

GROUNDED


SCARLET QUINN



Contents

Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26



Chapter 1



Naomi Reid walked the length of Terminal 3 at half past eleven, and the building belonged to her in a way it never did during the day.

The last long-haul wave had pushed back at ten-twenty — Singapore, Bangkok, Doha, Lagos, three thousand passengers sealed and sent eastward into the night — and what remained at this hour was a building emptying gracefully into itself. The strip lighting along the concourse ceiling had dimmed to half-power. Cleaners moved between the rows of seats with the soft drag of trolleys and the mineral squeak of damp cloths against laminate. Above an empty desk, a single arrivals screen cycled through a list of red letters: cancelled, cancelled, on time, cancelled. Beyond the glass wall, the apron was a wet black expanse veined with orange, the pavement-light catching the rain that had begun at nine and was still falling, slow, indifferent to the schedules it would not affect.

She had walked this same corridor at this same hour for six years.

At the far end of the concourse a gate agent was packing up at her station with the over-deliberate precision of a woman who had been told something earlier in the day that she had not yet allowed herself to feel. Naomi watched her square a stack of boarding-card stubs on the counter four times. The fourth time was the time that gave her away.

She crossed the concourse.

‘Late one,’ Naomi said.

The agent looked up. Her name badge said Priya. She had the quiet composed face of a person who had been managing it since lunchtime.

‘Yes.’

‘Long shift?’

‘Not too bad.’

Naomi did not, in welfare conversations of this kind, pursue. She left a small silence in front of Priya. Priya did not fill it. Naomi let it sit, the way she had learned, in fifteen years, to let small silences sit until they had become a question of their own without anyone having to ask one.

Priya said, eventually: ‘My dad had a fall this morning.’

‘Is he all right?’

‘He’s home. He’s home, he’s fine. I just — I came in.’

‘Mm.’

Naomi waited. Priya finished squaring the stubs and put them in the small drawer at the side of the desk and closed the drawer.

‘Are you off tomorrow,’ Naomi said.

‘Yes.’

‘Have a good day off. If you want to talk to anybody at the welfare office about anything at all, my door’s open. Hassan’s door is open. You don’t need an appointment. You don’t need a reason.’

‘Thanks, Naomi.’

‘Mm.’

Naomi walked on. She did not look back. The concourse continued its winding-down. Priya, behind her, was not crying. Priya would not, in Naomi’s long experience, cry. The point of the small exchange had not been to provoke a cry. The point had been to put a small marker down: somebody had seen her, somebody had named the thing, somebody had given her a door without requiring her to walk through it.

It was a quiet thing to do for fifteen years.

◆ ◆ ◆

The welfare office was on the airside mezzanine, four doors down from the chief stewardess’s and accessible by a lift Naomi rarely used and a stairwell she preferred. She climbed the stairwell now, two-step rhythm, the soles of her shoes silent on the rubberised treads. The door at the top opened with a key card she did not need to look at as she swiped. The corridor beyond was deserted. Light spilled from beneath her own door. She had left the lamp on.

The room she stepped into was, by airline standards, an anomaly. The other senior managers worked in offices kitted out with the institutional confidence of an aviation company that had been profitable for thirty years: ergonomic chairs, glass desks, motivational prints of sunrise approaches. Naomi’s room had, over six years, been gently de-institutionalised. The strip light overhead had been turned off at the wall and a desk lamp installed in its place — a cheap thing she had bought for herself from a homeware shop in Hounslow High Street the week she took the role. The corporate-issue desk had remained, but at right angles to it she had added two small sofas and a low table, a kettle, a shelf with a row of mugs in colours that did not match. There was a pot plant on the windowsill that Hassan had given her last Christmas and which she had, against the odds, kept alive. There was a framed black-and-white photograph on the wall of an airport she had once flown in and out of so often she had begun, in her thirties, to feel a small affection for it: Reykjavík, snow on the runway lights.

It looked, she had been told once by a junior crew member who had clearly meant it as a compliment, like a room you could cry in. She had not corrected the assessment. People did cry in it. They cried in it more often than they cried anywhere else in the building, which was the point.

Hassan had gone home an hour ago. She could see he had been tired — the chair was pushed in at the angle he pushed it in when he was finished for the day, not at the angle he pushed it in when he was away getting coffee, and the pencil he had been using had been left uncapped on the desk, which Hassan, on a fully alert day, would never have done.

She sat at her desk. The folder Hassan had left for her was at the centre of it, weighted with a Post-it in his small, careful handwriting. He had ruled lines down the page in pencil before writing.

She read.

NR — list for Tuesday: F/O Khan reports fatigue concerns post-Doha (already on rota change, see calendar). Two cabin crew flagged stress, Singapore long-haul, names attached — you’ll want to speak to one of them in person, I think. Lagos service ground turnaround ran long, broke a duty cycle on the 472 senior crew — she’s on enforced rest, has mentioned sleep concerns separately, on Tuesday. Operations decision behind the Lagos issue is for Bennett to address. Sorry, can’t get to it before tomorrow. H.

Naomi read the note twice. The first reading was the operational one — three actionable items, one referral. The second was something else. Her eyes stopped for a moment on the name Bennett, which Hassan had typed because he had not, presumably, been certain how to abbreviate without giving offence to a manager he did not personally know. Bennett. Leah Bennett. Naomi had met her three times that she could place: the senior managers’ briefing in March, a Christmas drinks she had attended for thirty minutes and Bennett for ten, and a corridor crossing in the new year when neither of them had spoken because there had been no reason to. The name produced nothing definite. A face she could half-summon — dark hair, level expression, the unflashy bearing of a person who did her job without commentary. Operations manager. Twelve years on the ground. The summer the previous director had left there had been a brief expectation, internal, that Bennett would step up. She had not. She had stayed at her desk and run her shift and, by all accounts, run it well.

Naomi did not know her. She set the note down. She made herself a list. The senior crew member would come on Tuesday. Khan was sorted. The Singapore crew she would approach in the morning. The Lagos turnaround was an operational matter and would have to be raised with Bennett before Tuesday so that the senior crew member’s appointment was not, when it happened, conducted in the absence of context. She wrote Bennett: Tuesday a.m. or earlier in her own handwriting on the foot of the Post-it and stuck it to her diary.

She gave the office a last sweep with her eyes — the lamp, the kettle, the row of mismatched mugs, the photograph of Reykjavík — and switched off the light.

◆ ◆ ◆

It was nearly one when she crossed the staff car park. The crew bus had been almost empty: two of the cleaners she had passed on the concourse, a man from cargo with a paperback held against the bus window, the driver. None of them spoke. She did not speak. The bus stopped at the staff entrance and the four of them dispersed without ceremony, the rain still falling at its slow, indifferent rate, the orange light from the runway-side fence catching on the wet bonnets of the parked cars.

She did not unlock her door immediately. She stood by it for a beat, key in her hand, and let the cold come into her face. The runway lights blinked rhythmically a quarter of a mile to the south. An aircraft was lining up on twenty-seven left, its taxiway lights smearing slightly in the wet. Beyond it, the dark.

The wind off the apron was the cold that belonged to airports at night, the cold that travelled across long flat distances of concrete and arrived at her face without anything in its way. She let it arrive. She let her shoulders drop a fraction. The drop was not a thing she did consciously — the body did it, the body always did it, when the building released her and the air was bigger than the building.

There was no name for what she felt, standing there. The temperature was as it always was. Tomorrow afternoon, before Tuesday’s appointment with the senior crew member from the 472, she would have to cross to operations and find Leah Bennett, and the conversation about the Lagos turnaround would be conducted in the way these conversations were always conducted: efficiently, between professionals, without commentary.

There was nothing in any of that to register as significant.

She unlocked the car. She got in. She drove home.

◆ ◆ ◆

The flat in Hounslow was on the second floor of a 1930s low-rise on a quiet street near the main road. The door at the top of the communal stairs opened into a small hallway with a coat-hook on which there were never quite enough coats, and beyond the hallway into a kitchen and a sitting room divided by a half-wall and lit, when Naomi came in, by the lamp she had left on in the corner.

Cato was on the inside windowsill of the sitting-room window.

He was in his Saturday-night sitting position, which was the position he took up when he had been waiting longer than he was willing to admit to: paws tucked, tail wrapped around the front of him, the small offended composure of a cat who was not going to give her the satisfaction of coming to the door but who had been listening for the key in the lock for the past forty minutes.

‘All right,’ Naomi said. ‘All right.’

She put her bag down. She switched the kitchen light on. She filled his bowl. He came down from the windowsill at the pace of a cat who was not coming because he had been called, and stood next to the bowl, and ate.

She filled the kettle. She set it on. She did not, this evening, make the tea.

She stood at the kitchen counter with her hands flat on it for a moment. She had been carrying, on the drive home, the small residual feeling of a workday well finished — Priya at gate twenty-two, Hassan’s note, the welfare-office lamp now off, the list for Tuesday written. The feeling was the feeling she had brought home most nights for six years.

She did not, on the whole, mind it.

Cato finished eating. He came over to the counter and put his front paws on the edge of it and looked at her. He did this when he wanted picking up. Naomi picked him up. He settled against her shoulder. He weighed slightly more than he should weigh, which the vet had pointed out at his last appointment and which Naomi had noticed and not, since then, done very much about.

She stood in her kitchen at the end of a Tuesday with a cat on her shoulder and the kettle she had not boiled cooling on the counter, and she did not feel lonely. The word was not quite right. Lonely implied a deficit, a wanting, a thing one could describe by reference to its absence. What she felt was something more diffuse and harder to name — a temperature she had lived inside for so long that she would not now know how to describe its alteration.

She put Cato down. She switched the kitchen light off. She went to bed.


Chapter 2



The walk from the welfare office to the operations control room took five minutes if you took the airside corridor and seven if you went around through the management floor, and Naomi, who took the airside corridor only when she had a specific operational need and had today decided that she had one, was walking faster than she usually did. The corridor at this hour was empty between waves. The strip lighting was at full operational current, a different quality of light from the night-time dimming, harder on the eyes. The carpet underfoot was the rough institutional pile that resisted stains and absorbed nothing. She passed the doorway to the ground operations briefing room, dark; passed the small kitchen used by the ramp staff, where a kettle had recently boiled; passed the cleaning store, the stairwell to the apron-side fire door, and emerged at the operations corridor with thirty seconds of her composed opening line still arriving.

She had been working on the line since lunch. She was supposed to say something to Leah Bennett about the Lagos turnaround that did not register as a complaint and did not function as a pre-emptive defence for the senior crew member who would be in Naomi’s office on Tuesday morning. She wanted, ideally, to register the cost of an operational decision without inviting the operations manager to defend the decision, and the cost was a senior crew member who had been on enforced rest for nearly a week and whose sleep had begun to fail the way Naomi had seen sleep fail in airline crew before, which was to say not theatrically but with a quiet, slow erosion that, if not addressed, would eventually present as resignation or worse.

The line had not arrived. She had drafted four versions and discarded each. She was approaching the operations door with the residual fluency of a person who had attempted articulation, given up, and was now relying on the conversational improvisation she had used when she was younger and had not yet developed the habit of preparing.

The door was open. She walked in.

◆ ◆ ◆

Operations was a different airport.

Where welfare was sofas and lamps and a kettle, operations was the technical room of an organism that did not sleep. Six screens ran along one wall, each glowing with a different cohort of information: the gate-allocation board, the stand-assignment board, the live weather radar, the inbound queue, the outbound queue, and the master live-track display, which showed every aircraft within two hundred nautical miles as a small green vector against the curve of the southern English coast. The room hummed at a frequency Naomi felt in her sternum rather than her ears. Three duty managers in headsets were speaking quietly to people who were not in the room — pilots taxiing toward stands, ramp supervisors asking about marshalling, somewhere a Madrid controller speaking French to the sky. A coffee machine on a side counter emitted the thick, slightly burnt smell of a pot that had not been cleaned in days. A bin overflowed with paper cups. Above the main door, a clock displayed both local time and Zulu, and beneath each, in red, the next slot wave was counted down: forty-seven minutes.

Steph Marsh was at the duty manager’s desk. She was wearing a headset and writing on a clipboard with one hand and tapping commands into a keyboard with the other, and she noticed Naomi’s entrance with a small lift of her left hand without looking up. The hand-lift was greeting and acknowledgement and I am busy, do not interrupt me yet, a triple message executed so economically that Naomi smiled in spite of herself.

Naomi stood at the back wall and let the room continue its work.

It was then, scanning the room for the woman she had come to find, that she saw Leah Bennett.

◆ ◆ ◆

Bennett was at the back of the screens. Her back was to the room. She was wearing the operations uniform Naomi had seen in passing on a number of senior managers, and that she had, until this evening, considered indistinguishable from any other airline navy: trousers, fitted shirt with the airline crest at the breast, the rank epaulettes in dark blue. Bennett wore it without a jacket, the sleeves of the shirt rolled twice, the cuffs precise. She had one hand braced flat against the long counter beneath the screens. The other was holding a mug she was not drinking. Her head was tilted very slightly toward the inbound queue display, the angle of attention Naomi recognised in women who were thinking through a problem and would not move until they had thought it through.

The posture was contained. Naomi noticed, before she had decided to register anything, that the containment was a distinct kind: not the institutional stillness of a manager performing oversight, but the inward stillness of a person who had taken the operational room into her own body and was holding it there, calibrating, until the calibration completed. It was the same stillness Naomi recognised at her own desk after a long welfare conversation. The same stillness, transposed.

For a beat she did not announce herself. She watched the back of Leah Bennett’s head and the unhurried angle of her shoulders, and she waited for the calibration to release. It did not release. Bennett held the screen and the screen held her and the room moved around the two of them at its operational pace, and Naomi understood, without naming it, that what she was watching was someone working hard at something she was not going to interrupt for a Lagos turnaround.

Steph signed off her call. Looked up. Saw her.

‘Reid. Want her?’ A flick of her chin toward Bennett.

‘If she has a minute.’

Steph nodded once. ‘Bennett. Welfare’s here for you.’

Bennett turned. The turn was unhurried. She set the mug she had not been drinking on the counter and stepped out from the screens with the small, deliberate transition of a woman who shifted between focus and conversation by choice rather than by reflex. Up close, Naomi found, Bennett’s face was — and it was here that Naomi’s preparatory line gave up on her entirely — not what she remembered. The three previous meetings had produced a generic impression: dark hair, level expression. The actual face was sharper than the generic impression and the expression was less level than attentive, the eyes notably steady, set deeper than the average. The half-second of recognition between them — the registration that they had met before — moved across Bennett’s face and produced a pause Naomi felt rather than saw.

‘Reid.’

‘Bennett. Sorry to drop in. I have a few minutes for the Lagos turnaround, if you do.’

‘Lagos.’

The word produced, Naomi noticed, a quiet drop in Bennett’s shoulders — the body of a manager who was already, halfway through the syllable, retrieving the relevant operational file. Bennett glanced at the screens once, the way a clinician glanced at a patient before an examination, and turned back. ‘Can we walk while we talk. I want to keep an eye.’

‘Yes.’

They moved together to the rear of the room, where a long counter ran perpendicular to the screens and the duty managers’ voices became a degree more muffled. Steph, at her station, had taken a new call already and did not look up. Bennett leaned against the rear counter and folded her arms with the easy economy of a woman whose body was used to standing for long shifts. Naomi stood opposite. The space between them was, she realised after a beat, smaller than the space she would have chosen for herself, and not by very much, and yet it was small enough that she could see the faint line at the corner of Bennett’s mouth where a smile had been lived in for some years and was no longer in evidence.

Naomi did not move back. Moving back would have been visible to anyone watching and emotionally telling. She held the position she had taken. The position required her to keep her eyes on Bennett’s face, which required her to keep her eyes on Bennett’s mouth at the periphery of her vision, and the mouth at the periphery was a small steady distraction she had not, on entering the room, been ready for.

Her own breath had gone a degree more careful.

She did not adjust it. Bennett, who had eyes on her, would have heard the adjustment.

‘Tell me.’

Naomi had drafted four versions and brought none of them. She told Bennett about the senior crew member without using the senior crew member’s name. She told her about the duty cycle. She told her that the woman had been on enforced rest for six days and was seeing welfare on Tuesday, and that the sleep had begun to fail in the way Naomi did not love seeing sleep fail. She said it in three sentences and stopped, because she had been told a number of years ago by an operations manager from another airline that the welfare manager who could not get to the point was a welfare manager who would not be listened to, and she had taken the lesson.

Bennett listened.

She did not interrupt, which was rarer than it sounded. She did not nod in the false-reassurance way some operations managers had done over the years, signalling listening as performance rather than as the act itself. She held Naomi’s gaze and listened, and when Naomi stopped, she paused for a count of two before she spoke.

‘The Lagos turnaround ran long because a stand reallocation cascaded from a delayed inbound out of Munich. The choice that night was between breaking the duty cycle on the 472 or pushing twelve passengers off the connection at Frankfurt. I broke the duty cycle. The decision was mine.’

‘I’m aware. I’m not raising the decision.’

‘Then what are you raising.’

The question was not aggressive. It was operational. Bennett wanted to know, exactly, what the input she was being given required of her output. Naomi had a moment in which to answer with a different version of the line she had been drafting all afternoon, and she let the line go, and the letting was its own small relief, the kind of relief that comes from giving up a sentence one has been protecting.

‘The cost,’ she said. ‘The senior crew member exists. She’s on my sofa on Tuesday. I’d like to walk into that conversation with the operational logic of the Lagos turnaround already understood between us, so that the conversation is about her and not about a complaint she didn’t make.’

Bennett did not answer for a moment. She was very still. Naomi felt the stillness without watching for it. It was, again, the inward stillness she had clocked from across the room, the calibration arriving at the inside of an answer rather than its outside, and she found herself, briefly, at risk of paying it more attention than the conversation required.

Across the room, Steph Marsh glanced up from her desk. The glance was brief. It crossed Bennett and Naomi at the back counter and went away again with the deliberate non-comment of a person who had noticed something she would not be commenting on, and Naomi, who had saw the glance, caught also that Steph had registered her registration of it. The mutual non-comment took perhaps half a second and was the most loaded half a second of the conversation.

‘All right,’ Bennett said. ‘I take the point. I’ll factor it differently next time.’

The sentence was small. Naomi heard, in the smallness, the operational manager committing to something — not a public commitment, not a procedural change, but the internal recalibration of a woman who had absorbed an input. It was a more than adequate response. It was, in fact, a more responsive response than Naomi had been expecting. She had braced, mildly, for explanation. The explanation had been minimal. The explanation had given way to acceptance, and acceptance was rarer in this room than it sounded.

‘Thank you.’

‘Anything else?’

‘No. That was it.’

Bennett nodded. She was about to turn back to the screens, and she paused, and the pause noticed in Naomi as a microsecond of additional content she could not place. Bennett said, ‘Tuesday.’

‘Tuesday what?’

‘You said Tuesday. The conversation is Tuesday. What time.’

Naomi told her the time. She told it in the level voice she used for facts she did not consider significant. Bennett took the information without comment and held Naomi’s gaze for a beat past the operational requirement and said, ‘All right,’ and turned back to the screens.

That was all. Steph, at her desk, lifted her left hand again — the universal sign-off — and Naomi turned and walked out of the operations control room into the corridor that had been empty before and that was, on this return walk, mildly different as she did not look at directly.

Halfway back to welfare, she noticed that she was walking more slowly than usual, and that the line she had drafted four times was, somehow, no longer relevant.

◆ ◆ ◆

She reached her own door. She unlocked it. She stepped inside, and the lamp was where she had left it, and the kettle, and the row of mugs, and the photograph of Reykjavík, and none of it had moved. She sat at her desk. She opened the file Hassan had left for her. She made a small annotation in the senior crew member’s record. She read three emails. She did not, for some seconds, do anything at all.

The conversation had taken six minutes. It had been technical and economical and conducted at the back of an operational control room with the wash of duty-manager headsets against it. There was nothing in it, sentence by sentence, that did not belong to the routine intersection of two senior managers performing the ordinary business of an airline. Naomi set the file down. Her coffee mug, which she had refilled before leaving the office, had cooled. She had drunk approximately none of it.

She did not, as a habit, let untouched coffee mean anything.

She did not, this evening, let it mean anything.

She went home.


Chapter 3



Nine minutes after Naomi Reid had walked out of operations, Leah Bennett had not typed anything.

The stand allocation for Tuesday’s wave was open on her left screen. The cursor sat in the second cell of the third row. She had typed the gate number, deleted it, typed it again, and was now looking at the same gate number.

Around her the room was doing its ordinary work. The inbound queue showed the next wave stacking over Belgian airspace. Two of the duty managers were on calls. Steph Marsh, two desks down, had her headset on and her eyes on the radar.

The Lagos turnaround was a flow diagram in Leah’s head, three branches, one of them re-weighted. She had drafted the operational defence three different ways before Reid reached her. Reid had not asked her to deploy any of them.

It was the half-second pause that was sitting on the screen between her and the gate number.

She closed the screen. She reopened it. She typed the gate number into the second cell of the third row and committed to it. She moved on.

◆ ◆ ◆

She drove home along the route her car at this point drove almost without her — Hammersmith flyover, the south circular, the right turn before the railway bridge. The Thames came briefly into view at Putney Bridge and was gone again. The radio was on Radio 4. A man was reading a book about a Victorian explorer who was looking for a river. She did not listen.

The flat was on the second floor of a Victorian terrace divided into three some time in the 1980s. It had cost her, four years ago, more than it should have. Joel was inside. The kitchen window was lit. From the pavement she could see the outline of his head bent over the table, headphones on.

She let herself in.

‘Hi.’

‘Hi.’ Joel did not look up. ‘Mum, can you check this paragraph.’

‘Now?’

‘Yeah, before I forget what I meant to say.’

She put her bag down, took her shoes off in the hall, and stood behind his chair with one hand on the back of it. He was taller than he had been at the start of the school year. His hands and feet had been getting ahead of the rest of him for nine months. The kitchen smelled of toast he had made an hour ago and not finished.

‘Long day?’ he said, eyes on the screen.

‘Average.’

‘Mm.’

He angled the laptop. The paragraph was about glacial moraines. She told him the second sentence needed a verb other than is. He grunted. He typed.

‘Have you eaten?’

‘Toast.’

‘Real food?’

‘If there is some.’

‘Twenty minutes.’

He did not respond. She left him to it.

