched in three years.”

“You told me.”

“I’m telling you again.”

The room was quiet enough that Lily could hear the faint hum of the air conditioning and the brief tick of Sophie’s watch on the table and the muffled sound of a lift bell from the corridor outside. The pink-purple of the window had gone to the deeper navy of full dusk. The lamp by the console pooled its warm yellow against the side of Sophie’s jaw and against the dark cashmere at her throat. Sophie was very still.

Lily took a slow breath in. She held it. She let it out.

“Why are you telling me again.”

“Because you should know.”

“Is that the only reason.”

The question came out of Lily’s mouth in a voice lower than the voice she had used for the rest of the meeting.

A beat. A long one. Outside the window a tram bell sounded faintly from the street below.

Sophie’s right hand on the table moved a centimetre toward Lily’s. Stopped.

“No.”

The single syllable lay on the oak between them. Lily watched Sophie’s hand stay where it had stopped — three inches short of her own hand on the table, the fingers loose, the palm down, the watch on the inside of Sophie’s wrist showing the time as seven forty-six.

Lily did not move her own hand.

Outside the window the dusk had given the last of its pink to the night. The room was lit, now, only by the brass lamp. The hum of the strip light overhead — Sophie had not switched it on — was absent. Lily could hear, in the absence, every brief sound of her own body: the heart at her throat, the faint breath at her nostrils, the cotton of her dress against her own thigh as she shifted half an inch in her chair.

She had not, this evening, been planning to ask the question she had asked. She had planned to sit in the chair Sophie had pulled out for her, receive her assessment with the polite professional warmth a junior gave a trainer, sign the form, and return to her room with the administrative satisfaction of having got through a thing she had been worried about.

She had not received an assessment. She had received, instead, an invitation. The invitation was a sentence Sophie had spoken without the form on the table. The sentence was: I’m telling you again. The sentence was: No.

She lifted her gaze.

She looked at Sophie’s face.

A strand of Lily’s hair had come down at her left temple. The French plait she had braided at six was not, after the long day of being braided, holding the front sections as tightly as it had been holding them at six. The strand had been working loose during the meeting. It now lay against her cheekbone in the brief curl of hair that had been recently held against something.

Sophie’s eyes moved to the strand.

She did not, at first, move her hand.

She looked at the strand for what was perhaps a full second. The second held a question Sophie was asking and answering inside her own head. Lily watched the answer arrive. She watched Sophie’s right hand — the one that had moved a centimetre toward her own twenty seconds earlier and stopped — lift slowly off the table.

The hand came up.

It was not quick. It was not slow. It was the unhurried movement of a hand that had been planning this trajectory for two days and was, in the function room of a hotel on the second floor in Kowloon at seven forty-seven on a Friday in late spring, finally being permitted to make it.

The hand crossed the air between them.

The fingertips reached Lily’s left temple.

They touched the strand of hair. They moved the strand. The strand went behind Lily’s ear in the careful precise tucking motion of a woman who had spent forty seconds deciding to make a gesture and was making it with the consideration the gesture warranted. The fingertips, having delivered the strand to the ear, did not retract.

They drifted.

They moved, in the smallest arc, down from the temple along the line of Lily’s jaw. The fingertips became the side of the palm became the palm itself, and the palm came to rest against the side of Lily’s neck — the warm side, the throat side, the side that contained the pulse point Lily had been monitoring on her own jaw since she had walked into the room.

Sophie’s thumb settled at the corner of Lily’s jaw, half an inch beneath the ear.

Lily did not move.

She did not, more accurately, breathe. The breath she had been holding since Sophie’s hand had lifted off the table — perhaps four seconds, perhaps five — was still in her chest. She was aware, in the manner she was aware of the exact temperature of Sophie’s palm against the side of her throat, of the fact that she had not yet exhaled, and she was aware of the fact that she would not exhale until Sophie had either pressed her palm closer or removed it, and she was aware that the decision belonged to Sophie.

The decision was not, at this moment, being made.

Sophie’s palm against her neck was a complete heat. The fingers of the hand spread along the underside of her jaw. The little finger was resting, with the gentleness of a finger that had located something it had been wanting to locate, at the curve where Lily’s jaw met her ear. The thumb was at the corner of the jaw, half an inch beneath the lobe. The whole hand had the calm steady weight of a hand placed deliberately and not, after the placing, withdrawn.

Lily turned her face fractionally toward the touch.

She did not move much. Less than a centimetre. Less than half a centimetre. She turned the soft surface of her cheek into the underside of Sophie’s thumb in the brief involuntary movement of a face that had been on its own for too long and had encountered, at the side of a throat, the first warm hand to land on it in months.

She heard Sophie’s breath catch.

The catch was not the catch of surprise. It was the catch of a woman whose body had been working under pressure for many hours and had registered, in the brief turning-into of a face into her thumb, that the pressure had been received and was being returned. The catch was a body’s acknowledgement.

Sophie’s thumb moved.

Once. Slowly. Along the underside of Lily’s jaw. The path was perhaps an inch. She would feel this path against her jaw at intervals for the rest of her life — the path felt like the most attended-to inch of skin in the world.

“Sophie.”

The name came out of her mouth in a voice that was an octave lower than the voice she had used to ask whether telling her again was Sophie’s only reason. It was a voice she did not recognise as her own. The voice had been waiting somewhere inside her for a name to ask for, and the name had arrived, and the voice had used it.

“I know.”

Sophie’s voice was rougher than it had been twenty seconds earlier. The voice had the dark woody register Lily had heard for the first time at the curtain of the forward galley at five-fifty that morning over the South China Sea. The voice was, in this room, fully in use.

There were six inches between their faces.

Lily counted them. Lily had not been counting them. Lily was conscious, in the manner her body had become conscious of distances over the last day and a half, of the fact that the space between her own face and Sophie’s face had reduced, during the lift of Sophie’s hand and the placing of it on her neck and the slow stroke of the thumb, from approximately fifteen inches to approximately six. Neither of them had moved much. They had both, evidently, moved a little.

Sophie’s eyes dropped to Lily’s mouth.

Sophie’s eyes went to Lily’s mouth. They came back up. They dropped again. They came back. The third time they dropped they stayed a moment longer, and the moment longer was the registering of a decision that had been arriving in Sophie’s body all day.

Lily did not move.

She had understood, somewhere between Sophie’s hand lifting off the table and the thumb tracing the inch of her jaw, that the decision was Sophie’s to make and that the only useful thing Lily could do was not move. The not-moving was, in this moment, the only physical contribution she could make to the question Sophie was asking. The not-moving was: I am here. I am not going anywhere. Whatever you decide I will accept.

Sophie’s thumb moved once more. Slowly. The inch of jaw.

Sophie’s breathing changed.

It changed once. Deeper. The breath was the breath of a woman about to lean in. Lily heard it. Lily felt — in the warm palm against her throat, in the thumb at the corner of her jaw, in the six inches between their mouths — every part of Sophie’s body preparing for the move toward her own. The preparing was a complete physical event. Lily was conscious, in some piece of her brain still doing work, that if she lived to ninety she would feel this preparing in her own body whenever she let herself remember it.

The preparing held.

For a beat, two beats, three. Sophie’s eyes on Lily’s mouth. Sophie’s palm against Lily’s neck. Sophie’s breath at the slow deep cadence of imminent action.

Three beats.

Sophie did not lean in.

She held the beat one second longer. Lily watched the decision land in Sophie’s face. The commitment was not relief. The commitment was the grief a face made when it was overriding the instruction of a body whose entire architecture had, by this hour, made up its own mind.

Sophie’s palm — the palm at Lily’s neck — softened.

It did not lift immediately. It loosened in its grip on her throat. The little finger at the corner of her ear shifted half a millimetre. The thumb at the corner of the jaw paused. And then, with the unhurried care of a woman setting a piece of glass back on a shelf, Sophie lowered her hand.

The hand left her neck.

The slow physical subtraction of the warm hand from her throat was a thing Lily felt in her clavicles. The skin of her neck, where Sophie’s palm had been, was a complete heat. The cool air of the function room, replacing the palm, was a brief specific shock.

Sophie set her hand back on the table.

She did not look away. She did not retract her body to the version of distance it had been at the start of the meeting. She remained at the angle her chair had her at, with her right hand on the oak and her left in her lap and her face still six inches from Lily’s, and she said — in a voice that had not, yet, recovered the precision it had had at seven-twenty:

“I shouldn’t.”

The statement was not a question. It was not an apology. It was a statement made by a woman who had decided, in the last second, that the alternative to the statement was the leaning-in, and that the leaning-in was something the room they were in could not accommodate.

Lily did not answer immediately. She lifted her own right hand. She placed it, carefully, on the underside of her own jaw where Sophie’s thumb had been. The skin under her own palm was the temperature it had been under Sophie’s palm. The change of who was touching the skin had not — Lily registered with the cool clarity she had developed in the last forty-five minutes — meaningfully altered the temperature.

“I know.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You don’t need to be.”

Sophie did not move for a long moment.

She did not, when she did move, do anything that resembled what a woman did at the end of an assessment debrief. She did not stack the paperwork. She did not switch off the lamp. She did not look at her watch on the table.

She stood.

She moved around the curve of the table and stopped at the door of the function room. She put her hand on the door handle. She did not open the door. She stood with her hand on the door handle and her shoulder slightly turned and looked back at Lily, who was still in her chair, with her hand still on the underside of her own jaw, with the assessment folder open in front of her.

“Good night, Lily.”

The first name was the same forward L it had been in the briefing room and the aisle of the aircraft and the corridor outside 1815 and the lift descending from eighteen to ground at three in the afternoon and the wet pavement at the corner of Lock and Salisbury. It was, however, said in the lowest register Lily had heard yet.

“Good night.”

Sophie opened the door. She left the room. The door swung shut behind her with the padded click of a hotel function-room door against its expensive frame.

Lily sat at the round table in the warm yellow pool of the floor lamp for a long stretch of seconds.

She did not move her hand from her own jaw. She did not, immediately, breathe out. She watched her own folder on the table and the rim of her glass of water and the empty chair Sophie had been sitting in and the lamp pooling its light against the side console where the kettle had finished its last cycle and gone quiet.

When she eventually stood she stood slowly. She closed the folder. She did not pick up the water glass. She walked out of the function room with the folder against her chest and the underside of her own jaw still under her own right hand and her hair still loose at the left temple where Sophie’s fingers had returned the strand to behind her ear.

She walked the corridor to the lift in steps so slow they were almost not steps. She pressed the call button. The lift came. She rode it up to fifteen.

In her room she did not turn on the lamp.

She closed the door behind her in the dark and put her back against it and slid, slowly, down until she was sitting on the carpet of her room with her knees up and her hands at her sides. She lifted her right hand. She placed it, again, against the side of her own neck where Sophie’s palm had been.

The skin under her hand was the warmest skin on her body.

She did not, for a long time, switch on the light.


CHAPTER 13


At six fifteen Sophie got out of bed.

She had slept four hours. She did not, in any of her diagnostic moments at the bathroom basin or the window or the wardrobe, register the four hours as enough. The four hours had not, however, been the four hours of a woman who had decided to sleep. They had been the four hours of a woman whose body had, at three in the morning, given up the project of conscious thought and accepted the minor mercy that lay on offer.

She dressed for a run.

The clothes were the clothes she packed for the gym on every long-haul: a pair of grey shorts, a pale lilac running vest, the trainers she had been wearing for two years and would not replace until they had given up on her. She tied her hair into a tight ponytail at the back of her head. She did not look at herself in the mirror before she left the room. She had a precise sense of what her face would show her at six fifteen in the morning of this day, and she did not need to consult it.

She rode the lift to the ground floor.

The lift to the ground floor did not — for the first time on this rotation — produce any internal weather in her body. The lift was a lift. The buttons were buttons. She got off on the ground floor and walked through the lobby past the night staff and the early-shift waiter setting out the chafing dishes for the buffet, and she stepped out of the hotel into the cool grey hour of a Hong Kong morning that had not yet committed to being warm.

She turned right out of the lobby. She walked the four hundred metres to the harbour-side promenade. She did her standard pre-run stretches against the railing. And then, with the steady efficient turnover of a body that had been running this same route on this same rotation for years, she began to run.

The promenade was nearly empty at six twenty. A handful of older Chinese men and women practising tai chi at intervals along the railing. A woman with a dog. A young man on the metal benches sleeping off whatever Lan Kwai Fong had done to him the night before. The harbour was glass. The ferries had not yet started their first crossings. The city, on the Hong Kong Island side, was the muted version of itself in the hour before its workers came across to it.

She ran.

She ran past the Cultural Centre. She ran past the Avenue of Stars. She ran past the Intercontinental, where she had stayed for two years before this rotation had been moved to the Peninsula’s neighbour. She kept her pace at the steady five-minutes-per-kilometre she had been running at for years. She did not, in any of the kilometres, slow.

She thought about Lily for the entirety of the run.

She did not think about Lily in any version of the thinking she had been doing the night before. She did not think about the palm of her own hand against the side of Lily’s neck. She did not think about the thumb on the corner of the jaw. She did not think about the breath she had heard catch in Lily’s throat or the fractional turning-into of the face into her own thumb or the six inches between their faces when she had decided, in the last second, that the alternative to leaning in was the rest of her career.

She thought about, instead, the operational consequences.

She thought about them with the precision she brought to everything operational. She catalogued the rotation that remained. One day of layover. One night. The return flight tomorrow morning. The standard turnaround at Heathrow. The post-flight debrief at the crew centre, which she would conduct with Lily in the standard format and which would, as a matter of paperwork, complete Lily’s assessment cycle. After that they would no longer be in the trainer-junior relationship that had defined the last six weeks of their working lives. The cycle would close. Lily would continue on the fleet at her standard senior-crew-member-in-training level. Sophie would move on to the next assessment cycle.

This information was not the consolation it should have been.

She had spent, in the dark hours, several minutes constructing a scenario in which the closure of the assessment cycle changed the equation. The closure of the assessment cycle did not change the equation. The institutional gap between her and Lily was a permanent feature of the airline’s structure. Sophie was a senior fleet trainer. Lily was a junior cabin crew member. The closing of one specific assessment did not alter the topography of their professional relationship — the seven pay-grades between them, the institutional weight of years of experience differential, the line on the airline’s organisational chart that would, regardless, remain between them for the entirety of their continuing employment.

This was the answer. This had been the answer all along. The function room had not changed it. The palm against the neck had not changed it. The catch in Lily’s breath had not changed it.

She turned at the four-kilometre mark and began the return.

The sun had come up over Hong Kong Island during her outward run. The harbour was no longer glass. The first of the green-and-white Star Ferries was crossing toward Central. The city had begun to inhabit itself.

She finished her run at the railing where she had started, walked the cool-down route along the promenade with her hands on her hips and her breath returning to its working register, and was back in her room by seven twenty.

She showered. She put on the navy linen trousers and pale silk blouse she packed for the breakfast room on Hong Kong layovers. She braided her hair into a tight French plait against her scalp. She put on the pearl earrings she wore on rotations and the watch she had taken off in the function room and not, until this morning, put back on. She did not look at her face in the mirror until she had finished dressing, and when she did look, she looked at it briefly and with the cool assessing eye she used to look at the faces of crew members she was about to debrief.

Her face was the face. It would do.

She rode the lift to the second floor. The breakfast room was the wide carpeted room on the east side of the second floor, with the buffet along the north wall and the linen-covered tables ringed by the floor-to-ceiling windows looking out over Kowloon Bay. The room was about a third full at twenty-five past seven. The standard morning attendance of business travellers and airline crew and the modest steady population of long-stay guests.

She paused at the entrance.

Lily was at a table by the window. Ben was with her.

She had known, before she had paused at the entrance, that Lily would be there. She had known this in the manner she had known the position of Lily in any room they had occupied for the last six weeks. Lily’s location was, for Sophie’s body, a thing the body now did automatically.

What she had not known — what she had not let herself plan for — was that Ben would be with her.

The presence of Ben changed things. Ben was Lily’s friend. Ben had a sense of Lily that Lily did not, herself, always have. Ben had been, the day before yesterday at the rooftop pool, the man who had walked Lily to a pair of loungers two over from Sophie’s own with the brisk practised efficiency of a man managing his friend’s private weathers. Ben was, in this sense, a witness Sophie had to assume was conducting an ongoing assessment.

She walked to the buffet.

She did not look at the table by the window. She took a fresh plate from the stack at the start of the buffet line. She put on it a piece of melon, a single slice of brown toast, a portion of yogurt. She poured herself a cup of black coffee from the machine at the end of the line. She turned with her plate and her cup and her cool composed face toward the room.

She walked to a table on the south side of the breakfast room, three tables away from Lily and Ben, and sat with her back to them facing the window.

The window faced Kowloon Bay. The view was the standard view: the harbour, the Hong Kong Island skyline, the slow steady traffic of the ferries. She set her plate down. She set her cup down. She did not, in any of these movements, betray to the room that she was conscious of the table behind her.

She heard Lily speak.

The voice was low — pitched for Ben’s ear, not for the room — and the exact words were inaudible. But the rhythm was unmistakable. Lily was telling Ben that Sophie had come in. Ben said something back. Lily said something else. The conversation continued in the low intimate cadence of two friends discussing a thing one of them did not want the rest of the room to hear.

Sophie ate her melon.

She ate it in measured bites with the silver spoon the hotel provided for the melon. She drank her coffee. She looked out at the harbour and made her face the face of a senior member of staff having breakfast alone before a working day, and she did not turn her head, and she did not, at any point during the eight minutes she spent at the table, look toward Lily.

When she stood to leave she stood without flourish. She left her plate and her cup for the staff. She walked toward the exit.

Her route to the exit took her past Lily’s table.

She did not, in the planning of the route, have an option that did not take her past Lily’s table. The exit of the breakfast room was on the west side, and Lily was at a window table on the east side, and the geometry of the room required passage along the inner aisle. She could have, by ducking through the buffet line a second time, taken an alternative route. The alternative route would have been a piece of information she did not wish to provide to the room.

She walked past the table.

Lily looked up.

It happened at a distance of approximately two metres. Sophie had not been looking at the table. Sophie’s gaze had been on the carpet two paces ahead of her in the manner of a person walking through a room toward an exit. But Lily had looked up, and Lily’s gaze had landed on her face, and the landing of the gaze required acknowledgement.

She slowed her pace by a fraction.

She did not stop. She turned her head a quarter-turn toward the table. She let her eyes meet Lily’s for what was, by any reasonable measure of professional exchange, the standard length of a passing acknowledgement between a senior fleet trainer and a junior crew member at the standard morning meal.

“Carter.”

The single syllable had the precise neutral register of a senior addressing a junior in a public space at the start of a working day. It was, in its tone and its temperature and the breath that produced it, the version of Sophie’s voice that had said Carter in the briefing room at Heathrow six weeks earlier on the first day of the assessment cycle.

It was not the voice that had said Lily in the function room the night before.

She watched Lily’s face register the difference.

She did not, in the watching, have any pretence about what the registration cost. The cost was a fractional change in the architecture of Lily’s face — a tightening at the corners of the mouth, a fractional pulling-back of the chin, the controlled composure of a woman who had been struck and had decided, in the half-second after the strike, to absorb it without showing.

“Senior.”

Lily’s reply was the matching register. It was the reply of a junior crew member who had read the room and was conducting herself professionally within it. The reply was, in every way that mattered, exactly correct.

Sophie continued past the table.

She walked to the exit. She rode the lift up to eighteen. She let herself into her room. She did not, on the way, register any of the architectural features of the route. She closed the door of her room behind her. She walked to the bed. She sat down on the edge of it.

She placed her hands flat on her own thighs, palms down. She looked at the wall opposite. The wall was the wall.

She had done what she had to do. The use of Carter had been the correct piece of professional correction after a function-room incident that had nearly cost her seven pay-grades and many years of career. The correction had restored, in a single syllable, the architecture of distance she had been required to restore. The room had no longer had any ambiguity in it after the syllable had been spoken. Lily had not been confused about where they stood.

This was the answer. This was, in every operational sense, the answer.

She sat on the edge of the bed for nine minutes without moving.

When she eventually stood she stood slowly. She walked to the bathroom. She placed her hands on the basin. She looked at her own face in the mirror.

It was not the face of a woman at peace with a correct operational decision. It was the face of a woman who had executed the correct operational decision and had, in the executing, understood that the decision and the wanting were two different things, and that the wanting had not, after the executing, gone away.

She turned the cold tap on. She splashed water on her face. She turned the tap off.

She did not, when she looked at her face again, find anything in it she had not already known was there.


CHAPTER 14


She had to do something with her body.

This was the conclusion she came to in her room after she came back from breakfast. She had walked from the breakfast room to the lift in the same neutral professional pace she had used to leave the buffet line. She had ridden the lift up to fifteen. She had let herself into her room. She had sat on the edge of her bed in the navy jersey dress she had put on for breakfast and had stayed there for approximately six minutes without moving.

After six minutes she had understood that staying in the room was not, this morning, an option that her body would accept. The room contained the carpet she had sat on the night before with her own palm against the side of her own neck. The room contained the bed she had eventually, at some hour past two, climbed into and lain in for the rest of the night without sleeping. The room contained the door against which she had pressed her back when she had come in from the function room. The room was, in every architectural feature, an inventory of the previous evening.

She changed into her swimsuit. She put on the pale linen wrap she had bought in a market in Singapore in March. She brushed her hair out of its French plait and braided it back into a loose plait over the right shoulder. She picked up her paperback and her phone and her room key.

She knocked on Ben’s door at nine forty-five.

He opened it in a hotel dressing gown with the print of his pillow still on the side of his face.

“Carter.”

“I want to go to the pool.”

“It’s nine forty-five.”

“I know.”

He looked at her for a beat. He read her face with the efficient reading he had developed over two years of being her friend. He did not, in the reading, ask her anything.

“Give me ten minutes.”

She gave him ten minutes. He came out of the lift onto the rooftop deck at four minutes past ten in his red swim trunks and his paperback under his arm, and he found her on a lounger two rows back from the pool’s edge — not the corner lounger that Sophie had been on two days earlier, deliberately not that one — and he set his towel down on the lounger next to hers and lay down beside her and did not, for the first ten minutes, say anything.

The pool at ten past ten on a Saturday morning was nearly empty.

Three middle-aged Chinese men were doing slow methodical lengths in the lane on the harbour side. The Australian woman with the wide-brimmed hat was on her lounger by the railing, reading what appeared, from a distance of fifteen metres, to be the same book she had been reading two days earlier. The bar was unstaffed. The trees in the terracotta pots had been watered an hour earlier and their leaves were still wet.

Sophie was not there.

This was an absence Lily registered the moment the lift doors opened and which she did not, after registering, allow herself to dwell on. The absence had been the absence she had expected. Sophie was not the sort of woman who would, on the morning after a function-room incident, come up to the rooftop pool. Sophie was the sort of woman who would stay in her room and read until lunch and not, until lunch, allow any further opportunity for accidental encounter.

The absence sat on the deck the way an absence did when it was the absence of a specific person whose presence you had been calibrated for.

Ben opened his paperback. He read for the first ten minutes. Lily lay on her back with her eyes closed and let the late-morning sun work on her sternum. The sun was warmer than it had been at four o’clock two days earlier — Saturday morning had a different sky to Thursday afternoon — and the heat of it on her chest was a kind of pressure she was grateful for, pressure that gave her body something to do other than think.

After perhaps fifteen minutes Ben said:

“So.”

“Mm.”

“Carter.”

“Yes.”

“Do you want me to ask, or do you want me to not ask.”

The question was the question of a man who had, in two years of friendship, learned the only two questions worth asking. He asked them in the order he asked them in because he had learned, the hard way, that asking either of them in any other order produced different answers than the answers Lily was capable of giving.

Lily did not open her eyes.