She had been doing this for four years. James had Joel every other weekend. The arrangement had been negotiated, on her side, with the precision of an operational document, and James had had the decency to honour it.

She did not think about James. He was not unkind. The marriage had ended without drama, and the agreement about what had happened had been, in the end, the most companionable thing about them.

◆ ◆ ◆

She made supper — pasta, a sauce, a salad Joel pushed around his plate. He ate it at the kitchen table without putting away his laptop. She did not insist. They watched twenty minutes of a reality programme on the sofa, at opposite ends of it. He went to his room at half past nine.

She washed up. She put the dishwasher on. She poured a glass of water and stood at the kitchen window with it. The garden was a patch of grass and a Buddleia that needed cutting back. Beyond the wall, the lights of other people’s kitchens. Someone two flats along had a television on; she could see the flicker without being able to make out what it was.

The Reid pause came back.

Reid had stood at the back counter with her arms loose at her sides and her eyes very steady and had said: the cost. The senior crew member exists. She’s on my sofa on Tuesday. The cleanness of those sentences had landed in Leah with the force of a person speaking a language she was fluent in.

Reid spoke the language.

The people who reached her professionally were rare. The people who reached her personally were a category she had decommissioned some years ago.

She drank the water. She went to bed.

◆ ◆ ◆

She slept the short hard sleep of a manager who had to be back at eleven, and woke with the residual irritation of a problem she had not finished solving.

Work did not come home. Home did not come to work. People at the airport stayed at the airport, and people in the flat stayed in the flat. The discipline had been the load-bearing wall of her week on more than one occasion.

Reid had leaked.

She got up. She showered. She made coffee in the quiet steel cafetière that was older than her marriage and that she had brought with her, in the divorce, on the basis that it had been hers before James and would be hers after him. She read Joel’s geography paragraph again, which he had left on the kitchen counter. It now had a verb other than is. She wrote Better in pencil at the top. She drove to the airport.

By the time she had badged into the operations corridor, she had sealed it off. Reid was a senior welfare manager. Bennett was an operations manager. There was a Tuesday appointment, the conversation had been concluded, the commitment had been logged. The matter was closed.

She thought about it for the rest of the morning.

◆ ◆ ◆

Steph came into the office at twenty past five. Forty, dark-haired, scraped back at every shift, hands always a little chapped from the small bottles of sanitiser she went through at the duty desk. Leah was at the small printer in the corner because the printer had jammed and Leah was, by some informal departmental agreement, the only person in the building with any patience left for printers. Steph stood in the doorway and watched her clear it.

‘You’re terrible at small talk.’

‘I’m clearing a jam.’

‘That’s what I mean. Anyone normal would be talking about the weather.’

Leah straightened. The printer began, after a small audible recalibration, to print. ‘What.’

‘I just came to see if you had the handover.’

‘I have the handover.’

Steph took it. She did not leave. She leaned against the doorframe with her arms folded.

‘She’s good, isn’t she. Reid.’

Leah looked at her.

‘What.’

‘I’m just saying. The crews trust her. She’s the one everyone talks to.’

‘Yes.’

Steph waited.

‘What.’

‘Nothing.’ Steph looked at the handover sheet she had not read yet. ‘She doesn’t let people in either, you know. Just so you’re clear.’

The either went straight through Leah’s chest.

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Yeah, you do.’

Steph left.

Leah looked at the door for several seconds after it had closed.

◆ ◆ ◆

She drove home along the same route. The Victorian explorer had reached the source of his river. She turned the radio off. Joel was at his father’s tonight. She had remembered at lunchtime and forgotten by five.

She let herself in. The kitchen was dark. There was no homework on the table.

She set her keys down. She walked through to the kitchen. The fridge made the soft mechanical noise it made when she had not opened it in some hours. She poured a glass of water. She drank it.

She did not know what to do about a person who could leak into a building she had not been admitted to.


Chapter 4



The senior managers’ briefing met on the second Wednesday of every month at ten o’clock in the management corridor’s largest meeting room — twelve seats around an oblong table, glass walls on three sides, a view onto the apron that no one in this room had ever quite stopped registering. This morning the apron was showing a 777 being towed from stand twelve, the tow tractor working at the unhurried pace of an aircraft mover whose unhurried pace was a function of weight rather than mood. Naomi was in her usual seat by ten to. She had her notebook open and her coffee at her left hand. Graham Ellis was at the head of the table, glasses pushed up onto his forehead, reading something on a laptop he was about to set aside.

The room had filled in the ordinary way, by ones and twos. Tom Bennett, no relation, four seats down on Naomi’s side. Richard Cole opposite Graham, in for the quarterly review. Marina Hughes from network planning, who had not been to a meeting in two months and who looked, this morning, like a woman returning from somewhere she would not be discussing. The two seats nearest Graham were empty. The seat opposite Naomi was empty.

Leah Bennett came in last.

She was three minutes after the hour. She had signed off a night shift at eight, and she was wearing the fact the way she carried her shoulders rather than in her face. She had not changed since the shift; the same dark navy of the operations uniform, the same shirt, the cuffs rolled to the same precise place. She moved to the only empty seat — opposite Naomi, four down — and poured herself a glass of water from the jug. The pour was the moment the tiredness showed. The hand was a fraction less precise than the rest of her.

Naomi looked at her notebook.

When she lifted her eyes again, Leah was looking back. They acknowledged each other across the table without smiling.

Graham began.

◆ ◆ ◆

Tom Bennett spoke first about the long-haul fleet. He was a senior pilot who liked the meetings because they let him sit in a chair for an hour, and he ran through the figures with the brisk fluency of a man who had given the same kind of summary at the same hour of the same day of the month for nine years. Richard Cole asked one question that nobody had been ready for, and which Tom answered with the ease of a man who had been ready for it. Graham nodded and moved on.

Marina from network planning gave a short presentation about a code-share negotiation that had not, as Naomi understood it, been going well, and that Marina was framing as having gone better than expected. Graham did not, by his face, accept the framing. He thanked her. He moved on.

The Doha night service was the fourth item.

Graham raised the figures with the small grimace of a man who did not, ordinarily, raise figures with a grimace. The arrivals were slipping their slot more often than was tolerable. Ground crew on the inbound turnaround were rotating faster than the rosters absorbed. Fatigue claims had risen. He read the percentage out quietly.

He asked Leah for the operational view. She gave it in three sentences: the slot-slipping was being driven by an upstream issue at Doha air traffic that the partner operator had not flagged adequately; the over-rotation on the inbound turnaround was the downstream consequence; the inbound was due to be re-slotted in the next quarterly agreement and would, with luck, resolve. The voice was the one Naomi had heard in operations three days ago — calm, low, used.

He asked Naomi for the welfare view. The fatigue claims were trending in the way fatigue claims trended before something visible happened. The two crew members she had seen most recently from the Doha rotation had presented as worn down rather than acutely distressed. The cabin lead on that route was a person Naomi had been keeping an unobtrusive eye on for some months.

There was a pause. Graham looked at his hands the way he did when he was about to ask for something.

‘Put a paper together. The two of you. Two weeks. Recommendations.’

He had moved on to the next item before Naomi had noticed the announcement landing in the part of her body that was not her thinking.

Tom Bennett glanced up briefly from his notebook. Richard Cole did not look up. Graham, two items later, looked up briefly from his laptop and his eyes crossed Leah and Naomi at slightly more than the polite duration before he moved on.

Across the table Leah glanced at Naomi once, briefly. Naomi did not return it.

The briefing continued.

◆ ◆ ◆

They left the briefing room at the same time because they had been seated furthest from the door and the others had cleared out first. The corridor outside was wider than it needed to be, with a polished floor and a row of motivational airline posters that no one had ever been observed looking at. The light through the high windows at the corridor’s far end was the flat midday light of a January London morning. The lifts were at the far end. They walked it at the same pace.

For the first ten yards neither of them spoke. At twenty yards Leah said, without turning her head:

‘When do you want to start?’

‘My Tuesday is open.’

‘Tuesday after the night shift, then. I’ll come up to you.’

The I’ll come up to you lodged in Naomi’s chest.

They reached the lift. Naomi pressed the button.

Leah did not press it.

‘I’ll take the stairs.’

The reason Leah was taking the stairs, Naomi was almost certain, was that the lift would have required them to stand side by side in a small enclosed cube for the length of one floor and that the cube would have required a kind of physical proximity neither of them was, on a Wednesday morning at quarter past ten, prepared to perform with witnesses possible at every floor.

Naomi was not sorry about the stairs.

Naomi was, in some small part of herself she was not going to look at this morning, regretting the stairs.

Their eyes met for less than a second. Then she turned and walked toward the stairwell at the other end of the corridor.

Naomi watched her go.

Leah’s coat was navy. Her hair, falling out of the loose tie she had put it back in for the briefing, was darker than Naomi had remembered. She walked economically, without flourish, hand at the rail.

She did not look back.

The lift arrived with a small chime. Naomi got in.

◆ ◆ ◆

She returned to the welfare office. Hassan was on the second sofa with a coffee and a printout, talking to a flight attendant Naomi half-recognised from a Singapore rotation. Hassan looked up. Naomi gave him the sort of professional half-smile that noticed as not interrupting and went to her desk.

The diary was open at the foot of the desk where she had left it three days ago. The Post-it with Bennett: Tuesday a.m. or earlier was still attached. She peeled it off. She wrote Bennett — joint paper — Tuesday eve, after night shift in the Tuesday box of the following week. She closed the cover.

She sat for a moment without doing anything.

The afternoon’s working hours unfolded in their ordinary shape. The senior crew member from the 472 in three hours’ time, on the second sofa where Hassan was now. A fatigue assessment for one of the Singapore crew due to the operations director by close of business. A revised duty roster from the long-haul rota team that wanted welfare comments before sign-off. And, in the diary on her desk, in the Tuesday box of the following week: Bennett — joint paper — Tuesday eve, after night shift.

She turned her chair to her computer. She opened the welfare-office file. She got on with the afternoon.

The watching, she did not look at.


Chapter 5



The wave finished at twenty past two.

Leah watched the last of the night’s outbound vectors clear the southern coast on the live-track screen and felt the room loosen around her. Steph had already finished her handover to the early manager and was peeling the wrapper off a Mars bar at the duty desk. One of the radio channels closed itself off. The hum of the room dropped half a notch.

‘You’re off,’ Steph said.

‘I know.’

‘Go on then.’

Leah signed off the duty log. She got a coffee from the machine that had not been cleaned in days. She put her jacket on. The folder for the Doha paper was in her bag. She had been carrying it for two days.

She walked the airside corridor up to welfare. The corridor at this hour was empty. The strip lighting along the ceiling was at half-power. Her own footsteps were the only sound in it, and her own footsteps were slightly faster than the corridor required.

She did not slow them.

◆ ◆ ◆

She had not been inside Naomi’s office before. The door was open. She stopped at the threshold.

The strip light overhead was off. A desk lamp on the far side of the room cast the only light — amber, low, the kind of light that made the rest of the building feel like a different building. There were two small sofas at right angles. A low table between them. A shelf with mismatched mugs in colours that did not belong to the airline. A pot plant on the windowsill. A black-and-white photograph on the wall of an airport in snow.

Naomi was at the desk with a folder open under her hands. She looked up.

There was a half-second before the welfare manager arrived back behind her face. The half-second was enough.

‘Come in,’ Naomi said.

‘Sorry it’s late.’

‘It’s not late. It’s three.’

Leah set her bag down on the nearer sofa. Naomi was already crossing the room with two mugs from the shelf. She filled them from the kettle on the side counter. The kettle was old; the boil-sound was specific.

‘Tea,’ Naomi said. ‘Not coffee. You’ve had enough coffee.’

‘How can you tell?’

‘You’re holding your shoulders an inch higher than usual.’

Leah opened her mouth to answer that and did not, in the event, have an answer that did not give away more than she wanted to give. She took the mug. Naomi sat on the other sofa. The folder was open on the low table between them.

◆ ◆ ◆

They worked through Doha for fifty minutes. The work was good. Leah ran through her operational figures and Naomi read each one back to her and translated it into welfare exposure, and the translation was so close that twice Leah had to revise upwards because Naomi had spotted a duty-hour stretch Leah’s ground-side numbers had not, in isolation, made visible.

They argued, mildly, about a paragraph. Leah wanted it shorter. Naomi wanted it more specific. They compromised by writing it together — Leah’s laptop on the low table between them, both of them leaning over it from opposite sofas, Naomi reading aloud the line she was changing and Leah typing it.

They were close. The low table was small. Their shoulders did not touch, but the not-touching was a working operation that required Naomi to be aware, throughout the half-hour, of exactly where Leah’s shoulder was in relation to her own. Leah’s hair fell forward as she leaned. Naomi could smell her — a soft clean scent she did not name to herself, very faintly cedar.

Naomi’s hand on the page she was annotating was steady. The hand was steady because she was making it steady. Behind the steadiness, in a part of her body she had not, in nine years, given any attention to during a working session, there was a small slow warmth gathering low in her stomach that had no operational explanation and that she could not, while sitting six inches from another woman’s shoulder, choose to dismiss.

At one point Naomi reached for the laptop to scroll back to a paragraph they had decided to revisit, and Leah, who had been about to do the same, did not lift her hand quickly enough. Their fingers met on the trackpad. The meeting was the small flat warm meeting of two hands occupying the same small flat warm space, and it lasted long enough for both of them to feel it.

Neither of them moved.

Then Naomi lifted her hand a fraction, and Leah scrolled, and the moment closed without comment.

It did not close in Leah’s chest.

At one point Naomi said: ‘The duty manager will read this and assume the welfare team is being precious.’

‘You’re not being precious.’

‘I am, slightly. But I’m right.’

Leah laughed.

The laugh was brief and surprised her. It came out before she had decided whether it should. Naomi looked up from the laptop with the small alert expression of a person who had just clocked a data point she had not expected, and the expression — unguarded for the second time in the same hour — produced in Leah the second small thing that was going to be a problem.

‘What,’ Naomi said.

‘Nothing. Type it.’

Naomi typed it.

They finished the section at five past four. Naomi closed the laptop. The folder was, for the first time in three weeks, ninety per cent done.

‘Email me your version in the morning,’ Leah said. ‘I’ll read it before the briefing.’

‘All right.’

Leah stood. Naomi stood. The standing happened at the same time and produced, briefly, the awkwardness of two people who were no longer separated by the folder on the table.

‘Thanks for the tea.’

‘Anytime,’ Naomi said.

The word sat in the room briefly. Naomi did not retract it. Leah did not respond to it. The not-responding was its own kind of acknowledgement. She picked up her bag. She walked to the door.

At the door she said, without turning around: ‘It’s a good room.’

Naomi said: ‘Yes.’

Leah went.

◆ ◆ ◆

The staff canteen at four in the morning was a different category of room from the staff canteen at any other hour. The strip lights were full-power. The chairs were upside down on most of the tables. A radio behind the counter played something quiet and continental. The only other people in the room were two cleaners at a corner table and Steph Marsh, in the middle of the room with a sandwich and a mug, doing the crossword on her phone.

Leah filled a bottle from the water dispenser.

‘Long meeting,’ Steph said without looking up.

‘Doha paper.’

‘Mm.’

Leah screwed the lid on the bottle. Steph turned a page on her phone. Did not look up. Did not say anything else. The silence at the table was the most articulate piece of communication Steph had produced in nine years of duty management, and it lasted long enough that Leah understood she was supposed to feel it.

She felt it.

‘Goodnight, Steph.’

‘Drive safe.’

◆ ◆ ◆

The staff car park at four in the morning was the staff car park. The rain had stopped some time during the shift; the bonnets of the cars were beaded with water that caught the orange of the fence light. Leah unlocked her door and got in and did not start the engine.

She put her hands on the steering wheel.

The thing Steph had said in the office a week ago was forming in the space between her hands without her permission. The word was either. Leah had let the word sit at the time without examining it. The word was sitting now without her examining it, which was a different operation.

She started the engine.

She drove home. Joel was asleep. The flat was warm. The fridge hummed. She drank a glass of water at the kitchen sink, standing up, still in her coat.

She had laughed at work.

She did not, in the ordinary run of her life, laugh at work.


Chapter 6



The hold went on at nine and was still on at midnight.

A weather front had stalled across southern France and was not moving. ATC had begun spacing slots out to four and five minutes apart. Twenty aircraft were queued for southern Europe. The departures board on the airside concourse had a column of amber against every Mediterranean destination, and the gates for those flights were filling with passengers who had been told nothing useful by anyone in twenty minutes.

Naomi had been in her office for the first three hours of it and had moved out at midnight because the welfare end of a hold this long was not a desk job. Crew were sitting on the apron with the doors closed and the air-conditioning packs running. Some of them had been sitting like that for two hours. Duty-hour clocks were ticking. The gates for the held flights were filling with the second-worst category of passenger — the absence of actually-delayed-yet, the still-being-told-it-will-be-soon, the patient and increasingly suspicious. Naomi went to walk them.

◆ ◆ ◆

She started at gate twenty-four. Madrid. The senior cabin crew member was at the desk with the gate agent. Naomi had worked with her before — Emma Clarke, fifteen years, the sort of senior crew who did not, on the whole, need welfare except as institutional reassurance.

‘How are we,’ Naomi said.

‘Two hours on the aircraft. Crew are all right. Passengers are starting.’

‘Want me on board?’

‘Twenty minutes. If we’re still here.’

‘I’ll come back.’

She walked on. Gate twenty-six, Athens. The first officer was at the bridge door with a clipboard, talking to the dispatcher. He nodded to Naomi without breaking the conversation. Gate twenty-eight, Rome night service. The captain was off the aircraft, standing at the window of the empty gate, drinking a coffee and looking out at his own parked aircraft on the stand below. He was a man Naomi had not met before — forties, grey at the temples, holding the coffee the way a person held a coffee when they had been holding it a while.

‘Captain.’

He turned. Saw the welfare lanyard. The face shifted by about half a degree.

‘Reid.’

‘I know.’

‘Three hours in we’ll be at our duty limit.’

‘I know that too.’

He looked at her. She looked back. She did not, in this kind of conversation, offer platitudes; what she offered was information and a face that did not turn away, and the two things together were what the captains were after. He turned back to the window.

‘Tell me what you’re doing about my crew.’

She told him. Two cabin crew were already on standby in the building; she could put them on board his aircraft inside forty minutes if the slot moved. He nodded once. He did not say thank you. Captains, in the main, did not say thank you, and Naomi, on the whole, did not require them to.

She walked on.

◆ ◆ ◆

By half past midnight she had walked five gates and her phone had buzzed seven times. She read the seventh as she was crossing the airside corridor toward operations. It was from Leah. Two words. Come up.

She came up.

◆ ◆ ◆

Operations at midnight was a room transformed from operations at five in the afternoon. Three of the duty managers were on calls simultaneously. The live-track screen was crowded — fifteen green vectors stacked over the Channel and the western approaches, each of them holding for a slot. The radio chatter was layered, three voices in three accents talking over the open channel and one of the duty managers translating ATC French in the background. The coffee machine had a new chemical edge to its smell, the smell of a pot that had been refilled too many times in too few hours.

Leah was at the duty desk. Headset on. Three channels live. She lifted her left hand the way Steph had lifted hers two weeks ago — the same gesture, the same precise economy, the universal sign that the room knew Naomi was here and was not yet ready for her.

Naomi waited at the back wall.

She watched Leah work. The voice on the radio was the voice Naomi had heard once before, very briefly, in a galley-side intercom call three months ago when she had been on a different floor of the building doing different work; it was the voice Leah used for the channel, and it was half an octave below the voice Leah used in a corridor, and the difference between the two was the most significant piece of information Leah had ever given Naomi without meaning to.

Leah said, into the headset: ‘Stand on the four-three-eight, we’re shifting it to bay nine. Crew is on the bus. I want the bus there in twelve.’

Pause.

‘Twelve. Yes. Thanks.’

Her shoulders moved forward by a quarter of an inch as she leaned to read the screen and back by a quarter when she settled. The movement was small. Naomi was watching it. The watching was its own admission and she did not, at this hour, in this room, attempt to manage the admission.

Leah signed off the channel. Pulled the headset down to rest around her neck. Came round the desk and crossed to the back wall and stood next to Naomi facing the screens, the way colleagues stood when they were going to talk about the operational shape of the next hour.

‘Eight aircraft moving in the next forty minutes,’ Leah said. ‘Three of yours.’

‘Which three.’

‘Athens. Rome. Madrid.’

‘Madrid first?’

‘Madrid first.’

‘Emma Clarke is fine. The Rome captain has me booking standby.’

‘Already done. I’ve given him two from the Lisbon delay.’

‘All right.’

They stood at the back wall and worked through the duty-hour list. The work took fifteen minutes. They stood close because the list was on Leah’s clipboard and Leah was holding it and Naomi was reading it over her shoulder, and the standing-close was, in the operational context, ordinary. The ordinariness was the cover.

Leah’s hair was tied back. It had been tied back at the start of her shift and was, by now, escaping in a few strands at the nape of her neck. The strands were close to Naomi’s face. Naomi could smell whatever Leah used — a shampoo, a conditioner, something faintly cedar, or something close to cedar; not perfume, just the scent of a person’s hair at the end of a long shift.

Naomi’s breathing went a half-step shallower.

Leah turned her head an inch to read something on the clipboard, and the turning brought her face closer to Naomi’s by the small distance the turning required. Naomi could see, without choosing to see, the line of her throat where the collar of the operations shirt was undone at the top button. She could see the faint mark of where the lanyard had been resting against her skin all evening. She could see, in the soft hollow above the collarbone, a pulse.

She looked at the clipboard.

She looked at the clipboard because looking at the clipboard was a thing she could do, in this room, that did not require her to look at the place on Leah’s skin where the lanyard had been resting. The looking was a job she could do. She did it.

Leah, who was almost certainly aware that Naomi was no longer looking at the screens, did not turn her head back.

She did not adjust it.

They finished the list.

‘Anything else?’ Leah said.

‘No. I’ll go back down to the gates.’

‘Right.’

Leah turned. Their eyes met for less than a beat. Then she went back to the duty desk and put the headset on and opened the channel.

Naomi left.

◆ ◆ ◆

The airside corridor between operations and the gates was empty. She walked it. Her hand was steady on the lanyard at her chest. The cedar was still in her sinuses, faintly, on the third breath she took after leaving operations. She had not catalogued it. The information had entered anyway.

At gate twenty-four the bus was already on its way. Emma Clarke was at the bridge with a clipboard.

‘Madrid’s moving,’ Emma said.

‘I know.’

Emma looked at her for a fraction longer than the moment required.

‘Late shift suits you, Reid.’

‘Does it?’

Emma smiled at her clipboard. She did not, on this occasion, expand the comment. She turned to the bridge.

Naomi stood at the gate window and watched the bus pull up below and the Madrid crew climb down the air-bridge stairs to board it. The runway lights at the far end of the apron blinked in the rain that had started up again at some point in the last hour. Her own reflection in the gate window accompanied her for a moment. She did not, this time, examine it.

She did not adjust her breathing either.

It stayed where Leah had left it.


Chapter 7



The weather lifted in the small hours.

The southern front moved off the French coast and the held aircraft went up in waves — Madrid first, then Athens, then Rome, then the rest. Leah signed each one off the screen as it cleared. The radio chatter that had been layered three voices deep for hours began to thin. One of the duty managers stretched in his chair and made a small involuntary noise. The man on French ATC went off shift; the new voice was a woman, brisker. Steph poured herself another coffee at the side counter and did not offer to bring Leah one.

‘You’re welcome to one,’ Steph said, without turning around.

‘I’ll get my own.’

‘Suit yourself.’

Leah signed off the channel. Pulled the headset down. Stood. Her back complained at the standing. She let it.

The back-room was three doors down the corridor — small, badly lit, the smell of cleaning fluid and the cardboard of catering trays stacked against one wall. There was a water dispenser and a kettle and a sink. Most of the operations staff used the canteen. The back-room was for people who could not be away from the desk for longer than four minutes.

Leah walked the three doors.

She stopped at the threshold.

◆ ◆ ◆

Naomi was at the water dispenser.

Her back was to the door. She was filling a bottle. The lanyard at her neck had twisted round; the welfare badge was facing inwards against her chest. Her hair was down. She had taken her jacket off. The sleeves of her shirt were rolled to the elbow.

The room was small enough that one person at the dispenser was the whole of it. The stop Leah made in the doorway happened before she could decide whether to make it. Her hand was on the doorframe. She was, for the time it took Naomi to turn, completely still.

Naomi turned.

She saw the stop.

The look that landed between them in that small bad-smelling room with the cardboard catering trays stacked against the wall and the bottle still under the dispenser, still filling — the look held.

It was not a long look. A beat. Maybe two. Long enough that both of them caught the length. Long enough that the registration was its own event. Long enough that, somewhere in the second beat, the looking stopped being something happening to them and became something they were doing.

Leah did not look away.

Naomi did not look away.

The dispenser cut out. The bottle was full. Neither of them moved to take it.

Then Naomi smiled. Small. Tired. Real.

‘Long night.’

Leah’s voice came back rougher than she meant.

‘Long night.’

Naomi reached down for the bottle. Capped it. Picked up her jacket from the chair by the sink and folded it over her arm. Then she crossed the room toward the door.

Leah had not moved. There was room for Naomi to pass. There was not a great deal of room. Naomi went carefully — a half-turn of her shoulders, the small navigational courtesy of two people in a confined space — and the space between them as she passed was perhaps six inches. Their shoulders did not touch.

Leah felt the warmth of Naomi’s arm a hand’s breadth from her own. She felt the brush of air the passing displaced. She did not breathe.

Naomi’s sleeve caught the cuff of Leah’s shirt as she passed. Not the skin. The fabric. The catch was nothing — the smallest snag of one piece of cotton on another in a narrow room — but Leah felt it through the shirt as a small heat at her wrist, and the heat travelled, somewhere along the inside of her arm, in a way that had no clear reason. Her hand on the doorframe gripped, briefly, and then did not.

Naomi did not stop. She did not turn her head. She kept walking through the small space the room offered, and the warmth of her body as she passed was, for the half-second the passing took, the only temperature Leah’s skin was registering.

At the door Naomi paused.

‘Drive safe later.’

‘You too.’

Naomi went.

◆ ◆ ◆

Leah crossed to the kettle. She lifted it. She set it down. She lifted it again. She poured. The water from the spout into the mug was steady because she had made it steady; the hand was the hand of a woman who had performed steadiness in tighter places than this and was performing it now.

She did not turn around.

She did not turn around for the small amount of time it took to put a teabag in the mug, to leave it there, to take it out, to lift the mug, to drink. The drinking was the first useful thing her body had done in three minutes.

The corridor outside was empty. She walked back to operations.

◆ ◆ ◆

She sat down at the duty desk. She put the headset on. She did not put it on the active channel. She read a stand-allocation sheet she had read four times already during the shift. She read it again. She read the same line twice. She read the same line three times.

She did not look up.

She did not look up for what was probably a long time. When she did, eventually, look up, Steph was at the next desk along, headset around her neck, looking at her.

Steph had been looking at her for some time.

There was no expression Leah could identify on Steph’s face. Not amused. Not concerned. Not surprised. Steph was forty and she had worked in this building for nine years and she had seen everything in it more than once. The look she gave Leah was the look of a person whose own counsel was being kept and whose own counsel was going to continue being kept.

Steph nodded once.

She turned back to her screen.

Leah understood she had been seen.

The kindness of Steph saying nothing was worse than anything Steph could have said. She sat with it. She drank her tea. She did not look up again for the rest of the shift.


Chapter 8



Naomi slept late.

The flat in the morning had the winter-Saturday quality of being warm at one end and cold at the other, the boiler not quite covering the corner of the living room where the bay window let through more cold than the heating could keep up with. Cato was on the duvet, on her feet, looking at her with the level disapproval of a cat whose breakfast had been delayed by several hours.

‘Yes,’ Naomi said. ‘I know.’

She got up. She fed him. The kitchen was the kitchen. The kettle was where she had left it. The mug she preferred was on the rack from yesterday morning. She made tea. She stood at the window with it.

The garden behind the flat was not really a garden. It was a flat roof over the downstairs kitchen, with a tree leaning over from next door that she had never identified. The tree had no leaves at this time of year. It looked, this morning, the way it always looked: thin against the sky, patient, somebody else’s.

The phone rang.

◆ ◆ ◆

‘Hi.’

‘Hi. How are you.’

‘Same. You?’

‘Same.’

Her sister was in her own kitchen in Edinburgh, two children somewhere not far from her, a husband who had retreated, the way her sister’s husband retreated on Saturday mornings, to a different room. Naomi could hear the radio in the background. The same radio her sister had listened to on Saturday mornings for ten years. The same conversation. The same three questions, in the same order, working their way toward the close.

Work all right?

Yes.

Weather all right?

Yes.

Anything to tell me?

It was the third question her sister had always meant the same thing by, in the same coded way, for nine years — the slot held open for any news at all, any small piece of life that had moved — and Naomi answered it now the way she always had.

‘No,’ she said. ‘Nothing.’

‘All right then.’

‘Talk next week.’

‘Yep.’

Her sister rang off.

◆ ◆ ◆

Naomi put the phone face-down on the kitchen counter.

The tea had cooled while she had been on the phone. She drank what was left of it in two swallows and did not bother making another cup. She moved to the sofa. Cato came with her. He settled, after his investigations of the cushion, in his usual place on her thigh, and put his chin on her knee.

She rested her hand on his back. She closed her eyes.

The back-room came up behind her eyes the way it had been coming up since she had got into her car at the end of the shift. The small bad-smelling space with the cardboard against the wall. Leah in the doorway. The stop. The look.

The look.

She had been thinking about it on and off for almost twenty-four hours. She had been thinking about it while she made tea and while she drove home and while she lay in bed not sleeping. She had been thinking about it during her sister’s phone call. Her sister’s phone call had asked her if there was anything to tell her, and Naomi had said no, and the saying of no to her sister had been a kind of lying she had not done before, and the noticing of the lying was the thing that was, eventually, going to make her sit up.

She sat up.

Cato made a small offended sound and resettled.

◆ ◆ ◆

She made herself ask it.

She did not make it a long asking. She did not dress it up.

She sat on the sofa in her own flat at the end of her own week, with the boiler clicking on and the cat heavy on her thigh and the tree outside the window thin against the sky, and she asked, quietly, in her own head, the small question she had been declining to ask for two weeks:

Am I attracted to her.

The answer arrived without performance.

Yes.

The yes was not loud. It was not a revelation. It had been sitting under every other thought she had had since the briefing room and the corridor and the back-room, and now that she had asked the question that was the shape of the yes, the yes simply stood up and said: yes.

She put her hand to her mouth.

She did not know why. The hand had decided to. The hand did it.

She sat for a while with her hand at her mouth. The cat’s breathing was slow and even against her thigh. The boiler clicked off. The flat was very quiet.

◆ ◆ ◆

Then the second question came.

What would I do about it.

She did not have an answer to that one.

She had not been in this terrain for nine years. She did not, sitting on her own sofa with her own cat in her own life, know whether the woman she had become in the meantime was the woman for whom this terrain still belonged. She was not sure she was the same person who had walked it last.

What she was sure of — and the sureness of it was a small clean thing in the centre of her chest, sitting next to the yes — was that she was not going to tell herself it could not happen.

That was all she was going to commit to today.

The commitment was, in itself, a decision.

Until this morning she had been pretending there was nothing to decide.

The pretending had ended.

◆ ◆ ◆

She stayed on the sofa for a long time.

The afternoon light moved across the kitchen counter and reached the edge of the rug and stopped there. Cato slept. The phone face-down on the kitchen counter did not buzz. The tree outside the window did not move because there was no wind. The flat held its small, even temperature around her.

Seventeen miles east, the airport was doing what it did. There would be a briefing room. There would be a wave being prepped. There would be a duty desk and a pair of operations sleeves rolled to the elbows. She knew this without thinking about it. She had known the shape of the airport at every hour for fifteen years.

She knew, now, that she was thinking about it differently.

She put her hand on the cat’s back.

She sat.


Chapter 9



Leah walked the airside corridor up to welfare and clocked, as she walked, that her body was getting there ahead of her plan again.

She had spent the week not examining the back-room. The not-examining had been disciplined. She had committed to it the morning after the weather hold and she had honoured it through five working days, and the discipline had achieved what discipline usually achieved with this kind of material: it had concentrated it.

Her footsteps in the corridor were brisk.

She slowed them.

◆ ◆ ◆

The welfare office door was open. The lamp was on. A folder was open on the nearer sofa. Naomi was not at the desk.

Leah stood in the doorway.

She had been in this room once before. The lamp. The mugs on the shelf. The pot plant. The Reykjavík photograph on the wall. The room sat exactly as it had sat the first time, and the sitting was a small piece of information she had not expected to find reassuring.

Footsteps in the corridor. Naomi appeared in the doorway with two takeaway cups balanced one-handed.

‘Sorry,’ Naomi said. ‘Kettle’s playing up. Went down to the canteen.’

‘Two coffees.’

‘Yes.’

There was a beat. Naomi did not explain the two. Leah did not ask. Naomi crossed to the low table and set the cups down and pulled her jacket off and dropped it over the back of the desk chair. She was wearing a soft grey jumper Leah had not seen on her before. The sleeves were too long. She pushed them up.

‘Window table tonight?’ Naomi said.

‘Why.’

‘The concourse is empty. It’s a view.’

‘All right.’

◆ ◆ ◆

The table by the window was a small round thing with two chairs. The window looked down onto the departures concourse, which had dimmed to its between-waves half-light. The rows of seats were almost empty. A single cleaner moved between them with a trolley. The lights of the duty-free that ran along the far side were off; the brand-lit signage above the shutters had been switched to its overnight low. Beyond the concourse, through the high glass at the far wall, the apron lights came in faint orange.

They sat. They opened the folder. They worked.

The work was the easiest it had been. They had spent two weeks learning each other’s rhythms and the rhythms were now finding each other without negotiation. Leah brought a figure; Naomi translated it; Leah revised; Naomi reread. Once, Naomi caught a sentence that had carried wrong meaning through three drafts and that neither of them had spotted, and the catching made Leah set her pen down for a second in admiration.

‘You’re good at this.’

‘So are you.’

‘Yes, but I’m good at it because it’s my job. You’re good at it because you’re paying attention.’

Naomi looked up from the page. The look was undefended for the half-second that was becoming, between them, a unit of measurement.

‘I’m paying attention,’ she said.

Leah picked up her pen.

◆ ◆ ◆

The pause came in the quiet between sections. Neither of them put it there. They had been writing and then they had not been writing, and the not-writing had extended itself across a comfortable beat into something longer.

Naomi leaned back. She rested her arm along the back of her chair. She was looking at the window, at the concourse below them, at the cleaner with the trolley making slow progress down the row of seats.

Leah leaned back too.

In her peripheral vision, the line of Naomi’s arm along the chair-back. The wrist. The cuff of the soft grey jumper pushed up. The skin at the inside of the elbow.

She looked at the window.

The cleaner reached the end of the row. He turned the trolley with the quiet skill of someone who had done it ten thousand times. He started up the next row. The brand-lit signage above the closed duty-free shimmered very faintly. The apron lights through the far glass did not move.

Neither of them spoke.

The silence was the silence Leah had not had with another person in a long time. It was not awkward and it was not waiting to be filled. It was the silence of two people in the same room not minding being in the same room. The recognition of it sat in Leah’s chest with a weight she did not entirely want.

She broke it.

‘Shall we call it.’

‘Yes.’

Naomi did not move for a moment longer. Then she did.

◆ ◆ ◆

They packed up. Naomi closed the laptop. Leah collected her papers. They moved to the door at the same time, the way they had moved to standing at the same time the week before — the small unavoidable choreography of two people who had finished a thing and were now leaving the room they had finished it in.

At the threshold Naomi said: ‘Thank you for coming up.’

Leah said: ‘Anytime.’

The word arrived in her own mouth on the back of Naomi’s. She had not chosen it. It had presented itself — the word Naomi had used in this same doorway the week before, returned, by Leah, here, now — and the using of it was deliberate as that was not entirely under her control.

It landed wrong. It landed warm. It landed too long for the doorway.

Naomi did not say anything.

Leah did not retract it. She would have, ten days ago. She did not, tonight. She let it sit between them in the doorway with its small load of meaning showing.

‘Goodnight,’ Naomi said.

‘Goodnight.’

Leah walked back down the airside corridor. Her hands were full of folder and bag. Her footsteps were not brisk. She did not, this time, attempt to slow them. There was no need. They had already slowed themselves.


Chapter 10



Friday afternoon. The paper was ninety per cent done.

Naomi sat at her desk with her phone in her hand and composed the message three times before sending it. Each version had been professional. The third had been the most professional of all. She read it once more. Then she sent it.

Office closing for cleaning this afternoon. Could finish the paper over an early supper at the hotel if you wanted? Easier than another late session.

She set the phone down on the folder.

The framing was operational. The motive was not. She had drafted around the gap for half an hour and the drafting had not closed it. She had sent the message anyway, with the gap intact, and the sending had been a small clear act she had committed to without examining the implications.

The phone vibrated.

She turned it over.

Leah, three minutes after the message had gone:

Yes.

The yes was faster than it needed to be.

Naomi did not respond to the speed. She did not need to. She put the phone in her bag.

◆ ◆ ◆

The airport hotel restaurant in the early evening was a thin crowd. A man on his own at the bar with a laptop. Two crew at a table by the window with their lanyards still on. A family at the back that had clearly been there since lunch. The light through the wide windows was the cold flat light of a January Friday going dark before five.

Naomi showed up first. She took a corner table and ordered water. She did not order food. She did not, at this minute, trust herself to order food without consulting Leah, and the absence of trusting was a small new piece of information about herself she did not need to interrogate.

Leah came in five minutes later.

She had changed out of operations uniform into jeans and a soft black jumper. Her hair was down. She crossed the restaurant with the unhurried tread of a woman who had finished a shift and had nowhere she needed to be for the next two hours, and the unhurriedness arrived at the table with her and sat down.

‘Hello,’ Leah said.

‘Hello.’

A pause. Then Leah looked at the folder Naomi had put on the table and said, with a small dry note Naomi had not heard from her before: ‘Are we actually going to pretend to work, or shall we just have dinner.’

Naomi laughed. It came out before she could moderate it.

‘Twenty minutes,’ she said. ‘For the look of it.’

‘All right.’

◆ ◆ ◆

They worked through the last revisions in less than half an hour. The paper closed. Naomi set it on the chair next to her. Leah ordered a pasta. Naomi ordered the same.

Neither of them ordered wine.

It was Leah who noticed. She glanced at the table, at the empty glasses, at the wine list still on the corner, and her mouth lifted at one side.

‘No cover.’

‘No cover.’

‘All right then.’

◆ ◆ ◆

The food came. They ate. The conversation drifted off the document and into the thin air between two people who had been working together for three weeks and had not, until now, sat at a table that was not also a desk.

Naomi asked the first personal question. It was a small one, manageable: ‘What were you doing before operations?’

‘Ramp. Twelve years.’

‘Why did you move indoors?’

‘My son was three. The ramp shifts were going to break me. I was offered the duty desk and I took it.’

It was the first time Leah had mentioned a son. She said it without ceremony. Naomi took the data and held it where it sat.

‘How old is he now?’

‘Fifteen.’

‘What’s he like.’

Leah’s face did the thing faces did when people were asked about their children unexpectedly — a small involuntary opening. She covered it quickly. She was a private woman and the privacy had been earned, but the opening had happened and Naomi had caught it.

‘Quiet,’ Leah said. ‘Reads. Doing geography GCSE. He told me last week I was not allowed to read his coursework anymore because I kept finding verbs he had let pass.’

‘Did you let him keep the verbs?’

‘No.’

Naomi laughed again.

‘His father?’

‘Reading. We split four years ago. He has Joel every other weekend. It’s civil. It works.’

The recital was clean. Naomi read the cleanness as a thing Leah had practised, and read the practice as a thing she did not need to ask about. She nodded once. She did not press.

◆ ◆ ◆

Leah ate for a minute. Then she set her fork down and looked at Naomi properly across the table for the first time that evening.

‘Your turn.’

‘Mine?’

‘Where do you live?’

‘Hounslow. Small flat. A cat I did not choose.’

‘How did you not choose a cat?’

‘A flatmate left him five years ago. She did not come back. I came home one Sunday from a long shift and he was on the windowsill and the flatmate had emailed me to say he was now mine.’

‘What’s he called.’

‘Cato.’

‘As in.’

‘As in the flatmate had a bad sense of humour.’

Leah’s laugh was short and surprised.

‘Family?’ she said.

‘Sister in Edinburgh. Married, two children, husband. She calls on Saturdays. We have the same conversation every week.’

‘Anyone else?’

It was the smallest possible version of the question. Leah had asked it with the careful unweighted lightness of a person who knew exactly how heavy the answer might be and had chosen not to indicate the knowing.

Naomi said: ‘No.’

‘For some time?’

‘Nine years.’

Leah took the number without comment. She looked at her plate. She picked up her fork. She did not look up for a moment.

Then she said, quietly: ‘I’ve been on my own for four.’

Naomi said: ‘Yes.’

They went back to eating.

◆ ◆ ◆

They talked for two hours. None of it was dramatic. Joel’s reading habits. Naomi’s sister’s children. The cleaner who had been at the welfare office every Tuesday morning for six years and whose first name neither of them knew. The neighbour Leah had had once with a dog that barked at the milk float. The flat Naomi had nearly bought four years ago in Twickenham and had walked away from.

They drank water. They drank coffee. The restaurant thinned around them. The crew at the window left. The family at the back paid up and went. The man at the bar with the laptop closed the laptop and asked for the bill.

Leah looked at her watch.

‘I should go,’ she said. ‘Joel’s home.’

‘Yes.’

‘And the cat?’

‘Will be furious.’

They paid — separately, by unspoken agreement — and walked through the restaurant to the lobby. The lobby was the airport hotel lobby of every airport hotel in the world: cream marble, three armchairs, a piano nobody had ever played.

At the door they stopped.

Leah said: ‘This was good.’

Naomi said: ‘Yes.’

Neither of them moved. They stood in the lobby in their coats with their bags on their shoulders and looked at each other, and the not-moving was the most honest thing either of them had done in three weeks.

Naomi was aware, standing in the airport-hotel lobby with her coat on her arm and her bag on her shoulder, that her body had taken a position she had not chosen. Her weight was forward. Her hands were not quite as relaxed at her sides as her hands ordinarily were. Her mouth had gone slightly dry in a way she recognised, from a decade and a half ago, with the small startled clarity of a woman re-encountering a physical state she had assumed she had aged out of.

She had not, it turned out, aged out of it.

Leah’s eyes had gone darker in the dim lobby light. Naomi could see her pulse at the side of her throat, fast, and the fastness of the pulse was the same pulse Naomi could feel in her own ribs without putting her hand to her chest to check.

Then Leah moved.

She did not kiss her. She did not touch her. She lifted her hand briefly, in the small gesture of a person acknowledging another person across a small distance, and she said, ‘Goodnight,’ and she went.

Naomi watched her cross the lobby and go through the revolving door and disappear into the dark of the car park.

Then she went to her own car.

On the drive home she found that she was not, this evening, thinking very much. She was driving. The roads were the roads. The radio in her car was on the station it was always on. The cat would be on the windowsill. Tomorrow she would call her sister and have the same conversation she always had.

Tonight was tonight.

She was, against every habit of fifteen years, prepared to let it be.


Chapter 11



On Saturday morning Naomi reread the message Leah had sent on Friday afternoon.

Yes.

One word. A reply to a question Naomi had drafted three times and sent once. She read it the way she had read it on Friday: with the slight delay her mind kept introducing to the small clear shape of it, the half-second pause in which her body absorbed the word ahead of her thoughts.

She put the phone down. Made tea. Picked the phone up again.

She read it once more. She put it down again.

◆ ◆ ◆

Her sister called. The conversation took its ordinary shape. Work all right. Yes. Weather all right. Yes. Anything to tell her.

No.

It was easier to say this time. That was not the same as being true.

◆ ◆ ◆

On Sunday afternoon she washed her hair. She washed it for longer than the situation required. She caught herself doing it and did not stop.

She stood under the water and applied the conditioner with the careful attention of a woman who had not, for some years, given her own body the kind of attention she would have given a stranger’s. The carefulness was the new thing. The body responded to it. She did not interrogate the response.

She rinsed. She got out. She dried her hair.

She caught her reflection in the mirror as she went past it on the way out of the bathroom. She did not stop.