She let the question sit. She let the sun continue to work on her sternum. She thought about the function room. She thought about the lift the night before that. She thought about the cha chaan teng on Granville Road she still hadn’t been in. She thought about her grandmother, who, by Lily’s calculation, would be sitting at the kitchen table in Halifax at this hour with a cup of tea and the morning paper and would be, by force of long habit, doing the cryptic crossword.

After perhaps thirty seconds she said:

“Ask.”

“Alright.”

He turned his head toward her. He did not sit up. He spoke quietly enough that the conversation would not, from a distance of three metres on a half-empty rooftop deck, be overheard.

“What happened last night.”

“Last night?”

“In the function room.”

She let her eyes open. She looked at the sky. The sky was the pale teacup blue of a Hong Kong morning in late spring. The smear of cloud had cleared. The harbour, eighteen floors below, was the harbour.

“Nothing happened.”

“Carter.”

“Ben.”

“Nothing happened.”

“Nothing happened that I can name.”

He let that sit. He took it for the sentence that it was. He nodded slowly, the nod a man made when he had received the information he had been asking for and was, in receiving it, not asking for any further information than the information that had been given.

“Right.”

“Right.”

A pause. A long one. One of the Chinese men in the pool reached the end of his length, did a slow turn, set off back the other way. Ben turned his face up to the sun.

“You know I have to ask.”

“I know.”

“Because I’m your friend.”

“I know.”

“And not because I’m trying to.”

“I know, Ben.”

He read for another two minutes. He did not, during the two minutes, look at her. The not-looking was the not-looking a friend did when he was giving the person beside him the space to decide whether she wanted to add anything to the sentence she had already given him.

She added something.

“It was nothing physical.”

“Alright.”

“Almost nothing physical.”

He turned his head toward her. He kept his face mild.

“Almost.”

“It was a hand.”

“Whose hand.”

“Hers.”

“Where.”

“On my neck.”

Ben took a breath in. He let it out. He turned his face back up to the sky.

“Carter.”

“I know.”

“Did she —”

“No.”

“Did you —”

“No.”

“Did anyone —”

“No.”

He nodded. He nodded slowly. He took the information for what it was and ran the calculation Lily knew, with the precise clarity she had developed in eleven hours of not sleeping, he was running. Ben had been crew for two years. Ben knew, with the cool clarity any crew member acquired in their first six months on a fleet, what the institutional implications were of a senior trainer placing her palm on the side of a junior crew member’s neck in a hotel function room at seven forty-seven on a Friday evening of an assessment-cycle layover.

He ran the calculation. He arrived at the answer she had arrived at on the carpet of her room the night before.

“She stopped it.”

“Yes.”

“Before.”

“Yes.”

“She stopped it before it became the thing.”

“Yes.”

“Right.”

He was quiet for a long stretch. The Chinese man finished another length. The Australian woman turned a page. The breeze, from somewhere out over the harbour, moved across the deck and pushed the linen of Lily’s wrap against her thigh.

“How did you leave it.”

“I don’t know.”

“What did she say.”

“She said I shouldn’t.”

“And you said.”

“I said I know.”

“And then.”

“And then I’m sorry. And then You don’t need to be.”

“Christ.”

“Yes.”

He sat up.

He did not sit up to get any reaction from her. He sat up because, Lily had learned in two years, Ben sat up when the horizontal stopped serving the conversation. He sat up on the edge of his lounger and put his elbows on his knees and looked out at the harbour, and he did not, at this distance from her, look at her face.

“What are you going to do.”

“I don’t know.”

“Carter.”

“I don’t know, Ben.”

“You’re going to be on aircraft with her in fifteen hours.”

“I know.”

“And you don’t have a plan.”

“I don’t have a plan.”

“That isn’t like you.”

“No.”

He sat for a long stretch looking at the harbour. Lily watched the line of his shoulders against the railing in the distance and waited. Ben, when he was working through a thing on her behalf, took the time he needed.

“Can I ask you a question.”

“Yes.”

“And you don’t have to answer.”

“Alright.”

“If she hadn’t stopped.”

“Yes.”

“Would you have.”

She did not, for several seconds, answer.

She thought about the answer. She thought about it with the cool clarity she had developed in the last fourteen hours. She thought about the six inches between their faces in the function room and the three beats Sophie had held before the lowering of the hand, and she thought about the precise length of those three beats and what had been, in her own body, during those three beats, the actual shape of her own want.

“No.”

“No.”

“No, I wouldn’t have.”

“You would have let her.”

“Yes.”

“But you wouldn’t have moved.”

“No.”

He nodded.

“Right.”

“It’s not the same.”

“I know.”

“It’s not the same as wanting it, Ben.”

“I know, Carter.”

“It’s worse.”

He looked at her.

She had not, in stating the worse, planned to state it. The word had come out of her mouth in the quiet register of a woman saying a thing she had been working her way toward all morning. She let the word sit. The word was the word she meant.

“How is it worse.”

“Because it means I would have given her something I didn’t know I had to give until she came close enough to take it.”

Ben took a long breath in.

“Christ, Carter.”

“I know.”

“That’s — that’s the thing, isn’t it.”

“Yes.”

“That’s the actual thing.”

“Yes.”

He turned back to the harbour. He did not, for a long stretch, say anything more.

After several minutes he said:

“Are you going to be alright on the aircraft tomorrow.”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure.”

“Yes.”

“You’re going to do your job.”

“I’m going to do my job.”

“And she’s going to do hers.”

“She’ll do hers.”

“And then.”

“And then we’ll see.”

He nodded. He took the answer for what it was. He stood up. He walked to the pool. He paused at the edge for his standard half-turn. He dropped into the deep end and swam half a length under the water and surfaced near the harbour-side wall and did not, while he was in the water, look back at her.

Lily lay on her lounger with her eyes on the sky and let the honest sentence she had given Ben — it’s not the same as wanting it; it’s worse — settle into her body in the way honest sentences settled into the body when they were said aloud for the first time.

She had named it. She had named it to herself and she had named it to Ben and the naming did not, after the naming, alter the situation. The situation was the situation. She was a junior crew member on a long-haul rotation with a fleet trainer who had, the night before, placed her palm on the side of Lily’s neck and had then chosen, with the unhurried care of a woman setting a piece of glass back on a shelf, not to lean in. The trainer had also chosen, that morning, to use Lily’s surname in the breakfast room in the precise register that had said: I am restoring the distance.

Lily understood the restoring. She did not, with any part of herself, dispute its correctness. Sophie had done what Sophie was required to do. The system Sophie operated in required it. The system Lily operated in required it. Lily had no quarrel with the system.

She had a quarrel with her own body, which had not, in any of the hours since the function room, returned to where it had been before the function room.

She closed her eyes. She let the sun continue its slow work on her chest.

She was going to fly home with Sophie tomorrow morning. She was going to do her job. She was going to be, in every visible way, the professional junior crew member she had been for two and a half years.

After Heathrow she was going to see what happened.

This was the only plan she could make.

It was a plan that was no plan at all. It was the absence of a plan. It was the kind of waiting a woman did when she had reached the limit of what she could decide in advance and was, against her own habits and her own grandmother’s careful instructions, going to allow the next thing that happened to happen at its own pace.

She lay on her lounger in the warm sun. Ben swam another half-length. The Australian woman turned another page. The Chinese man at the harbour-side end of the lane reached the wall and did not, this time, set off back the other way; he climbed out and walked, slow and dripping, to his towel.

The deck was almost empty.

It was almost noon.

She had nineteen hours until they had to be in the lobby for the airport bus.

She kept her eyes closed.


CHAPTER 15


The crew called for the return flight at oh-three-forty at the Hong Kong airline crew centre.

The room — the airside briefing room the carrier used for its long-haul crews on Hong Kong rotations — was the standard institutional space: low ceiling, fluorescent overhead lighting, a row of plastic chairs against the back wall, a print of the carrier’s livery in a clip frame above the watercooler. The clock on the wall said three forty-six. The crew was already assembled. Tom Bennett at the front beside Sophie. Ben, Jess, Emma, Foster R., the night-sector Chen, two stewards Sophie did not know by name yet from a different fleet who had joined the rotation for this leg. And Lily.

Lily was in the third row of plastic chairs. Hair in the tight French plait against her scalp. Navy uniform pressed to the standard the airline required. Face neutral, attentive, the standard face a junior crew member wore at a pre-flight briefing. She did not look at Sophie. Sophie did not look at her.

Sophie ran the briefing.

She had been running pre-flight briefings for the airline for eleven years. She had developed, in those years, a voice for them — clear, brisk, warm enough to land and cool enough not to over-land. She used that voice now. She delivered the weather update for the route — a band of clear-air turbulence north of Mongolia that the duty officer had warned her about. She communicated the cabin staffing and the seating allocations. She ran through the catering provisions and the manifest notes that were specific to this aircraft.

The briefing took fourteen minutes.

She had run briefings of this kind in seventeen minutes. She had run them in twelve. Fourteen was within her ordinary range, and the within-her-ordinary-range was, on the surface, the message she had spent the whole of the previous evening’s bath and the whole of the dark hours of her not-sleeping arranging for her body to deliver. The briefing was the briefing. The crew received the information they needed to receive. Tom contributed the captain’s overlay at the appropriate points. Nothing in the room would have indicated to anyone present that the woman delivering the briefing had, at seven forty-seven the previous evening, placed her palm on the side of the throat of a woman now sitting in the third row of plastic chairs.

This was the achievement. This was, in every operational sense, what was required.

The cost of the achievement was a tax on Sophie’s concentration that she had not had to pay in eleven years on this job.

She had to think, before she said each sentence, about whether her eyes were going to find Lily as she said it. She had to direct her gaze, sentence by sentence, away from the third row. She had to manage, with the discipline of a woman who had spent a decade developing her own face, the fractional set of her jaw and the fractional pitch of her voice and the fractional rhythm of her hands resting on the front of the lectern. Every part of her body that ordinarily ran on autopilot during a briefing was, this morning, requiring conscious oversight. The conscious oversight was working. The conscious oversight was also, at four o’clock in the morning after a night of seventy minutes of sleep, a thing that Sophie could feel was costing her something she did not have an unlimited supply of.

She closed the briefing. The crew stood. The standard rustle of moving bodies and gathering bags and the routine administrative noise of a flight crew dispersing from a briefing room toward the gate.

She did not, as the briefing dispersed, allow her eyes to find Lily.

Boarding began at oh-four-twenty.

The aircraft was the standard 777-300ER on the Hong Kong route. Sophie boarded with the crew at a different door from the passengers, conducted her pre-flight cabin checks alongside Emma, who was operating as senior crew on this leg, and took up her position at the forward galley.

Lily was working the rear section. This had not been Sophie’s allocation; the allocation had been Emma’s, and the allocation was the standard allocation for a junior on her current grade. The allocation also placed Lily approximately forty metres of cabin away from Sophie for the duration of the flight, and Sophie did not, in seeing the allocation on the briefing sheet, allow herself any reaction to it that could have been visible from a distance.

She did her job. She greeted passengers. She managed a business-class passenger who had been upgraded and was, on the strength of the upgrade, requesting things he had not been promised at the moment of upgrade. She conducted the standard pre-flight safety equipment check. She watched her watch.

The aircraft pushed back at oh-five-twelve.

Tom’s voice on the intercom. The standard captain’s welcome — warm, professional, slightly more avuncular than the average pilot’s. The aircraft taxied. The cabin lights dimmed for takeoff. The 777-300ER lifted off the runway at oh-five-twenty-four and climbed into the dark of a Hong Kong morning that had not yet committed to dawn, and within twelve minutes the aircraft was at cruising altitude and the cabin service was beginning and Sophie was in the forward galley pouring orange juice into the plastic cups that the carrier used for the welcome drink in economy.

She did not see Lily for the first three hours.

This was the achievement of the flight’s geometry. The rear galley and the forward galley were separated by the entirety of the economy cabin, and the crew on a long-haul rarely crossed lines unless the duty roster required it. Sophie did not have an operational reason to walk through to the rear. Lily did not have an operational reason to walk through to the front. The architecture of the aircraft was doing the work that Sophie’s discipline had been performing in the briefing room.

After three hours she had to walk through.

She had to walk through because Emma had asked her to. There had been a passenger query about a meal in 47C that the rear-galley crew were unable to resolve from their records. Emma needed Sophie to confirm the manifest detail from the forward galley’s copy and bring it through. The walk-through was a routine operational requirement. The walk-through was also a piece of route information that, on any other rotation, Sophie would have not paused over.

She paused over it for approximately three seconds.

Then she picked up the manifest folder. She walked the length of the cabin in the dimmed light of an aircraft at three hours into a thirteen-hour flight. She arrived at the rear galley. Lily was there, with Ben, with Jess. Lily was operating a hot-drinks trolley setup. Her plait was against her shoulder. Her face was the face she had brought to the briefing room.

“Carter.”

“Senior.”

Sophie passed the manifest folder to Emma, who arrived a half-second after Sophie did. Emma resolved the meal query. Sophie turned, did not allow her body to confirm her awareness of Lily’s position three feet to her right, and walked back through the cabin to the forward galley.

The walk-back took ninety seconds. During the ninety seconds Sophie did not, at any point, look back.

By the eighth hour she understood that the flight was not, after all, going to release her.

She had been counting on the standard release. The standard release was the thing that happened on every long-haul flight she had ever worked: somewhere around the seventh or eighth hour, the body of the senior crew member adjusted to the rhythm of the cabin and the operational concerns settled, and a quality of cruise-state attention took over, and the remaining hours of the flight passed in the steady efficient mode that crew called the long middle.

The long middle was not, on this flight, arriving.

What was arriving instead was a sustained, sub-threshold awareness of Lily’s position in the aircraft that Sophie was now spending operational concentration to suppress. She knew, at any given moment, where Lily was. She knew when Lily had walked the aisle, when Lily had returned to the rear galley, when Lily had taken her crew rest break, when Lily had returned from it. The knowledge was not something her brain had decided to keep track of. The knowledge was something her body was keeping track of without consulting her brain.

She thought about the eleven years of long-hauls she had flown without this knowledge being available to her body.

She thought about how many of those long-hauls had contained junior crew members she had been required to assess and had assessed without difficulty.

She thought about Lima.

The thinking about Lima happened on its own in the eighth hour, in the quiet stretch when the cabin was at its quietest and the crew were on the meal break and Sophie was alone at the forward galley counter with a cup of coffee she had poured for herself ten minutes earlier and had not yet drunk. Lima had been four years ago. Lima had also been a junior crew member on an assessment cycle. Caroline Vasquez. Twenty-six at the time. New to the fleet. Bright, warm, perceptive in the way some young crew were before the institution had ground it out of them. The assessment cycle had run for the standard six weeks. There had been, somewhere around week four of the six, a moment in a hotel bar in Lima after a layover dinner that had ended with Sophie’s hand on the back of Caroline’s chair and Caroline’s hand on Sophie’s wrist and a five-second exchange of held eye contact that had been, by Sophie’s eventual classification, the closest call of her career.

The call had not become an event. Sophie had withdrawn the hand. Sophie had taken the post-flight debrief at Heathrow with the standard professional warmth a senior took with a junior at the end of an assessment cycle. Sophie had requested, the following week, that Graham Ellis reassign her off the South American rotations. Graham Ellis had reassigned her. Caroline Vasquez had completed her training the following year and had been promoted to senior crew, and was, by the most recent intelligence Sophie had, currently flying long-haul out of Madrid for a different carrier.

The thing in Lima had passed. The thing in Lima had passed because Sophie had recognised it for what it was and had taken, in the immediate aftermath, the structural action that would prevent it from becoming an event.

The thing in Hong Kong was not — she was beginning to depend on for these moments — the same as Lima.

Lima had been a hand on the back of a chair. Lima had been five seconds of held eye contact in a hotel bar. Lima had not been a palm against the side of a junior crew member’s neck in a hotel function room for a minute with a thumb at the corner of the jaw and a breath that had been preparing to lean in.

The structural action that had worked for Lima was not, this morning, available to her.

She drank the coffee.

The coffee was lukewarm.

She did not, in any of the remaining hours of the flight, find a structural action she had not already considered.

The aircraft began its descent into Heathrow at oh-six-eleven local time.

The cabin lights came up to the dawn-arrival register. The crew did the final passes through the cabin, collecting headphones, securing trays, checking belts. Lily walked the rear section, doing the attentive work that she did well. Sophie did the forward section. They did not, during the descent, encounter each other.

The aircraft touched down at oh-six-thirty-four. The standard rollout. The taxi to the stand. Tom’s intercom announcement, his standard sign-off — warm, professional, slightly more avuncular than the average pilot’s — that he had been using on this rotation for fourteen years and that Sophie had heard him deliver perhaps four hundred times in the course of her career.

The passengers disembarked. The crew assembled at the door for the standard post-disembarkation debrief.

Sophie ran the debrief. Three minutes. She thanked the crew for a clean flight. She confirmed the post-flight admin requirements. She wished everyone a good two days off. She did not, in any of the three minutes, allow her gaze to land on Lily.

The crew dispersed.

Lily walked out of the aircraft ahead of Sophie. She walked with the same neutral professional pace she had used to walk out of the breakfast room. She did not look back.

Sophie watched the back of her head — the French plait still in place, the back of the navy uniform pressed to the standard the airline required — until it disappeared into the jetway crowd.

She did not, for several seconds, follow.

When she did follow she followed slowly. She walked out of the aircraft into the cool damp dawn of a London Heathrow morning in late spring. She rode the staff bus to the crew centre. She handed in her paperwork. She walked out of the crew centre into the staff car park.

The clock on her car’s dashboard said oh-seven-forty-two.

She sat in her car for several minutes without starting the engine.

She had done it. She had executed the return flight at the professional register she had committed to in her bedroom at three o’clock in the morning of the previous day. The architecture of distance was restored. The institution would have no quarrel with the conduct of either of them on this rotation. The cycle was, in every operational sense, closing as it should.

She started the engine. She drove home.

She did not, in the forty-three-minute drive from the crew centre to her flat in Hammersmith, find any new way of thinking she had not already had.


CHAPTER 16


Sophie’s two days off after the Hong Kong return passed in the way they had been passing for years.

She ran on the Monday morning along the Thames Path from Hammersmith to Putney and back, the standard eleven kilometres at her standard pace. She cooked on the Monday afternoon — a slow braise of beef cheeks in red wine that she set going at three and let work for the rest of the afternoon. She read on the Monday evening — Annie Ernaux, in French, the Folio edition her brother had sent her at Christmas. She did not, on the Monday, allow herself to look at her phone any more often than the routine intervals at which she ordinarily looked at her phone.

On the Tuesday morning she returned to the crew centre.

She did this with the quiet pleasure she always took in returning to the office after a rotation. The trainer’s room at half past eight on a Tuesday morning was, by the standards of an airline operations centre, a calm place — three desks, two of which were occupied by colleagues whose schedules ran parallel to hers; the standard corkboard with the rotation rosters pinned to it; the kettle in the corner that someone was always already filling. She made herself a coffee. She greeted Stephen and Yuki at their desks. She sat down at her own. She opened her laptop.

She had eighty-seven emails. She worked through them with the steady efficient turnover of a woman who had been working through long-haul return-flight email backlogs for years. Most were administrative. A few were complaints from passengers who wanted, in the course of writing in to the carrier with their complaints, to copy the senior trainer for reasons that were not always operationally clear. She handled what needed handling. She flagged what needed flagging. She drafted a reply to a complaint about a meal substitution that Lily Carter had managed at row sixteen on the outbound flight, in which she confirmed the manifest record, confirmed that the substitution had been within the crew’s discretion, and declined the passenger’s request for compensation in the warm professional register the carrier required for these communications.

She did not, in writing the reply, allow herself to look at Lily’s name on the screen for any longer than the scan required to register that the name belonged to a junior in her current cohort.

She was sixty-two emails in when Graham’s email arrived.

The email came in the standard administrative form: nine fourteen in the morning, copied to no one, with the subject line coffee, when you’re in. Sophie read it. She did not, in reading it, find anything in its phrasing that her ten years of working with Graham Ellis had not prepared her to understand.

She replied: Now suits if it suits you.

He replied within thirty seconds: Now is good.

She closed her laptop. She picked up her phone. She walked the three corridors from the trainer’s room to Graham’s office on the south side of the second floor of the crew centre, and she knocked at his door at nine eighteen.

“Come.”

She went in.

Graham Ellis at fifty-eight was a tall, slightly stooped man with the kind of greying hair that had been kept long enough on the sides to indicate to anyone paying attention that he had been, in some earlier part of his life, in a band. He had been at the carrier for a long time. He had been the operations manager for the long-haul fleet for the last fourteen of those. He had a desk that faced the wall — Graham did not like windows behind him during meetings — and a meeting table by the window that overlooked the staff car park and, beyond it, the long taxiway. He was at the meeting table when she came in. A pot of coffee on a tray. Two mugs. A plate of plain biscuits that the carrier’s catering supplied to every operations office on the second floor and which Graham, of every operations manager Sophie had worked with in eleven years, was the only one who actually put out.

He did not stand.

“Laurent. Sit.”

She sat. He poured. He slid a mug across the table to her. He did not, in the pouring, attempt small talk. Graham Ellis had a defined relationship with small talk, which was that he conducted it sparingly and always in service of the conversation underneath, and Sophie had been on the receiving end of his small-talk economy enough times to recognise its absence as a signal.

“Hong Kong went well, I gather.”

“It did.”

“Tom said the briefing was clean.”

“Tom is generous.”

“Tom is not generous. Tom is accurate.”

A pause. He picked up his mug. He drank. He set it down. He looked at her with the slightly disinterested gaze of a man who had spent all the years not letting his face do anything that would help an interlocutor read him.

“Carter’s assessment is finalised.”

“Yes.”

“You signed it off yesterday.”

“I did.”

“She passes.”

“She does. Cleanly.”

“Right.”

He drank again. He set the mug down again.

“I’m putting you on New York next Tuesday.”

“Yes. I saw.”

“Stephen will take over the Far East trainer rotation for the next two cycles.”

“Alright.”

“It’s not a permanent move. I’d like you back on Hong Kong in the autumn.”

“Yes.”

She received this information with the surface neutrality her face had been trained to deliver, and she received it underneath the surface with the cold dropping clarity of a woman who understood, in the moment the words had been delivered, that the move was not the routine rotation Graham was presenting it as.

Graham did not, in the eight seconds that followed his delivery of the information, fill the silence.

She drank her coffee.

After eight seconds she said:

“May I ask why.”

“You may.”

“Why.”

He looked at her. The look was the look of a man who had asked the question he had been waiting to ask and was now offering, in his slow patient way, the opportunity for her to receive the answer in the form she preferred.

“I had lunch with Caroline last month.”

Sophie did not, for several seconds, move.

She did not move because the move would have, in its specifics, communicated to Graham Ellis the exact size of the information that had just been delivered to her. She kept her hands on her mug. She kept her face on her face. She kept her gaze on the middle of the table between them, and she allowed herself a slow exhale of the kind a woman allowed when she had received a piece of information and was processing it without comment.

“Caroline Vasquez.”

“Yes.”

“How is she.”

“Good. She’s senior crew with Iberia now. Out of Madrid. She’s happy. Married last year. A woman she met in Buenos Aires.”

“I’m glad.”

“Yes.”

A pause. He drank. He set down. He looked at her.

“She asked after you.”

“Did she.”

“She said to give you her regards.”

“Please do the same back.”

“I will.”

The exchange lay on the meeting table between them. The exchange was the entirety of what Graham Ellis was going to say to her about Lily Carter. He was not going to mention Lily by name, or the Hong Kong rotation by anything beyond the standard operational reference. He was not going to ask Sophie any questions or place on her any formal warning. He was going to put her on New York for two cycles, mention that Caroline Vasquez had asked after her, and trust her, in the same way he had trusted her four years ago, to understand the institutional space he was creating for her to manage what needed managing.

She drank her coffee.

After perhaps a minute she said:

“Graham.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”

“For what.”

“For the New York move.”