◆ ◆ ◆

On Monday she did the laundry, put it away, ate a sandwich at the kitchen counter, sat with the cat for an hour, and answered three emails. The day was unremarkable in every aspect except that, by the end of it, she had spent forty seconds choosing what to wear to work on Tuesday.

Forty seconds was thirty-five seconds longer than she had ever spent on the question.

She wore the dark blue jumper.

On the drive to work on Tuesday she found herself thinking, for no reason she could trace, about the inside of Leah’s wrists. She had no specific image. She had not, that she could place, looked at the inside of Leah’s wrists with any deliberate attention. The thought arrived anyway, on the M4, somewhere between the Heston services and the airport turn-off, and it stayed with her for the length of two slip-roads before she noticed it was staying.

She had noticed it.

She was driving to work in a dark blue jumper and thinking about the inside of another woman’s wrists.

She let it sit. She did not push it away. The not-pushing was the new thing she was learning to do.

◆ ◆ ◆

Tuesday at work the morning passed in the ordinary way. A fatigue assessment. A welfare call. A junior who needed to be talked through the next step on a difficult roster. Hassan was in and out of the office. Naomi was, by external measure, exactly the same welfare manager she had been on every Tuesday for six years.

The message came at eleven.

Paper signed off by Graham this morning. Want to do a final read-through tonight. Welfare office is being painted; I’ll book a meeting room. After my shift.

Naomi read it twice. She set the cup down she had been holding. She felt the small distinct rise in her chest the way she had felt it on Friday when the first yes had landed in her inbox — the body arriving at the response before the mind had decided to.

She typed: Yes. After your shift. Find me wherever you book.

The reply came back in less than a minute. Will do.

She put the phone face-down on the desk.

◆ ◆ ◆

She did not get a great deal of work done in the afternoon.

She drafted a paragraph on fatigue exposure and read it back and discovered that she had used the same verb three times in two sentences. She rewrote it. The rewrite read worse than the original. She left it.

Hassan came in around three with the Lagos roster. He stood at the side of her desk with the paper in his hand and asked her a question. Naomi heard the question land in her ears and did not, for a beat, hear what it was. She had been looking at her screen and not looking at her screen.

‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘Say it again.’

‘I asked if you wanted me to send the revisions back to ops or wait for Bennett to review.’

‘Send them. Bennett can review afterwards.’

‘All right.’

Hassan looked at her for the beat that was a beat longer than his ordinary look. He did not say anything. He took the roster and went away.

Naomi sat with the look he had given her.

She did not, ordinarily, ask people to repeat themselves. Hassan had been in this office with her for two years and the asking had been new to him in the way a small change in a person’s behaviour was new to the people who saw them every day.

She did not correct the lapse. She did not make a problem of it.

She turned back to her screen and worked.

◆ ◆ ◆

The afternoon went down. The evening waves came in. The welfare phones rang twice and she dealt with them. Hassan finished his shift and said goodnight and went.

At nine she received a second message from Leah: Room 4C, management corridor, top floor. Painting team are using mine. Sorry it’s up there. I’ll be done by half twelve.

Naomi typed: I’ll find it. Come up when you finish.

She put the phone in her bag. She switched the lamp off.

The corridor outside the welfare office was empty. The strip lighting was at half-power. She walked the length of it toward the lifts. Her own footsteps were even. Her hand on the bag strap at her shoulder was steady. Her breathing was even.

She had answered yes, on her own sofa, the previous weekend.

She was, this evening, beginning to do something about it.


Chapter 12



Leah signed off her shift later than she had planned and walked the management corridor with her bag over one shoulder and the folder for the paper under the other arm.

The management corridor on the top floor was unlike the rest of the building. The carpet was a different pile. The doors were heavier and set further apart. At this hour every door was closed and every light was off behind every door, the way they were always off after six because management went home at six.

She found 4C.

It was the small glass-walled meeting room above the apron. Three of its walls were glass and two were solid; the side that looked down on the airfield was floor-to-ceiling. The room had no overhead light on. There was a single low lamp on the table. Beyond the glass, the apron lights spread out in slow orange across the wet concrete.

Naomi was in one of the chairs at the table.

She looked up when Leah opened the door. She smiled. The smile was small and tired and waiting.

‘You found it.’

‘Eventually.’

‘Sorry it’s up here.’

‘It’s fine.’

Leah put the folder on the table. She sat at the corner of the table where the second chair had been turned. Their chairs were at right angles to each other rather than across. She had not chosen the configuration. Naomi had set it up that way.

She did not move her chair.

◆ ◆ ◆

The read-through took less than an hour.

They worked through the paper line by line in the low-lamp quiet of a room they had never been in before. Naomi read aloud. Leah followed on her own copy. They caught two phrasings that needed adjusting and one figure that wanted a footnote, and that was all.

Naomi closed the folder.

‘That’s it,’ she said.

‘That’s it.’

Neither of them stood.

◆ ◆ ◆

The room was very quiet. The building’s ventilation was the only sound. Beyond the glass, the apron was its own silence — an aircraft being towed, very slow, the tow tractor working at the unhurried pace of an aircraft mover.

Naomi reached for the jug of water on the table. The jug clinked once against the rim of a glass. She poured. She set the jug down. She did not drink.

Leah was looking at her. Not at the water, not at the folder, not at the apron through the floor-to-ceiling glass with its slow orange spread. At Naomi. The orange light from the airfield was catching one side of Naomi’s face and laying along her cheekbone in a thin warm line, and Leah was looking at the line of it without moving her eyes.

‘Are you going to drink that,’ Leah said. Quietly.

‘No.’

There was a small silence.

‘Why did you pour it?’

‘I needed to do something with my hands.’

It was the most direct sentence Naomi had spoken to her in three weeks of work. Leah took it. She did not, immediately, have anywhere to put it.

They sat. The lamp was warm on the table between them. The apron was beyond the glass. The corridor outside the room was empty the way the management corridor was always empty after six.

Leah said: ‘I haven’t had a conversation like this with anyone in a long time.’

She had not planned the sentence. The sentence had presented itself in her mouth and exited it before the editing function had reached it. Naomi did not flinch. She did not respond. She received the sentence the way a person received a piece of china being handed across a table — careful, two-handed, with the small attention that said: I have it.

The receiving was the most attentive thing Leah had been on the other side of in years.

◆ ◆ ◆

They had been leaning forward at some point.

Leah did not remember choosing to lean. She noticed the lean only when she caught the position of her own shoulders — forward, over the table, the line of her body angled toward Naomi’s by some number of degrees more than the chair-back had originally set.

Naomi had leaned too.

Their faces were inside the radius of breath. Not close. Closer than the table required. Closer than the chairs had been set up for. Leah could see, in the warm lamp light, the small fine details of Naomi’s face that she had not been close enough to before — the line at the corner of her eye, the faint freckles along her left cheekbone, the soft skin at her temple where the hair began.

Naomi’s eyes were very still.

She was looking at Leah.

She was not moving.

◆ ◆ ◆

Leah moved her hand.

Not to Naomi’s hand. To the table beside it. The gesture was deliberate and unfinished — her fingers settled on the surface of the table a centimetre from Naomi’s, and the centimetre was the most charged piece of geometry Leah had held in a decade, and Naomi did not move hers, and neither of them breathed for what was probably the count of three.

Leah’s mouth dried.

She looked at Naomi’s mouth.

Once. Briefly. She saw, in the flicker of Naomi’s gaze that caught the look, that Naomi had saw it and was not refusing it. Naomi’s pupils were wider than they had been a moment ago. Naomi’s breathing had gone shallower. Naomi was not refusing anything.

Leah leaned a fraction further.

Naomi did not pull back.

The slowness of it was the dangerous element. Leah had time to stop herself. She was not stopping herself. The not-stopping was a decision being made in real time across the small radius of breath between their two faces, and neither of them was speaking, and neither of them was retreating, and the only sound in the room was the ventilation and somewhere outside, faintly, the apron.

Six inches between them. Four.

Leah could feel the warmth coming off Naomi’s skin.

She could also feel, in the part of her body that had not been a part of her body she had paid attention to in four years, the deep slow ache of a wanting she had not been ready for. It was sitting low in her hips. It was honest. It was the body answering a question her mind had been carrying for six weeks.

She did not move her hand from the table. The hand was the held thing. The held thing was the only restraint she had left.

Leah could feel the warmth coming off Naomi’s skin.

◆ ◆ ◆

A door opened.

At the far end of the management corridor, twenty metres away, a door opened and a trolley wheeled out and the small squeak of the trolley wheels on the lino reached the room as a remote sound. A cleaner. The cleaner who came through the upper floor late, the cleaner whose route Naomi had probably walked past every Tuesday for six years.

The sound did not breach the room.

But Naomi broke.

Not from the sound. From what the sound was. The world. The corridor. The building. The institution. The Tuesday that was outside this room and that was going to resume at half past eight tomorrow morning regardless of what either of them did in the next five seconds.

She lifted her hand from the table. Not fast. Not jerked back. Carefully, slowly, with the small steady gentleness of a person who was aware of the weight of what she was doing. She set her hand on her own knee. Six inches from Leah’s hand. Then twelve.

She said, very quietly: ‘Not here.’

A beat.

‘Not like this.’

◆ ◆ ◆

Leah did not move.

The sentences turned up in her with the quiet clarity Naomi had built into them. They were not no. They were the shape of yes spoken in a different register. Not here, in this glass-walled room above the apron at midnight with the institution one corridor away and a cleaner’s trolley somewhere down the lino. Not like this, with no conversation, no agreement, no time taken, the moment grabbed because the moment had presented itself.

Naomi was protecting something.

What Naomi was protecting was the yes.

Leah understood it. She did not understand it intellectually so much as physically — the understanding sat in her chest with the same weight the lean had sat in.

She found her voice.

‘Alright.’

The single word was everything she could manage.

Naomi closed her eyes for a fraction of a second. Opened them. Said, even more quietly than before: ‘Thank you.’

It was the most exposing thing either of them had said all evening.

◆ ◆ ◆

They packed up.

The packing took two minutes. Leah closed the folder. Naomi gathered the second copy of the paper. They stood at the same time. Their bodies moved with the small careful awareness of two people who had nearly done something and were now performing the choreography of not having done it with a deliberate, almost respectful precision.

They walked to the door.

In the doorway Leah turned and looked at Naomi. The look was not the long look of the back-room. It was different. The back-room look had been involuntary. This look was the look of two people who had just nearly kissed in a glass-walled room above an airport apron and who were both now choosing, by mutual silent agreement, to walk out of the room with that fact between them rather than buried.

Naomi held the look. She did not look away.

Leah said nothing.

Naomi said nothing.

Then Leah turned and walked out into the management corridor, and the door clicked shut behind her, and her footsteps on the management-corridor carpet were the only sound in the building. Down at the far end the cleaner’s trolley had moved on. The lino was empty. The strip lighting was at half-power. The Tuesday that was outside the glass-walled room continued, the way it had been continuing, indifferent to what had nearly happened inside it.

Leah took the lift down.

Her hand on the rail was steady.

Her chest was not.


Chapter 13



Naomi woke up clear.

She had not slept until very late. She had driven home from the airport on empty roads with both hands at the top of the wheel and the radio off, and she had let herself into the flat and stood in the kitchen with the kettle she did not boil for some time, and she had gone to bed without turning the light on.

The morning produced, instead of regret, a kind of lucid fullness. The kind that arrived after a hard moment had been met cleanly. She had behaved, in the glass-walled room above the apron, exactly as the better version of herself would have chosen. She had not refused. She had bought time.

The distinction was the thing that let her go to work.

◆ ◆ ◆

The day at the welfare office passed in its ordinary shape. A fatigue claim from a cabin crew member whose name she would put on Tuesday’s list. A junior steward who needed forty minutes on the sofa and got it. A call from operations about a duty-hour stretch she resolved without leaving her desk.

She was, she registered as the morning went on, more present than usual. The thing that had happened in the room had not destabilised her. It had clarified her.

Hassan came in mid-morning with a roster. He looked at her with the small uncertain glance of a young man who had been mildly worried about his manager for some weeks and was no longer sure whether to be. Naomi caught the glance and met it.

‘All right?’ he said.

‘Yes.’

‘All right.’

He left.

◆ ◆ ◆

The message came in the afternoon.

Naomi had been writing up a welfare summary when her phone buzzed once on the desk beside her. She read it without picking it up.

About last night. When you have time, can we talk. Properly. Not at the airport.

She read it twice. The relief that came through her chest was big enough that she set the phone face-down on the desk and looked at the wall for a moment before picking it back up.

Leah had chosen the same thing she had chosen.

Leah had named the deferral and asked to honour it.

She typed: Yes. Saturday. I’ll come to you.

Her hands were not quite steady on the phone. She set it face-down on the desk and did not pick it up again until she had drunk half a glass of water and had located, in her own ribs, the small warm low pull that had arrived at the moment Leah’s yes had landed and that was now sitting in her body with the unambiguous shape of arousal. Naomi recognised it. She had not felt it in nine years. She did not, this afternoon, look away from it.

She sent it.

Leah replied in less than two minutes.

Yes.

Naomi looked at the word for a beat. She put the phone in her bag. She went back to the welfare summary.

The afternoon’s remaining hours had a different shape from the morning’s. The clarity she had woken with had been the clarity of a person who had behaved well in private. The clarity she carried into the rest of the day was the clarity of a person whose private decision had been met. The two clarities were related and not the same. The second one was steadier.

She finished the welfare summary. She drank cold tea. She went home.

◆ ◆ ◆

On the drive home she did not listen to the radio. She drove. The roads were the roads. The cat would be on the windowsill. Tomorrow she would go to work. The day after she would go to work. On Friday she would go to work. On Saturday she would drive to an address in Wandsworth that Leah would send her, and she would knock on Leah’s door, and they would talk.

Properly. Not at the airport.

She turned into her own street. The cat was on the windowsill.

She let herself in.


Chapter 14



Joel had gone to his father’s on Friday evening. Leah had hugged him at the front door and watched his rucksack disappear down the path, and the flat had been hers since then, and the hers-ness of it had a quality she was not entirely comfortable with.

She cleaned in the morning.

Not obsessively. More than she would have cleaned for any other guest. She wiped the kitchen counters twice. She straightened the throw on the sofa. She moved Joel’s school bag from the hall into his bedroom and then, after a heartbeat, moved it back to the hall because moving it had felt like hiding him. She made coffee in the small cafetière. She set out a packet of biscuits she had bought specifically and that she was not going to eat.

An hour before Naomi was due to arrive, she sat on the sofa and did not look at the clock. Looking at the clock would have been admission.

◆ ◆ ◆

The flat had the shape it always had on a weekend Joel was away. Quiet at the back, where his bedroom was. Slightly too tidy in the kitchen, where his absence showed in the unstacked dishwasher. The plants on the windowsill needed water. The framed print above the fireplace — a small etching of the south coast, the only piece of art Leah had bought for herself — hung where it always hung.

Joel’s books were on the shelves arranged by colour because he had arranged them that way when he was eleven and she had never had the heart to put them back in any other order. The blues. The browns. The whites. The single bright red of a battered copy of a fantasy series he had grown out of three years ago and not let her give away.

She looked at the shelves. She had not, in four years, brought a stranger into this room.

She was about to bring one in.

◆ ◆ ◆

The doorbell rang.

She went to the door.

Naomi was on the step in jeans and a soft jumper Leah had not seen on her before, holding a bottle of wine in one hand and her bag in the other. She looked tired in the way she had looked at the hotel restaurant. She looked, Leah registered before she had moved her hand to open the door wider, slightly nervous as Leah had not seen on her before either.

‘Come in.’

‘Thank you.’

The threshold crossing happened in less than a second. Naomi stepped over it. Leah closed the door behind her. The closing produced, in the small hallway, a quality of contained quiet she had not been ready for.

Naomi was bending to take her shoes off. The bending was an ordinary action. The ordinariness of it — Naomi Reid, in Leah’s hallway, taking her shoes off in stocking feet on Leah’s carpet — was the most strange thing about the moment, and the strangeness produced in Leah a small fluttering response in her chest that she chose to ignore.

‘I brought wine,’ Naomi said. ‘I don’t know if you want to drink.’

‘Tea first.’

‘Tea.’

‘Yes.’

Naomi handed her the bottle. Leah took it through to the kitchen.

◆ ◆ ◆

They sat on the sofa with a respectful gap between them. Naomi at one end, Leah at the other. Two mugs of tea on the low table. Naomi looked, with the careful unobtrusiveness of a woman who had spent her professional life reading rooms, at the photographs of Joel on the mantelpiece — Joel at six, Joel at twelve, Joel last summer at a beach in Cornwall with a fringe he had since grown out.

‘He looks like you,’ Naomi said.

‘Around the eyes.’

‘Yes.’

They talked, for a while, about nothing specifically. Naomi’s sister was visiting in March. Joel’s mock exams were in a fortnight. A neighbour of Leah’s downstairs had a dog who barked at the milk float; a neighbour of Naomi’s flat above had a baby who cried at four. Both women laughed once, briefly, at something neither of them remembered afterwards.

The afternoon light moved across the kitchen floor and reached the edge of the rug.

◆ ◆ ◆

Leah had spent the week composing the sentence. She had not written it down. She had run versions of it in her head while making supper, while driving, while waiting for Joel outside the school gate on Thursday afternoon. None of the versions had been right. The right version, she had eventually concluded, was probably going to arrive in her mouth at the moment it was supposed to.

She set her mug down on the low table.

‘I want to say what almost happened on Tuesday,’ she said. ‘So that we’re clear. So that whatever happens next isn’t an accident.’

Naomi set her mug down too.

‘Yes.’

Leah looked at her hands for a moment. Then she looked at Naomi.

‘I have spent four years being a person who keeps work separate from the rest of my life. It was not a strategy. It was survival. The marriage I had before this one ended because I was so good at separation that my husband said to me at the end of it that he did not know which version of me he was married to.’

A small pause.

‘He was right.’

‘And he was tired. And the marriage was over by then anyway. But the architecture I had built then has been the architecture I have lived in since, and it has worked, and Joel has been all right, and I have been all right. The separation has been the load-bearing wall of how I have stayed standing.’

Naomi did not interrupt.

‘You’ve been the first thing in four years that has not stayed on the airport side of the wall.’

Leah looked at the rug.

‘And I don’t know yet what to do about that. But I know I would have kissed you on Tuesday if you hadn’t stopped me. And I know I would have regretted it. Not the kissing. The where.’

She lifted her eyes. Naomi was looking at her with an attention so undefended that, for a moment, Leah could not continue.

‘I’m glad you stopped me,’ she said. ‘That’s what I wanted to say.’

◆ ◆ ◆

Naomi did not answer immediately.

She sat for a beat with her hands in her lap. She was looking somewhere over Leah’s shoulder. When she spoke her voice was lower than usual.

‘I have spent fifteen years watching other people. It is the thing I am best at. I am the welfare manager because I am the person in the room who notices what no one else has noticed and who does not need anything in return for noticing it. That has been my arrangement with my own life.’

She looked at Leah.

‘What surprised me about you was not attraction. Attraction was almost easy. What surprised me was recognition. I saw, very early, that you had built the same kind of room I had built, and you were standing in the middle of it the same way I was standing in the middle of mine, and the seeing of it was the thing that would not stay arranged.’

Leah felt the centre of her chest go warm.

‘I have not been near anyone like this in nine years,’ Naomi said. ‘I do not, at this minute, know how to do this. I know I am not going to do it in a glass-walled room above an airport apron at midnight. I know I am not going to do it as a thing that happens by accident. That is what I know.’

A pause.

‘What else I know is that I want to do it.’

The word want was the most exposed thing Naomi had said all afternoon. It landed without performance and sat in the room.

‘So,’ Naomi said. ‘There.’

◆ ◆ ◆

They sat in the named-ness for some time. Leah did not feel less safe. She felt, oddly, more. The architecture she had walked into the conversation with had not collapsed. It had been described. The description was the relief.

They drank the tea. They did not, in the event, open the wine. Naomi asked, eventually, about Joel’s mock exams again, and Leah told her, and the conversation drifted off the named subject onto smaller ground, and the smaller ground was, after the namedness, the most companionable place either of them had been in years.

Outside, the afternoon went down. The kitchen window dimmed. Leah turned on the lamp on the side table without comment. Naomi did not comment either. They kept talking.

They did not cross the line.

The not-crossing was the most deliberate piece of restraint Leah had performed in a long time. They sat through the hours when crossing it would have been the easy thing, and they extended the conversation instead, and neither of them moved closer than the gap between them on the sofa, and the gap was its own kind of statement.

◆ ◆ ◆

When Naomi stood to go, the afternoon was over.

She put her bag on her shoulder. She put her shoes back on at the door. Leah followed her into the small hallway. The contained quiet of the hallway was different now from what it had been when Naomi had crossed the threshold — the quiet of two people leaving each other rather than meeting.

At the door Naomi paused.

She turned. She was a foot from Leah. Maybe less. The hallway was small enough that there was nowhere else for either of them to be.

She lifted her hand.

Her fingertips brushed the inside of Leah’s wrist. The brush was light. The brush was unmistakable. The brush was warmer and more focused than anything that had happened in the glass-walled room above the apron, because the brush was a thing Naomi had chosen in daylight, with all defences off, with the named conversation behind them and the wrist offered without comment.

Leah did not move.

Naomi’s fingertips stayed against her wrist for the small count of two. Then they lifted.

The count of two was a long count. Leah felt the pulse in her own wrist jump up against the pads of Naomi’s fingertips, and Naomi’s fingertips did not move — they stayed with the pulse, against it, listening to it the way a hand on another body listened — and the listening was the most explicit thing that had passed between them in eight weeks of work and three weeks of named knowing.

Leah heard her own breathing change.

She was almost certain Naomi heard it too. Naomi’s eyes did not lift from Leah’s. Naomi’s thumb did not move from the wrist it was on. The hallway was the hallway.

‘Drive safe,’ Leah said. Her voice came back rough.

‘You too. Although you’re not driving.’

‘No.’

Naomi smiled. Small. Real.

Then she opened the door and went.

◆ ◆ ◆

Leah closed the door behind her. She did not move away from it. She stood with her back against it in the small hallway and put her own fingers, for a moment, on the inside of her wrist where Naomi’s fingertips had been, and she closed her eyes.

The flat was quiet. Joel was at his father’s. The afternoon was over.

She stood with her back against the door for some time.


Chapter 15



On Monday evening Naomi sat on her sofa with the cat heavy on her thigh and a cup of tea in her hand and her phone face-up on the cushion beside her. She had been looking at the phone for some time without picking it up.

They had not spoken since Saturday. The not-speaking was deliberate — a small mutual restraint each of them had honoured without discussing it, the way two people who had agreed something significant on a Saturday afternoon agreed, by silence, not to crowd the agreement on Sunday or Monday.

But it was Monday evening now. The week was beginning.

On her desk that day a piece of corporate correspondence had came from head office that had stayed with her, because the piece of corporate correspondence had been one of the funniest things she had read in months and Hassan had not, when she had shown it to him, found it funny in the right way.

She wanted to show it to someone who would find it funny in the right way.

She picked up the phone. She took a photograph of the memo. She typed.

This came in today. The third bullet point.

She attached the photograph. She sent it.

She waited.

The cat, who could read most of her behaviours but not this one, settled deeper into her thigh and closed his eyes. The kettle in the kitchen made the small ticking sound it made as it cooled. The tree outside the window did not move.

Three minutes.

The phone buzzed.

Is “synergistic wellbeing alignment” a real noun phrase or did somebody type it as a joke and forget to delete it

Naomi laughed.

It came out before she had decided whether to laugh. The cat opened one eye, registered the laugh, judged it, closed the eye again. She typed.

Real. There are three workshops scheduled.

Are you going?

It’s compulsory.

God help you.

A small pause. Three dots appeared and disappeared and appeared again, the way three dots did when somebody was composing something they were not entirely sure they wanted to send.

How are you?

Naomi looked at the question briefly.

How was she. The honest answer was complicated and not text-shaped. She typed something simpler.

Better than last week. You?

Same.

Joel back?

Sunday. He wants me to drive him to a friend’s on Wednesday.

Are you going to.

Yes. The friend lives in Putney.

My condolences.

Have you been to Putney?

Once. There was a swan.

That tracks.

Naomi sat with the phone in her hand and the tea cooling and the small warmth in her chest that came from having a person to send something funny to. The warmth was not new, exactly. It was the version of an old warmth she had not, for a long time, allowed herself.

She did not type anything else. Neither did Leah. The conversation closed itself without either of them having to close it.

She picked up her book and read for an hour. The cat slept.

◆ ◆ ◆

◆ ◆ ◆

On Tuesday afternoon Naomi was crossing the link bridge from the welfare offices toward the staff canteen when she saw Leah on the apron-side terrace with Tom Bennett.

They were standing at the railing. Tom had a coffee. Leah did not. He was saying something Naomi could not hear through the glass, and Leah was laughing — the proper laugh, the one that took her face out of the operations register and put it somewhere else — and Tom was grinning at the laugh the way men with Tom’s easy confidence grinned at women whose laughs they had caused.

Naomi stopped walking for a second.

She had not expected the small drop in her stomach. The drop arrived before she had identified it. By the time she had identified it she had also identified it as not warranted, and not fair, and not a feeling she had any standing to have, and the identifying did not, in the event, make the drop go away.

Tom Bennett was a colleague. He was a senior pilot. He was married. He was the sort of man Leah had been working alongside for twelve years and would be working alongside for the rest of her career.

Leah laughed at things he said. That was their working relationship. That was twelve years of it.

Naomi walked on. She crossed the bridge. She got her sandwich. She went back to her office.

She did not tell Leah about it on the texts that evening. The not-telling was the first time, in three weeks of texting, she had kept something back. The keeping back sat in her chest at a low working temperature for the rest of the week, and she did not, on the whole, mind it. The temperature was new and it was hers.

Wednesday lunchtime Hassan brought his lunch into her office and ate it on the second sofa because, he said, the canteen at this hour was full of pilots and he could not bear the noise.

Naomi said: ‘Pilots eat very loudly.’

‘I have a theory it’s the air pressure.’

‘Hassan.’

‘What.’

‘That is not a theory. That is a prejudice.’

He grinned at his sandwich.

Leah came in for coffee from the machine in the corner of the welfare office around half past one. The welfare-office machine was, by some quirk of the building’s plumbing, marginally better than the canteen’s, and senior managers from the management floor had been sneaking down to it for two years. Leah had never previously been one of them.

She crossed the office, nodded at Hassan, looked at Naomi.

‘May I.’

‘Help yourself.’

Leah went to the machine. Naomi did not watch her go. She watched, instead, the quiet expression that came over Hassan’s face as he, on the second sofa with his sandwich, registered the fact of Bennett crossing the welfare office for coffee. He did not, this time, say anything.

Leah’s coffee was done in forty seconds. She lifted the cup at Naomi on her way to the door.

‘Thank you.’

‘Anytime.’

The word arrived in Naomi’s mouth without her selecting it. Leah’s eyes lifted to hers — brief, amused, knowing — and then she went.

Hassan ate his sandwich.

After a moment he said: ‘I didn’t know you and Bennett were friendly.’

‘We’ve been working on a paper.’

‘Mm.’

He did not press. He was too well-trained for that. He looked at his sandwich and not at her, and looking away was Hassan being kind in the way Hassan was kind, which was to leave a thing alone and let his manager know he had left it alone.

Naomi was grateful for him and did not say so.

◆ ◆ ◆

Thursday night she could not sleep.

The flat was warm and the cat was on her feet and the room was dark and she had been lying with her eyes open for half an hour. She turned on the bedside lamp. She picked up the book she had been reading. She read a paragraph and read it again and could not have told anyone what it said.

She put the book down. She picked up her phone.

It was late. Probably too late. She typed and deleted three openings, and then she typed the fourth and sent it before she could revise it.

Are you awake?

The reply came almost immediately.

Yes. Why are you?

Couldn’t sleep. You?

Joel’s revising for a mock and I can hear him pacing. He paces when he revises.

How do you cope with that?

I make him tea every forty minutes and he forgets he’s pacing for the duration of one cup.

You are a good mother.

A pause.

I am a tired mother. There’s a difference.

There isn’t, really.

The three dots came and went and came back. Naomi watched them. The cat shifted slightly on her feet.

Tell me something I don’t know about you.

Naomi looked at the question. Her hand was steady on the phone. Her chest was warm.

She typed slowly.

I have a recurring dream where I’m late for a flight. I’ve had it for fifteen years. I never make the flight. I always end up watching it leave.

That is a welfare manager’s dream.

I know.

Now you.

Another pause. Longer this time.

I can’t whistle.

At all?

Not a note. Joel finds it hilarious.

I will teach you.

You will not.

Yes I will. It’s a transferable skill.

Naomi set the phone face-down on the duvet for a moment and thought about Leah’s mouth.

She thought about it specifically. She thought about Leah’s mouth pursed to teach her to whistle. She thought about how close her own mouth would have to be to Leah’s for the teaching to actually happen. She thought about Leah’s mouth saying “goodnight Reid” in person, in the dark, in a bed somewhere.

The wanting was suddenly very precise. It was a low pull in her stomach and a heat at the back of her neck and an alertness across the surface of her chest that she had not invited and was not, this evening, going to attempt to manage.

She picked up the phone. She typed the goodnight.

Goodnight Reid.

Goodnight Bennett.

Naomi set the phone face-down on the bedside table. She turned off the lamp. She lay in the dark with the cat on her feet and the warmth in her chest and the specific weight of having traded, with another person, something that did not matter.

She slept.


Chapter 16



Friday morning Leah reached her at the management corridor briefing room early because she had not been able to face her desk.

The room was the room from before — twelve seats around the oblong table, the glass walls onto the apron, the view this morning of a clear cold sky and a 320 being towed back from a stand on the far side. The water jug had been refilled. Three notebooks were already on the table from the early arrivals: Tom Bennett’s leather A5, Marina Hughes’s spiral, and a soft grey notebook open at a blank page that Leah recognised before she had decided to recognise it.

Naomi’s.

Leah had not, before this morning, known what Naomi’s notebook looked like. She had also not, before this morning, known that the recognition of one notebook in an empty meeting room could produce in her own chest the small tightening that was now producing it.

She sat in her usual seat. She poured water into a glass. She did not, this time, pour with the small unsteadiness of a woman coming off a night shift. The shift had been a quiet one. The pour was steady.

Naomi came in two minutes later.

She was carrying a coffee from the machine downstairs. She crossed to her seat, opposite, four down, and as she passed behind Leah’s chair she did the smallest possible thing — her fingertips touched the back of Leah’s chair once and lifted again. The touch did not touch Leah. The touch was on the chair.

It said: hello.

Leah did not turn around. Her chest did the thing it had done at the notebook.

◆ ◆ ◆

Graham began at five past.

He had a slide projected on the wall opposite the glass, which was unusual; Graham did not, by and large, use slides. The slide had three lines on it. A storm system. A staff shortage in baggage. A ground-handler dispute that had been threatening for two months and had moved, on Thursday afternoon, from threatening to scheduled.

‘Next ten days,’ Graham said. ‘Possibly fourteen.’

He took the senior managers through the operational shape of what was coming. The storm front would arrive on Tuesday and stay for forty-eight hours; northern European airspace would close in waves. The baggage shortage was already biting and was going to bite harder. The ground-handler action, which had not been called off in the eleventh-hour talks the airline’s commercial team had been chasing through the week, would land on Wednesday morning across two-thirds of the European ground network.

Three things. Each one manageable. Three things together, the kind of week that broke airports.

He looked at Leah.

‘Operations view.’

Leah gave it. She gave it cleanly. The operational pre-positioning, the standby crew lists, the partner agreements that would absorb some of the ground-handler shortfall. She spoke for three minutes. When she finished, Graham nodded once and looked at Naomi.

‘Welfare view.’

Naomi gave it. The crew fatigue exposure under cascading delay scenarios. The roster overrides that would be available under the duty-hour regulations. The two exact cabin leads she was already prepositioning with welfare check-ins for Tuesday and Wednesday nights.

Her voice was the voice Leah had heard in operations and in welfare and on Saturday in her own flat. It was, this morning, the same voice, modulated for the room. Leah listened with the part of her that was the operations manager. She also, on a separate channel she had stopped pretending was separate, listened with everything else.

Naomi finished. She set her pen down. Across the table, very briefly, her eyes lifted to Leah’s and dropped again.

Graham did not, Leah was almost certain, miss the look.

He did not comment on it. He moved on to budget items.

◆ ◆ ◆

They left the room separately by mutual unspoken design.

Marina went first because Marina always went first. Tom Bennett followed because Tom was going to a coffee and was always going to a coffee. Richard Cole stayed behind with Graham to discuss something not on the agenda. Leah collected her notebook and pen and water glass with the unhurried economy of a senior manager whose mind was already on the next operational meeting.

Naomi waited until Leah was at the door before she stood.

The corridor outside the briefing room was empty. They walked toward the lift together because the lift was at the same end. They walked slightly slower than the corridor required.

Leah said, low: ‘Did you see Graham clock that?’

‘Yes.’

‘Mm.’

They reached the lift. Naomi pressed the button.

‘Next ten days,’ Leah said.

‘Possibly fourteen.’

‘Yes.’

The lift came. They got in. They were the only two people in it. The lift moved between floors slowly, the way the management-floor lift moved when there was no one calling it from any of the in-between floors.

Halfway down Naomi’s hand brushed the back of Leah’s. The brush was small. The brush was deliberate. Leah did not look at her. Leah looked at the lift indicator panel.

Then she turned her hand over and Naomi’s fingers settled briefly against her palm.

They were still there when the lift reached the operations floor.

Leah said: ‘I have to go.’

‘Yes.’

The fingers lifted. The doors opened.

Naomi did not get out.

Leah did.

◆ ◆ ◆

Steph found her at the duty desk in the afternoon. The shift was light — a Friday quiet, the small calm before any weekend wave — and the room was at half its usual hum. Two of the duty managers were on tea break. The third was doing something on a screen that did not require headset.

Steph pulled the chair from the desk next to Leah’s and sat down on it backwards, her arms folded across the back, her chin on her arms. It was Steph’s sitting-down-for-a-conversation posture and Leah had been seeing it for nine years.

‘Bennett.’

‘Marsh.’

‘Look at me.’

Leah looked at her.

Steph was forty and tired and the small lines at the corners of her eyes were the lines Leah had watched arrive over a decade of shared night shifts. The look she gave Leah now was not the silent look from the back-room. It was the look of a woman with something to say.

‘I don’t know what’s going on with you. And I’m not asking. But whatever it is, the next ten days are not going to be the time for it.’

‘I know.’

‘Do you.’

‘Steph.’ Leah leaned back in her chair. ‘I have been doing this job for twelve years. I know what next week is going to look like. I am not, on top of it, going to do something stupid.’

Steph looked at her for a long beat.

‘All right,’ she said. ‘I’m not warning. I’m flagging. There’s a difference.’

‘Noted.’

Steph nodded once. She unfolded her arms.

‘For what it’s worth,’ she said, ‘you look better than you have done in a year.’

Leah did not have an answer to that.

Steph stood up. She turned the chair the right way round and pushed it back under the desk next to Leah’s. She picked up her own coffee from the side counter. She walked back to her own desk and put the headset on and did not, for the rest of the afternoon, look in Leah’s direction.

Leah sat with the comment for a second. You look better than you have done in a year. It was not a thing Steph would have said carelessly. It was a thing Steph had said because Steph had watched her for a long time and Steph was, in her own way, signalling that the watching had read the change as a good change.

It was the kindest thing anyone had said to her since Saturday.

She turned back to the stand allocation for the storm week.

She got on with it.


Chapter 17



The cabin lead Naomi had been keeping an unobtrusive eye on came in on Wednesday morning.

Her name was Sara Henley. She was fifty-one. She had been flying long-haul for twenty-three years and short-haul for the last four, and she had been one of the airline’s steady women for most of that time — the sort of senior crew member who absorbed the difficult passengers, the difficult colleagues, the difficult shifts, and who never, in two decades, had needed welfare for anything other than the routine.

She sat on the second sofa with her hands wrapped around a cup of tea she was not drinking, and she said, in a voice that did not break: ‘I can’t go back on the aircraft.’

Naomi said: ‘Tell me.’

Sara told her. The telling took an hour. There was an incident on a Madrid rotation that should not have happened and that had not been Sara’s fault, and the airline had processed it correctly, and Sara had been told it had been correctly processed, and she had agreed it had been correctly processed, and the agreeing had been the thing she could not afterwards undo. She had spent four months attempting to undo it. The four months were the reason she was sitting on Naomi’s sofa with the tea cooling in her hands.

Naomi listened. She did not interrupt. She did not, for an hour, do anything else.

At the end of it Sara said: ‘I don’t want to leave.’

Naomi said: ‘You don’t have to.’

They went through it together. The leave Sara was entitled to. The ground-side role she could do for six weeks while she made the decision. The therapist on the airline’s panel Naomi would call to make sure Sara could be seen this week and not in the routine four-week wait. The phrasing of the message Sara would send to her line manager so that the line manager did not, in the event, do the unhelpful thing the line manager had a tendency to do.

Sara left at twenty past eleven. At the door she put her hand briefly on Naomi’s forearm and did not say thank you, because she did not, in the moment, trust her voice. Naomi understood. She nodded once.

Sara went.

◆ ◆ ◆

Naomi sat on the sofa for some time.

This was the job. She had been doing it for fifteen years. She knew the shape of the conversation she had just had and the shape of the work that would follow it, and she knew, in detail, the small private regulations she put in place for herself after a conversation of this kind — the cup of tea she made afterwards, the ten minutes she did not look at her screen, the call to the airline therapist she would make first.

She got up. She made the tea. She drank some of it.

The crack came as she was rinsing the mug.

It was not a thing she had seen approaching. The mug was in her hand under the running tap and she was thinking about Sara Henley and the four months of bad sleep, and then she was not thinking about Sara Henley and she was, abruptly, thinking about herself.

About the four months. About what four months of bad sleep would look like, if she were the one having them. About who would be on the second sofa with her. About who, in fact, in the small private accounting of her life, was anywhere near to a person who would put a hand on her forearm at the door and not need to say thank you.

There was no one.

The mug slipped fractionally in her hand. She tightened her grip on it. She set it down.

She did not cry. The crying was not the thing this was. It was a sharper thing. It was the quiet clear arrival in her chest of the recognition that she had, for fifteen years, made an arrangement with her own life that had cost her something she had been pretending was not costing her anything.

The pretending was not, any more, available to her.

◆ ◆ ◆

She stood at the sink with her hands on the rim of it. The kettle ticked as it cooled. Outside the welfare-office window a baggage train was crossing the apron, very slowly, the driver visible in the cab. The strip light over the desk on the other side of the room was the one Hassan had on; Naomi’s lamp was off because she had not switched it back on after Sara had left.

She kept her hands on the rim of the sink and she breathed. Three breaths. Four. The breaths arrived at a steadier rhythm than she had been expecting. Her chest hurt slightly. Not in a way that was alarming. In the way the chest hurt when a thing had moved inside it.

She wanted Leah.

She wanted Leah in the obvious bodily way — the way that involved Leah’s mouth and Leah’s hands and the specific physical fact of Leah’s body against hers in a bed somewhere — and she had not, until this minute, allowed herself to acknowledge the obvious bodily wanting as one of the things she wanted. The acknowledgement landed in the welfare-office kitchenette with the same quiet steadiness as the first acknowledgement had landed in her sitting room three weeks ago.

Yes. That too.

She wanted Leah in the bed she had not slept in beside another person in nine years. She wanted Leah’s hand on her stomach. She wanted Leah’s mouth on the side of her neck. She wanted to know what Leah sounded like when Leah stopped managing the sounds her body could make.

The kitchenette was small. The kitchenette was not big enough for the wanting.

The wanting was not abstract. It was specific. It was Leah’s voice in this room. Leah’s presence on the second sofa where Sara had been. Leah’s steadiness as a thing applied to Naomi rather than as a thing Naomi watched Leah apply to operations. The wanting was the architecture of a person to come home to, and she had not, for nine years, allowed herself to want anything that shaped, and the wanting was here now in her kitchenette and the kitchenette was too small to contain it.

She picked up her phone.

She did not type anything. She held the phone.

The reason she did not type anything was that she did not yet know what she would say. The reason she did not put the phone down was that she was not, this time, going to pretend the wanting was not there.

The phone buzzed in her hand.

A message. From Leah.

I don’t know why I’m sending this. Are you all right.

Naomi stood with the phone in her hand and read it.

She did not know how Leah had known. There was no way Leah could have known. The operations floor had been busy with the storm pre-positioning all morning; Leah had been at the duty desk; nothing of Sara Henley had reached anyone outside this office. Leah had no work reason to send the message at this hour on this morning.

Leah had sent the message anyway.

Naomi typed.

No.

A pause. Then:

But I will be. Don’t worry. It’s nothing immediate.

Three dots. They held for a long time.

Come and find me when you finish the week.

Naomi looked at the message.

It was an instruction. It was an invitation. It was the small clean shape of a person standing, somewhere in the same building, holding open a door.

She typed.

Yes.

She put the phone in her bag.

She went back to the sink. She rinsed the mug. She put it on the draining board. She switched the lamp on at her desk. She sat down. She picked up the phone of the airline therapist’s practice and dialled.

The work continued.

She did not, for the rest of the day, stop knowing that Leah had sent the message.


Chapter 18



Leah’s operations office was a small windowless room down the corridor from operations control. It was furnished with a desk that had been in the room since the airline had taken the lease, a chair that had been in the room since the airline had taken the lease, two filing cabinets nobody opened, and a coat-hook on the back of the door. The walls were the airline’s institutional grey. There was no plant.

It was Leah’s by default. It belonged to the senior operations manager and the senior operations manager was Leah. She used it for paperwork that required the door shut and for any phone call that required not being overheard, and she did not, in any other respect, occupy the room. There were no photographs in it. There was nothing on the walls. The desk was bare except for a screen, a keyboard, a pen pot, and a small pile of unread internal memoranda that had been there for some time.

On Friday night at the end of the storm week she sat in it with the door open, drinking water from the bottle she had refilled at the dispenser, and waited.

◆ ◆ ◆

The week had cost. The storm had arrived on Tuesday and stayed for two days. The ground-handler action had landed on Wednesday morning and had not been resolved until Thursday afternoon. The baggage backlog had built across all of it and was still building. Two long-haul aircraft were currently displaced at Madrid for reasons that were operationally explicable and would, in the morning, require explaining. Leah had slept very little and eaten less, and she had run the operation cleanly, and the cleanliness had cost what it had cost.

She had signed off at nine. She had told Steph she would be in her office for an hour.

Steph had said: ‘Right.’

That was all.

◆ ◆ ◆

Naomi appeared in the doorway just after ten. She did not knock. The door was open. She stood in the threshold with her bag on her shoulder and her coat over her arm, and she looked at Leah across the small grey institutional room without smiling.

Leah said: ‘Come in. Close it.’

Naomi closed the door.

There was one other chair in the room, a hard plastic visitor’s chair that nobody had ever been comfortable in. Naomi did not sit. She set her bag and coat on the chair and turned and leaned, instead, against the door. The leaning was the leaning of a woman whose body had asked her to do it and whose body she was, this evening, listening to.

Leah set the bottle down.

‘How are you,’ she said.

‘Better than Wednesday.’

‘What happened on Wednesday?’

Naomi told her. Not all of it — the institutional restraint about a named individual was held — but enough. A long-standing crew member. An incident four months ago that had been correctly processed and incorrectly absorbed. The mug at the sink. The recognition.

She finished. The office was quiet around them.

Leah said: ‘You held that without anyone.’

‘I always have.’

‘I know.’

A beat. Naomi was looking at the carpet. Leah was looking at her. The hard plastic visitor’s chair sat between them with Naomi’s coat folded over it.

‘Why did you message me,’ Naomi said.

Leah considered it.

There was no good operational reason. There was no observation she could point to. She had been at the duty desk doing the storm pre-positioning, and she had stood up to go to the printer, and somewhere between her chair and the printer she had known — with a certainty she could not have explained to anyone — that something was happening in welfare that she was meant to put her hand to. She had stood at the printer for some moments and then she had typed the message and sent it.

She said: ‘I don’t know.’

‘All right.’

‘I felt it.’

Naomi looked up.

The look was the undefended look. It was the look from the doorway of the welfare office, the look from the corner table at the hotel restaurant, the look from Leah’s sofa on Saturday afternoon. It was the look that landed on Naomi’s face when the welfare manager went off duty, and Leah was beginning to know it, and the knowing of it was the most intimate thing she had been allowed in years.

‘Sit down,’ Leah said. ‘Please.’