“It’s an operational requirement.”

“Yes.”

“You’ll be working with Stephen’s crew. Different fleet. Different rota.”

“I understand.”

“Right.”

He stood. The meeting was, by his terms, over. Sophie stood too. She picked up her mug. She had drunk perhaps a third of the coffee. She set it back on the table.

“Laurent.”

“Yes.”

“I’m not telling you what to do.”

“I know.”

“I’m not, in any version of this, telling you what to do.”

“I know, Graham.”

“You’re a good trainer. You’ve been a good trainer for years. The carrier values that.”

“Yes.”

“That’s it.”

“Yes.”

“Off you go.”

She walked to the door. She put her hand on the door handle. She did not turn back.

She left the office.

In the corridor outside Graham’s office she did not, for several seconds, walk away. She stood in the corridor with her phone in one hand and the door handle in the other and did the careful slow exhale of a woman who had received, in the course of fifteen minutes at a meeting table on a Tuesday morning at the crew centre, the institutional confirmation that her conduct in the function room at the Peninsula’s neighbour the previous Friday evening had not gone unnoticed by anyone with the institutional capacity to notice it.

She was being moved off the rotation.

She was being moved off the rotation in the same way Graham Ellis had moved her off Lima four years earlier — without naming, without writing anything down, without putting any formal note on her file, with the quiet institutional kindness of a man who had spent all the years recognising that what worked, in these situations, was not procedure but space.

She walked back to the trainer’s room.

She sat at her desk.

She opened her laptop and looked at the screen for several minutes without registering any of what was on it.

After several minutes she stood up. She walked to the window of the trainer’s room. She looked out at the staff car park.

She thought about Caroline Vasquez.

She thought about her with the blend of relief and grief that the news produced — relief, that the woman she had nearly cost a career was now married and happy and flying long-haul for a respectable competitor; grief, that the cost of the relief had been Sophie’s own institutional reassignment off a rotation she had loved and her own four years of working harder than she had worked in the previous decade not to repeat the pattern.

The pattern had repeated.

The pattern had repeated worse.

She turned away from the window.

She went back to her desk. She finished the New York paperwork. She left the crew centre at eleven forty-two. She drove home to her flat in Hammersmith in the slow Tuesday morning traffic and let herself in and stood in the hallway for some time without taking off her coat.

After several minutes she took off her coat.

She walked to the kitchen. She poured a glass of water at the sink. She stood at the sink and drank it slowly.

The kitchen window looked out over the small communal garden at the back of the building. The garden was the garden. The two pear trees were beginning their late-spring blossom. The rose bush at the back wall — planted, by a previous tenant, on what must have been a hopeful Sunday in some earlier decade — was budding. The cat that belonged to the woman on the ground floor was, in its usual mid-morning position, asleep on the low wall by the gate.

She watched the garden for some time.

She had been good. She had been, by every reasonable institutional measure, a good trainer for years. The carrier valued her. Graham had said so, in his Graham way, and Graham was not a man who said things he did not mean. She had passed Lily Carter cleanly. She had executed the return flight at the professional register required. She had, in the dark hours of an unsleeping night in a hotel room above Kowloon Bay, made the structural decision that the function room could not become the event the function room had been preparing to become.

She had done, in every operational sense, what was required.

She had also — she made herself look at this, with cool clarity now for a week — failed in the interior way that the previous Friday evening required her to acknowledge. The failure was not in the operational record. The failure was not, anywhere, going to be written down. The failure was the unyielding fact that she had, after four years of working harder than she had worked in the previous decade, repeated the pattern. Worse this time. Closer to the line this time. With more visible cost on the face of the junior crew member in question.

She had not learned.

Or rather: she had learned, with the discipline a woman of her training could be expected to learn, all the things institutions valued learning. She had not learned the one thing the four years had been asking her, in their quiet undercurrent, to learn — which was, she understood as she stood at the kitchen sink in Hammersmith on a Tuesday morning in late spring with a glass of water cooling in her hand, that the operational answer was not the answer to the question that had been asking itself.

She finished the water.

She set the glass on the draining board.

She did not, for the rest of the morning, do anything that resembled productive work.

At twelve thirty she made herself a sandwich. She ate it at the kitchen table looking at the back garden. The cat had moved from the low wall to the patch of sun by the pear tree.

She thought about Lily.

She did not, in the thinking, think about the function room. She thought about Lily at the briefing table on the Tuesday of the first week of the assessment cycle, sitting in the third row of chairs with her uniform on her body and her hair in a French plait and the notebook open on her thigh in which she had been, for the duration of the first briefing, taking notes. The notebook had been a detail. It had been a junior detail. It had been the kind of detail a trainer noticed and approved of without comment.

She had liked Lily Carter from the first briefing.

She had liked her in the way a senior was permitted to like a junior — for her competence, for her care, for the absence in her of the institutional ambition that made some young crew exhausting to be in a room with. She had liked her, in the sense that mattered for an assessment, professionally.

The liking had become, somewhere in the six weeks, something the institutional permission did not extend to.

She finished her sandwich.

She put the plate in the sink.

She went and sat on the sofa in the front room and did not, for the rest of the afternoon, do anything that required movement.


CHAPTER 17


By Wednesday evening Sophie had been alone in her flat for forty-eight hours.

She had made the flat alone for longer stretches than this in previous configurations of her life — eleven days, once, after a foot injury had taken her off the rotation in 2019; six days, on another occasion, when she had decided to spend her Christmas week reading rather than travelling. The alone, in those previous configurations, had been a chosen alone. The alone of these forty-eight hours was not chosen. It was the alone of a woman who had returned home from a Tuesday morning meeting at the crew centre and had not, in the intervening forty-eight hours, found a thing she wanted to do with her body or her mind that her body or mind would let her do.

She had run on the Wednesday morning. She had cooked on the Wednesday afternoon — a chicken thigh dish with preserved lemons that she had been making for years and that she now made on autopilot. She had eaten the chicken thigh dish at the kitchen table at seven o’clock in the evening. She had not finished it. She had, at half past seven, scraped the remainder into the bin in an unaccustomed gesture of waste.

She had read. She had not been able to read. She had picked up the Ernaux and looked at the same page for fifteen minutes and put it down. She had picked up a Jenny Diski she had been meaning to start for two years. She had put that down too. She had eventually sat on the sofa in the front room without anything in her hands and watched, through the gauze of the front-room curtain, the slice of Hammersmith pavement that was visible from her sitting position.

The pavement was a pavement. It had a railing. The railing had a planter. The planter had a flowering shrub the previous tenant had planted on the windowsill of the basement flat below hers. The shrub was the shrub.

She watched the pavement for twenty minutes.

At ten past eight she got up. She walked to the kitchen. She took her phone off the charging dock on the counter. She walked back to the front room. She sat on the sofa.

She looked at her phone.

The phone showed her, in its default screen, the inventory of her social life: a notification from her bank about a direct debit, two emails from the carrier, a calendar reminder about a dental appointment the following Tuesday. There were no messages from anyone who knew her in any version that resembled the version she was, at present, inhabiting.

She thought about who she could call.

She had a sister in Strasbourg who she had spoken to twice in the last calendar year. She had a school friend in Geneva who she exchanged emails with at intervals of perhaps six weeks. She had a former colleague from her first carrier who lived in Singapore and with whom she had a relationship that was, by the standards of a long-distance work friendship, warm but operational. She had her brother.

She looked at her brother’s name in her favourites list.

Antoine. The thumbnail beside his name was a picture he had sent her three years ago at her request — him, his wife Camille, and his three children at a Sunday lunch in the family house in Burgundy that their parents had retired to in 2014. Antoine in the picture was wearing a blue linen shirt and the smile he wore when he was relaxed. He had his arm around Marguerite, who at the time had been three.

She tapped his name.

The phone rang. The phone rang in the way an international call rang from a French network. After three rings he picked up.

“Sophie.”

“Antoine.”

“Tu vas bien?”

“Oui. Ça va. Et toi?”

“Ça va. Camille est sortie. Les enfants dorment. Je viens de finir un livre. Comment ça se passe?”

He had said Camille was out, the children were asleep, he had just finished a book. He was offering her, in the gentle French of a Wednesday evening at home in Lyon, the exact opening she had called him for.

She did not answer immediately.

She did not, in not answering, find a sentence she could put together. She found instead a tightening in her throat that was the kind of tightening the throat of a woman did when she had not, for two days, been called by the only voice in the world that could ask her the question Antoine had just asked her in the gentle register he had asked it in.

He waited.

She tried to speak. She did not, on the first attempt, manage a sound. She made a sound that was not a word and was not, at thirty-three, a sound she had made in front of her brother in seventeen years.

“Sophie.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry.”

“I’m sorry, Antoine.”

“Sophie. Calme-toi. Respire. Je suis là.”

She breathed. She did the slow careful in-out that she had learned, at fifteen, in a Lyon swimming pool from a coach who had spent that summer teaching her how to control her own diaphragm. Antoine waited on the line. He did not say anything for the breaths. He had learned, in twenty years of being Sophie Laurent’s older brother, when to fill silences and when to leave them alone.

When she could speak she said:

“I think I need to talk to you.”

“Yes.”

“Yes.”

“D’accord. Vas-y.”

She did not, for several seconds, vas-y.

She closed her eyes. She let her head rest against the back of the sofa. She held the phone against her ear with the loose grip of a woman who was not going to drop the phone and was also not going to manage to hold it more tightly than the conversation could tolerate.

“I’ve had a situation at work.”

“Yes.”

“A situation with a woman.”

She heard, in the adjustment of his breath on the line, that he had heard the sentence. She heard, in the absence of any further sound from him for the half-second after the sentence, that he was not going to make her say anything else until she was ready to say it.

“It hasn’t become an event.”

“Alright.”

“I stopped it before it became an event.”

“Alright.”

“But it nearly did. It nearly did, Antoine. It nearly did in a way that the previous one did not.”

“The previous one.”

“Four years ago. In Lima.”

“Yes. I remember.”

She had not, in fact, told him about Lima. She had told him, four years ago, that she had requested a reassignment off the South American rotation because she wanted to be on a less demanding flying schedule for personal reasons. She had not said, then, what the personal reasons were. He had not asked. He had, on that occasion as on every occasion, taken her at her word and not pressed for what was beneath it.

The fact that he had, four years later, retained the date and the city of the previous one in his memory was the unexpected fact that made it possible, in this conversation, to keep telling him things.

“You remember.”

“Sophie. I remember.”

“You never asked me about it.”

“You didn’t want me to.”

“No.”

“And you weren’t going to tell me unless I asked.”

“No.”

“So I didn’t ask. But I remembered.”

A pause.

“Tell me about now.”

She told him. She told him in the rough, abbreviated, partial way a woman told the only person in the world she could tell. She told him there had been a junior crew member on her current assessment cycle. She told him there had been six weeks of professional contact and growing awareness. She told him there had been a debrief in a hotel function room and she had, in the function room, placed her palm on the side of the junior’s neck. She told him she had stopped. She told him the institution had moved her to a different fleet. She did not tell him the woman’s name.

He listened. He did not, during any of it, interrupt.

When she was done he was quiet for a while.

After some seconds he said:

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“Je peux te poser une question.”

“Yes.”

“Une question difficile.”

“D’accord.”

“À ton avis. À ton avis, vraiment. Pourquoi tu m’appelles ce soir?”

She did not answer immediately.

She thought about the question. She thought about it with the cool clarity she had developed, by now, in most of a week. She thought about what she had been doing for forty-eight hours in her flat alone. She thought about the unfinished chicken thigh dish in the bin. She thought about the railing and the planter and the flowering shrub on the basement windowsill. She thought about the seventy-two minutes of phone time she had logged in the previous month, the routine work emails she had been responding to, the quantity of human voice she had been allowing into her life on a weekly basis for the last seven years.

“Because I don’t have anyone else.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t have anyone else, Antoine.”

“I know.”

“I haven’t — Antoine, I haven’t —”

“I know.”

She did not, for a stretch of seconds, say anything more. She felt her face do something she did not have a name for. She kept her eyes closed. She kept the phone against her ear.

Antoine did not, while she did whatever she was doing, fill the silence.

After perhaps thirty seconds he said:

“Sophie. Tu m’écoutes?”

“Oui.”

“Tu m’écoutes vraiment.”

“Oui, Antoine.”

“Bon.”

A pause.

“Sophie. Ce n’est pas une situation au travail. Ce n’est pas une situation. Ce n’est pas Lima.”

“Non?”

“Non. C’est une femme. C’est une femme avec qui tu n’arrives pas à arrêter, et c’est pour ça que tu m’appelles.”

She did not, for a long moment, breathe.

She had not, in the four years since Lima or in the seven years since her last actual relationship had ended in the way the last actual relationship had ended, allowed anyone to put a sentence of this shape into the air about her. The sentence was the kind of sentence her brother had been waiting, with the patience he had spent twenty years developing on her behalf, to be invited to say.

The invitation had been the call.

The sentence was the answer to the call.

“Antoine.”

“Sophie.”

“I know.”

“Yes.”

“I know what you’ve said.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t know what to do with it.”

“You don’t need to know what to do with it tonight.”

“Alright.”

“Tonight you don’t need to know.”

“Alright.”

“Tonight you needed to call me. You called me. C’est suffisant.”

“Yes.”

“Yes.”

They stayed on the line. They did not, for some time, say anything more. She could hear, faintly in the background of his end, the sound of a fridge cycling in his kitchen in Lyon. She could hear, faintly in her own end, the sound of a delivery van’s brakes on Hammersmith Bridge Road two streets away.

After several minutes he said:

“Maman’s birthday is in three weeks.”

“Yes.”

“Will you come.”

“Yes.”

“Bon. Camille will be glad. The children will be glad.”

“Yes.”

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“Tu n’es pas obligée d’arranger tout maintenant. Tu n’es pas obligée d’avoir une réponse. Tu peux porter cette chose pendant un moment. C’est permis.”

She felt — at her own kitchen table, on her own sofa, in her own flat in Hammersmith — the warm physical relief of being given, by the only person in the world who could give it to her, the permission to not have a plan.

“Merci.”

“Bonne nuit, ma petite.”

“Bonne nuit, Antoine.”

She ended the call.

She sat on the sofa with the phone in her hand for some time. She did not cry — she had not, in seventeen years, cried on a phone call with her brother. She did, however, sit with her eyes closed and her face wet in a way her face had not been wet on a sofa in seventeen years, and she allowed the wet face to remain a wet face without doing anything to address it, and after some time the wet face became a dry face on its own. She put the phone on the side table and stood up and went to the kitchen and put the kettle on, and stood at the kitchen window watching the back garden in the dark while the kettle did its slow rising whine.

The cat that belonged to the ground-floor neighbour was, this evening, indoors.

She made a cup of mint tea.

She drank it slowly.

She did not, for the rest of the evening, do anything that required movement.

But she had said it. She had said it to her brother in Lyon. She had not, in saying it, found a solution or a plan or a piece of structural action. She had found, instead, the quiet relief of having allowed another voice into the room with the thing, and the quiet relief was — she understood as she set down the empty teacup at half past nine and went to bed — the first thing in seven days that had altered the arrangement in her chest.


CHAPTER 18


Six weeks after Graham Ellis had moved Sophie off the Hong Kong rotation, the carrier moved her back.

The move came, like the original move, in the administrative form Graham preferred — an email, copied to no one, with the subject line autumn rotation. Sophie was in the trainer’s room when she received it. She was completing the New York paperwork from her second JFK rotation, which had concluded eighteen hours earlier with an arrival at Heathrow at six forty-five in the morning and the post-flight handover and the drive home in the slow Tuesday morning traffic. The email said, in the body that Graham had typed personally and not delegated to his admin:

Sophie. Putting you back on the Hong Kong fleet starting next Monday. Stephen has been good but the autumn assessment cycle wants you. Tom’s crew. Same arrangement as the summer. Carter is on it. Let me know if there is any operational reason you’d prefer me to wait until winter. G.

She read the email.

She read it three times.

She closed her laptop. She walked to the window of the trainer’s room. She looked out at the staff car park. She looked out at the car park in the late September light, the slow gold of a London afternoon in early autumn, the soft movement of a leaf detaching from one of the planted lime trees by the perimeter fence.

She walked back to her desk. She opened her laptop. She replied to Graham’s email in the form he had been waiting for her to reply to it in.

Graham. Monday is fine. Thank you. S.

She sent it.

She closed the laptop.

She sat at her desk for some time without moving.

Six weeks had not, in any of the dimensions Sophie had been measuring her own life by, been long enough to alter the arrangement in her chest.

She had flown New York twice. She had run the two assessment cycles for the JFK fleet. She had performed, by the carrier’s training evaluation, exemplary work. She had cooked. She had run. She had read three books in three languages. She had gone to Burgundy for her mother’s seventy-second birthday and had spent a long weekend in the house in the village outside Beaune with Antoine and Camille and the three children and her sister Charlotte who had come down from Strasbourg with her husband and their dog. She had walked in the vineyards. She had eaten too much. She had slept in the bedroom on the second floor that had been her bedroom every summer of her childhood. She had returned to Hammersmith on the Sunday evening rested in the way a long weekend with her family always rested her, and she had woken on the Monday morning to the arrangement in her chest that the weekend had not altered.

The arrangement had not altered because it was not something a weekend could alter.

The shape was a permanent feature of her interior weather. The shape was the steady presence of a woman she had not, in six weeks, allowed herself to communicate with by any channel that would have left a record. The woman had not contacted her. The institution had not, beyond Graham’s quiet morning meeting, asked her any further questions. The arrangement had simply settled — the way a bone settled into a new position when it was healing wrong.

She did not, in any version of her interior weather, know what she was going to do about it.

She had not told Antoine she did not know. She did not need to tell Antoine she did not know. Antoine had said, on the Wednesday in May, that she could carry the thing for a while; she had carried it.

She was going to be on the briefing room floor on Monday at fourteen hundred hours.

The briefing room at the Heathrow crew centre at fourteen hundred hours on Monday was the briefing room it had been six weeks earlier when she had come in for her last Hong Kong rotation. The same low ceiling, the fluorescent overhead, the row of plastic chairs. The print of the carrier’s livery in the clip frame above the watercooler. The operational architecture of an institution that did not, in its briefing rooms, allow its interior weather to alter the appearance of the rooms it briefed its crew in.

Sophie arrived at thirteen forty-three.

She had timed it. Thirteen forty-three was seventeen minutes ahead of the briefing’s official start, which was the interval she had used for arrivals to her briefing rooms for years and which gave her enough time to set out the briefing materials and review the manifest one more time and steady, in the private interval before the crew began to arrive, the arrangement of breath she liked to be at when she ran a briefing.

The crew began to arrive at thirteen forty-eight.

Tom Bennett first, as Tom Bennett always was, with the warm proprietorial energy he had been bringing to his briefings for fourteen years.

“Laurent. They’ve put you back on us.”

“They have.”

“I told Graham I wouldn’t have any other trainer.”

“You’re generous, Tom.”

“I am accurate, Laurent.”

He grinned. He took his usual seat at the front. Emma Clarke came in next, then Ben Foster, then Jess Ahmed, then a steward Sophie did not recognise from the previous rotation who would, the briefing sheet had told her, be the senior on this leg. Foster R. came in, then the night-sector Chen.

And then Lily.

She came in at thirteen fifty-six. Hair in a tight French plait against her scalp. Navy uniform pressed to the standard the airline required. The neutral attentive face she had brought to the briefing room six weeks earlier on a Friday morning above Kowloon Bay.

She had not, when she came in, looked at Sophie.

She walked to the third row of plastic chairs. She sat. She placed a slim notebook on her thigh. She opened it to a fresh page.

Sophie watched her do this, in the instant her gaze was permitted to land on the third row before the briefing began, with the cool drop of recognition that a woman had when she had been carrying, for six weeks, an internal picture of another woman, and the internal picture had been confirmed, in a quiet sequence of contained actions in a fluorescent-lit briefing room at fourteen hundred hours on a Monday, as accurate to the woman in question in every detail.

Lily looked up.

Their eyes met. The meeting held for the duration of the professional acknowledgement a senior trainer made with a junior at the start of a briefing.

Then a half-second longer.

Lily’s face did not, during the half-second, change. Sophie’s face did not, during the half-second, change. The change happened beneath the faces — a mutual adjustment in the shape of breath that occurred at the same instant in both women and that would have been visible, to anyone in the room paying close enough attention to see it, only as the briefly shared registering of a thing that had been held by both bodies through six weeks of separation and was now, in a fluorescent-lit briefing room at fourteen hundred hours on a Monday, being confirmed as still held.

Then Lily looked down at her notebook.

Sophie turned to face the lectern.

She ran the briefing.

It took fourteen minutes.

Boarding was the same. The flight was the same. The arrangement of forward galley and rear galley and the architecture of the cabin doing the work of the distance.

The flight had, however, a different quality of distance than the return six weeks earlier.

The return flight had been the flight of a woman holding the line with conscious oversight. This flight was the flight of a woman who no longer had to hold the line in the same way, because the line itself had, in six weeks of absence, settled into a different position. The new position was not, in any sense Sophie could articulate, comfortable. It was simply where the line was now — the position it had reached when Sophie had spent forty-two days carrying the arrangement her brother in Lyon had given her permission to carry.

The crew functioned. Lily worked the rear section, and her work was, as it had been six weeks earlier, the work of a junior who deserved every grade above her current one. Sophie worked the forward section, and her work was, as it had been for eleven years, the work of a senior trainer who knew her job. They crossed paths in the cabin twice during the thirteen hours of the flight. Each crossing was professional. Each crossing was also, in the specific way that the briefing-room half-second had been, accompanied by the mutual adjustment in breath that was, by now, a thing both women’s bodies did when they came into close enough proximity to register the other.

They did not speak to each other beyond the operational minimum.

The operational minimum was, on this rotation as on the previous one, six exchanges.

Carter.

Senior.

Pass me the manifest, please.

Senior.

Thank you.

Senior.

And, in the brief encounter at the rear galley during the eighth hour: I’ll take the trolley out, you stay here and Yes, Senior.

The aircraft landed in Hong Kong at the hour the carrier landed its London-Hong Kong service. The crew bus to the hotel. The arrival at the Peninsula’s neighbour at the hour of a Hong Kong morning. Sophie checked into her room on the eighteenth floor. Lily checked into her room on the fifteenth.

The architecture of the rotation was unchanged.

In her room at half past nine in the morning local time, Sophie opened the curtain to the harbour and stood at the window for several minutes looking at the line of the Star Ferry crossing toward Central. She did not, in the looking, allow her body to do any of the things her body had been doing in this room six weeks earlier.

She closed the curtain. She drew the blackout blind. She lay down on the bed in her uniform trousers and her pale silk blouse and the watch she had taken off after the function room six weeks earlier and had, that morning at Heathrow, put back on.

She slept for four hours.

When she woke the arrangement in her chest was where it had been at the briefing room. It had moved, during the four hours of sleep, neither closer nor further away. She was going to carry it until the rotation ended, and probably for some considerable time after that, and possibly for the rest of the foreseeable autumn.

She got up. She showered. She dressed in her Hong Kong layover clothes. She went down to the lobby.

She did not, in the lobby, see Lily.

She walked out into the warm Saturday afternoon of a Tsim Sha Tsui at the start of the autumn season and turned left toward the harbour, and she walked the route she had been walking on Hong Kong layovers for the last seven years, and she did not, for the four hours of her walk, find any arrangement of thought she had not already had.

She returned to the hotel at half past six. The lobby was busy with the evening Saturday traffic of the carrier’s other crews coming in and the line at the concierge desk and a wedding party assembling in the function space on the second floor for what was, by the look of the linen, a Saturday evening dinner.

She did not see Lily in the lobby.

She rode the lift to the eighteenth floor.