Naomi did not sit. She did not move from the door.

‘Tell me something,’ Naomi said.

‘What.’

‘Tell me about James.’

◆ ◆ ◆

Leah had not been expecting it.

She had been expecting, perhaps, a question about the storm or about Steph or about Joel or about what she was doing tomorrow. James had not, since Saturday, come up.

She put her hands flat on the desk. She did not look at them. She looked at Naomi at the door.

‘He’s a structural engineer. He builds bridges. The ones that look beautiful and that no one ever notices because they’re not supposed to be looked at — they’re supposed to be crossed. He was good. He is good. The marriage was good for a long time.’

A pause.

‘We met at twenty-five. I was on the ramp. He was on the airline because he was working on a runway-related project at the time. The project ended. The marriage started. We bought a small flat in Battersea before house prices in Battersea did what they did, and we sold it for more than we should have done, and we bought the flat I live in now, and Joel arrived in the middle of all that.’

She paused again. Naomi did not move.

‘The thing I did not understand, until I had been doing it for ten years, was that I had married a man who needed me to be the same person at home that I was at work. He was not asking very much. He was asking what most people ask. He was asking for the version of me that came in the door at the end of a shift to be a version that was reachable.’

She looked at the grey wall.

‘I could not do it. I could not work the way I worked and come home and be reachable. The shifts were what they were. The job was what it was. And by the time Joel was nine I had built a wall between the airport and the flat so thoroughly that James, on his side of it, started to feel as though I had moved out before I had moved out. He was not unkind about it. He told me, eventually, what he had been feeling. He told me he did not, on the whole, know me anymore.’

Naomi was very still.

‘He said it on a Sunday afternoon. We were in the kitchen. Joel was in his room. James was at the sink. He had his back to me. He said it without turning around.’

A beat.

‘And I knew, the moment he said it, that he was right. I had not been a person to him for some time. I had been a manager who came home to a flat that he also lived in. He had been very patient and very kind and very alone for several years, and I had let it happen because I did not know how to come back over the wall.’

Leah looked at her hands.

‘We did not fight. We worked out how to make it work for Joel. We did the divorce in twelve months. We sold nothing. I kept the flat and the cafetière. He kept everything else.’

‘Was he the love of your life,’ Naomi said.

Leah thought about it.

‘No. He was a good man I should have known better.’

Naomi did not say anything for a moment.

Then she said: ‘Why did you tell me that?’

Leah looked at her.

‘Because I want you to know what I cost a person who married me. Before we go any further than this room.’

◆ ◆ ◆

The silence that followed was the longest silence between them yet.

Naomi did not move from the door. Leah did not move from the desk. The room’s strip light was on and was making the small hum strip lights made in old institutional rooms, and the air through the vent above the door was cool, and somewhere down the corridor a printer was finishing a job nobody was waiting for.

Naomi said, eventually: ‘I appreciate it.’

‘I needed to say it.’

‘I know.’

A beat. Naomi pushed away from the door.

She walked across the small grey office to the desk. She did not pull the visitor’s chair. She crouched down on her heels in front of Leah’s chair instead, the way a person crouched down in front of a child, the way a person crouched down to bring her face level with the face of someone sitting. Her knees were probably going to ache. She did not look as though she was thinking about her knees.

She put one hand on Leah’s knee. Just there. Light.

‘I am not James,’ she said. ‘I have spent fifteen years building the same wall. I am not going to ask you to be reachable as I have never managed to be reachable myself.’

Leah’s eyes filled.

She did not let them spill. She blinked twice. Naomi did not move her hand.

‘What I might ask you,’ Naomi said, quietly, ‘is to be the same person on both sides of the wall as we begin to work out how the wall comes down. Not because either of us has decided. But because the decision is no longer the one that’s in front of us.’

Leah said: ‘What is in front of us?’

‘This.’

Naomi did not specify. She did not need to.

◆ ◆ ◆

They stayed like that for a while — Naomi crouched in front of Leah’s chair with her hand on Leah’s knee, Leah sitting with her hands flat on the desk and her eyes not spilling. The institutional grey of the room and the hum of the strip light and the cool air through the vent did not stop being institutional. The intimacy in the middle of them was inside the institution, not outside it, and Leah understood, with the small clear quality of an understanding she had been resisting, that this was a thing they were going to have to learn how to do.

Naomi stood up at last. Her knee cracked. She made the small face people made when their knee cracked.

Leah laughed. Her laugh came out wet.

‘Old,’ Naomi said.

‘Not very.’

‘Old enough.’

They looked at each other for a long beat.

Leah said: ‘Go home. We’re both about to be useless.’

‘Yes.’

Naomi collected her bag and her coat from the visitor’s chair. At the door she paused.

‘Sunday?’ she said.

Leah nodded.

‘Mine,’ Leah said. ‘Joel’s back. But he’ll be in his room.’

‘All right.’

Naomi opened the door. She turned back once.

‘I’m glad you messaged me on Wednesday,’ she said.

‘I’m glad you came tonight.’

Naomi went.

Leah sat at her desk in the quiet grey institutional office with the door open onto the operations corridor, and she did not, for some time, move. She could hear Naomi’s footsteps recede down the corridor. She could hear them turn at the end. She could hear them stop, briefly, at the lift. She could hear the lift come and the doors open and the doors close.

Then the corridor was quiet.

She picked up her water bottle. She drank from it. She got up. She went home.


Chapter 19



The storm came back on Sunday night.

Naomi was at Leah’s when the first warning arrived. They had eaten lasagne Joel had asked his mother to make, watched the back end of a documentary about Antarctic ice cores none of the three of them had been paying attention to, and Joel had gone to his room at half past nine the way he always went to his room at half past nine. Naomi and Leah had stayed on the sofa with two mugs of tea and a quiet that was beginning to feel less like a thing they were practising and more like a thing they were inside.

Leah’s phone buzzed first. Then Naomi’s.

They looked at each other.

‘Yours,’ Leah said.

‘Mine.’

They read their messages. The messages said the same thing in different operational dialects.

The weather system that had cleared the country on Thursday had stalled in the North Atlantic, redeveloped overnight, and was now expected to make landfall in the early hours of Monday morning. The Met Office had upgraded the forecast in the last hour. The airline was activating its severe-weather protocol. All senior operational staff and senior welfare staff were being asked, where possible, to attend.

‘They want us in by midnight,’ Leah said.

‘I read.’

‘Sleep here for an hour first?’

Naomi shook her head. ‘I won’t. I’ll go home, change, go in.’

‘All right.’

They sat for a second longer than they needed to. Leah’s hand was on the cushion between them. Naomi’s was on her own knee. The space between the two hands was the small inhabited space their evening had been organising itself around, and the operations centre had just asked them both to be at it within the hour.

Naomi put her hand briefly over Leah’s.

‘I’ll see you there,’ she said.

‘Yes.’

They stood. They moved through the small Wandsworth flat collecting jackets, keys, the bag Naomi had brought from work and not opened. At the door Leah handed Naomi a banana.

‘Eat it in the car.’

‘I will not.’

‘You will.’

Naomi took the banana. She kissed Leah’s temple. Brief. The first kiss. Not a kiss kiss. The kiss of a person going to work who would rather not be.

She went.

◆ ◆ ◆

The airport at midnight was already a different airport from the airport at lunchtime. The operations corridor was full. The welfare corridor was full. Three of Naomi’s opposite numbers from the partner airlines had been called in and were sitting in the small meeting room next to her office with laptops and coffees and the slightly hunted expressions of senior managers who had been having a quiet Sunday at home an hour ago.

Naomi badged in. She walked to her own office. She switched the lamp on. She put the kettle on. She did not yet sit down.

She made tea. She drank some of it. She put her phone on the desk.

Hassan came in at quarter past midnight, hair on end, holding a printed forecast.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I came as soon as they called.’

‘You don’t need to apologise. Sit down. We have work.’

They mapped the next twelve hours. The crews currently in the air who would be diverting to alternates and who would need accommodation by morning. The crews on standby in the building who would be activated in the next four hours. The cabin leads on the high-stress routes who would need check-ins before they came back on shift. The two long-running welfare cases Naomi had open and who would need to be carried through the disruption without their cases stalling.

Hassan was good. He had been good for two years and he was very good tonight. He had grown into the work the way Naomi had hoped he would, and he was, on this Sunday-night-into-Monday-morning, carrying the weight of an operational call-out with the kind of focused composure that Naomi watched without comment and registered with quiet satisfaction.

She did not tell him. There would be time.

◆ ◆ ◆

She did not see Leah for the first three hours.

They had been in the same building. Naomi had been on her side of it; Leah had been on hers. Operations had been running the pre-positioning at full pace since midnight and Leah was at the centre of it, and Naomi had been managing the welfare layer that the pre-positioning required, and the two layers had been overlapping in operational documents and crew lists and standby allocations without the two women themselves having occupied the same room since the Wandsworth sofa.

A little after three Naomi crossed the airside corridor toward operations for a sign-off she could have got over the radio but had chosen, this time, to do in person.

The operations control room was full.

Five of the seven duty desks were manned. The live-track screen showed the whole of the British Isles and the western Channel approaches blue with weather and red with aircraft. Two of the partner-airline managers Naomi had passed at midnight were at the back wall in conversation with Graham. The radio chatter was layered four voices deep. The smell of the room had a sharper edge now — reheated coffee, the chemical of a screen-wipe, somebody’s leftover pizza congealing on a paper plate.

Leah was at the duty desk.

Headset on. Three channels live. Her hair was tied back in a different tie from the one she had been wearing on the sofa, which meant she had been to her desk and back to her flat for a different bag, which meant she had gone home in between the call-out and the duty desk and changed. Her uniform shirt was crisp. Her cuffs were rolled to the elbow. The cuffs of the shirt she had been wearing on the sofa had been at her wrists.

Naomi noticed the cuffs. She did not look at Leah again for some moments.

She crossed to the back wall where Graham was. She got her sign-off. Graham gave it. He did not look at Naomi for longer than the moment required, and Naomi did not look at him for longer than the moment required either, and the mutual not-looking was its own small communication that they were both carrying.

Then Graham said: ‘Reid.’

‘Yes.’

‘We’re running out of crew at this rate. Sketch me a roster-override paper by six.’

‘Six this morning?’

‘Six. I need it for the seven o’clock.’

‘All right.’

She turned to leave. Across the room Leah’s eyes lifted, briefly, from her screen. Their gazes met across the back wall and the duty desks and the four channels of live radio chatter. Naomi did not smile. Leah did not smile. The look was the look from the briefing room two weeks ago, modulated by everything that had happened since.

Naomi went.

◆ ◆ ◆

The roster-override paper took the rest of the night.

Hassan worked on the figures while Naomi drafted the welfare framing. They worked at the two sofas with the low table between them and three coffees each. The kettle was reboiled at intervals. The strip light over Hassan’s desk had been switched off at some point and the office was lit by Naomi’s lamp and the screen-glow of the laptop Hassan had open on the low table, and the office had the quality, at this hour, of a small warm room inside a very cold building.

Around four Naomi made Hassan a third coffee unprompted, set it on the table next to him, and said: ‘You’re very good at this, you know.’

Hassan looked up.

‘Thank you,’ he said. He looked, briefly, as if she had handed him something.

She had.

She went back to her draft.

◆ ◆ ◆

Around half four her phone buzzed once.

Are you eating

She typed: yes.

Liar

She typed: I have a banana.

Eat it

She picked the banana up off the corner of her desk where it had been since she had come in at midnight. She peeled it. She ate it.

She typed: done.

Good. The next one I will hand to you in person.

Naomi smiled at her screen. Hassan, on the other sofa, did not look up.

◆ ◆ ◆

At five she signed the paper off to Graham.

At twenty past five Hassan went home for two hours’ sleep on her insistence.

At a quarter to six she sat alone in her office with the kettle ticking and the lamp on and her phone face-down on the desk, and she felt the small tiredness that showed up at the end of a long night in this kind of work — not exhaustion, not yet, but the level fatigue of a body that had been functioning at high competence for six hours and was now beginning to want a horizontal surface.

She thought about her flat. The drive. The cat. The bed.

She did not, this morning, want to do any of it.

She picked up the phone. The screen lit. The night’s exchange with Leah was still at the top. She tapped out, slowly:

I am not going home.

A pause. Then:

Good. I’m booking us a room at the airport hotel. You can sleep.

Us.

A pause.

You can sleep. I have to be back at noon.

I know.

Two beds.

Naomi looked at the screen for a moment.

She typed.

I would prefer one.

The reply came back almost immediately.

All right.

Naomi set the phone face-down on the desk.

She finished her cold tea. She switched the lamp off. She picked up her bag and her coat and walked out of the welfare office.

The airside corridor at six in the morning was already filling with the first wave of the day’s ground staff. The strip lighting was at full operational current. The cleaners were not, this morning, anywhere; they had been pulled to other work by the call-out. The airport at six in the morning during a severe-weather activation was, Naomi noted as she walked the length of the corridor, an entirely different organism from the airport at six in the morning on any other day.

She crossed the link bridge to the airport hotel.

Leah was at reception with a key card in her hand.


Chapter 20



Leah had booked the hotel room from the duty desk between two radio calls, and she had booked it without examining the booking.

The examining was happening now, as she stood at the reception desk with the key card in her hand and the night manager handing her a small folded receipt and Naomi crossing the lobby toward her through the cold flat light of an airport-hotel reception at six in the morning.

The examining did not stop her.

Naomi reached the desk.

‘Hello,’ Leah said.

‘Hello.’

They looked at each other across the small distance of the reception counter. Leah handed her the key card.

‘Twelfth floor,’ she said. ‘Lifts on the left.’

‘Yes.’

Neither of them moved toward the lifts immediately.

Leah was watching the small tired face of the woman across the reception desk from her, and the woman across the reception desk was watching her back, and the lobby of the airport hotel at six in the morning was a sort of nowhere, a place that existed between the airport and itself, a place in which the woman she had spent the last six hours not seeing was now standing six feet away from her with a banana skin folded into a tissue in her coat pocket and exhaustion at the corners of her eyes and a steady untheatrical wanting in her face that was no longer being concealed for the benefit of the institution.

Leah said: ‘Come on.’

They went to the lift.

◆ ◆ ◆

In the lift Naomi did not look at her.

Leah did not look at her either.

They stood beside each other in the quiet mirrored cube and watched the floor numbers climb. The hotel lift was at the unhurried pace of a hotel lift before the breakfast service had started. Their shoulders were a few inches apart. Naomi smelled of the airline’s welfare-office coffee and the cold of the airside corridor. Leah smelled of operations and the duty-desk pizza somebody had pushed onto her at two in the morning and that she had not, in the end, eaten.

Neither of them spoke.

The doors opened. They walked the corridor.

◆ ◆ ◆

The room was a hotel room.

Two double beds with white duvets stripped of any character. A window with the airfield beyond it, the runway lights still on at this hour, the apron lit yellow under the cold sky. A kettle, a tray of small jars of UHT milk, a bathroom through a door on the left. Two upholstered chairs nobody ever sat in. A curtain pull. A heater under the window. The standard furniture of every airport hotel everywhere.

Leah closed the door. The closing produced, in the small entryway, the same quality of contained quiet she had felt in her own hallway on Saturday when she had closed the door behind Naomi. This time the hallway was institutional, and the institution was further away than it had been any other moment in their work together.

Naomi set her bag on one of the chairs. She turned.

She looked at Leah.

Leah looked at her.

There was no need for either of them to say anything. The conversation that needed to have happened had happened on Friday night in the operations office, and the answer had happened on Sunday afternoon on the sofa, and the question that was in the room now was a question neither of them needed words for.

Leah crossed the small distance of the entryway.

She did not hurry. She did not slow herself. She walked the three steps the entryway required at the pace her body was at, and her body was at a steady, deliberate, awake pace, and she stopped when she was a foot from Naomi and looked at her.

Naomi’s breath came out short.

Leah put her hand on the side of Naomi’s neck.

The skin under her palm was warmer than she had expected. Naomi’s pulse was visible at the place where Leah’s thumb settled, just below the angle of the jaw, and the pulse was fast and Leah felt it under her thumb with the small lurch in her own chest that meant her own pulse was matching it.

She leaned in.

She gave Naomi time to step back. Naomi did not step back.

She gave Naomi time to say something. Naomi did not say anything.

She kissed her.

◆ ◆ ◆

The kiss was the kiss of two women who had spent six weeks not kissing each other.

It started small. A brush. A held mouth. Naomi’s hand came up to Leah’s waist and settled there. Leah’s other hand found Naomi’s jaw, the soft skin at the line of it, and the kiss became less small, became a deliberate exchange of breath, became the slow deliberate meeting of two mouths that had nearly met in a glass-walled room and had not been allowed to.

Naomi made a quiet sound at the back of her throat.

The sound went straight through Leah — down her spine, into the part of her that had been quiet for four years, and the quiet woke. Her hands went to the small of Naomi’s back through the fabric of her coat and pulled, and Naomi pressed against her, and the press was the press of one whole body against another, the warmth of breasts and stomach and thigh through too many layers, and Leah heard her own breath come out of her as something that was not quite a word.

Naomi’s mouth opened against hers. The opening was an invitation Leah took without hesitation. The kiss deepened. Naomi’s tongue, Naomi’s teeth at her lower lip very gently, Naomi’s hand coming up under the line of Leah’s jaw to hold her face steady for the kiss the way a person held a thing they were not going to rush.

Leah’s hips moved without her permission. She did not stop them.

The sound was the most unguarded thing Leah had ever heard her produce.

The sound did something to Leah’s knees that she had not been ready for. She kissed Naomi harder. Naomi’s hand at her waist tightened. Their bodies, which had been a hand’s breadth apart, were now not. Naomi’s coat was still on. Leah felt the rough wool of it under her palm and the warmth of Naomi’s arm through it, and the warmth was the warmth she had felt across the back-room six weeks ago, the warmth she had felt at the corner table of the hotel restaurant, the warmth that had passed through her wrist in her own hallway, and the warmth was now under her hand without distance.

They broke apart.

Naomi’s eyes were closed. They opened slowly.

She said: ‘Hi.’

Leah laughed. Wet again. ‘Hi.’

‘I have been wanting to do that for some time.’

‘I know.’

‘Are you sure?’

Leah looked at her.

‘Yes.’

Naomi nodded once.

Then she said: ‘Take my coat off.’

◆ ◆ ◆

They undressed each other slowly. Not because they were trying to. Because they were tired, and because the slowness was the texture the moment had asked for, and because every layer that came off was being looked at by the woman taking it off in a way that neither of them had been looked at in a long time.

Naomi’s coat onto the chair. Leah’s coat onto the chair beside it. The lanyard with Naomi’s welfare-office card folded carefully and set on the bedside table, because Naomi could not bring herself to throw it. Leah’s shirt with the cuffs rolled to the elbow undone, button by button, by Naomi’s hands, which were less steady than they had been at any other point in the morning. The lift of the shirt over Leah’s shoulders. The folding of it.

Naomi’s jumper lifted over her head by Leah, the soft grey one Leah had seen for the first time at the hotel restaurant and that was, she realised as her hands moved up Naomi’s sides, almost certainly Naomi’s favourite jumper.

Their belts. Their shoes — left at the door because Naomi had been raised in a household where shoes came off at the door and the habit had survived everything. Leah’s laugh at the seeing of it. Naomi’s small dry comment about it. The dropping of the rest of the clothes onto the chair.

They stood in the small lit entryway of a hotel room in their underwear, looking at each other.

Naomi’s body was Naomi’s body. Forty-six and tall and held with the sort of practised composure that did not entirely leave the body even when the body was undressed. There were lines that had not been there at thirty. There was a softness across her stomach that Leah had not, until this minute, known she had been hoping for. There was a small old scar at her collarbone Leah did not, at this minute, ask about.

Naomi crossed the small distance between them. She put her hands at Leah’s waist, the bare warm skin of Leah’s waist, and the press of her palms against the skin was the first place she had laid hands without fabric in between, and Leah felt her own breath go uneven.

Naomi’s mouth came down on the side of Leah’s neck. Not biting. Not yet. The warm slow pressure of a mouth that was learning, and Naomi’s tongue traced the line of muscle from collarbone to ear in a long unhurried sweep that made Leah’s knees fail for half a beat.

Naomi caught her. One arm at the small of her back. The other hand sliding up over the line of Leah’s ribs to find her breast, the palm warm and unhurried, and Naomi’s thumb stroked once across the nipple that had been hard since the moment in the entryway, and Leah heard herself make a sound she did not recognise.

Leah said: ‘Bed.’

Naomi said: ‘Yes.’

◆ ◆ ◆

They went to the bed. They did not, in the event, pull back the duvet. They sat on the edge of it side by side, and Naomi turned, and Leah turned, and they kissed again, less small this time, and the kiss carried them down onto the white duvet of the airport hotel bed in the cold yellow apron light of a Monday morning at the end of two days of weather.

Naomi’s mouth on the line of Leah’s throat. Slow. Specific. The kind of slow that came from a woman who had spent six weeks looking at one place on another woman’s body and was, now, allowed to reach it. Leah’s hand in Naomi’s hair. Soft. The hair was finer than she had expected. Naomi’s body warm above hers, then beside her, then — with a small careful negotiation that produced an exchange of small breaths — hers, the warmth on top, the weight settling.

Leah said, quietly, into Naomi’s ear: ‘I want to do this properly. With time. Take the time.’

Naomi said: ‘I have nowhere else to be until noon.’

‘Then take the time.’

Naomi took the time.

◆ ◆ ◆

The slowness was the architecture of it. The kissing was not in a hurry. The undressing of what underwear remained was not in a hurry. The mapping of one body onto another was not in a hurry. Naomi did everything with the close attention of a woman who had spent fifteen years watching other people, and who was, in this room, applying every iota of that watching to the small business of being with another person.

Naomi’s hand moved down between Leah’s thighs. The first touch made Leah arch up off the duvet — not theatrical, the small honest involuntary lift of a body whose nerves had been waiting six weeks. Naomi did not rush. She traced, slowly, with the flat of two fingers, the wet length of her, finding the shape of her, finding the place that made Leah’s breath catch in a different register.

‘There,’ Leah said. The word was barely a word. ‘There.’

Naomi was there. Her fingers circled — small, careful, deliberate — and Leah heard the small wet sound her own body made under Naomi’s hand and felt her own hips rise to meet the rhythm Naomi was setting, and the rhythm was the unhurried rhythm of a woman who was paying attention, and the paying attention was the most undoing thing of all.

Naomi pushed one finger inside her. Slow. Watching her face.

‘Oh,’ Leah said. ‘Oh, please.’

Naomi added a second finger. The fullness was the fullness Leah had not had in years. Naomi’s thumb stayed where it had been, at the small slick centre, working the quiet circles that were now making Leah’s whole body shake. Naomi’s mouth came back down on her neck. Naomi’s hair fell against Leah’s cheek. The bed under Leah was warm and the room was warm and her own skin was warm with the specific heat of a body that had been brought back into use.

She read Leah the way she read crews. The difference between exhausted and breaking. The difference between yes and there and don’t stop. She read it with her hands and her mouth and her quiet careful attention, and she gave Leah back, with the same hands and the same mouth, the distinct responses that were the answers to the specific questions her reading had asked.

Leah did not have words for how it was different from anything else. The difference was not technique. It was attention. It was the fact of being known, while it was happening, by a woman who had spent her life being good at knowing.

When Leah came she came hard. Her whole body lifted off the duvet. The sound she made was not small — it was the long open sound of a woman whose body had remembered, all at once, what release felt like, and the sound went on for the length of Naomi’s fingers staying inside her through the pulses and Naomi’s thumb staying on her through the aftershocks. Leah’s thighs shook. Her hand gripped Naomi’s shoulder hard enough to leave a mark Naomi would discover in the morning.

Naomi held her through it. She did not move her hand away until Leah’s breathing had slowed and Leah’s grip on her shoulder had loosened. Then she withdrew her fingers slowly, and Leah felt the loss of them as a small tug she had not been prepared for, and Naomi brought her hand up to Leah’s mouth and Leah took the fingers in without thinking and tasted herself on them, and Naomi made a sound at that — a sharp small exhale — and the sound went down through Leah and woke the wanting again.

Naomi held her through it.

Then, after a small considered pause, Naomi began again.

◆ ◆ ◆

After. Leah, who had not been the one being touched a moment ago, turned to Naomi in the small yellow apron-light of the room and put her hand on the line of Naomi’s hip.

She said: ‘Your turn.’

‘You don’t have to.’

‘I know.’

A pause.

‘Naomi.’

It was the first time Leah had used her first name out loud. Naomi heard it land.

‘I want to.’

Naomi did not say anything for a moment. Then she said: ‘All right.’

Leah took her own time. She did not have Naomi’s practised attention. What she had instead was the operational care of a manager whose job for twelve years had been reading the people in front of her and giving them what they needed, and who was, in this bed in this hotel above this apron, going to give Naomi Reid back exactly what Naomi Reid had given her, and was going to do it carefully, and slowly, and well.

She slid down the bed. She put her mouth on Naomi’s breast first — not hurried, the slow attentive mouth Naomi had given her — and Naomi’s back arched up off the mattress with a small involuntary breath. Leah used her tongue. She used her teeth, very gently, in the way Naomi had used her teeth on her. She made her way slowly down the length of Naomi’s body — the breastbone, the line of her ribs, the soft curve of her stomach Leah had registered standing in the entryway and that she was now allowed to map with her mouth — and at every place her mouth went Naomi’s body responded with the small involuntary movements that meant: here, yes, more, slower.

When Leah reached the place between her thighs she did not, in the event, use her hand first. She used her mouth.

Naomi made a sound that was not a word. Her hand came down to Leah’s hair without permission. Naomi did not pull — Naomi was not the kind of woman who would ever pull — but the hand stayed, anchoring, and Leah understood the anchoring as the body of a woman who had not, in nine years, been the recipient of this and who was, in this minute, trying to remember how to be.

Leah took her time. She read Naomi the way Naomi had read her. She found the place that made Naomi’s thighs tighten around her ears, and she stayed there. She used her tongue in the slow patient circles Naomi had used her fingers in, and she heard Naomi’s breathing go shallow above her, and she felt Naomi’s stomach tense under the hand Leah had spread flat against it, and she did not, for a long time, stop.

Naomi was quieter than Leah had been. Naomi made one small sound the whole time and her breath went, twice, into a place that was not quite breath and not quite anything else, and the sounds were the sounds of a woman who had been holding herself for fifteen years and who was, now, in the small lit room of an airport hotel at half past six in the morning, allowing one thing not to be held.

When Naomi came she made one sound — a single sharp involuntary noise from the back of her throat, the sound of a woman whose careful composure had been undone by another woman’s mouth and who was, for the small length of the unmaking, not in charge of any of the sounds she was capable of producing. Her hips came up off the mattress against Leah’s mouth. Her hand in Leah’s hair tightened, then released. Her thighs shook the way Leah’s had shaken. Leah felt her come against her tongue and did not stop until Naomi’s hand in her hair pulled — gently, but pulled — because she was too sensitive to be touched anymore.

She put her face against Leah’s shoulder, and her hand on Leah’s ribs gripped once, hard, and her breathing changed, and that was all.

Leah held her.

◆ ◆ ◆

Afterwards they slept for two hours. Naomi against Leah’s shoulder, Leah’s arm around her. The yellow apron-light at the window did not change. The runway lights did not stop blinking. The corridor outside the room was, at this hour, quiet — the hotel’s breakfast service had not yet begun, the airport’s morning waves were stacking but had not yet broken, the world beyond the door was in the small two-hour gap between night and day in which this kind of work was possible.

Leah’s last thought before sleep was that the room had stopped being institutional, somewhere between the kissing and the second time. The room had become a room. It was not Naomi’s room or Leah’s room. It was a room they had both come into and that they were both, for two hours, in.

She slept.


Chapter 21



Leah woke first because Leah always woke first.

The room was still dim. The cold yellow of the apron light had given over, while she had slept, to a thin grey of weather-morning, and the runway lights through the gap in the curtains had stopped blinking and become the steady working light of a runway that was now active. Somewhere in the corridor a hotel cleaner’s trolley was passing the door. The trolley wheels were the same trolley wheels Leah had heard in the management corridor weeks ago. The wheels were the wheels of a working hotel.

Naomi was against her shoulder. Her hair was in Leah’s mouth. Her arm was across Leah’s ribs. Her breathing, slow and even, was the breathing of a woman who had not slept in a bed beside another person for a long time and whose sleep had settled, eventually, against the weight of the other person’s body as that suggested she had needed to.

Leah did not move.

She lay on her back in the institutional white sheets and looked at the ceiling and felt Naomi’s breathing against her ribs and registered, with a sort of slow careful interior accounting, that she did not regret anything.

The not-regretting was new.

She had not, in four years, slept with another person. The not-sleeping-with had been mostly accidental and somewhat deliberate, the way most things in her life had been mostly accidental and somewhat deliberate, and she had assumed when she had eventually got back into a bed with someone she would have at least a small early-morning interval of doubt while she sorted out what she had done.

She did not have the doubt.

What she had instead was a woman’s breath against her ribs and a runway working through a thin grey morning beyond the window, and a small inside her chest she had not felt in some time.

◆ ◆ ◆

Naomi stirred.

Her arm tightened briefly, the unconscious way arms tightened when their owners began to come up out of sleep. Then she opened her eyes. They focused. They found Leah.

There was a beat — the quiet confused beat of a woman waking somewhere she had not woken before — and then the beat became something else, and Naomi’s face did the small undefended thing it had done in the welfare-office doorway when Leah had stepped through it, and Leah watched it do the thing without moving.

Naomi said: ‘Hi.’

‘Hi.’

‘What time is it?’

‘I haven’t looked.’

‘Don’t.’

Leah laughed quietly. ‘I’m not going to.’

Naomi closed her eyes again. She did not move her head off Leah’s shoulder. After a second she said, into the skin of Leah’s neck: ‘I am going to need coffee at some point. I am letting you know in advance.’

‘Noted.’

‘There’s a kettle.’

‘There is.’

‘Five more minutes.’

‘All right.’

Five minutes turned out to be twenty.

◆ ◆ ◆

They got out of bed eventually. Naomi put the kettle on and made two of the small UHT-milk teas the hotel had supplied because the coffee sachets were the sort of coffee sachets nobody in their right mind would drink. They sat on the edge of the bed in their underwear with the teas and looked at the window.

Naomi said: ‘Last night.’

‘Yes.’

‘Was the first time I have done that in nine years.’

Leah did not say anything for a beat. She was choosing her response with the care of a woman who knew it was the response that was going to land.

‘How does it sit,’ she said.

‘Like a thing I would like to do again.’

Leah smiled at her tea. ‘Good.’

‘Soon.’

‘Soon.’

They drank the tea.

◆ ◆ ◆

They dressed in the practical way two senior managers due back at work mid-morning dressed: in last night’s clothes, with the small adjustments that allowed last night’s clothes to read as this morning’s. Naomi rolled her cuffs at the wrists. Leah pinned her hair back into a different tie. They took turns in the bathroom. The shower they did not take.

At the door Naomi turned. The bag was on her shoulder. The coat was on her arm. She looked at Leah the way she had looked at her in the entryway last night, which was to say the way that had a steady untheatrical wanting in it, and Leah understood, with the quiet weight of an understanding that had moved into her chest overnight, that the wanting was now allowed.

‘When,’ Naomi said.

‘Friday. Mine. Joel’s at his father’s.’

‘Yes.’

‘Stay the night.’

A pause.

‘Yes.’

Naomi opened the door. She turned back once.

‘Have a good shift,’ she said.

‘I have already had a good shift.’

Naomi smiled — the small real smile Leah was beginning to know — and went.

◆ ◆ ◆

Leah left the room ten minutes later. She did not, on principle, want to be seen leaving the hotel with Naomi at the same time. She took the lift down alone. She crossed the link bridge alone. The link bridge at the back of the airport hotel was glass-walled and over the access road. The morning was grey and cold. The traffic on the access road was the regular Monday-morning crawl of crew and contractors.

She crossed the bridge. She badged through the staff entrance. She walked to operations.

Steph was at the duty desk. She had been on since six.

She looked up as Leah came in.

She did not say anything.

She put her head back down to her screen.

Leah sat at her own desk. She switched on her own screen. She put the headset on. The morning waves were beginning to land. The first of the long-haul diversions was at twelve minutes out. She got on with it.

She did not look across at Steph for some hours.

When she eventually did, around eleven, Steph was at the side counter making coffee.

Steph said, without turning: ‘There’s one in here for you if you want one.’

‘Yes please.’

Steph poured a second cup. Brought it over. Set it on Leah’s desk.

‘Bennett.’

‘Marsh.’

‘Drive home safely tonight.’

Leah looked at her. Steph’s face was Steph’s face. There was no judgment in it. There was no question in it either. There was the small steady look of a colleague who had been watching her for nine years and who had been doing the watching, today, without commentary.

‘Thanks, Steph.’

‘Yep.’

Steph went back to her own desk.

Leah drank the coffee. She was, she registered, smiling slightly. She made her face stop doing it. The morning continued.


Chapter 22



Naomi drove to Wandsworth at five.

She had left work at half past four — unusually early for her, the kind of early that would have made Hassan glance up if he had been in the office, but Hassan had been at a training course on the south side of the building and the office had been empty when she switched off the lamp and picked up her bag. She had not, in six years of being a welfare manager, left at half past four on a Friday for non-airline reasons. The doing of it produced in her, on the walk down the airside corridor, the small private pleasure of a woman breaking a rule she had imposed on herself.

She stopped at a shop on the way through Hammersmith and bought a bottle of wine she could afford and that the man behind the counter said was a good one. She did not, on the whole, know about wine. The man’s confidence had a slightly performed quality. She trusted it anyway.

She arrived at five.

◆ ◆ ◆

Leah had cleaned again.

Naomi did not register this on the doorstep but registered it later, in the kitchen, where the surface that had been wiped twice on Saturday had been wiped twice today, and where a packet of biscuits she suspected was the same packet of biscuits had been laid out on a small plate, and where the air had the faint smell of a flat that had been gently set in order for the arrival of a person who was now arriving.

Leah opened the door before Naomi had rung the bell.

‘Hi.’

‘Hi.’

They stood in the small hallway for a moment. The contained quiet was the contained quiet of the last two times Naomi had crossed this threshold. This time, the quiet did not have a conversation waiting in it. The quiet had only itself.

Leah took the wine.

‘Come in. Properly. I’ll get glasses.’

◆ ◆ ◆

They sat on the sofa with the wine and did not, in the event, drink very much of it. They had been on this sofa once before, three weekends ago, in the named conversation that had been the chapter’s pivot, and the architecture they had spoken about then was the architecture they were now occupying without having to discuss it. The respectful gap at either end of the sofa was less respectful than it had been on Saturday. Leah’s feet were tucked under her. Naomi’s knees were pointed sideways toward Leah. Their bodies had taken the configuration their bodies wanted.

They talked. Joel had a maths test on Monday. Naomi’s sister was coming to London for two nights in three weeks and would Leah like to be introduced. The Antarctic ice-core documentary Joel had been not-watching last Sunday had been better, apparently, than any of them had given it credit for; Joel had finished it on his own time on Wednesday and had given Leah a small lecture on Tuesday morning. Naomi laughed.

They did not talk about Monday morning at the hotel.

Leah said, after a while, with her wine glass on the low table and her hand around her own forearm where she had pulled her sleeve up: ‘Are you hungry?’

‘Not yet.’

A pause.

‘I made a thing in the oven, but it can wait.’

‘All right.’

Leah did not move. Naomi did not move. They were sitting very close. The light through the sitting-room window was the slow late-afternoon light of a January evening that had not yet entirely gone, the small clean grey that came in through Victorian terrace windows at this hour without artificial intervention.

Naomi set her glass down.

She turned. She put her hand on the side of Leah’s face, the way Leah had put her hand on the side of her neck on Monday morning, and she leaned in and kissed her.

◆ ◆ ◆

The kiss was unhurried. Leah’s mouth was warm. Naomi tasted, faintly, the wine and the toothpaste of whenever Leah had brushed her teeth, and underneath both of those things the simple specific taste of Leah, which Naomi had not been the recipient of in daylight before.

Leah’s hand came up to her wrist.

‘Bedroom,’ Leah said. Quietly. ‘This time. If you want.’

‘Yes.’

They stood. Leah took her hand. The simple physical action of having her hand held by another woman in a sitting room she had walked into half an hour ago produced in Naomi a small ridiculous response that registered somewhere between the chest and the throat, and she did not, this evening, attempt to manage it. She let the response come. Leah felt it through the hand. She did not comment.

They walked through.

◆ ◆ ◆

Leah’s bedroom was not large. A double bed under a window. A wardrobe on the right wall. A bedside table on each side. A small armchair with a book on it that had a bookmark a third of the way through. A framed photograph on the chest of drawers — a much younger Leah, on a beach somewhere, with a much smaller Joel on her shoulders. Naomi looked at it once. She did not comment. The not-commenting was its own kind of comment.

The curtains were open. The light through the window was the dimming grey of late afternoon. Naomi was not going to close the curtains and Leah was not going to close them either. The light was the texture they were going to be in.

Leah closed the door. She turned. She looked at Naomi.

They stood at opposite sides of the small room for a moment. Naomi was not in a hurry. Leah was not in a hurry. The hotel-room rush — the post-storm rush, the no-sleep rush, the must-do-this-before-it-gets-uncertain rush — was not what this was. This was the rest of it. The thing they had agreed about on Saturday and that had begun on Monday and that was now being done a second time without urgency.

Naomi crossed the small room first.

◆ ◆ ◆

She unbuttoned the front of Leah’s shirt slowly. Each button. The shirt was soft cotton, not the operational shirt; the cotton parted under her fingers the way soft cotton parted. She did not rush. Leah did not rush her. Leah’s eyes were on Naomi’s face and Naomi’s eyes were on Leah’s, and they were looking at each other through the buttons in the long deliberate eye contact that Naomi had not, in nine years, given to anyone and that had been part of what she had not, in nine years, allowed herself.

She was allowing it now.

Leah’s shirt came off. Leah’s hands were on the hem of Naomi’s jumper — a different one, deep blue, soft, the sort of jumper Naomi wore at home and which she had chosen, this Friday afternoon, after thinking about which jumper for some minutes — and Leah lifted it slowly, over Naomi’s head, the way somebody lifted a jumper off another person they did not want to put back on for some time.

They undressed each other completely. They took time.

Naomi’s mouth on the inside of Leah’s elbow as her sleeve came off. The small soft skin there — the place a person did not get kissed in the ordinary run of a life — and the kiss was deliberate and slow and Leah felt it in her stomach as a heat that spread out. Leah’s hands on the line of Naomi’s spine as the jumper came up. The two small bones at the base of Naomi’s spine that Leah found with her thumbs and pressed gently and Naomi made a small involuntary noise that was the noise of a woman whose body had not been touched there in years.

Their bras. Their underwear. Both of them barefoot now on the rug at the foot of the bed. Naomi stood in front of her in the late-afternoon light and Leah looked at her properly — not the look in the entryway in the airport-hotel dim, this was full grey daylight from the bedroom window, and the daylight showed her every line and every softness and every place where the body had been lived in, and Leah did not, in the looking, find anything but the woman she had been wanting.

There was a beat, halfway through, when Naomi’s belt would not come undone and Leah’s fingers had to negotiate the buckle, and the negotiation became briefly comic, and they both laughed, and the laughing did not break what was happening; the laughing was part of what was happening. Naomi had not, in nine years, laughed in this part of a moment with another person. The laugh sat in her chest afterwards as a small significant thing she would keep.

They got into the bed under the grey window-light.

◆ ◆ ◆

Leah said: ‘Look at me.’

Naomi looked at her.

Leah was on her back. Naomi was leaning over her, one elbow taking her weight, her other hand flat on Leah’s ribs where she had put it without thinking. The light through the window was on Leah’s face. Leah’s eyes were on Naomi’s.

‘Don’t stop looking,’ Leah said.

‘All right.’

It was the small request Naomi had not been ready for. The hotel had been about the bodies. The hotel had been about the six weeks of not. This evening, the request was different. The request was that Naomi remain present, in the looking, in seeing her, in the recognition, while the thing happened. The request was eye contact.

Naomi understood why Leah was asking. Naomi was, in fact, in the small interior accounting of her own emotional architecture, the woman in the room more likely to need this instruction. Leah was offering her the instruction first. Leah was, by giving it as a request to Naomi rather than as a confession of her own need, giving Naomi the dignity of doing it as a thing she was being asked to do rather than as a thing she was failing to do.

Naomi found, looking at Leah’s face under the window-light, that her own eyes were already wet.

She said nothing.

Leah said nothing.

They did not stop looking.

◆ ◆ ◆

The slowness was the texture. Naomi’s hand moved from Leah’s ribs down across the line of her stomach with the deliberation of a woman who was performing a specific instruction she had been given and who was performing it well. Leah’s breath caught small at one point. Naomi did not lose her place in Leah’s eyes. Leah’s eyes did not lose their place in Naomi’s.

Her fingers found Leah without searching. Leah was already wet — had been wet, Leah realised distantly, since the kiss in the sitting room — and the first slide of Naomi’s fingers through her made her hips lift again, the same involuntary lift Naomi had drawn out of her on Monday in the hotel.

Naomi watched her face. The instruction. The eye contact.

Leah held it. She held it as Naomi’s fingers circled her with the patient deliberation of a woman who had learned, on Monday morning, exactly the rhythm Leah’s body wanted. She held it as Naomi pushed one finger inside her, slowly, never looking away. She held it as Naomi added a second, and as Naomi’s thumb settled where it needed to settle, and as the quiet involuntary tightening began in her stomach and her thighs.

‘Stay with me,’ Naomi said. Quietly. ‘Stay.’

‘I’m here,’ Leah said.

‘I know.’

They moved together in the slow late-afternoon light of the bedroom with the simple precise deliberation of two women whose bodies were learning a second time the choreography they had begun on Monday, and the second-time-ness was its own quality. The hotel had been adrenaline. This was choice. The choice was being made in continuous time by two women looking at each other.

When Leah came, she did not look away. Her face did the thing faces did when their owners stopped managing them — a small softening, a small opening, the specific undefendedness of a woman who was letting her face be seen — and Naomi watched it happen across two long seconds, and Leah watched Naomi watching, and the watching was the breaking. It happened in the looking, between two pairs of eyes.

It was different from Monday. Monday had been the release of six weeks held back. This was the release of being seen — fully, in daylight, by a woman who did not look away — and Leah felt herself break open in a way that had nothing to do with the technique of Naomi’s hand and everything to do with the fact that Naomi’s eyes were on her while she did it.

She did not close her eyes when she came. She kept them on Naomi’s face. She saw Naomi’s pupils widen at the moment her body broke. She saw Naomi’s mouth part. She saw the small wet shine at the corners of Naomi’s eyes that meant Naomi was crying too, in the small steady way Naomi cried, which was not a way that involved tears falling but only the eyes brightening.

Leah’s hand had tightened on Naomi’s wrist at the wrist. Now it loosened.

She breathed out shakily.

She said, very quietly: ‘Hi.’

Naomi said: ‘Hi.’

◆ ◆ ◆

They did not switch immediately. They lay for some time — Leah on her back with her hand still on Naomi’s wrist, Naomi half over her, their eyes still on each other, the late-afternoon light through the window beginning to lift, finally, into the proper grey of evening.

Then Leah turned. The turning was not hurried. Leah was now leaning over Naomi.

‘Same instruction,’ Leah said. ‘Look at me.’

Naomi said: ‘All right.’

It was harder for Naomi.

She had been the welfare manager for fifteen years and the welfare manager was a woman who gave attention rather than received it, and the receiving — the receiving with eye contact, with sustained eye contact, with the requirement that she stay in her own body while another person did this with their body to her body — was the thing she had been most carefully not asking for, in her own life, for almost a decade.

Leah did not let her look away.

Leah did not allow the manager. Leah did the thing Leah had asked Naomi to do and Naomi had to do it back: stay. Be in the looking. Be in the room.

Naomi stayed. The staying was hard at first. There was a small interval where her gaze tried to drift to the ceiling, to the curtain, to anywhere with less weight in it, and Leah’s thumb on her cheek brought her gaze back, gently, without comment. The bringing-back was the kindest piece of correction Naomi had received in years.

Leah’s mouth moved down Naomi’s body slowly. She had had four years to think about what she would do if she ever did this again, and she had not thought about it once — the wanting had been sleeping — and now the want was awake and was very exact and was directed at every centimetre of skin she could reach with her mouth. She kissed the soft place under Naomi’s collarbone where the small old scar was. She did not ask about it. She kissed the line of her sternum. She kissed each breast in turn, and Naomi’s hand came up to her hair without grip, just resting, and Leah understood the resting as Naomi’s body still trying to remember how to receive.