In her room she ordered a club sandwich from room service. She ate it sitting at the desk by the window with the curtain partly drawn and the harbour lights coming up across the bay. She wrote, in the leather notebook she travelled with, a brief note to herself about a passenger interaction she had observed in the cabin during the flight that she wanted to remember for the post-rotation training notes. She closed the notebook.

She did not, in the evening, leave her room.

At half past ten she lay down to sleep.

She slept, this evening, for the first time in six weeks, for nine consecutive hours.

She did not know, when she woke at half past seven the following morning, that the day she had just woken into was going to be the day on which the arrangement she had been carrying for six weeks was going to change again — not because she or Lily were going to do anything to alter it, but because something altered, fifteen hundred miles away and four hours after she had slipped into sleep, in a kitchen on a Yorkshire street where an elderly woman had been making her own breakfast tea.


CHAPTER 19


The phone rang at seven minutes past eight.

Lily was at the window of her room with a cup of the bad hotel coffee she had made from the sachets the carrier provided in the kettle. She had been awake since half past six — the long-haul body’s failure, this morning, to recalibrate to local time. She had showered. She had dressed in jeans and a pale grey jumper. She had been standing at the window looking out at the harbour for about twenty minutes, watching the Sunday morning ferry traffic and the soft mist that was burning off the Hong Kong Island skyline as the sun came round.

She had been thinking about her grandmother.

This had not been an unusual thought to be having. She thought about her grandmother often. Her grandmother had been the woman who had raised her — properly raised her, in the sense that her own mother had not — from the age of seven, after the accident that had taken her father and the slow years that had taken her mother in a different way. She thought about her grandmother on Sunday mornings the way she thought about a great many things on Sunday mornings: with the soft easy affection of a person whose Sunday morning was a piece of her week that she had set aside, since she had been a child, for thinking about the people she loved.

Her grandmother would, by Lily’s calculation, be sitting at the kitchen table in Halifax at this hour with a cup of tea and the Sunday paper.

She had been thinking about that — about the precise picture of the kitchen, the back garden visible through the window, the cat sleeping on the chair her grandmother always pulled out for the cat to sleep on — when the phone rang.

It rang in the way her phone rang for calls that were not from her usual list. Not the personal ringtone. The default. She picked it up off the bedside table.

The screen said: Beth.

Her sister.

Her sister called her on holidays and on birthdays and on the occasional weekend when she had specific news to share. Her sister did not call her at eight on a Sunday morning of a Hong Kong layover without a reason.

She accepted the call.

“Beth.”

“Lily.”

The voice was Beth’s. The voice was also not, in its register, the voice Beth used in the calls she had been making for thirty-two years. The voice was the lower flatter voice of a woman who had spent some time, before she had picked up her phone to make this call, choosing how she was going to say what she was going to say.

“What’s happened.”

She had asked it before she had thought to ask it. The asking was an instinct of a body that had, at the age of seven and again at the age of twelve, received calls from older women of her family in voices that had been the voice Beth was using on the line now.

“Lily, listen.”

“Beth.”

“Listen. She’s alive. Listen, Grandma is alive. She’s in hospital. Halifax General. It happened in the early hours. I think — I think she was probably making her tea. She was on the kitchen floor when Mrs Patterson found her at six.”

“What.”

“It’s a stroke, Lily. They’re saying it’s a bad one. The left side. She’s stable but she’s — she’s not talking right. Or moving the right side.”

Lily did not, for several seconds, do anything.

She stayed where she was at the window with the bad hotel coffee in her left hand and the phone in her right hand, and she watched a Star Ferry cross from Tsim Sha Tsui toward Central, and she allowed the information her sister had just delivered to land in her chest in the way information of this kind landed when it had been delivered at eight on a Sunday morning of a Hong Kong layover by a sister who was thirty-two and married with two children and who had, in the lower flatter voice she had just been using, told Lily that the woman who had raised them both was on a hospital bed in Halifax with a stroke.

“Lily.”

“Yes.”

“Lily, talk to me.”

“Yes, Beth.”

“Lily.”

“I’m here.”

She set the coffee down on the windowsill. Her hand was steadier than it should have been, and she registered the steadiness as a thing that was happening to her hand and not, at this moment, a thing she was producing. She walked to the bed. She sat on the edge of it.

“How is she now.”

“She’s stable. They’ve got her on the stroke unit. They’ve done the scan. They’re starting the assessment for the rehabilitation.”

“Is she — Beth, is she —”

“She’s alive, Lily. She’s alive. They’re saying the next forty-eight hours are the important ones. But she’s alive and she’s stable.”

“Right.”

“Right.”

“I’m — I’m in Hong Kong, Beth.”

“I know.”

“I’m on a layover. I — I have to —”

“I know. I called you because Mum said you had to know now. Not later. Now.”

“Yes.”

“Can you get back.”

“I — yes. Yes, I can get back.”

“How.”

“I — the airline. They — the airline does this. Compassionate leave. I have to — I have to go and tell them. I have to find the senior. I have to find Emma.”

“Alright.”

“I’ll call you back as soon as I know my flight.”

“Lily.”

“Yes.”

“It’s going to be alright, Lily. She’s stable.”

“Yes.”

“It’s going to be alright.”

She did not, when Beth said it, believe it. She also did not, when Beth said it, fail to believe it. She received the sentence in the way her body was receiving everything else at this moment: as a piece of information whose accuracy she would assess at some later interval, when assessing the accuracy of information was a thing her body had bandwidth for.

She ended the call.

She sat on the edge of the bed for some number of seconds. She did not, in the number of seconds, do anything except notice that her hand was no longer steady. It was, in fact, shaking — the steady shake of a body in early adrenaline response, the kind of shake that ran from the wrist to the elbow and which was, by any reasonable assessment, not yet under her conscious control.

She stood up.

She walked to the wardrobe. She opened the door. She looked at her clothes. She did not, for several seconds, register any of them. She closed the door. She opened it again. She took down her cabin bag from the shelf. She opened it. She began, with the brisk efficient motion of a body that had packed and unpacked the same bag four hundred times in two and a half years, to put her things back in it.

She packed in seven minutes. She did not, during the seven, allow herself to look at her phone or her own face in the mirror or the harbour out of the window. She packed her clothes, her shoes, her toiletries from the bathroom, her grandmother’s embroidered handkerchief that she carried in the inside pocket of every cabin bag she had ever owned, the book she had not been reading, the charger, the spare phone cable.

When the bag was packed she sat on the edge of the bed.

She picked up her phone.

She did not, immediately, call Ben.

She thought, with the cool dropping clarity her body had been delivering for an hour, about the fact that the call she was about to make to Ben was not the call she most wanted to make. The call she most wanted to make was to the woman on the eighteenth floor whose phone number was not in Lily’s contacts and whose voice she had not, in seven weeks since the function room, heard at any volume other than the operational minimum.

She did not have Sophie’s number.

She did not, at twenty-six, with all the contacts she had accumulated over seven years of working for the carrier, have any way of making contact with Sophie Laurent that did not involve standing in a public space at the carrier’s operational hierarchy and being seen to require something of her.

She rang Ben.

He picked up on the second ring.

“Lily.”

“Ben.”

“What’s wrong.”

“It’s my grandmother. She’s had a stroke. I need to get home.”

A pause, no more than a second.

“Where are you.”

“My room. Fifteenth floor.”

“Are you packed.”

“Yes.”

“I’m coming up. Don’t move.”

He came up.

He came up in the four minutes it took to ride from the eleventh floor to the fifteenth and walk the corridor to her room. He knocked. She opened. He came in. He looked at her once, briefly, and then he did the things Ben had been doing for her for two years — he picked up her bag, he checked her room for anything she might have left, he put his arm round her shoulders, he walked her to the lift.

“Emma.”

“I know. We’re going to find her now.”

They found Emma in the breakfast room. Emma was at a table by the window with a pot of tea and a plate of toast and the Sunday morning paper that the hotel set out for its English-speaking guests. She looked up when she saw Ben at the entrance.

She read his face in the efficient way Emma read faces. She put down her tea. She stood. She walked to them.

“Lily.”

“Her grandmother. Stroke.”

“Christ.”

“She’s in Halifax General. She’s stable.”

“Alright. Lily, come and sit down. Ben, get Sophie.”

“On it.”

He went. Emma steered Lily to a table at the back of the breakfast room — away from the window, away from the other diners, a table the hotel staff knew to seat the airline crew at when something was happening that should not be performed for the rest of the room. She sat Lily down. She sat down opposite her.

“Lily.”

“Yes.”

“Lily, look at me.”

“Yes, Emma.”

“I’m going to call ops. I’m going to call ops now. They’ll have you on a deadhead back to London within — Christ, what’s the timing on this — within about thirty-six hours. Maybe less if there’s a Cathay seat we can buy.”

“Thirty-six hours.”

“It’s a long way, love. There’s a hop to Manchester from Heathrow your sister can pick you up at. We’ll get you on that one. I promise we’ll get you on that one.”

“Yes.”

Emma got out her phone. She made the call to ops. She spoke to the duty officer in the low efficient register of an airline senior dealing with a crisis, and she gave Lily’s crew number, her staff number, the date of her grandmother’s stroke as confirmed by her sister, the hospital, the flight she needed to be on. She spoke for perhaps six minutes. She ended the call.

“They’re working it. They’ll call back in fifteen minutes with the deadhead options.”

“Right.”

“Lily.”

“Yes.”

“Look at me, love.”

She looked at her.

“You’re going to be alright. We’re going to get you home. Your grandmother is stable. They’re going to do the rehabilitation. You’re going to be there.”

“Yes.”

“Yes.”

They sat in the silence of the breakfast room at the back table. Emma did not, in the silence, fill it. Lily looked at the surface of the table — a piece of dark wood with a thin runner across it and a vase of fresh flowers in the centre — and she did not, for some number of minutes, register the dark wood or the runner or the flowers as anything except the surface in front of her on which her hands were resting.

She heard Ben come back.

She heard him come back with someone.

She heard the second set of footsteps and she knew, in the way her body had known where Sophie was on the aircraft for thirteen hours yesterday, that the second set of footsteps belonged to Sophie Laurent.

She looked up.

Sophie was in a pair of dark jeans and a charcoal cashmere jumper Lily had not seen her in before. Her hair was down — not the French plait, not the half-pinned style, just down — and she had come down from the eighteenth floor with the speed of a person who had received an urgent summons from a crew member and had not, in coming, paused to dress in anything that resembled the institutional uniform she ordinarily wore in hotels.

She came across the breakfast room behind Ben at the unhurried pace of a senior trainer who was not, in any way visible to the other tables, in a hurry.

She arrived at the table.

She did not, in arriving, do the thing she might ordinarily have done — pull out a chair, address Emma first, follow the hierarchy of senior-crew arrival at a crisis table. She stopped beside Lily’s chair. She looked at Lily.

It was the look that had, in Lily’s interior life of the last seven weeks, become the central piece of furniture of her memory of Sophie — the look that said I see you. It was the look of a woman who had, at this moment, stopped doing the work of professional architecture and had begun, instead, doing the work of one person paying attention to another when the second had received bad news.

“Lily.”

The first name. Said in the dark woody register of the function room.

“Senior.”

Lily said it instinctively. It was the response her body had been giving for seven weeks. She heard herself say it. She heard herself hear it.

Sophie’s face did something briefly. Not a flinch. Something smaller. The fractional acknowledgement of a woman who had received a piece of information from another woman about the weight the architecture of distance still carried in the public space they were both in, and who was deciding, in the half-second after receiving the information, that the architecture was not what the moment required.

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“Sit down, Sophie.”

Sophie sat down. She sat in the empty chair beside Lily — not opposite her, beside her. She placed her hand, briefly, on the back of Lily’s chair. Not on Lily. On the back of the chair. The hand stayed there for some seconds and then moved to the table.

She looked at Emma.

“What do we have.”

Emma told her. The stroke, the hospital, the call from Beth, the timing, the deadhead options ops was looking at. Sophie listened. She did not interrupt. When Emma was done she said:

“Right. Emma, can you stay with her. I’ll go and speak to ops directly. I want her on the first Cathay out, not the deadhead in thirty-six hours. We can buy the seat. Tom will sign off the operational cost without blinking.”

“Yes.”

“I’ll be back in twenty minutes.”

She stood.

She did not, in standing, leave the table immediately. She paused beside Lily’s chair. She put her hand — the same hand that had been on the back of the chair — briefly, lightly, on Lily’s shoulder.

It was a senior’s hand on a crew member’s shoulder. It was, in every way that mattered to an observer in the breakfast room, the kind of touch a senior trainer was permitted to give a junior crew member who had just received news of a serious illness in her family.

It was also the first piece of physical contact between Sophie’s hand and Lily’s body since the function room seven weeks earlier.

Lily felt the weight of it. She felt the warmth through her jumper. She felt — in the way her body had been doing for seven weeks — every fractional dimension of the contact: the position of the fingers, the angle of the thumb, the downward pressure of the palm. The hand stayed on her shoulder for perhaps three seconds.

Then Sophie lifted it.

She walked out of the breakfast room.

Lily watched her go.

She watched her with the slow falling clarity of a woman who understood, in the moment Sophie had said I want her on the first Cathay out, that the architecture of distance Sophie had been holding for seven weeks had just dissolved in the manner architecture dissolved when the alternative to its dissolution was a thing the architect had decided she could no longer tolerate.


CHAPTER 20


Sophie returned to the breakfast room at twenty-three minutes past ten.

She had spent the intervening twenty-three minutes on the phone — to ops, to the carrier’s duty manager in London, to a contact she had at Cathay Pacific from a long-ago collaboration on a joint training initiative. She had got Lily on the Cathay 251 service from Hong Kong to London, departing at oh-three-oh-five on the Tuesday morning local — the earliest seat she could secure on a non-carrier service, the seat purchased on Sophie’s authorisation as senior trainer with the cost flagged for the duty manager’s approval which had been given verbally over the line. The flight was thirteen hours and forty minutes. Cathay would land at Heathrow at oh-eight-fifteen local on Tuesday. Sophie’s contact at Cathay had also, on Sophie’s request, arranged for Lily to be met at Heathrow by the carrier’s London ground services who would walk her through transit to the Manchester connection she would board at oh-nine-forty and which would land in Manchester at ten thirty-five Tuesday morning, where her sister Beth could pick her up.

Forty hours from now Lily would be in Halifax General Hospital.

It was not as fast as Sophie had wanted it to be. The earliest Cathay seat had been Tuesday morning, and the deadhead options through the carrier had all been Monday evening at the soonest. Forty hours was, by the cool clinical assessment of a woman who had spent the last twenty-three minutes on three phones simultaneously, the best the international airline industry could offer.

She had also, in the intervening time, done one other thing.

She had called Tom Bennett on the flight deck pre-prep and told him she would not be flying the rotation back to London Monday night as scheduled. She would be staying with the junior until the junior’s Cathay flight departed at oh-three-oh-five on Tuesday morning. She would deadhead back to London on the carrier’s Tuesday afternoon service. Tom had taken the information in approximately two seconds and had said, in the warm proprietorial way he said operational things he had decided required no further discussion: “Of course, Laurent. I’ll let ops know.”

She had not, in placing the call, given Tom any further explanation. Tom had not asked for one. Tom had, in fourteen years of being on a flight deck with Sophie Laurent, learned when an explanation was offered and when one was not.

She walked back to the table at the back of the breakfast room.

Emma was still there. Ben was sitting opposite Emma now. Lily was where Sophie had left her, with her hands on the dark wood of the table and her gaze on the surface in front of her. The breakfast room had filled out in the twenty-three minutes — the standard Sunday morning population of business travellers and the carrier’s other crews who would be on later rotations and a contingent of European tourists who had not, in the activity at the back table, registered anything that warranted their attention.

Sophie took the empty chair beside Lily.

She did not, in taking it, put her hand on the back of the chair the way she had on her previous visit. She put her hand on the table. She turned her body a quarter-turn toward Lily so that her shoulder was at an angle that opened toward Lily and not toward the room.

“Lily.”

“Senior.”

“You’re on Cathay 251 tonight. Tuesday departure. Three-oh-five Tuesday morning. Heathrow oh-eight-fifteen Tuesday. Then the carrier’s Manchester hop at oh-nine-forty. Manchester ten thirty-five. Your sister can collect you there.”

“Tuesday.”

“Tuesday morning.”

“That’s — forty hours.”

“It’s the first available, Lily.”

“Right.”

“It’s a Cathay seat. I have purchased it directly. You don’t have to do anything with the paperwork. The ground services at Heathrow will be waiting with your transit details.”

“Right.”

“Right.”

A pause. Lily looked up.

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me.”

“I — thank you.”

“Lily.”

“Yes.”

“Don’t thank me. I’ve done what the carrier ought to do for any of its crew.”

“Right.”

Sophie did not, in saying it, believe what she had just said. She had not done what the carrier ought to do for any of its crew. She had done what the carrier ought to do for any of its crew and had done it with the speed and intensity of a woman whose entire morning had collapsed into the single operational task of getting another woman home. Lily knew the difference. Sophie knew Lily knew. The difference sat in the air between them at the table with the dark wood and the vase of flowers and the morning sun coming through the window.

Emma stood up.

“I’m going to go and let Tom know. He’ll want to know.”

“Yes. Thank you, Emma.”

Emma left. Ben stood up.

“I’m going to go and check the rooms for anything else. Lily, give me your key card.”

She gave it to him. He took it. He looked at Sophie. He looked, in the look, at Sophie in a manner that contained roughly the same amount of information as the conversation Sophie and Lily had been having for seven weeks beneath their public exchanges, and Sophie received the information in the same manner she had received Lily’s previous look. Ben left.

The breakfast room continued its breakfast.

Sophie and Lily sat at the back table with the dark wood and the flowers.

After perhaps two minutes Sophie said:

“You should not be down here.”

“No.”

“Come up with me.”

“To your room.”

“To yours.”

“Mine.”

“Yes.”

“Alright.”

They stood. Sophie did not, in standing, take any part of Lily’s body. She walked beside her, not behind her or in front, the half-step-back position a senior crew member ordinarily walked at when she was escorting a junior to a private operational space. The exit of the breakfast room. The lobby. The lifts. The press of fifteen. The ride up. The corridor of the fifteenth floor. The door of 1518. Lily’s key card was with Ben. Sophie used her trainer’s master card — she had been issued one for the rotation — and the lock clicked.

They went in.

The room was Lily’s room. It was, by the architecture of the hotel, the same room Sophie had been in seven weeks earlier on the eighteenth floor. The same harbour view, the same gauze curtain, the same bed and writing desk and armchair by the window. Lily’s cabin bag was on the bed, packed. The bad hotel coffee from the morning was still on the windowsill, cold now, the thin film of milk skin on its surface.

Lily walked to the windowsill. She picked up the cold cup. She looked at it. She put it back down.

“My grandmother.”

“Yes.”

“She was making her tea.”

“Yes.”

“She was making her tea when it happened.”

“Beth told you.”

“Beth told me she’d been on the kitchen floor at six.”

“Yes.”

Lily did not, for some seconds, speak. She watched the thin film of milk skin on the surface of the cold coffee. She did not do anything that resembled crying. She did not do anything at all. She was simply standing at the windowsill of her hotel room in Hong Kong at twenty to eleven on a Sunday morning looking at a cup of bad coffee that her grandmother’s stroke had interrupted at the precise moment of pouring it.

Sophie did not, for the some seconds, move.

Then she crossed the room. She did not put her hand on Lily. She stood beside her at the windowsill. Her shoulder was at the distance from Lily’s shoulder that a senior trainer’s shoulder was permitted to be from a junior crew member’s shoulder in a private hotel room.

She had been holding the distance for seven weeks. She had been holding it for seven weeks across briefing rooms and aircraft cabins and breakfast rooms and lobbies, and she could hold it for as many further weeks as the institutional framework she had built her career inside required her to hold it.

She did not, however, intend to hold it this morning.

She closed the distance.

Not entirely. She did not embrace Lily. She did not put her arms around her. She simply moved her body, by the calibration of a woman who had been measuring distances in inches for seven weeks, into the position at which her shoulder was touching Lily’s shoulder. The cashmere of her own jumper against the wool of Lily’s. The contact was not a gesture. It was a presence. It was the offer of a body as the steady thing it could be, when a body needed a steady thing, in the finite spatial arrangement of two bodies side by side at a windowsill.

Lily did not move.

She did not, in any visible way, register the contact. She continued to look at the cup of cold coffee on the windowsill.

After perhaps thirty seconds, slowly, she leaned.

The lean was a fractional movement. Less than an inch. Lily’s head tipped, by a fraction, in Sophie’s direction. The side of Lily’s head — the area above her ear, where the French plait had been earlier and where her hair was now down because she had brushed it out before the call from Beth — came to rest, lightly, against the shoulder of Sophie’s cashmere jumper.

That was where it stayed.

For some number of minutes Sophie did not know precisely. She did not, during the some number of minutes, move. She did not, during the some number of minutes, speak. She stood at the windowsill of Lily Carter’s hotel room with the side of Lily Carter’s head against her shoulder and watched, through the gauze of the curtain, the slow Sunday morning ferry traffic across the harbour, and she allowed her body to do the thing her body had been wanting to do for seven weeks, which was to be still and to be present and to allow another woman’s grief to land on the architecture of her own shoulder for the time that the grief needed to land there.

Some time passed.

After it had passed, Lily said:

“I need to call Beth back.”

“Yes.”

“And I need to call the hospital.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t know if I can hear what they’re going to say.”

“You can.”

“Sophie.”

“You can hear it. I’ll be here when you hear it.”

“Yes.”

She lifted her head from Sophie’s shoulder. She walked to the bed. She sat down on the edge of it. She picked up her phone.

Sophie did not, when Lily lifted her head, move.

She stayed at the windowsill. She turned her body a quarter-turn so that she was facing into the room and her back was to the harbour. She watched Lily make the calls. She watched her speak to Beth. She watched her speak, after Beth, to the hospital’s stroke ward, where the staff nurse on duty walked her through her grandmother’s condition in the calm professional manner of a stroke-ward staff nurse who had walked many family members through many such conditions in the course of a career. Lily took the information. She asked the right questions. Her hand was, by the end of the second call, not shaking.

She ended the second call.

She set the phone on the bedside table.

She looked at Sophie.

“They think she’ll live.”

“Yes.”

“But they don’t know yet what she’ll be able to do.”

“No.”

“They don’t know if she’ll be able to speak properly. Or use her right side.”

“It’s early.”

“Yes.”

“Lily.”

“Yes.”

“What time do you want to eat.”

The question was the question a person asked when they had decided to make the next hour of another person’s day a livable hour, and the deciding was, in the asking, made.

“I — I don’t know.”

“Alright. I’ll order something for one. We have time.”

“Yes.”

“What do you want.”

“I don’t know.”

“I’ll order. You don’t have to decide anything.”

“Alright.”

The day passed.

It passed in the way a day passed when two women were sitting in a hotel room together waiting for time to move. It passed in the discontinuous quality of time experienced by people in suspended states — a length of silence that felt like ten minutes turning out, on the clock, to have been ninety; a five-minute conversation about Lily’s grandmother’s favourite Yorkshire pudding recipe that felt, when it was over, like the most substantive thing either woman had ever said to anyone.

They ate lunch from room service. Sophie ordered. Lily did not finish what was on her plate. Sophie did not, in the not-finishing, comment on it.

Lily called Beth a second time at half past three. Beth had spent the afternoon at the hospital. The afternoon assessment had been completed. The grandmother had managed, by the third hour of the afternoon assessment, to lift her right hand approximately four inches off the bed and to say her own first name. The staff had said it was a good sign. Beth had been with their mother — Lily’s mother had arrived from Sheffield by lunchtime — and the two of them had spent the afternoon in the relatives’ waiting room outside the stroke unit, and Beth was, in the report she gave, sounding less of the lower flatter voice she had used at eight that morning. The voice was returning, by stages, to the voice Lily knew.

Lily ended the call. She held the phone in her lap for some time.

“She said her name.”

“Yes.”

“It’s a good sign.”

“It is.”

“I want to be there.”

“You will be.”

“Tuesday afternoon.”

“Tuesday lunchtime, in Manchester. You’ll be in Halifax by mid-afternoon.”

“Yes.”

Sophie did not, in the hours that followed, leave the room. She made phone calls of her own, briefly — to her contact at Cathay to confirm the seat allocation, to Graham Ellis at the carrier’s London office to give him a verbal update on the situation. Each call was brief. Each call was made from the armchair by the window of Lily’s room rather than from the corridor or from Sophie’s own room. The not-leaving was a choice. The not-leaving was visible to Lily.

In the late afternoon Lily slept.

She lay down on the bed without changing out of her jeans and her jumper, and she pulled the white cotton blanket over herself, and she closed her eyes, and within five minutes her breathing had taken on the slow even rhythm of a woman who had spent eight hours in adrenaline response and whose body had taken the first opportunity to power down.

She slept for an hour and forty minutes.

Sophie sat in the armchair by the window for the hour and forty minutes.

She did not read. She did not work. She did not look at her phone. She watched Lily sleep with the slow attention of a woman watching another woman sleep for the first time in some considerable number of years, and she thought, with cool clarity, about the privilege of being, in this hotel room at this hour, the person Lily Carter had needed near her enough to allow into the room to watch her sleep.

The privilege was the thing.

The privilege was the entire piece of information that had been delivered to her over the course of the day.

She did not, in the hour and forty minutes, find any thinking that addressed the privilege. She simply held it, the way her brother in Lyon had told her she could hold things.

Lily woke at quarter past six.

She woke in the gentle disoriented manner of a person waking from a long afternoon sleep in an unfamiliar bed. She sat up slowly. She looked at Sophie in the armchair by the window. She did not, for some seconds, do anything.

“You’re still here.”

“Yes.”

“I thought maybe.”

“No. I’m here.”

“Right.”

“Are you hungry.”

“I don’t know. A bit.”

“I’ll order.”

She ordered. Soup, for both of them. Toast. A pot of tea. The food arrived at quarter past seven. They ate it at the writing desk by the window. The harbour lights had come up across the bay during the late afternoon. Hong Kong Island in the early evening was the soft accumulated glow of a city committing to its night.

After the meal Lily called Beth a third time. The grandmother had been moved to a stable ward. The neurologist on call had been to see her. The neurologist had said the next twenty-four hours would still tell them more than the first twenty-four had told them. The grandmother had managed, in the early evening assessment, to say “Beth”. Beth had cried.

Lily did not, in the report of Beth’s crying, cry.

She set the phone down. She looked at Sophie.

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t think I’m going to sleep tonight.”

“No.”

“I don’t think I can.”

“Alright.”

“Will you —”

She did not finish the sentence. Sophie did not, in the not-finishing, ask her to.

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“Yes.”

“Lily, I am not going anywhere tonight. I will be here when you do or do not sleep. I will be here at three in the morning. I will be here at six. I will be here when the car comes at one in the morning on Tuesday to take you to the airport. Do you understand.”

“Yes.”

“Yes.”

“Yes, Sophie.”

“Yes.”

At eleven o’clock Lily got into the bed.

She got into it in her jeans and her jumper. She did not undress. Sophie did not suggest she undress. The room had been moved, by some hour of the evening, into a position that did not require either of them to do anything that resembled the architecture of ordinary hotel-room behaviour.

Sophie turned off the overhead light.

She left the lamp by the writing desk on, at its lowest setting. The room went amber. The harbour through the gauze curtain was the brighter amber of the city at night.

She sat in the armchair.

Lily lay on the bed.

Some hours passed.

She did not speak much during the some hours. Lily said a few things at intervals — about her grandmother, about a Yorkshire summer in 2009 when her grandmother had taken her to Whitby for a week, about a recipe for treacle tart that her grandmother had refused, on principle, to write down. Sophie listened. She answered briefly when an answer was wanted. She did not, when an answer was not wanted, fill the silence.

At half past two Lily said:

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“Will you come and sit on the bed.”

“Yes.”

She came. She sat on the edge of the bed beside Lily’s hip. She did not lie down. She did not touch Lily. She sat with her hands in her own lap and her back against the headboard and her eyes on the dark of the room.

Lily, beside her on the bed, did not, for some time, say anything.

After some time she reached, slowly, with the hand that had been at her side, and placed it on top of Sophie’s hand in Sophie’s own lap.

Just placed it there.

The skin of Lily’s hand was warm. The skin of Sophie’s hand had been cool and was, where Lily had placed her hand on it, becoming warm. Neither hand moved beneath the other. Sophie did not, with her free hand, cover Lily’s. She did not turn her own hand over to take Lily’s. She allowed the contact to be the thing it was.

She did, however, allow the brief movement of her thumb against the side of Lily’s hand — once, slowly, the kind of movement that said I know what this is, the kind of movement Lily had felt on the underside of her jaw seven weeks earlier in a hotel function room two floors below this one.

Lily did not move her hand.

They stayed like that for what was, by Sophie’s later assessment, some considerable portion of the small hours.

The amber from the writing desk lamp was the amber from the writing desk lamp. The harbour lights through the gauze curtain were the harbour lights through the gauze curtain. The sky over Kowloon Bay began, at some hour Sophie did not register precisely, to lose its full dark and to acquire the first pale grey of an Asian dawn in late September.

Lily was, by then, half asleep.

The fingers of her hand on top of Sophie’s hand had relaxed by some perceptible degree. Her breathing had become slower. Her face — turned toward Sophie on the pillow, lit by the soft growing grey at the window — was, for the first time since the call from Beth at eight on the previous morning, the face of a woman who was no longer carrying her grandmother in the front of her consciousness.

Sophie watched her.

She watched her with the slow accumulated attention of a woman who had been watching her, by various indirect channels, for the previous six months.

She did not move.

She did not, in the hours before the dawn, allow her body to do any of the things her body had been wanting to do for the previous six months.

She simply held Lily’s hand in her own lap as the small hours of a Hong Kong Monday morning passed and the pale grey of the dawn came across the harbour and began to throw, through the gauze of the curtain, the first watery light of the day across the white cotton blanket on the bed.


CHAPTER 21


The dawn arrived in stages.

First the pale grey across the gauze of the curtain, the cool flat colour that came before any light could be called light. Then the watery beginnings of the day proper. The room came up out of the dark by stages. The amber from the writing desk lamp went from being the room’s primary light to being a thing in the room with other things. The white cotton of the blanket on the bed became, instead of grey, white. Sophie’s face in the chair beside the bed — turned toward Lily — came up out of the soft shadow into the soft watery light, and Lily, half-asleep, watched it come up.

Sophie was looking at her.

She had been looking at her, Lily understood, some time of the small hours. The looking was not the assessing look Lily had felt across briefing rooms and aircraft galleys for a long time. The looking was a different register entirely. It was a look that had been given the permission of dawn light and the architecture of a hotel room that had been moved, by some hour of the previous evening, into a position that no longer required either of them to maintain the version of themselves they had been maintaining since the function room.

Lily’s hand was on top of Sophie’s hand in Sophie’s lap.

The hand had been there since the small hours. Sophie’s thumb had, at one point, moved once against the side of Lily’s hand in the gesture Lily had been remembering since the previous spring. The movement had not been repeated. The hands had simply remained — Lily’s on top, Sophie’s beneath, the slow exchange of heat between two palms that had been in contact for long enough that the heat exchange was no longer a measurable transfer but a shared steady state.

Lily moved her thumb.

She moved it slowly. The slowness was not a choice she made consciously. Her thumb traced a slow arc along the side of Sophie’s hand at the base of Sophie’s thumb. The arc lasted what was, by the dawn’s measure of time, neither a long nor a short interval — it was the duration the gesture required.

Sophie watched her hand.

She did not, in the watching, move. She did not speak. She did not lift her gaze from the place where Lily’s thumb was moving against the side of her hand.

After the arc, Lily lifted her own hand from Sophie’s hand.

The lifting was a brief separation. Sophie’s hand stayed where it was in her lap. Lily’s hand moved up and across, in the slow careful manner of a body that had decided, in the last possible interval before the day began, to make the gesture it had been wanting to make for a long time. Her fingers reached Sophie’s face. The fingertips touched the line of Sophie’s jaw, near the corner of the ear, where Sophie’s palm had been on Lily’s own jaw in the function room of the second floor of this hotel in the previous season.

Sophie closed her eyes.

Her eyes closed. Lily watched the closing. Lily watched Sophie’s lashes against her cheek in the watery dawn light. Lily watched the soft loosening at the corner of Sophie’s mouth that was, by every signal Lily’s body had spent the previous season learning to read, the signal of a woman who was no longer holding the thing she had been holding.

She kept her fingers at Sophie’s jaw.

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“Will you come and lie down with me.”

Sophie opened her eyes.

She looked at Lily. The look held for the duration of a private question Sophie was asking and answering inside her own head, and Lily watched the answer arrive in Sophie’s face, and the answer was the answer Lily had been waiting for since the function room.

“Yes.”

She stood from the edge of the bed. She did not hurry. She walked around the foot of the bed to the side Lily was not lying on. She paused. She did not get into the bed in her dark trousers and the cashmere jumper she had been wearing since the evening before.

She lifted the jumper over her own head.

She did it without making the production a person sometimes made of undressing in front of another person — no apology, no awkwardness, no piece of social work. She lifted the cashmere off in one slow controlled movement and folded it on the chair where her trousers were going to go next, and she stood at the side of the bed in her pale silk slip and her dark trousers, and the slip in the dawn light was the colour of unbleached linen, and the bare arms emerging from the slip were the bare arms Lily had seen on a hotel rooftop deck in the previous May and had filed, since then, in a piece of her brain that had been waiting for the filing to become information she could use.

She unfastened her trousers.

She stepped out of them. She folded them on the chair on top of the jumper. She was, when she was done, in the pale silk slip and nothing else, and the slip ended at her thighs in the unbleached pale colour, and her bare legs in the dawn light were the bare legs of a woman who had spent her life running and cooking and sleeping in her own company.

She got into the bed.

She got into it slowly. She did not, in the getting in, ask Lily anything. She lay down on her side, facing Lily, with her head on the pillow at the level of Lily’s head. She did not, immediately, touch her.

Lily looked at her.

The amber from the writing desk lamp had been there since the evening before. The white cotton blanket was the blanket she had pulled up to her shoulders. The only thing in the entire architecture of the room that was different from the architecture it had been holding through the small hours was the fact that Sophie was now in the bed with her, and the fact was, in its presence at the level of Lily’s eyes on the pillow, the most ordinary and the most impossible piece of information Lily had ever received.

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“I want to say something.”

“Yes.”

“I’m not — I’m not doing this because of my grandmother.”

Sophie did not, immediately, answer.

“I want you to know that. I have wanted this since the function room. I have wanted this for a long time. I am not asking for this because of my grandmother, and I am not asking for this because I am sad. I want you to know that. I want you to be sure.”

Sophie watched her face during the saying of the sentence. She watched it with the careful attention she had been giving to Lily’s face since the briefing room of the first week, and the watching was, in this hour, the watching of a woman who was going to take the sentence Lily had just given her as the sentence Lily had meant it to be.

“I know, Lily.”

“You’re sure.”

“I’m sure.”

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“I have been wanting this for a long time.”

“Yes.”

“I want you to know that.”

“I know.”

“Right.”

“Lily.”

“Yes.”

“Come here.”

She came.

She moved across the brief distance between her own pillow and Sophie’s, and Sophie’s arm came up to receive her, and Lily settled against Sophie’s body in the shape the body had been wanting to settle into since the function room and had, in many imagined versions, been imagining itself settling into. Her head came to the soft skin at Sophie’s collarbone above the strap of the slip. Her hand, at Sophie’s waist, was on the cool silk of the slip and the warm body underneath.

Sophie kissed her.

The kiss was slow. It had the quality of inevitability that had been building since the previous spring — and the inevitability, as the kiss began, as Sophie’s mouth found hers in the dawn light — had been building for both of them for as long as Lily had been carrying her own piece of it, and the meeting of the two long inevitabilities at the level of the mouth in the dawn light was the meeting of two things that had been moving toward each other for the whole long previous.

The kiss deepened.

Sophie’s hand came up to Lily’s face. The fingers spread along Lily’s jaw — the same fingers that had been at Lily’s jaw in the function room, in the gesture that had stopped, and the gesture, in the dawn light, was no longer stopping. The thumb moved against the underside of Lily’s jaw the way Lily had imagined the thumb moving in the long private hours of the previous season. The palm settled at the side of Lily’s throat. The whole shape of the hand against the throat was the shape of the hand from the function room — repeated, in the dawn, in a place that did not require Sophie to pull it away.

Lily made a sound into Sophie’s mouth.

It was a soft sound. Not urgent. The sound of a body that had been waiting and was, at this hour, being met. Sophie heard it. The hearing registered in the slight tightening of Sophie’s mouth against hers — the kiss becoming, by an increment, more committed.

Sophie pulled the white cotton blanket down.

She pulled it down slowly. The blanket fell away from Lily’s shoulders, and the cool air of the air-conditioned room arrived on Lily’s bare neck and the cotton of her jumper. Sophie’s hand moved from Lily’s jaw down the line of her throat to the collar of the jumper. She paused at the collar.

“Lily.”

“Yes.”

“Can I.”

“Yes.”

She lifted the jumper.

She did it slowly. She did it with the considered care a person took when undressing someone whose body had been, until this hour, a body she had spent the previous season not allowing herself to undress. The cotton came up over Lily’s head. Lily lifted her arms, the way a person lifted their arms when they were being undressed, and the jumper came off and Sophie folded it and placed it on the bedside table without taking her eyes from Lily’s face.

Lily was in her t-shirt now. A thin grey t-shirt she had been wearing under the jumper. She had not been planning to be undressed when she had put on the t-shirt in the early morning of the previous day. It was the t-shirt a woman wore under jumpers because it was the most ordinary t-shirt she owned, and Sophie’s seeing of it in the dawn light was the seeing of a t-shirt that had not been arranged for being seen.

Sophie did not, in the seeing, register any version of disappointment about the t-shirt.

She lifted it too.

Lily was, now, in her bra. The bra was a soft grey bra that matched, in some accidental way, the t-shirt. It was the bra of someone who had not chosen, at any point in her morning the day before, to put on the kind of bra a woman put on when she was being seen.

Sophie’s eyes moved across Lily’s body in the dawn light.

The seeing was the gathered attention of a woman who had been carrying an internal picture of Lily Carter’s body for a long time and had, in the dawn light, been given the picture for confirmation. Sophie’s mouth, watching, did the soft loosening it had done at the corner when Lily had touched her jaw.

“Lily.”

“Yes.”

“You are very beautiful.”

The sentence arrived in the trainer’s voice — the precise, French-influenced voice of a senior cabin crew member who had been doing assessments for years — but the voice was being used, in this hour, to deliver a piece of information that did not belong to the assessment cycle.

Lily had not, since the start, heard the voice used for any sentence of this shape.

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“Take this off.”

She unhooked it from behind. The clasp came open. Sophie pulled the straps down Lily’s arms with the slow unhurried care of a woman undressing another woman in dawn light, and the bra came off and went onto the bedside table beside the jumper and the t-shirt, and Lily was, in the cool air of the hotel room with the harbour lights still showing through the gauze curtain alongside the dawn, naked from the waist up in front of another woman for the first time in a long while.

Sophie did not, immediately, touch her.

She looked. She looked at Lily’s chest — the small breasts, the pale Yorkshire skin, the soft pink of the nipples in the cool air — with the slow accumulated attention of someone who had been wanting to look at this body for a long time and was, finally, looking at it.

Then she lowered her face.

Her mouth, on the curve of Lily’s breast, was warm and careful — the mouth of someone who had not done this in a long time and was, in the doing, taking the considered slow pleasure of someone reconstructing a thing she had once known well. The kiss landed at the soft skin just above the curve. The kiss moved. The mouth traced a careful path down the curve to the soft pink at its centre.

Sophie’s mouth at her nipple was the sensation Lily’s body had been imagining across the previous season and had not been imagining accurately. The slow careful pressure of Sophie’s lips. The warm flick of her tongue, the involuntary catch of breath in Lily’s own chest as the sensation arrived in her sternum and travelled down through her body to the place between her legs that had been waiting for the travel.

Lily made another sound.

The sound was, this time, more than soft. It was the sound of a body that had been receiving information through the skin of its chest and had decided, in the receiving, that it was no longer going to manage its responses.

Sophie’s hand came to the other breast.

The two hands and the mouth were, in the dawn light of the bed, working in the slow coordinated rhythm of a body that had not done this in a long time but had not forgotten how. Lily’s hands were in Sophie’s hair — the dark hair that had been loose since she had taken it down at the end of the previous evening, the silky weight of it falling across the back of her neck and down her shoulders. She did not direct anything. She held Sophie’s head against her own chest in the way a body held the head of another body that was doing exactly the thing the body had been hoping for.

After some interval Sophie’s mouth moved down.

It moved across Lily’s sternum. It moved over the soft skin at the base of her ribcage. It paused at the soft place just above Lily’s navel. It moved further. It reached the waistband of Lily’s jeans.

Sophie’s hand came to the waistband too.

She paused.

“Lily.”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure.”

“Yes.”

“I want to be sure that you are sure.”

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“I am sure. I have been sure since the function room. I have been sure for a long time.”

“Alright.”

She unbuttoned them. The button came undone. The zip came down. Sophie’s fingers worked at the denim with slow careful precision, as if the undressing in this dawn was a thing she was going to do correctly, and the slow careful precision was, Lily understood as Sophie eased the jeans down her thighs, the gift of Sophie’s whole long containment being deployed, in the dawn, in service of Lily’s body.

Lily lifted her hips.

Sophie took the jeans off. They went onto the floor beside the bed. Lily was, now, in her cotton underwear. She had — in the long inventory of the previous day’s accidents of dress — chosen a pair of soft grey cotton briefs that morning because she had not been planning to be undressed.

Sophie removed them too.

She did it slowly. She did it with the same considered care she had applied to every previous piece of clothing. Lily was, now, naked on the bed in the dawn light of a Hong Kong Monday morning, and Sophie — in her pale silk slip — was kneeling between Lily’s legs, and the seeing of Sophie kneeling between her legs in the dawn light was the seeing of a configuration Lily’s body had not, in the long imagined versions of this scene, allowed itself to imagine because the allowing would have, in the previous season, cost her more than she could afford to spend.

Sophie’s hands settled at the inside of Lily’s thighs.

The hands were warm. They settled with the steady deliberate care of two hands that had been waiting to settle in this place for a long time. Sophie’s thumbs traced the line of the crease where Lily’s thigh met her pelvis — slowly, attentively, the way Sophie’s thumb had traced the inch of Lily’s jaw in the function room and had then stopped. The thumbs, in the dawn, did not stop.

Sophie lowered her face.

Sophie’s mouth moved between Lily’s legs. The first contact — the soft press of her lips at the skin at the top of Lily’s pubic bone — was a kiss the body received as a piece of information whose entire significance was the slow build-up to it. The second contact — Sophie’s tongue, finding the place — was a sensation Lily had not been prepared for despite having spent the long previous in various private hours imagining it.

The tongue moved.

It moved with the slow careful attention Sophie had been bringing to every gesture in the dawn. It found Lily’s clitoris — the specific place — and worked at it with the precise unhurried rhythm of a woman who knew exactly what to do. Sophie’s hands at the insides of Lily’s thighs held them in the place that gave the mouth its access.

Lily came undone in stages.

The first stage was the soft involuntary lifting of her hips toward Sophie’s mouth. Sophie responded — the tongue went deeper, harder, the rhythm tightening. The second stage was the sound. Lily was making sounds now — small open sounds, then larger ones, the sounds of a body no longer managing what it was doing. The third stage was Lily’s hand. She reached down for Sophie’s hair. She held it. She did not direct anything. She held Sophie’s head against her own body in the rough register of a woman who was no longer thinking.

Sophie’s hand moved.

She slipped two fingers inside Lily — slowly, attentively, the way Sophie did everything in the dawn — and the inside of Lily was warm and wet and ready, and Sophie’s fingers found the inside place that Lily had not, in any of the long previous imagining, allowed herself to imagine being found, and the finding was the thing that broke the last of Lily’s composure.

She came.

She came in the long unrolling release of a body that had been carrying the want for as long as it had been carrying it and was, in the dawn light of a Hong Kong Monday morning, no longer carrying it. The coming was loud — louder than Lily had remembered her own coming being — and it was sustained. Sophie did not stop. She kept the mouth where it had been and the fingers where they had been and held Lily through the unrolling with full presence. The attending was the gift.

She lay still.

She lay still in the place Sophie had left her in — naked, legs apart, the pale silk of Sophie’s slip beside her hip where Sophie had moved up to be at the level of her face. Sophie was watching her. The watching was slow and tender, the attention of someone who had given a thing she had been wanting to give for a long time, and the giving was, in the dawn, the only thing in the room with them.

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“Come here.”

Sophie came up the bed. Her face arrived at the level of Lily’s face. Lily kissed her — tasting herself on Sophie’s mouth in the slow heavy kiss of someone who had been thoroughly received and was, in the receiving, no longer the woman she had been at the start of the dawn.

She put her hand on Sophie’s hip through the silk of the slip.

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“I want to do this for you too.”

“Lily.”

“Yes.”

“You don’t have to. Not now.”

“I want to.”

“Alright.”

She moved. She moved slowly, in the slow recovered rhythm of a body that had just come and was, in the immediate aftermath, finding the next thing it wanted to do. She rolled Sophie onto her back. She kissed her — at the mouth, at the jaw, at the side of the throat where Sophie’s palm had been on Lily’s own throat in the function room. She moved down. She kissed the soft skin above the strap of the slip. She drew the slip down — slowly, with attention, the way Sophie had undressed her — and Sophie was, in the slip’s coming down, naked beneath it.

She had not been wearing anything underneath.

Lily had not, in the long imagining, allowed herself to imagine that Sophie wore nothing under the silk slip in the small hours of a hotel rotation. The fact landed in her body in a specific way that her body was no longer in a position to manage.

Sophie’s body in the dawn light was the body Lily had been carrying an internal picture of for a long time. It was the long lean shape of a woman who ran every morning and cooked her own meals and slept her own hours. The pale skin. The faint fading mark at the hipbone Lily had registered at the rooftop pool in the previous May. The small breasts. The soft dark patch between Sophie’s legs.

Lily lowered her face.

She did to Sophie what Sophie had done to her. Not in identical fashion — she was working out, in real time, what Sophie’s body wanted — but in the same slow committed attention. Sophie made the sounds Lily had been listening for, and the sounds were quieter than Lily’s own had been but in their own way more specific, the sounds of someone who had been holding her body in a position for a long time and was, in the dawn, allowing it to break.

Sophie came differently.

Where Lily’s coming had been the long unrolling release of a body waiting through the previous season, Sophie’s was a slower, harder breaking. She did not, in the coming, make much sound. She breathed. Her body arched once, sharply, against Lily’s mouth and Lily’s hand, and then it went very still, and then it began to release in slow shuddering waves that Lily felt against her face and her hand and her own chest pressed against Sophie’s inner thigh.

Lily kept her mouth where it was through the unrolling.

When the unrolling slowed she moved up the bed. She arrived at Sophie’s face. Sophie’s eyes were closed. The tears at the corners of Sophie’s eyes — brief, not large, the wet evidence of a face that had been doing something its face had not done in a very long time — were the most private piece of information Lily had ever been allowed to see.

Lily did not, in the seeing, comment.

She lay down beside Sophie. She put her arm across Sophie’s chest. She put her face against the side of Sophie’s neck where Sophie’s pulse was still moving in the slow recovered rhythm of a body that had just come.

Outside the window the dawn had given way to the full pale light of an early Hong Kong morning. The room was no longer the dawn room. The harbour lights through the curtain had begun to be eclipsed by the daylight. The amber from the writing desk lamp was, by now, redundant.

Lily reached and turned it off.

They lay together in the soft pale light of a Hong Kong morning, naked, on top of the white cotton blanket of Lily’s hotel room, and they did not, for some time, speak. Lily had been received. Sophie, beside her, had — for the first time in a long while — let herself be received.

The thing they had been carrying through the long previous was, in the room with them in the morning, no longer the thing it had been at the start of the dawn.


CHAPTER 22


She came up out of the sleep in stages.

First the warm fact of another body beside her own — the body’s slow registration of weight in the bed where weight had not, in a long while, been registered. Then the smell. The smell of a woman’s hair, a woman’s skin, the soft warm scent of a person who had been sleeping beside her. Then the light.

The light was the light of the late Hong Kong morning. It was no longer the watery dawn that had been across the bed at the start of the morning. It was full daylight — the bright committed light of a city the sun had been on some time, the kind of light a hotel room received when its curtains were not adequate to the brightness of the day outside and the room was, by some hour of the morning, going to acknowledge the day whether the occupants of the room wanted it to or not.

She opened her eyes.

Lily was beside her. Lily was on her back, naked, the white cotton blanket pulled up loosely to her hipbone. Her hair was loose across the pillow. Her face was turned toward Sophie. She was asleep.

Sophie watched her for some interval.

The watching was slow and accumulated — someone who had been carrying an internal picture of another woman’s sleeping face without ever having seen it directly. The picture, in many of its imagined versions, had been substantially wrong. The face, in the actual light of the late morning, was softer than the imagined version — less guarded, less attentive, the face of a body that had spent its first hours of sleep in the shape of a body that had just been thoroughly received and was no longer required to keep watch over anything.

She had been received.

She had also, herself, been received.

This was the piece of information she had not, in the months before, allowed herself to file. The receiving had been the entire register Sophie had spent her professional life arranging to avoid. The receiving — being touched by someone else in a way that required her body to be present for the touching rather than managed during it — had been, in the dawn, the first occurrence in a long while of a thing she had been quietly believing she had become incapable of.

She had not become incapable of it.

The thing she had become was the thing that had been afraid of doing it again.

She watched Lily’s face.

She did not, in the watching, find any version of herself that wanted to undo what had happened in the dawn. She did not find the version of herself that had been operating in the function room, or the one operating across the rim of a wine glass in a Cantonese restaurant on Granville Road in the previous May. She did not find any of the configurations of herself she had been moving through before this, and the not-finding was the answer to the question her brother in Lyon had given her permission to keep asking.

She did not need to keep asking it.

The asking had been answered, in the dawn, by the body of the woman beside her.

She moved.

She moved slowly. The choosing was the thing the daylight was going to be for. Lily was asleep. Lily had earned her sleep. Sophie did not wake her. She moved her own body, on the bed, into the shape of being beside Lily on her side, her face on the pillow at the level of Lily’s face. She reached, with the hand that was not under her own head, and traced — slowly, without weight — the line of Lily’s collarbone with the back of her own fingers.

Lily made a small sound in her sleep.

The sound was not the sound of waking. It was the sound of a body whose skin had registered, in the dream, that another hand was present and had folded the registration into the texture of the dream. Sophie did not, in the hearing, stop. She continued the trace. Her fingers moved from the collarbone to the soft place at the base of Lily’s throat, and from the base of the throat to the line of the jaw, and from the line of the jaw to the corner of the mouth.

Lily’s eyes opened.

She did not, in the opening, start. She did not register confusion about where she was. She had, Sophie understood, retained a piece of the night and the dawn through the sleep, and the retention let her open her eyes in the late morning light and find Sophie’s face an inch from her own and respond — not by speaking, but by lifting her chin a fraction toward Sophie’s mouth.

Sophie kissed her.

She kissed her slowly. The kiss had nothing of the dawn’s inevitable arriving about it. The kiss had the deliberate quality of a kiss chosen in daylight by a woman who had spent the long previous deciding, in the cold operational way she decided things, that she was not going to be the woman who chose this — and who was, in the kiss, deciding the opposite. The choosing was the kiss. The kiss was the choosing. The two things were not, in this moment, distinguishable.

Lily kissed her back.

She moved Lily into position slowly.

It was the slow accumulated leading of two bodies that had, in the dawn, learned each other’s geometry and were, in the late morning, beginning to apply the learning. Sophie did not take Lily’s clitoris with her mouth the way she had in the dawn. She did the things her hands had not done in the dawn. She traced the line from Lily’s throat to her sternum with the back of her knuckles. She kissed the soft place inside Lily’s elbow. She turned Lily’s hand over in her own and kissed the inside of the wrist where Lily’s pulse was visible. She moved her own mouth across Lily’s stomach to map the parts of this body the dawn had not had time to map.

Lily, this time, made fewer sounds.

The fewer sounds were not, Sophie understood as she worked, the sounds of a body that was less affected. They were the sounds of a body that had been received in the previous hour and was, in this one, allowing itself to receive with less surface noise and more registered depth. Lily’s breath went short at the inside of the elbow. Lily’s body shifted at the kiss to the inside of the thigh. Lily’s hand, when it came to Sophie’s hair, did not pull. It rested. The resting was, by every measure Sophie had developed before this, more intimate than the holding had been in the dawn.

When Sophie used her hand between Lily’s legs — without her mouth, this time, just the fingers — Lily came in the brief shaken way a body came when it had already come in the longer version a few hours earlier and was, in the second version, doing the smaller more contained release of a body returning to a familiar place.

Sophie stayed with her through the release.

After, she moved up the bed. She kissed Lily at the mouth. She kissed her at the side of the throat where she had been wanting to kiss her through the previous season. She put her face against Lily’s shoulder and breathed.

Lily turned, after some interval, and looked at her.

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“Lie down.”

Sophie hesitated.

The hesitation was the only piece of resistance her body had produced since the dawn. The resistance was not at the request. The resistance was at the arrangement the request was going to produce. The shape was Sophie on her back, fully visible, in the bright committed daylight of the late morning, with Lily above her doing the things Sophie had done to Lily.

The shape was the configuration she had spent her life arranging not to be in.

Lily watched her face during the hesitation.

She did not push. She did not ask the question. She allowed the hesitation to be the hesitation, and she allowed Sophie to find — in her own time, by her own route — the answer.

“Lily.”

“Yes.”

“I have not done this in a very long time.”

“I know.”

“I am — I am not entirely sure I know how to do this.”

“You don’t have to know how. I’ll do it.”

“Yes. I — yes.”

“Lie down, Sophie.”

She lay down.

She lay down on her back. The white cotton blanket was beneath her. The morning light through the gauze curtain was, on her bare body, the bright committed daylight she had spent her life not allowing this configuration of herself to receive. She put her hands at her sides because she did not know, in the first moment of the lying down, what to do with them. She felt — she registered — exposed in a way her body had not been exposed in a very long time.

Lily moved.

She moved up Sophie’s body. She did not hurry. She arrived at the level of Sophie’s face. She looked down at her — the same soft warm look she had given her in the briefing room of the first week with the cool quiet attentiveness of a junior crew member taking notes on her thigh.

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“Look at me.”

She looked at her.

“Keep looking at me.”

“Alright.”

Lily lowered her face. She kissed Sophie at the mouth — slowly, deliberately. She moved down. She kissed Sophie at the throat where Sophie had been kissed in the dawn. She moved down to the small breasts and gave them — in the bright morning light, with full unhurried attention — the attending Sophie had given hers in the dawn. Her mouth at the soft pink of Sophie’s nipple was the mouth of a woman who was, in this arrangement, no longer the junior crew member of the first week.

Sophie kept her eyes open.

The keeping was the thing. The keeping was the shape the daylight was for. She watched Lily’s face moving across her own body, and she felt the heat of Lily’s mouth on the small breasts, and she did not — at any point in the watching — allow herself to close her eyes against the seeing.

Lily moved down.

She moved past the sternum, past the ribs, past the soft skin at the base of the ribcage. She paused at the navel. She paused at the soft place above the pubic bone. Sophie’s hand, at her own side, gripped — without intending to — the cotton of the white blanket beside her hip.

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“Are you alright.”

“Yes.”

“You’re sure.”

“Yes.”

“Keep looking at me.”

She kept looking.

Lily lowered her face between Sophie’s legs.

The first contact — Lily’s mouth, the warm wet of her tongue, the small definite place where Sophie’s body was concentrated — produced in Sophie’s body a sensation she had been imagining through the months before and had not been imagining accurately. She understood with the part of her brain that was still doing the work it had been doing for as long as it had been doing work — the warm specific work of a tongue applied by a woman who was, in the application, paying complete attention.

She made a sound.

The sound was the sound of a woman whose interior had broken open in the dawn and was, in the late morning, being broken open in a larger one. It was not loud. It was the brief catch of a body that had been managing its responses for a long time and was, against its training, no longer managing.

Lily, between her legs, did not stop.

Lily worked with the slow attentive precision she had been working with all morning. The mouth. The tongue. The specific rhythm. After some interval Lily added her hand. The fingers, when they slipped inside Sophie, found the inside place that no person had been to in a long while. The found place was — Sophie registered with the part of her brain that was still operational — a piece of her body she had been, in the long previous, keeping in reserve for an occasion that had not seemed likely to arrive.

The occasion was arriving.

She kept her eyes on Lily’s face.

The keeping was harder, in this hour, than it had been at the start of the lying down. The body wanted to close the eyes. The body wanted to turn the face into the pillow. The body wanted to do the brief managed things bodies did when they were in the shape of receiving an intensity they had not received in a long time. Sophie did not, against the body’s preferences, allow any of the brief managed things. She kept her eyes on Lily’s face. She kept her face in the daylight. She kept the shape the morning was for.

She came.

She came slowly. The coming was not the dawn’s quick quiet breaking. The coming was the long unrolling release of a woman who had been holding her body across the whole of her adult life and was, in the bright morning light of a Hong Kong Monday, no longer holding it. The unrolling was long. It was the longest unrolling Sophie had experienced in her own body in a long time.

She did not look away.

Lily kept her face on Sophie’s body through the whole release. When the unrolling slowed and Sophie’s body began, by stages, to come back into the shape it had been in before the unrolling, Lily moved up. She arrived at the level of Sophie’s face. Sophie’s cheeks were wet. She had not registered the wetness arriving. The wetness was the wetness of a face that had — for the second time since the previous spring, after the previous occasion at her brother’s voice on a phone — done the thing her face had not done in a very long time.

Lily did not comment on the wetness.

She kissed Sophie. She kissed her at the cheek where the wet was. She kissed her at the corner of the mouth. She kissed her on the mouth — the slow heavy kiss of someone who had given the gift she had wanted to give, and the gift had landed, and the giving was, in the late morning, the thing she had wanted to leave the dawn for.

She lay down beside Sophie.

She put her head on Sophie’s shoulder. She put her hand on Sophie’s hip. Her body, against Sophie’s in the bright daylight of the late morning, was the body of a woman who had been content to wait and was, after the waiting, content to lie down beside the woman she had been waiting for.

Sophie’s body, under Lily’s hand, was the body of someone who had — for the duration of the long previous — been quietly believing that this configuration was not available to her.

The shape was available.

The shape was, in the late morning of a Hong Kong Monday, the shape she was in.

She let her eyes close.

She let herself stop watching Lily’s face. She let herself stop watching her own body. She let herself, against every architecture of containment her life had built, simply be — naked, on a bed, with a woman she had been wanting beside her, in the bright daylight of a city that did not, at this hour, require her to be anything else.

After some interval Lily said, into the soft skin at the side of Sophie’s neck:

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“Was that alright.”

Sophie did not, immediately, answer.

She thought about the question. She thought about it with the part of her brain that had been doing the assessing through the whole of her adult life. She thought about all the answers the question could be given. She thought about the answer that was true.

“Yes, Lily.”

“Yes.”

“It was very alright.”

“Right.”

“It was — it was the alright I have been waiting for.”

Lily did not, in the hearing, say anything more. She kept her face at the side of Sophie’s neck. She kept her hand on Sophie’s hip. She allowed the alright to be the alright.

Outside the window the late morning of a Hong Kong Monday continued. The sound of the city — the soft accumulated traffic, the brief horn from the Star Ferry pier, the accumulating noise of a city eighteen floors below them — was the sound of a Monday morning the city had been doing for as long as the city had been doing Mondays.

Sophie listened to it.

She listened to it with her eyes closed and Lily’s hand on her hip and Lily’s breath at the side of her neck, and she did not, for what was a considerable interval of the late morning, do anything that required movement.

She had been received.

She had also, herself, done some receiving.

The two pieces of information were — for the first time in the long shape of her professional life — sitting together in the same body at the same hour without conflict.

She had not, in the long previous, believed this configuration was achievable.

The not-believing had been, she understood as she listened to the city doing its Monday morning, the question her brother in Lyon had also been giving her permission to release.

The release was happening.

The release was, in the late morning of a Hong Kong Monday on the bed of a fifteenth-floor hotel room with Lily Carter’s hand on her hip and Lily Carter’s breath at the side of her neck, the only thing in the room.


CHAPTER 23


She did not, for what was perhaps the considerable middle of the day, leave the bed.

She lay on her side facing Sophie. Sophie lay on her side facing her. Their hands were between them on the white cotton blanket — not laced, not gripping, simply meeting at the level where two hands met when the bodies were lying in the shape their bodies were lying in. The bright daylight of the late morning had moved, by the slow incremental measure of the day, into the bright daylight of the early afternoon, and the early afternoon had begun to take on the soft tinted gold that came into a hotel room when the sun was getting closer to the harbour-facing window. Neither of them, for what was an interval Lily was not keeping track of, spoke.

The not-speaking was not a silence to be filled.

The not-speaking was the place their bodies had arrived at after the slow events of the morning, and the bodies — the eyes lightly closed, the slow even breath of a woman who had not, in many years of her professional life, allowed herself the luxury of mid-afternoon stillness in another woman’s bed — were going to take the place for as long as it would let them have it.

The flight was at oh-three-oh-five in the small hours of the following morning.

This was a piece of information Lily’s brain had been holding through the morning at the steady low frequency of a piece of information a person held when she did not, at the present hour, wish to be in active dialogue with it. The crew had booked it. The carrier had paid for it. The grandmother in Halifax General Hospital was, by the calculations Lily’s body had been doing through the morning underneath every other current of attention, the woman the flight was for.

The flight was not, at this hour, the only thing Lily’s body was for.

This was, she understood as she watched Sophie’s face on the pillow, the shape the day was holding. The flight in the small hours and the woman in the bed and the grandmother on the stroke ward in the hospital on the other side of the world were, all three, the things Lily’s body was for, and the things were not in conflict with one another. They were arranged, in the body, in the same available space.

The grandmother had taught her, years before in a kitchen in Halifax, that there was no useful conflict between the things a person could love at the same time.

Lily had not, until this hour, understood the teaching in the form the teaching had been delivered to her.

She understood it now.

After some interval Sophie opened her eyes.

She did not, in the opening, do anything more than meet Lily’s gaze. The meeting held for an interval Lily did not count. Then Sophie said — in the soft register she had not been using through the previous season:

“Lily.”

“Yes.”

“You should call Beth.”

“I know.”

“It’s evening at home.”

“I know.”

She did not, for some seconds, move.

After the seconds she rolled onto her back, and reached for her phone on the bedside table, and unlocked it, and called Beth.

Beth picked up on the second ring.

“Lily.”

“Beth.”

“Where are you.”

“Still in Hong Kong. I fly tonight.”

“What’s tonight your time.”

“It’s the afternoon here. The flight is at three in the morning.”

“Right.”

“How is she.”

“She’s the same. The neurologist came round again at four. She said — she said Beth and Pete this morning, did I tell you that.”

“You said Beth this morning. The Pete is new.”

“Yes. The Pete is new.”

“Oh, Beth.”

“I know.”

“I’ll be there tomorrow.”

“Yes.”

“Tomorrow afternoon. Pete’s picking me up from Manchester.”

“Yes. I told him. He’s on it.”

“Right.”

“Lily.”

“Yes.”

“Are you alright.”

She did not, immediately, answer.

She was sitting up in the bed now, naked under the white cotton blanket she had pulled to her chest while she made the call. Sophie was beside her on the bed in the pale silk slip Sophie had put back on at some hour Lily had not registered. The afternoon light through the gauze curtain was the soft accumulating gold of a Hong Kong afternoon. The room was warm. Sophie’s hand was on her own thigh through the silk of the slip.

“I’m alright, Beth.”

“You sound different.”

“I’m alright.”

“Alright.”

“Beth.”

“Yes.”

“I’m alright.”

“Alright, love.”

She ended the call.

She set the phone back on the bedside table. She did not, for some seconds, turn to face Sophie. She kept her gaze on the gauze curtain and the soft accumulating gold beyond it.

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“Beth said I sound different.”

“Yes.”

“Right.”

A pause.

“Do I sound different.”

“Yes, Lily.”

“How.”

“You sound —”

Sophie did not, for the first time in the morning, find the word she was reaching for. She paused. She allowed the pause to be a pause. She tried again.

“You sound like a woman who has been received.”

“Yes.”

“You sound like that, Lily.”

“Yes.”

A pause.

“Is that alright with you.”

“Yes.”

“Yes.”

She turned, finally, to face Sophie on the bed.

She did not smile. The not-smiling was not the not-smiling of a woman who had nothing to smile about. It was the not-smiling of a woman whose face was, at this hour, working with a different vocabulary than the vocabulary of smiles. She put her hand on Sophie’s face. Her fingers traced, slowly, the line from the corner of the eye to the line of the jaw.

“You are very kind to me.”

“Lily.”

“You are.”

“I am not being kind. I am being honest.”

“Yes.”

“The two things are not, today, distinguishable.”

“Right.”

A pause.

“Lily.”

“Yes.”

“You need to eat.”

“I know.”

“And you need to pack.”

“I know.”

“Yes.”

They got out of the bed.

Sophie made the call to room service. She ordered something simple — a chicken sandwich, a pot of tea, two pieces of fruit. The food arrived in twenty minutes. They ate at the writing desk by the window. Lily was, by this hour, fully dressed in the soft cotton shift dress she had worn the previous evening, brushed out, eating with the brief careful efficiency of a body that had been told to eat and was eating.

After the meal Lily packed.

The packing was not a complicated piece of work. Sophie had done the bulk of it the previous afternoon when she had brought Lily’s case up to her own room and then back down. The case was almost ready. Lily had to add the things she had taken out of it overnight — the toiletries, the pyjamas she had been wearing, the soft cotton dress she would change out of before the flight. She added them in the slow careful way her hands had been operating through the day.

Sophie sat on the bed and watched her.

She did not do anything to help. She had done her helping the previous afternoon. The packing of this case, this evening, was Lily’s packing of Lily’s case, and Sophie’s sitting on the bed was the gift of allowing Lily the small dignity of doing the packing herself.

When the case was zipped, Lily said:

“What time should I go down.”

“One o’clock. The car is at one fifteen.”

“Right.”

“I’ll come with you to the airport.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I’m coming.”

“Alright.”

“I’ll come back to the hotel after. I have the rotation still.”

“Yes.”

A pause.

“Lily.”

“Yes.”

“I would not let you go to the airport alone.”

“I know.”

“You should know that I know.”

“Yes.”

“Alright.”

She lay down on the bed.

“Come here, Sophie.”

Sophie came.

They slept for some hours in the early evening.

The sleeping was not the deep sleep of the previous night. It was the brief recovered sleep of two bodies that had been awake for too long and needed to rest before what was going to be a long Tuesday in different geographies. They lay together — Lily fully clothed in the shift dress, Sophie in the pale silk slip and a soft cotton dressing gown she had taken from her own room — on top of the blanket. Lily’s head was at Sophie’s shoulder. Sophie’s arm was around Lily’s back. Their breathing matched at some hour Lily was not keeping track of.

When Sophie’s alarm went off Lily was already awake.

She had been awake, she thought, for an hour. The body, knowing what was coming, had refused to remain unconscious. She had been watching the harbour lights through the gauze curtain in the dark of the room and listening to Sophie breathing at her shoulder, and the listening had been — she registered as the alarm sounded — the most attended-to sound she had paid attention to in the long week she was leaving Hong Kong on.

She turned the alarm off.

Sophie woke slowly. She did not, in the waking, make any of the noises a person sometimes made on waking. She simply opened her eyes, registered Lily’s face beside hers, registered the hour, and sat up in the bed in the slow deliberate way she did everything.

They moved.

Lily showered briefly. She changed out of the shift dress and into the loose linen trousers and pale grey t-shirt she had set out for the flight. Sophie changed out of the dressing gown and back into her trousers and the cashmere jumper from the previous evening. The work of changing was the work of two bodies in the same room doing parallel things, and the parallel was — Lily registered as she watched Sophie button the cuffs of her own cashmere sleeves — a parallel that had been arrived at, in this room, through the slow accumulating work of the previous day and which felt, in its arrival, more ordinary than anything Lily had expected to feel.

They went down to the lobby.

The lobby was the lobby of a hotel in Hong Kong in the small hours of a Tuesday in early October. The lighting was the dimmed late-night lighting the hotel ran after the bar closed. The night manager was at the desk. The marble floor was the marble floor it had been on Sunday afternoon when the call from Beth had come.

Lily did not, walking across it, look at the leather armchair in the corner with the side table.

She did not need to look at it. She knew it was there. The not-looking was the small gift she gave herself in the brief passage across the marble floor.

The car was at the front door.

It was a black Mercedes saloon the hotel had ordered. The driver was a quiet Chinese man in his fifties who took her case and put it in the boot and held the rear door open for Lily and Sophie. They got in. Sophie sat on the right side. Lily sat on the left. They did not, in the getting in, look at each other.

The car pulled away from the hotel.

Hong Kong International in the small hours was the strange quiet version of itself the airport became in the deep hours of the night, when the late international flights had departed and the early ones had not yet begun. The terminal was wide. The marble floors echoed. A handful of crew — not from her own carrier — were going through the staff channels in their uniforms. A few late-arriving passengers were doing the slow work of an unwanted hour.

Lily checked in at the priority desk.

The check-in was efficient. Joy at the rota line had pre-cleared the booking. The agent printed the boarding pass. The case went on the belt. Lily was, by the time she turned away from the counter with her boarding pass in her hand, fifty minutes from the gate closing.

Sophie was at her left elbow.

She had been at Lily’s elbow through the check-in, in the brief careful attentive presence of a woman who was, by every operational sign, going to be at Lily’s elbow until Lily had to go through security and not a second past it.

They walked to the security gates.

They walked slowly. They did not, in the walking, hurry. The signage above the security gates said Departures — International — Cathay Pacific & Codeshare in the standard Hong Kong yellow lettering. The queue was short. There were perhaps twelve people in it at this hour.

Lily stopped at the rope line.

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t know how to do this.”

“I know.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t have to say anything.”

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“What happens next.”

Sophie did not, for some seconds, answer.

She did not answer because the answering was a thing she had not, in the previous many hours, allowed her brain to begin doing. The brain had been on the bed. The brain had been in the room. The brain had not, until Lily’s question at the rope line of the security queue, been required to look at the question of what came next.

She looked at Lily.

The looking was the looking of a woman who had spent her professional life answering questions like the one Lily had just asked her with the cool composed precision the institution had trained her to bring to questions of operational futures. The looking was also, in this hour, the looking of a woman whose institutional precision was, at the rope line, not the resource Lily had asked her to deploy.

“I don’t know yet, Lily.”

“Right.”

“I don’t know yet, and I am not going to know yet for some interval, and I would rather tell you that I don’t know than tell you something I have not yet thought through.”

“Yes.”

“You are going to go home.”

“Yes.”

“You are going to be with your grandmother.”

“Yes.”

“When you are ready to think about what happens next, I will be here.”

“Yes.”

“I am going to be here, Lily.”

“Yes.”

“I am not going anywhere.”

“Yes.”

A pause. A long one. The queue ahead of Lily had moved — there were now eight people. The agent at the front was waving the next passenger through.

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“Will you do something.”

“Yes.”

“Will you kiss me. Just — just briefly. In front of the airport.”

Sophie did not, in the asking, hesitate.

She stepped forward. She put her hand on the side of Lily’s face in the gesture she had not been allowing herself to use in any public space since the previous May. The palm was warm. She kissed her — briefly, on the mouth, with the brief committed attention of a woman saying a thing she had been waiting to say in this language for a long time.

The kiss lasted perhaps two seconds.

Sophie stepped back.

“Go home, Lily.”

“Yes.”

“Go home.”

“Yes.”

“Tell your grandmother.”

“I will.”

“Tell her my name.”

Lily did not, for a moment, breathe.

“You want me to tell her your name.”

“Yes.”

“Yes, Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“I’ll tell her your name.”

She turned. She went through the rope line. She handed her boarding pass to the agent. She did not, in the going through, look back. The not-looking-back was the small gift she gave Sophie at the security gates.

She made it through security. She walked to the gate. She boarded the aircraft. She found her seat — in the business class section the airline’s priority booking had provided — and stowed her bag and accepted the offered orange juice from the cabin crew. The cabin filled around her. The doors closed. The pushback began.

The aircraft climbed into the dark.

Lily watched the lights of Kowloon disappear beneath the wing as the aircraft turned west. The hotel — eighteen floors, fifteenth floor, the leather armchair in the corner, the bed she had left unmade — was, somewhere below her in the field of lights, a single bright point Lily was not, at this moment, able to distinguish from any other.

She did not, for the first half of an hour of the flight, sleep.

She watched the dark.

She watched it with the brief carrying attention of a woman who had been very thoroughly received in the previous day and was, in the dark above the South China Sea on her way to her grandmother in Halifax, carrying the receiving in her body in the place she had been making for the receiving for a long time.


CHAPTER 24


She had spent the previous week thinking about the conversation she was going to have with Graham Ellis.

She had spent the week in the routines she had been operating in for years — running on the Thames Path on the Tuesday and the Thursday mornings, cooking the slow Sunday roast she always cooked for herself when she was at home for a Sunday, reading in the front room on the Saturday afternoon when the autumn light came through the bay window in the soft tinted gold of a London October. The routines had been the routines. The week had been the week. The work of the thinking had been, underneath the routines, the only piece of work she had been doing.

Lily had called her on the Wednesday evening from a hospital corridor in Halifax.

The grandmother was, by the Wednesday, in the slow careful recovery of an eighty-one-year-old who had been on the stroke ward for some days and was, against the cautious morning prediction of the consultant, beginning to find her words. Lily had described the words — her own first name, the first names of her sister and her sister’s husband, the word love delivered in the soft careful breath of a woman who had spent her own life delivering it. Sophie had listened. She had not, on the call, tried to put structural shape to the listening. She had simply listened, and at the end of the call she had said I am thinking about you in the soft register she had been using since the rope line, and Lily had said I am thinking about you in the same register, and they had ended the call without making any plans for what was going to come next.

Lily had called twice more during the week.

The calls had been brief. They had been the calls of a woman attending to her family in Halifax who was, in the brief intervals between the attending, allowing herself the quiet attention of a phone call to a woman in London. The brevity had not been a problem. The brevity had been the appropriate texture of the current shape of things. Sophie had not, in any of the three calls, asked Lily any of the questions Sophie had been thinking about during the day at intervals. She had taken the calls Lily had made. She had returned the listening Lily had been doing. She had ended the calls in the same register she had ended the first one.

On the Sunday evening she sat in the front room with a glass of wine and made the decision.

The decision was not, by any clinical measure she could apply to it, a difficult decision. It was one she had been making, in pieces, since the previous May. The decision had been arriving at her, gradually, through the months before and through the autumn rotation and through the dawn and the late morning of the Monday in Hong Kong and through the rope line at the security gates and through the brief calls of the current week. The decision was, in the front room of her Hammersmith flat on the Sunday evening, the decision she had decided, and the only piece of work that remained was the work of declaring the decision to the institution that had been quietly giving her room to make it.

She would tell Graham on the Monday morning.

She would tell him in his office, at the meeting table by the window, over the standard plate of plain biscuits and the pot of coffee from the tray. She would tell him in the unhurried register she had been operating with since the dawn. She would tell him without dramatising the telling. She would tell him because the institution had given her, in the way the institution gave its senior staff, the dignity of being trusted to manage her own conduct, and the managing required, at this hour, the acknowledgement of the situation to the person who had given her the dignity in the first place.

She finished the wine.

She went to bed.

She slept well.

On the Monday morning she walked into the crew centre.

She was wearing the dark trousers and the silk blouse and the pearl earrings she wore for meetings of the kind she was going to walk into. She had her hair in the tight French plait. She had her laptop in her bag and her phone in her pocket and the watch she had been wearing since the autumn rotation began on her left wrist. She passed the security desk, and the trainer’s room, and the long corridor to the operations side of the second floor, and she arrived at Graham Ellis’s door.

She did not, before knocking, do any of the small preparatory things a person did before knocking on the door of a senior’s office to deliver a piece of information of the shape she had come to deliver. She did not adjust her blouse. She did not check her hair. She did not, in any internal register, run through the version of the sentence she had spent the previous week composing.

She knocked.

“Come.”

She went in.

Graham was at the desk facing the wall, in the place he was always in when Sophie came to his door without an appointment. He turned in the chair. He registered her at the door. He did not make any of the small administrative noises a senior sometimes made when an unscheduled senior arrived in their doorway.

“Laurent.”

“Graham.”

“Sit.”

She sat. She sat at the meeting table by the window in the chair she had sat in the previous May. The plain biscuits were not, this morning, on the table. The pot of coffee was not on the table. The meeting was not, by his calibration, a meeting Graham had expected.

She did not, immediately, speak.

“Go on.”

“Graham.”

“Yes.”

“I need to declare something.”

He looked at her.

The looking was the slow appraising look of a man who had — in all the years of working with Sophie — not been at the receiving end of a declaration. The look held for an interval she did not count.

“Alright.”

“It is in relation to Lily Carter.”

“Yes.”

He did not, in the yes, register any further surprise than the surprise he had already registered. He did not move to take notes. He did not move to indicate that he was, at this hour, recording the conversation. He sat at the meeting table in the chair he always sat in and let her tell him what she had come to tell him.

“We have — we have begun a relationship.”

“Right.”

“It began at the Peninsula’s neighbour in Hong Kong on the Monday morning of the autumn rotation. The Monday following the grandmother’s stroke. We —”

“Laurent.”

“Yes.”

“You don’t need to go into the detail.”

“Alright.”

“I take it that you and Lily are now in a place that is no longer compatible with the trainer-junior relationship.”

“Yes.”

“Right.”

A pause. Graham was not, in his face, doing anything. He was not registering disappointment. He was not registering surprise. He was, in his face, doing the slow administrative work of taking in a piece of information and beginning to think about its operational implications.

“Has the assessment cycle closed.”

“Yes. I signed off her assessment on the Wednesday after the autumn rotation began. Before — before any of this.”

“Right.”

“I did not, at the time, anticipate any of what subsequently happened.”

“I know.”

“I signed the assessment on its merits. She passed on the merits of her work, and —”

“Laurent.”

“Yes.”

“I am not, this morning, examining the assessment.”

“Alright.”

He stood. He walked to the window. He looked out at the staff car park in the soft autumn light. He stood for what was perhaps a minute without speaking.

After the minute he said, with his back still turned to her:

“What are you proposing.”

“Graham.”

“What are you proposing, Laurent. You have come here this morning to declare a thing. What are you proposing.”

“I am proposing —”

She paused.

She had not, in the long week of thinking, allowed her thinking to settle in a single formulation she had drafted in advance. She had brought to the meeting the openness of a woman who knew she was going to have to find the formulation in the room. The room was, now, the room. The formulation was, at the meeting table by the window, the formulation she had to find.

“I am proposing that I be permanently moved off the Hong Kong rotation. I am proposing that the move not be presented as a punishment or a reassignment with any kind of formal note on the file. I am proposing that I be moved — in the routine operational way the institution moves senior trainers between fleets — to the JFK rotation or the Sydney rotation or any other long-haul fleet that is not the Hong Kong fleet. I am proposing that Lily Carter not be told that the move was made for her sake, although she will, in some piece of her brain, work it out. I am proposing that I continue in my present role as a senior fleet trainer with the carrier, in the capacity I have been operating in for years, on a fleet that does not contain Lily Carter.”

She paused.

“I am proposing that Lily and I be allowed, in our personal time outside the institution, to continue what we have begun. I am proposing that the institution’s formal position on the matter be that the institution has no formal position on the matter, because by the time we have begun — by the dawn of the Monday in Hong Kong — the assessment had been closed and the trainer-junior relationship had been technically dissolved, and the institution’s formal interest in the matter ended at the moment the assessment was uploaded.”

“Right.”

“I am proposing all this with the understanding that you, Graham, are the only person at the carrier who needs to know any of it, and that you will manage the operational consequences in the way you have managed similar consequences in the past.”

Graham did not, for some time, turn from the window.

When he did turn he was, in his face, doing the brief unguarded almost-smile that Sophie had seen perhaps five times in the years of working with him.

“Laurent.”

“Yes.”

“You have done some thinking.”

“I have.”

“Right.”

He came back to the meeting table. He sat down. He looked at her for some interval.

“Here is what I am going to do.”

“Yes.”

“I am going to move you, in the routine operational way the institution moves senior trainers between fleets, to the JFK rotation. The move will be presented in the autumn fleet announcements as part of the standard October reshuffle. The move will be effective on the first of November. You will run the next two assessment cycles on JFK with Stephen’s former cohort. You will not, for the foreseeable future, be on the Hong Kong rotation. If you find at some later interval that the JFK rotation is not the rotation you wish to be on, we will discuss further reassignments.”

“Yes.”

“You are not, in any version of the institutional record, being reassigned for cause.”

“Yes.”

“There is no formal note on your file. There will be no formal note on your file.”

“Yes.”

“Carter’s file is closed. Her assessment is on the record. Her career is unaffected by any of this.”

“Yes.”

“What the two of you do in your personal time is not, in any version that involves my office, my business.”

“Yes.”

“Alright.”

She sat at the table for a moment without moving. She had not, in the long week of thinking, allowed herself to imagine that Graham was going to deliver the answer he had just delivered. She had imagined more difficult conversations. She had imagined the conversation in which Graham, having previously moved her off two rotations for variations on this theme, decided that the third occurrence required a different institutional response. She had not imagined Graham’s near-smile and the slow administrative grace of the version of the answer he had given her.

She did not, in the not-imagining, find any version of words for what to say.

After a stretch she said:

“Graham.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”

“Laurent.”

“Yes.”

“You are good at the job. The carrier values you. The carrier wishes, by the most operationally efficient route possible, to continue to have you do the job. The route this morning is the route this morning.”

“Yes.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Yes.”

A pause.

“Laurent.”

“Yes.”

“Can I ask you something.”

“Yes.”

“Is this the place you wanted.”

She did not, immediately, answer.

She thought about the question. She thought about the function room at the Peninsula’s neighbour in the previous May, and the call to her brother in Lyon in the May after that, and the autumn rotation, and the dawn in the fifteenth-floor hotel room, and the late morning in the same room with Lily kneeling between her legs, and the rope line at the security gates at Hong Kong International, and the three calls of the previous week from a hospital corridor in Halifax. She thought about it for a minute.

“Yes, Graham.”

“Yes.”

“Yes, this is the place I wanted.”

“Right.”

“It is also the place I did not, for — for as long as I have been doing the job — believe was a place I could have.”

“I know.”

“You know.”

“Laurent. I have been doing this job for a long time. I have watched a good many of my senior staff carry the thing you have been carrying. I have watched, in my own career, a smaller but not insignificant number of them work out a way to put it down.”

“Yes.”

“You’ve worked out a way.”

“Yes.”

“Go on.”

She stood.

She did not find any of the small social closures a person sometimes did at the end of a meeting of the shape they had just had. She did not extend her hand. She did not say anything more. She walked to the door of his office. She put her hand on the door handle. She turned to look back at him at the meeting table.

“Graham.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”

“Go on, Laurent.”

She left.

In the corridor she did not, for some seconds, walk away.

She stood with her hand on the door handle she had just closed, in the place she had stood at the previous spring on the morning Graham had told her about Caroline Vasquez. The light through the windows was the soft autumn light of an October morning. She breathed.

She had done it.

She had walked in and she had declared, and Graham had received, and the institution had, in its quiet operational way, made the room for the declaration. The room was made. The thing she had been carrying for the previous season was, in the corridor outside Graham’s office, no longer a thing she had to carry in isolation. It was a thing the institution knew about. It was a thing the institution had given her permission for.

She walked, slowly, back to the trainer’s room.

She did not, on the way, register any of the architectural features of the route.

In the trainer’s room she sat at her desk. She opened her laptop. She wrote, in the standard work register she used for personal emails, a message to Lily Carter at her personal email address. The message said:

Lily.

I have just come from Graham’s office. I am being moved to the JFK rotation, effective the first of November. There will be no formal note. The carrier is treating it as a routine reassignment. I am not, by the institution’s reckoning, being moved for cause.

I would like, when you are ready, to see you.

There is no hurry.

S.

She read the message twice.

She sent it.

She closed her laptop. She walked to the window of the trainer’s room. She looked out at the staff car park, at the line of planted lime trees by the perimeter fence, at the long taxiway beyond them where, in the soft autumn light of a London October morning, a 777-300ER was beginning the slow patient turn onto the runway.

The aircraft accelerated. It lifted. It climbed into the soft pale sky over Heathrow.

Sophie watched it go.


CHAPTER 25


She made the tea at half past nine.

She made it in the brown earthenware teapot Marjorie had been making tea in for as long as Lily had been alive. The teapot had a chip on the inside of the lid from the summer Lily was six, when Marjorie had let her lift it down from the dresser for the first time and Lily had not quite managed the weight. They had not, in the years since, replaced the teapot. Marjorie had said, on the afternoon of the chip, that the teapot was now Lily’s teapot too — that they had both put their hands on it now, and the chip was therefore the kind of chip a household lived with rather than the kind that ended a teapot. Lily had been six years old. She had stood at the dresser with the lid in one hand and the body of the teapot in the other and had begun, in the brief frightened way a six-year-old began, to cry. Marjorie had not, on the afternoon of the chip, made a fuss. She had crouched down to Lily’s height — her knees had been better in those years — and had taken the lid from Lily’s hand, and had said the sentence about the household and the lived-with chip in the calm Yorkshire voice she used when she was making a thing into a thing the family was going to live with rather than a thing the family was going to throw out, and Lily had stopped crying, and the teapot had stayed on the dresser.

Marjorie was at the kitchen table.

She was in the chair she had been in every morning of her life at Hopwood Lane — the chair facing the garden, with the kitchen window over her left shoulder so the morning light came across the cryptic crossword on the table at the angle she preferred. Her right hand sat on the table beside the unworked crossword. Her left hand was around the half-cold cup Lily had set down ten minutes earlier. Lily had been making the small mistake all week of giving Marjorie more tea than Marjorie could drink before it went cold, and Marjorie — who had spent her life finishing what she had been given — had been working slowly through the cold tea by stages without complaint. The pot Lily was finishing now would, Lily had decided, be poured into a smaller cup. The smaller cup had been her plan for two days. She had not, in the two days, actually used it.

This was the kind of thing Marjorie had stopped commenting on.

There had been a version of Marjorie, before the stroke, who would have noticed the half-cold cup on the third day and would have said something dry and exact about it. That version of Marjorie had not, in the four weeks since coming home, returned in full. The current version of Marjorie noticed the cold tea. The current version of Marjorie did not, however, have the words to spare on the noticing, because the words had become a finite resource. Marjorie was spending the words now the way she had once spent the pension on the housekeeping — carefully, on what mattered, with the unsentimental Yorkshire accounting of a woman who had been managing finite resources her whole life. The crossword mattered. The fact that Lily was in the kitchen mattered. Beth coming round at lunchtime mattered. The cold tea was, in this accounting, not worth a word.

Lily understood the accounting.

She had grown up inside it. She had learned, by perhaps the age of nine, that what Marjorie did not say was as much a part of Marjorie’s communication as what she did, and that the not-saying was, in many cases, the more reliable signal. Marjorie saved her speech for the items that needed it. The items that did not need it received the quiet steady physical presence of a woman in a chair across the kitchen table, and the presence was the message, and Lily — since she had been seven — had been the recipient of the message, and had learned to read it, and had built her own emotional vocabulary in large part on the back of Marjorie’s accounting of words.

She brought the fresh pot over. She poured. She added the milk. She took the half-cold cup away to the sink and brought the new cup back. She sat down opposite Marjorie with her own. She did not, on the sitting down, fill the silence with anything. She had stopped doing that around the second week. The chat she had been filling silences with at the beginning had been the chat of a granddaughter who was nervous about the recovery and was using her own voice to drown out the things she was afraid to think. Marjorie had absorbed the chat with patience. Marjorie had not enjoyed the chat. By the second week Lily had worked out that the chat was for Lily and not for Marjorie, and had stopped, and the kitchen had returned to the slow shared quiet that was the kitchen’s natural register, and Marjorie had visibly settled into the silence the way a woman settled back into a chair that had been built for her.

Outside the kitchen window the back garden was in late autumn.

The two apple trees Marjorie had planted the year Lily was born had dropped most of their leaves. Lily had been told, often enough through the years that she knew the date in the way she knew her own birthday, that the apple trees had been planted the same week Lily was born. They were therefore — by a piece of family superstition Lily had absorbed at perhaps nine years old when Marjorie had told her, in passing over the kitchen sink, that the trees would live as long as Lily did — a quiet kind of evidence about her own future health. The trees were not, by any biological measure, anything to do with Lily’s health. Lily knew this. The nine-year-old who lived in some superstitious corner of her brain knew it too. The nine-year-old, however, continued to do her calculations at the kitchen window, and on the mornings when the trees looked well Lily took the well-looking as quiet reassurance, and on the mornings when the trees looked poorly Lily took the poor-looking as a thing to keep an eye on. The trees this morning looked well. The branches were clean. The bark was sound. The dropped leaves at the base of the trunks were the dropped leaves of two healthy trees doing their normal autumn work.

She drank her tea.

Marjorie drank hers.

The light over the garden was the soft tinted light of a late October morning in West Yorkshire — the kind of light that came across the moors and into the kitchens of the terraced streets on the lower slopes, and which had been the light of every late October morning of Lily’s childhood. The light had not changed. The light was the light Marjorie had raised her in, in the kitchen Marjorie had raised her in, with the teapot on the dresser and the cryptic crossword on the table and the slow Yorkshire accounting of the woman across from her, and the light was — Lily understood as she watched Marjorie’s left hand on her cup — the architecture inside which Lily had become a person.

“Lily.”

“Yes, Nan.”

Marjorie looked at her.

The looking was the looking Lily had been receiving from her grandmother since she was seven years old. It was the slow attentive composed looking of the woman who had taken her in when her father had died and her mother had not been able to manage, and who had — in the calm Yorkshire way she did everything — simply got on with the job of raising her. Marjorie had not, when Lily had been brought up the path at Hopwood Lane in October 2004, made a piece of family theatre about it. She had brought Lily inside, and had put her in the spare bedroom that had become Lily’s bedroom, and had begun, on that first afternoon, the long quiet work of teaching Lily that the kitchen at Hopwood Lane was a place where a small girl could put her grief down for the duration of a cup of tea and pick it up again afterwards if she still needed to carry it. Lily had needed to carry it. Marjorie had not, at any point in the twenty-two years since, suggested that she should put it down for good. The grief had been Lily’s. Marjorie’s job had been to make a kitchen Lily could come to.

The face across the table was the face that had read Lily’s face through three decades. The face that had read it when she had failed her piano grade and had said nothing about the failing, only sliding the plate of biscuits across the table in the small specific gesture that had meant the world has not ended on account of this. The face that had read it on the Sunday afternoon at the chapel when Lily, aged twenty-four, had told Marjorie that she was not going to be marrying a man, and Marjorie had nodded, and had said only good, and had then said I have been wondering when you would tell me. The face that could not, by the long practice of three decades, be hidden from when it had decided to read her.

The face was reading her now.

“Who is she.”

Lily did not, for a moment, breathe.

“Nan?”

“Who is she.”

The two repetitions were the two repetitions of a woman who had been delivering most of her sentences twice since coming home. The speech therapist on the rehabilitation ward had told her, gently, on the second-to-last day before discharge, that repetition was a useful tool for someone working her words back, and Marjorie had taken the suggestion in the careful methodical way she had taken every piece of medical advice she had been given, and the second delivery had become the texture of her speech. Lily had got used to it. She had also registered that the second delivery sometimes carried a weight the first did not. Marjorie had begun, by perhaps the third week, to use the second delivery to mean yes I am asking you the thing I just asked you, do not pretend you did not hear it.

This was that kind of second delivery.

Lily set down her cup.

She watched Marjorie’s face. The eyes had not been damaged. The consultant had said on the first day at the hospital, with the brief careful preface he had given the family before delivering each piece of information, that the eyes had been spared, and the eyes had therefore continued to do what Marjorie’s eyes had been doing across this kitchen table since 2004 — watching Lily, registering her, reading her with the slow unsentimental attention that had been the bedrock of Marjorie’s raising of her. The eyes were waiting now.

“Her name is Sophie.”

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“Tell me.”

She told her.

She told her in the slow careful register of a woman telling her grandmother about a thing she had been needing to tell her for some weeks and had not, until the question, had the opening to begin. She did not tell her the parts that did not belong in the kitchen at Hopwood Lane. She did not tell her about the function room in the previous May, or about the dawn in the fifteenth-floor hotel room, or about the late morning that had followed. She told her the things Marjorie needed to hear in order to know who Sophie was, which were not the things Lily had spent the autumn compulsively recalling, but were the things that would make Sophie a person in Marjorie’s mind. That Sophie was older than Lily, by perhaps eight years. That Sophie was a senior fleet trainer with the carrier — a job Marjorie understood because Lily had explained the airline’s structure to her many times over the years, and Marjorie had retained the structure in the careful way she retained things her granddaughter had told her mattered. That Sophie had a French mother and an English father and had grown up partly in Lyon and partly in West London. That Sophie’s brother was a paediatrician in Lyon with three children. That Sophie had been the woman who had stood beside Lily in the lobby of the hotel in Hong Kong when Beth’s call had come, and had taken Lily up to her room, and had — in the slow careful way Sophie did everything — sat with Lily through the night and made sure Lily was on the flight in the morning.

Lily heard her own voice as she described Sophie. She heard it doing something it had not done in any previous conversation about anyone. The voice was carrying weight. The voice was carrying weight at the joints of the sentences, in the small unguarded places where her cadence broke when she said she sat with me. Lily heard it and did not try to flatten the voice back into the register she had been using through the day. She let the voice carry the weight. The content was the content. The voice was the answer.

Marjorie listened.

She listened in the slow attentive way she had been listening to Lily for as long as Lily had been giving her things to listen to. She did not, during the listening, interrupt. She did not, after Lily had finished, immediately speak. She drank the last of her tea. She set the cup down. She looked at her own right hand on the table, the hand the stroke had taken, in the brief steady way she had been looking at it through the recovery. She had not, in the four weeks at home, spoken much about the hand. She had registered, in the dry one- and two-word comments she allowed herself, that the hand was inconvenient and that she expected the hand to improve. She had not, beyond that, made the hand part of any larger conversation. Lily had not, on Beth’s advice, pressed her. The hand was Marjorie’s. Marjorie would have her own private accounting with it.

“Right,” she said.

“Yes.”

“You’ll bring her here.”

“Nan.”

“You’ll bring her here. When she’s ready.”

“Yes, Nan.”

“Good.”

A pause. Marjorie was looking at her right hand on the table. She did not, in the pause, lift her gaze.

“Lily.”

“Yes.”

“Take care of her.”

“I will.”

“You take care of her, love.”

“I will, Nan.”

Lily did not, in the answering, allow her face to do what her face wanted to do.

What her face wanted to do was cry. Not the loud crying of grief or pain, but the slow private crying of a woman who had just been very thoroughly received by the only person in the world whose reception had ever, in Lily’s adult life, been the reception that counted. Marjorie had said take care of her. The instruction was the instruction Marjorie gave Lily about the people Marjorie had decided to consider to be Lily’s. She had given the same instruction about Beth in the year of Beth’s divorce, when Beth had been sleeping at Hopwood Lane for several months. The instruction was the way Marjorie signalled that a person had been admitted to the list of people Lily was responsible for. She had just put Sophie on the list.

The instruction was Marjorie’s permission to love.

Lily kept her face still.

“Tea,” Marjorie said.

“More?”

“Good.”

She got up. She took Marjorie’s cup. She walked to the kettle. She put the kettle on. She stood at the sink with her back to the room while the kettle boiled, and she allowed her face to do, in the brief private interval at the sink, the thing she had not allowed it to do at the table. She did not make a sound. She did not let the work of her face become visible from behind. She wiped her eyes once with the heel of her hand, briefly, and then she stood with her hands on the rim of the sink and breathed until the work of her face had finished. Marjorie would have known, even without seeing. Marjorie would not, by the long practice of three decades, comment.

The kettle clicked.

She made the tea.

She brought it to the table.

“Good,” Marjorie said.

“Yes.”

“Lily.”

“Yes.”

“Tell me about the brother in Lyon.”

She told her about Antoine. She told her about the paediatric practice in the seventh arrondissement, and the wife who taught philosophy at a lycée, and the three children whose names Sophie had told Lily on the rooftop deck of the hotel in May and which Lily had, in the small accounting she kept of the things Sophie had told her, retained. Léa, Thomas, Marguerite. Eight, six, four. Marjorie retained the names in her careful methodical way. Lily watched her grandmother’s face as she described Antoine’s house in Lyon — the small garden with the cherry tree, the wisteria over the back door, the kitchen Sophie ate in when she went over at Christmas — and saw Marjorie filing the details away in the slow steady manner she had of building, from the small specific pieces other people gave her, the larger picture of a person she had not yet met but had decided to consider known.

Beth came round at twelve.

She came in through the back door with the bag of shopping she had picked up from the Co-op at the corner of Hopwood Lane and Pellon Road, and put the shopping on the counter, and kissed Marjorie on the top of the head in the brief warm way she kissed Marjorie at every arrival, and asked Marjorie how the morning had been, and Marjorie said good and looked at Lily, and Beth registered the look, and Beth glanced at Lily across the kitchen with the brief raised eyebrow that meant what, and Lily — with the small steady nod of a woman who would tell her sister later — said we’ll talk. Beth got on with the lunch. Marjorie stayed at the table with the cryptic crossword. Lily put the shopping away. The kitchen absorbed Beth’s arrival in the way it had absorbed every arrival of every member of the family for fifty-three years, and the morning resumed its quiet domestic rhythm, and Marjorie, in the brief interval when Beth had gone upstairs to fetch a jumper, said — across the kitchen, to Lily at the counter:

“Lily.”

“Yes, Nan.”

“Go to her.”

“What?”

“Go to London. Go to her.”

“Nan, I’m staying —”

“You’ve been here a month.”

“You’re still —”

“I’m fine. Beth’s here. Pete’s here. Go to her.”

Lily put the bag of flour she had been holding down on the counter.

“Nan.”

“Go.”

“You’re sure.”

“I’m sure.”

“Alright.”

“Good.”

Beth came back down with the jumper. The conversation closed. The lunch was made. The afternoon resumed. Lily did not, until she went upstairs after dinner, look at the email from Sophie that had been sitting in her inbox for eight days.

She went upstairs at half past eight.

The bedroom at the back of the house was the bedroom she had moved into at the age of seven. The bed under the window had been hers since the night Marjorie had brought her up the stairs in October 2004 — the same bed, the same mattress, the same headboard. The mattress had been replaced once, when Lily was perhaps fourteen, when the springs had gone, and Marjorie had insisted on choosing the new one without Lily’s help, on the grounds that a mattress was the kind of thing a person ought to lie down on without warning and that the lying down was the only honest way to test it. Marjorie had reported back that the new mattress was the right firmness. The mattress had been the right firmness ever since.

The room had not, in the years since Lily had moved out to Manchester for the cabin crew training, been changed. The framed print of the moors near Hebden Bridge above the bed was the print Marjorie had hung when Lily was nine, on a Sunday afternoon in spring when Marjorie had said it was time the room had something in it that looked like home. The shelf of paperbacks was the shelf Lily had assembled through her teenage years and had not, in the leaving for Manchester, taken with her. The wardrobe with the painted door was the wardrobe Marjorie had repainted in November 1998 — the autumn after Lily’s mother had said, at some kind of family lunch which the family had subsequently agreed never to refer to again, that Marjorie ought to consider giving Lily back, since Lily’s mother had remarried and was now apparently in a place where she could parent. Marjorie had not given Lily back. She had, however, spent the following November repainting every paintable surface in the house, in what Lily had only later come to understand as Marjorie’s way of converting the rage into something physical and useful. The wardrobe was a slightly off-white that Marjorie had mixed herself from three cans. The wardrobe was Marjorie’s November, on the door.

Lily closed the bedroom door.

She sat on the bed.

She opened her laptop. She opened her personal email. She found the message from Sophie in the inbox where it had been sitting for eight days.

She had read it on the morning it had arrived. She had read it again on the Tuesday. She had not, since the Tuesday, opened it. The not-opening had not been a choice she had made — it had been the shape of the eight days, which had been Marjorie’s days, and Beth’s days, and the small careful work of bringing Marjorie home, and Sophie’s email had sat in the inbox the whole time like a piece of weather Lily could feel through the window of the house without yet being able to open the door to. The door, this evening, was the door she was able to open.

She read the email.

She read it slowly. She read it the way she had read it on the first morning — the four short lines, the standard signature, the absence of all the things the email could have said and had not. The absence was the gift. Sophie had not asked her when she was coming back. Sophie had not made any kind of claim. Sophie had written down what had happened with Graham, and had told her Sophie was not going anywhere, and had said there is no hurry. The phrase had landed in Lily on the first morning in the same place a hand on a wrist had landed in May. The phrase was a hand on her wrist now — quiet, careful, telling her she could take her time.

She had taken some time.

She did not need to take more.

She opened a new message and typed.

Sophie.

My grandmother is home. She came home a week after I got here. She is recovering. Her speech is slow but it is coming back. Her right hand is not yet back but the physiotherapist says it will be, given time.

I told her your name this morning. I told her about you. She has asked me to bring you here, when you are ready.

She has also told me to come to London. I would like to come. I am ready.

Will you tell me where to come.

L.

She read it twice.

She sent it at quarter past nine.

She closed the laptop.

She sat on the bed for some time without moving.

She listened to the house at Hopwood Lane in the late October evening — the slow tick of the clock on the landing that Marjorie had wound every Sunday for fifty-three years, the soft creak of the old radiator in the bathroom, the muffled sound of Marjorie’s television downstairs at the volume she had always preferred for the early-evening news. She listened to the autumn wind in the apple trees outside. She listened to her own breathing. She thought about Marjorie at the kitchen table that morning and Marjorie’s hand on the cryptic crossword and Marjorie’s instruction to take care of Sophie, and she thought about the consultant on the first day at the hospital saying that the eyes had been spared, and she thought about the fact that whatever the stroke had taken from Marjorie it had not taken Marjorie’s ability to look at Lily’s face across a kitchen table and see what was inside her, and she thought about the fact that Marjorie had used the seeing, on this morning, to give Lily her permission to want what Lily had been wanting.

At twenty to ten her phone buzzed on the bedside table.

She picked it up.

The screen said Sophie.

She opened the message.

Lily.

My address is on the email I sent. The flat is in Hammersmith, on the second floor. The bell is the bottom one. Come when you can.

S.

She read it.

She set the phone down.

She lay back on the bed.

She looked at the ceiling of the bedroom Marjorie had given her in 2004 and had been keeping for her ever since, with the framed print of the moors above the bed and Marjorie’s November on the wardrobe door, and she allowed her body to do, in the room at the top of the terraced house at Hopwood Lane, the brief unguarded thing it had been waiting through the weeks of the recovery to be allowed to do. She did not cry. She lay on the bed and felt the steady warm physical fact of being a woman who had been given permission by the woman who had raised her to love the woman she loved.

She fell asleep on top of the blanket without changing.

She slept until quarter past six.

In the morning she packed.

She told Marjorie at breakfast that she was going to London for a few days, and Marjorie said good, and asked if Beth would be over while Lily was gone, and Lily said yes, and Marjorie said good again, and that was the breakfast. Beth came to the door at twenty to nine to drive Lily to the station. The train to King’s Cross was at five past ten.

Lily kissed Marjorie at the front door.

“Tell her,” Marjorie said.

“Tell her what, Nan?”

“Tell her she’s to bring me one of the proper French biscuits when you come back.”

“I will.”

“Good.”

She walked down the front path to Beth’s car at the kerb. She put her bag in the boot. She got in. She did not, in the getting in, look back at the front door. She knew the door was there. She knew Marjorie was there. She knew Hopwood Lane was there, and would be there when she came back. The not-looking-back was the small gift she gave Marjorie at the front door of the house at Hopwood Lane on a Monday morning in early November, on her way to London.


CHAPTER 26


She woke at half past five.

She woke the way she always woke — eyes open, fully present, the body operational before the mind had caught up. She did not move. She lay on her side in the bed she had been sleeping in alone for years and she registered, in the brief interval before her body began its morning, the weight beside her. Lily was on her back. Lily was asleep. Lily had come down from Halifax on the evening train and had arrived at the flat at twenty past nine the previous evening, and they had eaten the soup Sophie had made earlier, and had gone to bed, and had not — in the brief warm exchange of two bodies who had not seen each other for some weeks — done much beyond hold each other for the first hour of the night before falling asleep.

The bed was warm.

She watched Lily’s face on the pillow for a brief interval. The light through the curtains was the soft pre-dawn grey of early November in West London. Lily’s mouth was open slightly. Her breathing was the slow even breathing of a body that had been on the train for the better part of the previous afternoon and had earned its sleep.

Sophie got up.

She got up the way she got up every morning — quietly, without disturbing the bed, the habits of a woman who had lived alone for some years performed now in the new shape of a flat that contained another sleeping person. She put on the dressing gown that hung on the back of the bedroom door. She closed the door behind her with the small care she had been learning to give to door-closing since Lily had started staying. She went down the short corridor to the kitchen.

There was a cup on the draining board that was not Sophie’s. Lily had made tea the previous evening before bed and had washed her cup before coming up — the small careful Yorkshire act of a woman who had been raised by Marjorie not to leave dishes in a sink. The cup on the draining board, in the soft kitchen light Sophie had turned on, was the small specific evidence Sophie’s kitchen was no longer a kitchen Sophie was cooking in alone.

She made the coffee.

She made it in the moka pot Antoine had given her some years before in Lyon. She set it on the gas to brew. She sat at the kitchen table with the laptop and read her work email for the better part of forty minutes. The morning’s tasks were the standard tasks — the assessment matrix for the November JFK cohort, a passenger complaint from the previous rotation that needed her response, two emails from Stephen about a junior crew member they had jointly assessed who was, by Stephen’s preferred shorthand, underperforming her potential. She drafted replies. She drank the coffee. She did not, during the forty minutes, hear any movement from the bedroom.

At quarter past six she went to shower.

When she came out of the bathroom in her dressing gown with her hair wrapped in a towel, Lily was in the kitchen.

“Good morning,” Lily said, from the kettle.

“Good morning, Lily.”

“You’re up early.”

“I’m always up early.”

“Yes.”

Lily was in the soft grey jumper she had brought down from Halifax. She had not yet plaited her hair. The plait was a thing Lily did before leaving the flat, not a thing she did on waking, and Sophie had been keeping the discovery as a piece of information she had not been sharing with anyone. Lily was wearing, beneath the jumper, the cotton pyjama bottoms Sophie had given her in October on the first weekend Lily had come down from Manchester and had not brought pyjamas with her. The pyjama bottoms had stayed at the flat. Lily had not, on any of the subsequent weekends, brought her own. Sophie had not, on any of the subsequent weekends, raised the question of whether Lily should keep a pair at the flat.

“I’m going to leave at quarter past seven,” Sophie said.

“Right.”

“I’ll see you at the centre. Try not to look at me.”

“I know.”

“You’ll do fine.”

“Yes.”

“Lily.”

“Yes.”

“The key on the table is yours.”

Lily turned from the kettle.

She did not, immediately, speak.

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“Is that —”

“It’s a key to the flat. It’s yours.”

“Right.”

“You don’t have to take it now. You can think about it. I had it cut on Friday and I would like you to have it.”

“Ok.”

“Yes.”

“Ok, Sophie.”

Lily set down the kettle. She walked across the kitchen to the table where the small bright key was lying on top of the unread morning paper. She picked it up. She held it in her hand for a brief interval. She did not, in the holding, look at Sophie.

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”

“Yes.”

She walked back to the kettle. She finished making the tea. She did not put the key in her pocket. She set it on the kitchen counter beside the kettle, in the small specific way a person set down a thing she was not yet ready to carry but was not, by setting it down, refusing.

Sophie went back to the bedroom to dress.

She left the flat at quarter past seven.

She drove the route she had been driving for years — the residential street with the parked cars, the small turn onto the main road at the Eyot Tavern, the slow arc onto the Hammersmith flyover, the long flat stretch through Brentford and Hounslow on the A4. The Tuesday traffic was light. The autumn light over Heathrow as she came up to the perimeter road was the soft tinted grey of an early November morning that had not yet committed to clearing.

She parked at quarter to eight.

She walked across the staff car park to the side entrance. She passed the security desk with her badge, and the trainer’s room corridor, and the lift, and she arrived at her desk on the second floor at five to eight. She made a fresh cup of coffee from the kitchenette at the end of the corridor. She returned to her desk. She opened her laptop.

She knew Lily was going to be in the building from twenty past eight onwards.

She had known this since the Friday when she had checked the briefing sheet for the week. She had known it again on the Sunday evening when they had been at the kitchen table in the flat eating the slow braise of beef cheeks Sophie had been cooking on Sunday evenings for years, and they had run through, in the quiet operational way they had begun running through these things, who was going to be where on the Tuesday morning. Lily was going to be in briefing room three at half past eight for her return-to-duty interview with Stephen. Sophie was going to be at her desk. They were going to be in the same building. They were going to handle the brief unavoidable proximity in the kitchenette or the corridor with the standard professional register and they were going to go home in the afternoon and not, until the afternoon, behave as anything other than colleagues.

The plan was a plan Sophie had not, before October, made with anyone. Plans of this shape required two people. She had been one person for years. She was, in the autumn, learning to be the second half of a plan, and the learning had been one of the things she had not anticipated about the autumn and which had, by some morning in the previous fortnight, become one of the things she was glad of.

She worked.

She wrote the replies to Stephen’s emails. She finalised the matrix for the November cohort. She drafted a letter to the passenger from the previous week. She heard, at twenty past eight, the door of briefing room three down the corridor open and close — Lily entering, Stephen already in the room with the file open on the table. She did not, in the hearing, lift her gaze from the screen.

She did not need to lift it. She had registered Lily’s arrival in the small private way her body had been registering Lily’s position in every space the two of them had been in since the previous May. The registration sat in the underlayer of her work and let her work continue.

The briefing ended at twenty past nine.

She heard the door open. She heard the dispersal — the chairs, the brief professional exchanges, the steady administrative footfall of crew moving toward the lift. She did not, immediately, leave the trainer’s room. She gave Lily her own time in the corridor. She gave her the brief interval a junior crew member returning from compassionate leave needed in order to receive the soft attention of her colleagues without Sophie being in the way of it.

At quarter to ten she stood up.

She picked up her empty coffee cup. She walked out of the trainer’s room and down the corridor toward the kitchenette. The corridor at this hour was mostly empty. A captain from the JFK fleet whom Sophie knew slightly was at the noticeboard reading the autumn fleet announcements that had been pinned up the previous Friday. He nodded at her. She nodded back. She continued to the kitchenette.

Lily was at the coffee machine.

She had a paper cup in her hand. She was filling it from the machine. She had her hair in the loose plait Sophie had seen on her at the kitchen table at quarter past seven that morning. She was in the navy uniform of the carrier — the trousers, the silk blouse, the soft grey jacket with the small carrier pin on the collar.

She had not, when Sophie came in, looked up.

“Carter.”

“Senior.”

Sophie poured her own coffee. She did not, in the pouring, say anything more. Lily did not, while Sophie poured, leave the kitchenette. They stood at the coffee machine in the brief shared silence of two women who had spent the morning in the same flat at quarter past six and were now, at quarter to ten, in the public corridor of the second floor with nothing they could say in the corridor that they had not already said over tea at the kitchen table.

After perhaps thirty seconds Lily said — in the professional register the corridor required:

“How was JFK.”

“It was good. Smooth turnaround. Stephen’s crew is competent. The next cycle starts on Friday.”

“Right.”

“You’re back on Hong Kong.”

“Yes. Stephen’s briefing was about my reintegration. I’m on the rotation on the fifteenth.”

“Right.”

“It’s good to be back.”

“Yes.”

A pause. Sophie sipped her coffee. Lily sipped hers.

“Senior.”

“Yes.”

“I’ll see you at home.”

“Yes, Carter.”

“Right.”

She turned. She walked out of the kitchenette with the paper cup and her soft grey jacket and the loose plait over her shoulder. She went back down the corridor toward the lift.

Sophie watched her go.

She watched the back of her — the soft grey jacket, the dark plait against the navy of the uniform, the steady small walk of a junior crew member returning to her own work — and she did not, in the watching, do anything more than watch. The body kept what the body had. The corridor kept what the corridor saw. The two were not, this morning, the same.

She walked back to the trainer’s room.

In the corridor between the kitchenette and the trainer’s room she crossed paths with a senior cabin crew member she knew by face. The woman was, by the cut of her uniform, on a long-haul rotation through Heathrow. She had dark hair pulled back and the steady contained carriage of a senior who had been in the role for some years. Sophie had registered her at briefings and in corridors over the years without ever working the same rotation as her. She had — in the private piece of her brain that kept its own small accounting of the seniors in the building — clocked the woman as one of the careful ones, the kind who watched more than they spoke. Sophie respected the careful ones.

The woman registered Sophie in the corridor. She did not slow her pace.

“Laurent.”

“Doyle.”

Doyle walked on toward the operations corridor with a paper file in her hand and the small administrative purpose of a woman on her way to a meeting.

Sophie went back to her desk.

She did not, immediately, sit down. She stood at the window of the trainer’s room and looked out at the staff car park, at the planted lime trees by the perimeter fence, at the long taxiway beyond them where, in the soft autumn light of an early November morning, a 777-300ER was beginning the slow patient turn onto the runway. The aircraft accelerated. It lifted. It climbed into the soft pale sky over Heathrow.

She watched it go.

She thought, in the small private piece of her brain that had been allowing itself to think this thought since the previous month, about the years she had spent in this trainer’s room watching aircraft of this kind climb out of Heathrow with the flat in Hammersmith waiting for her in the afternoon and nothing in the flat that required her to come home at any particular hour. She had not, before the autumn, thought of those years as lonely. She had thought of them as ordered. The two words had not, in any version of her thinking, been the same word.

They were beginning to be.

She sat back down at her desk. She worked.

At quarter past one she finished her morning’s work.

She closed her laptop. She put on her coat. She left the trainer’s room. She passed the kitchenette and the lift and the security desk on the ground floor. She walked across the staff car park to her car. She drove home through the Tuesday lunchtime traffic on the A4 — the long flat stretch through Hounslow and Brentford, the slow curve onto the Hammersmith flyover, the small turn at the Eyot Tavern and down the residential street.

She parked. She walked to the front door of the building. She let herself in. She climbed the stairs to the second floor. She unlocked the door of her flat.

The flat was warm.

Lily was at the kitchen table.

She had a cup of tea in front of her, and the book Sophie had been reading on Sunday open beside her, and the soft grey jacket folded on the chair beside her. Her hair was out of the plait. She had changed back into the loose linen trousers and the soft grey jumper she had been wearing at the kitchen table at quarter past six. The key from the morning was no longer on the counter beside the kettle. Sophie did not, in the registering, comment.

Lily looked up when Sophie came in.

“Hello.”

“Hello, Lily.”

“How was the rest of the morning.”

“It was alright.”

“Right.”

She stood up. She crossed the kitchen. She came to Sophie at the door. She put her arms around her in the simple straightforward way Lily had been putting her arms around Sophie at the door of the flat since the first weekend Lily had come down from Manchester in October.

Sophie put her arms around Lily. She held her.

She held her in the kitchen of the flat in Hammersmith with her coat still on and the keys still in her hand and the soft afternoon light coming through the kitchen window across the linoleum floor, and she did not, in the holding, find any of the operational thoughts she had been carrying through the morning at her desk. The work had its own logic and the flat had its own logic and the two were not, this afternoon, the same.

“How’s Marjorie today,” Sophie said into the soft skin at the side of Lily’s neck.

“Beth called this morning before I left for the centre. Marjorie’s alright. The physiotherapist said the right hand has done another small thing.”

“Good.”

“Yes.”

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“Marjorie said something on the phone last night I want to tell you.”

Sophie did not, immediately, answer.

“Yes.”

“She said to tell you that she’s glad of you.”

Sophie did not, for a moment, breathe.

It was the phrase Lily had been telling her Marjorie delivered — four words, short, the sentence an eighty-one-year-old Yorkshire woman who had spent the recovery learning to deliver her short sentences twice would send south through her granddaughter on a Tuesday morning. The four words were not in any email. The four words were not in any text. The four words had travelled — spoken across a phone line the previous evening, carried in Lily’s body up the line from Halifax, delivered now in the kitchen at quarter past two on a Tuesday afternoon in early November — from a woman Sophie had not met to a woman Sophie was holding in her kitchen.

“She said that to you.”

“Yes.”

“Marjorie.”

“Yes.”

“Who I have not met.”

“Who you have not met.”

“Right.”

“Sophie.”

“Yes.”

“She wants to meet you.”

“Yes.”

“Yes?”

“Yes, Lily.”

“We could go up at Christmas.”

“Alright.”

“Christmas.”

“Yes.”

“Yes.”

Sophie held her for what was, by the kitchen clock above the table, perhaps a minute. She did not, in the holding, say anything more. The kitchen was the kitchen Sophie had been cooking in alone for years and was, by some afternoon she had not registered the start of, the kitchen Sophie was cooking in with another person, and the change had not been announced in any version Sophie’s body would have been able to hear before the autumn, and was being announced now, with the four-word weight of a phrase a woman Sophie had not met had asked her granddaughter to deliver.

She let go.

She took off her coat. She kissed Lily — briefly, on the mouth, in the kitchen of the flat in the soft afternoon light.

“I’ll put the kettle on,” she said.

“Yes,” Lily said. “That would be lovely.”

She put the kettle on.

She stood at the kitchen window while it boiled. The back garden of the building was the back garden in early November — the two pear trees the freeholder had planted some years before she moved in, nearly bare now; the rose bush against the back wall which would do what it did in the spring; the low wall where the ground-floor neighbour’s cat slept in the warm afternoons of an earlier season. The cat was not on the wall in November. The cat would, in the spring, be back on the wall. The trees would be back in their leaves. The rose bush would do what it did.

The kettle clicked.

She made the tea.
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