She kissed Naomi’s stomach. She kissed the soft inside of her thighs — one, then the other, slowly. Naomi’s breathing had gone very careful.

‘Look at me,’ Leah said again, quietly, into the warm skin of Naomi’s hip.

Naomi looked at her.

Leah used her mouth then. She used her tongue — slow, deliberate, the same patience Naomi had shown her on Monday and again ten minutes ago — and she felt Naomi’s thighs start to tremble around her shoulders within the first minute, and she did not rush it. She used her fingers too, finding her, pushing slowly inside her, finding the place inside that made Naomi’s back arch off the mattress as Naomi did not, ordinarily, let her back arch off any surface for any reason.

Naomi kept her eyes on Leah’s. She kept them there even when keeping them there required a kind of effort her body was trying to undo. Leah saw, in the looking, the fifteen years of carefully not asking to be touched falling away in real time — the welfare manager dissolving into the woman, the woman becoming what was in the room — and Leah’s own chest tightened with something that was not arousal but love, and the love did not slow her down. It made her more careful. It made her better.

She came looking at Leah. Her hips lifted under Leah’s mouth. Her hand in Leah’s hair gripped, finally — the only time Naomi gripped, the small surrendered grip of a body that had given up the management of itself — and the sound she made was the second sound she had made all afternoon, a low broken exhale that Leah would carry with her into every subsequent night of however long this lasted.

She was quiet, the way she had been quiet on Monday, and the quiet had inside it the same small held breath the Monday quiet had held, but this time the quiet had also Leah’s eyes in it, and the eyes had Naomi in them, and the looking was what made the breaking different, and Naomi felt the small completeness of the difference in her chest as Leah’s mouth came down on the side of her own and held there.

She put her hand to the back of Leah’s neck.

She did not let go for some time.

◆ ◆ ◆

Afterwards they lay in the bed and watched the grey at the window turn properly dark. Leah’s arm was under Naomi’s neck. Naomi’s face was against Leah’s collarbone. The bedside lamp was off. The room was in the kind of dark that came up gradually rather than the abrupt dark of a switch, and the gradual quality of it gave the room a feeling of having earned the dark.

Leah said, eventually: ‘Are you hungry yet?’

Naomi said: ‘Starving.’

‘The thing in the oven will be dry.’

‘I don’t mind.’

‘All right.’

They got up. They dressed in the quiet set of clothes they had taken off each other, except that Naomi put her jumper on and Leah put on a different shirt and neither of them put on the trousers. They went barefoot through the small flat to the kitchen. The oven thing was a chicken with vegetables and was, on inspection, slightly dry but entirely edible. They ate at the kitchen table. The lamp Leah had switched on at some point earlier in the evening cast the kitchen in the warm amber Naomi had been in many times now and that had become, in some quiet domestic way, a light Naomi associated with being inside Leah’s life.

They drank the wine. Some of it.

They went back to bed.

Naomi slept against Leah’s shoulder the way she had slept against it on Monday — quickly, deeply, the unfamiliar familiar.

The Wandsworth night was the Wandsworth night.

The window was dark. The street outside was quiet. The flat held its small even temperature around them.

Leah closed her eyes.


Chapter 23



Naomi arrived at work on Tuesday with Leah’s spare pen in the inside pocket of her jacket.

It was not her pen. It was a black ballpoint with a chewed cap and the airline’s old branding from before the rebrand, the sort of pen Leah kept three of on the duty desk and four of in her ops office and one in the breast pocket of every shirt she wore for work. Naomi had picked one up off Leah’s kitchen counter on Saturday morning to write a note about a school form Joel had left out, and the pen had stayed in her hand when she had put her coat on to leave, and the leaving had not registered the pen in the pocket, and the pen had now travelled with her through Saturday afternoon, Sunday, Monday at work, Monday evening at her flat, and into Tuesday morning.

She had only registered it on the M4 — her hand in her pocket against the cold, her thumb finding the chewed plastic, the small immediate recognition.

She had smiled at the windscreen.

She had decided, by the time she had reached the Hatton Cross junction, that she would not message Leah about it. She would return the pen the next time she was at Leah’s flat. The decision was small. The keeping of it was the new thing she had not, in nine years, done with another person — the holding of a small object that belonged to somebody else, against her own body, without commentary.

◆ ◆ ◆

The welfare office at half past eight on a Tuesday morning was the welfare office at half past eight on any Tuesday morning. Hassan was already in. He had switched the kettle on. He had opened the post. He was sitting on the second sofa with a printout and a coffee, reading.

‘Morning,’ Naomi said.

‘Morning. The senior crew from the 472 is at ten.’

‘I know.’

‘I put the file on your desk.’

‘Thank you.’

She hung her coat on the back of her chair. The pen stayed in the pocket. She thought about that for a small moment and then did not move it. She sat at her desk. She switched the lamp on. She opened the file Hassan had put on it. She read the senior crew member’s name and her last fatigue note and Hassan’s pencilled three-line summary at the foot of the cover page, and she registered, somewhere underneath the reading, that the room had its ordinary working quiet around her.

The room had its ordinary working quiet around her.

She had spent fifteen years building a life in which that was the highest available achievement.

She did not, this morning, want the achievement to be the highest.

She wanted to be working at her desk with the pen of another woman in her coat pocket and the small clean knowledge that the other woman was, at this hour, three floors down and one corridor across, on the operations side of the building, doing her own work.

She had that.

She got on with the morning.

◆ ◆ ◆

The senior crew from the 472 was a woman in her late thirties called Annie Webb who had been on enforced rest for nine days and who came in at ten to ten because Annie Webb was, in her own private filing system, never late to anything. She sat on the second sofa. She took the mug of tea Naomi offered. She looked, generally, like a woman whose sleep had come back.

‘How have you been,’ Naomi said.

‘Better.’

‘Mm.’

‘I slept seven hours last night.’

‘Good.’

Annie Webb talked for forty minutes. She talked the way crew members talked when they were coming out of a difficult patch and were beginning to be able to look back at it rather than only sit inside it. Naomi listened. She asked the small careful questions she asked. She wrote down two of the answers and not the rest. At the end of the forty minutes Annie Webb wanted to go back on the aircraft on Friday, and Naomi wanted her on the aircraft on Friday, and the path back was clear enough that they spent the last five minutes discussing the rotation rather than the recovery.

Annie Webb stood up. She held the empty mug in her hand.

‘Thanks, Naomi.’

‘Anytime.’

Annie Webb went.

Naomi sat on the sofa for a moment after she had gone. She did not, in the ordinary way, sit on the sofa after a welfare appointment. The sofa was for the crew member; she went back to the desk. This morning she sat. She let the small clean feeling of an appointment closed well sit in her chest before she moved.

Then she got up. She went back to the desk.

◆ ◆ ◆

She crossed to operations a little before midday for coffee.

The coffee machine in operations was, as half the building knew, marginally better than the canteen’s. The going-to-it had been a managers’ secret for two years before Naomi had begun, recently, to use the secret with the same casual frequency the more senior of the operations managers used it. She had been, in February, one of the people who did not. She was, this Tuesday, one of the people who did.

Operations was at the working hum of a Tuesday late morning. Three duty managers at their desks. Steph on a call. Two of the partner-airline managers at the back wall with laptops, doing something Naomi did not know the operational shape of. The radio chatter was layered two voices deep. The live-track screen showed a clean morning, the weather front gone, aircraft moving as expected through the southern Channel.

Leah was at the duty desk.

She had her headset on. She was talking to a partner-airline operator at one of the Mediterranean fields about a stand swap. She did not register Naomi’s entrance because she was on the channel and would, by working habit, finish the channel before looking up.

Naomi went to the coffee machine.

She poured a cup. She turned. Leah was looking at her.

The look was the look of a woman who had finished her channel and had clocked Naomi’s back at the coffee machine without making a thing of it, and who was now, between the channel and the next, allowing herself a beat of looking. The look took perhaps a second. Naomi raised her own coffee cup at her, briefly, by way of a hello that did not require a hello. Leah did the quiet lift at the corner of her mouth that was not a smile but that meant the same.

Then Leah put the headset back on and opened the next channel.

Steph, two desks down, glanced up at the coffee machine and back at her screen.

Steph said, without lifting her head: ‘Good morning, Reid.’

‘Marsh.’

‘Coffee fix?’

‘Coffee fix.’

‘Bennett’s on a Lisbon stand swap. She’ll be on it for the next ten minutes.’

‘Noted.’

Naomi took her coffee and went back to the welfare office. Steph did not look up again. Leah did not look up again. The coffee was the coffee.

◆ ◆ ◆

Hassan came back from his own coffee at half past one with a paper bag from the canteen.

‘They’ve made the sandwich again,’ he said. ‘The one you said was the best thing in the canteen.’

‘Did you buy me one?’

‘I bought you two. I assumed you had not eaten.’

‘Hassan.’

‘What.’

‘You are a very good colleague.’

‘I know.’

He put the bag on her desk. The sandwich was the egg-and-cress on brown that the canteen made well and infrequently and that Naomi had mentioned to Hassan once in passing, three weeks ago, in a tone she had thought was a tone she used about most things. Hassan had stored the information and acted on it now.

She unwrapped the sandwich. She ate half of it.

She wrapped the other half back up and put it in her bag for later.

Hassan, on his own sofa, ate his own sandwich and worked at his own laptop. The two of them sat in the welfare office at half past one on a Tuesday afternoon eating sandwiches that were, on the whole, more interesting than the sandwiches the canteen made on most days, and Naomi found that the ordinary domestic quality of two colleagues having lunch on the welfare-office sofas was a thing she had registered without commentary on probably ten thousand previous lunchtimes, and that today she was registering it with quiet attention, because the attention had become available.

She had not, until this week, had the attention available.

The attention was the change.

◆ ◆ ◆

Her phone buzzed once in the afternoon, on the desk beside her.

My pen.

Naomi read it. She did not, briefly, do anything else.

Then she smiled.

She typed.

Yes. I have it.

I know. I saw it move into your pocket on Saturday morning. I did not say.

Why did you not say?

I wanted to see how long it would take you to notice.

Naomi laughed. Hassan, on the second sofa, glanced up.

‘Sorry,’ Naomi said. ‘Email from a friend.’

‘Mm.’

He did not press. Hassan never pressed. He returned to his laptop.

Naomi typed.

You let me carry your pen around for three days.

I let you carry my pen around for three days.

That was a kindness.

It was.

A pause. Then:

Bring it back on Friday.

I will.

Naomi put the phone face-down on the desk.

She sat with the small warmth in her chest for a minute. Hassan was working. The lamp was on. The welfare-office phone on her desk did not ring. The afternoon’s waves were the afternoon’s waves. Outside, the airport was doing what it did.

She picked her pen up — her own pen, the airline’s current branding, the cap not chewed — and went back to the welfare summary she had been working on.

The pen in her coat pocket, against her ribs through the lining, was a small steady weight she could feel without thinking about. It was the weight of another person’s ordinary object inside her own ordinary day.

She got on with the afternoon.

◆ ◆ ◆

She left the office at half past six.

The corridor was busy. The evening shift was coming on. The cleaner who had been on the corridor every Tuesday for six years lifted her head as Naomi passed, the way she had lifted it on Saturday night, and Naomi lifted hers. The cleaner’s name was Marisol — a thing Naomi had only learned eight months ago because Hassan had mentioned it once in passing — and Naomi had been meaning, since then, to call her by name on the corridor at some point and had not yet found the right opportunity.

She thought, in passing, that perhaps tomorrow.

She crossed the staff car park. The crew bus was already at the stand. She did not take the bus tonight. She walked to her own car under the orange of the fence light. The evening was cold. The wind off the apron was cold. The runway lights blinked rhythmically. An aircraft was lining up on twenty-seven left. Beyond it, the dark.

She unlocked her car. She got in. She started the engine.

She had not, today, done anything significant. The morning had been a welfare appointment that had gone well. The lunchtime had been a sandwich Hassan had thought to buy her. The afternoon had been a text exchange about a pen that had stayed in her coat pocket since Saturday. The evening was a drive home to a flat with a cat in it and a kettle and a row of mugs.

She drove out of the staff car park.

The pen was against her ribs through the lining of her coat. She did not move it.

She drove home.


Chapter 24



The call came on Wednesday afternoon, on the internal line. Naomi picked it up because she always picked up the internal line.

‘Reid.’

‘Graham.’

‘Got ten minutes?’

‘Yes.’

‘Come up. Bring tea if you’re making.’

The instruction about tea was the instruction Graham gave to managers he had been working with for longer than fifteen years and who he expected to interpret correctly. It meant: this is not formal. It meant: do not put this in your diary. It meant: I am asking you something but I am not making you sit across a desk from me with a notebook open on it.

Naomi made two teas.

◆ ◆ ◆

Graham’s office was a small room at the end of the management corridor that he had occupied for sixteen years and that had, over that time, accumulated the slow domestic untidiness of a senior manager who had stopped trying to make the room look like an executive’s office and had let it become a room he worked in. There was a low filing cabinet with a kettle on it. A coatstand with two coats on it, the older one being a Barbour Naomi had seen for nine years. A photograph of his wife and an older photograph of his wife and two grown daughters on a beach. Books on the shelves. A small wooden bowl on the desk with five paperclips and a thumb-tack in it.

Graham did not move from his chair behind the desk when she came in. He gestured at the chair opposite. She set the second mug down on his desk and took her own with her to the chair.

‘Thank you,’ he said.

‘What’s up.’

‘Nothing.’

A pause. Graham took a sip of his tea. He set the mug down with the deliberateness of a man whose deliberateness with mugs was a thing he did when he was about to say something he wanted to land at a specific weight.

‘I had a conversation this morning with Richard Cole,’ he said. ‘Not about you. About the year’s succession planning.’

Naomi did not answer.

‘Richard wants Bennett on the ops director shortlist when Andrews retires in October. I agree with him. Bennett is excellent and the post will suit her.’

‘Yes.’

‘He also — and this is the bit I am telling you in this room, not at a meeting — said something I would like you to be aware of.’

Naomi waited.

‘He said: I want to know what we’re dealing with before we shortlist her. He did not specify. I did not ask.’

A pause. Graham was looking at her steadily.

‘He is not unfair, Naomi. He is not malicious. He is doing what his job requires him to do, which is to know what an institution is shortlisting.’

Naomi sat with it for a moment.

There was no point in pretending she did not understand what Graham was telling her. There was no point in offering deniability into a room where deniability had not been requested. Graham had not asked her if there was anything to know. Graham had told her that Richard had a question, and Graham had told her that Graham was telling her now, in this room, because Graham was on her side and was holding the door for her to know.

She said: ‘Thank you.’

‘Don’t thank me. I am telling you. I am not asking you anything. I am not telling you what to do. I am putting the information in front of you because you are a senior manager of this airline who deserves to have the information in front of her.’

A beat.

‘I want her to have the post.’

‘So do I,’ Naomi said.

Graham nodded once.

‘All right.’

He drank some of the tea.

‘For what it’s worth,’ he said, ‘I have watched you do this job for nine years, and I have always thought — to myself, in my own head, not aloud — that you should have had more of a life than you have allowed yourself. I am not saying anything else. I am only saying that whatever you are doing, I am glad you are doing it.’

Naomi did not have an immediate answer.

Graham did not need her to find one.

He picked up a piece of paper on the desk in front of him — the daily flight summary, by the look of it — and read it without reading it, the way managers who had finished saying difficult things read paper that was already on their desk so that the person opposite could collect herself without being watched.

Naomi collected herself.

She drank some of her tea.

When she could trust her voice she said: ‘How long do I have?’

‘The shortlist is in May. Richard wants to know before then. I have not been asked formally. He has not asked anyone formally yet. He may not. I am giving you this in February so that you have, if you choose to use it, time.’

‘Three months.’

‘Three months.’

‘All right.’

Graham looked up from the paper. ‘All right,’ he said.

◆ ◆ ◆

She walked back down the management corridor with her empty tea mug in her hand. The corridor was the corridor. The carpet was the carpet. The motivational airline posters were where they had always been. She had walked the corridor probably four thousand times in nine years and she did not, in any of those four thousand walks, remember the corridor being as long as it was today.

She did not go back to her office immediately.

She went, instead, to the small flat-roofed terrace on the south side of the building where the senior staff smoked who still smoked, and she stood at the railing for some minutes with the empty mug in her hand and looked out across the apron toward the runway.

It was cold. The sky was the pale flat winter sky of a February afternoon. Aircraft were coming in off the southerly approach, slow against the cold light, the small distant pulse of their landing lights visible above the treeline three miles out. The ground crew on the nearest stand were turning a 320 around at the unhurried pace of a turnaround that was on time. A baggage train was crossing the apron.

She stood with the cold on her face and let it arrive. She had known something like this was coming. She had not, today, expected it to be Graham bringing it. She had imagined it as a thing she would have to chase out of a rumour rather than as a thing a senior director would put in her hand with both of his own and with the steady gentleness of a man who was on her side.

The gentleness was the thing that was sitting in her chest.

She did not, on the terrace in the cold, allow herself to think about Leah yet.

She would think about Leah later.

She would think about Leah at home, on her own sofa, with the cat. She would think about Leah in the kind of room one thought about a person in. The senior staff terrace at four in the afternoon with the cold on her face and the apron beyond the railing was a place to feel the shape of a thing, not to think about the person.

She felt the shape of it.

Then she went back inside, and walked to her office, and rinsed the mug, and got on with her afternoon.


Chapter 25



Naomi came to Wandsworth on Friday evening.

Joel had a thing at school that he had been preparing for all week and that involved an evening rehearsal, which meant Leah would be picking him up at nine, which meant they had three hours. The three hours had been Leah’s idea. Naomi had asked, on Wednesday night when they had spoken on the phone in the half-mouthed way she had become accustomed to speaking on the phone in the evenings, for some time to talk — about something not urgent, but something. Leah had said Friday. Leah had said three hours. Leah had said her flat.

Naomi turned up at six.

◆ ◆ ◆

They sat on the sofa with a pot of tea Leah had made instead of the wine she had thought about and then thought better of. Leah had also, while she was thinking about whether wine was appropriate to the conversation, lit a small lamp on the side table and turned off the main light, and the sitting room was now in the warm amber of late winter evening rather than the white overhead light of the late winter evening one tier up.

Naomi was in the dark blue jumper. The blue jumper had become, in some unspoken way Leah had registered without commenting on it, Naomi’s Wandsworth jumper. It was the jumper she wore on the sofa here. She did not wear it at the airport.

Leah waited until Naomi had drunk some of the tea.

Then she said: ‘Tell me.’

Naomi told her. The Graham conversation. The terrace. The October role. The May shortlist. Richard wanting to know what the institution was dealing with before he signed off on a senior promotion.

Leah listened. She did not interrupt.

When Naomi had finished, Leah set her mug down on the low table.

She did not say anything for a second. She did not say anything because the moment required her to not say anything. She was, by training, a manager. By disposition, a woman who knew how to receive operational information. By the standards of every other context in which she had ever sat on this sofa and listened to a person, she would already be giving the practical response — the next steps, the operational reassurance, the small confirmations a person needed to hear in the first sixty seconds after they had told you something heavy.

This was different.

She let the not-saying-anything be the response.

Naomi waited.

After what was probably a minute, Leah said: ‘Thank you for telling me.’

‘Of course.’

‘How are you with it?’

‘Better than I was on Wednesday.’

A pause.

‘Graham was good,’ Naomi said. ‘Graham was — he was the best version of an institutional warning I could have got. He was, almost, kind. He told me as a thing he was putting in front of me and not as a thing he expected me to act on. I respect him very much for that.’

‘Mm.’

Naomi looked at her hands. Then at Leah.

‘I want to tell you what I have been thinking about it since Wednesday.’

‘Yes.’

◆ ◆ ◆

‘The director role,’ Naomi said, ‘is the role you have been working toward for twelve years. I know this because I have watched you working toward it for the last two of those years from the inside of the same building. The role suits you. The role is yours.’

‘Naomi.’

‘Let me say it.’

Leah let her.

‘What I have been thinking about,’ Naomi said, ‘is not whether we should stop. I do not want to stop. I have been very clear with myself, in nine years, about what I do not want, and I do not want to stop. What I have been thinking about is whether one of us, by May, ought to be working at a different airline.’

Leah did not say anything.

‘Welfare managers move between airlines. It happens. There are three airlines based at this airport, and there are two more based at Gatwick, and one of those airlines has a welfare director’s post advertised at this minute. The post is two grades above mine. It is a promotion. I would be eligible for it. I have not yet applied.’

Leah said: ‘You would change airline.’

‘I am telling you that I would consider it.’

‘For me.’

‘For us. There is a difference. If I do this it is because I have decided this is what I want, and not because you have asked me to or because Richard has hinted at it. Graham has not asked it. You are not going to ask it. I am thinking about it because the option exists and because, if I am honest with myself — and this is the bit, Leah — the option suits me.’

‘How.’

‘I have been a welfare manager at this airline for nine years. I am very good at the job. I am also — and this is the thing I have not, in nine years, been honest about — ready to do a bigger version of it. The welfare director’s job at the other airline is the bigger version. The fact that taking it would also remove the institutional reason any of this is complicated is not the reason I would take it. It is, however, not a small piece of the calculation.’

A pause.

‘I want to be clear with you about the calculation. I do not want to do this thing and not tell you why.’

Leah said: ‘When were you going to apply?’

‘I have not applied. I have downloaded the application form.’

‘When does it close?’

‘End of next month.’

‘All right.’

◆ ◆ ◆

They sat with it. The sitting room held the amber light and the small sounds of the flat above doing whatever the flat above was doing on a Friday evening, and somewhere down the street a car alarm went off briefly and stopped, and the quiet kitchen clock Leah had not noticed in years did its small kitchen-clock ticking from the next room.

Leah said, after a while: ‘I have not been ready for this conversation.’

‘No.’

‘But I have been thinking about it.’

‘Yes.’

‘For about a week.’

Naomi smiled. ‘So have I.’

Leah leaned back on the sofa. She did not move closer. She did not need to.

‘Here is what I know,’ Leah said. ‘I know that the director’s post matters to me, but it matters to me as a thing that would consolidate work I have already done. It is not, by itself, the thing I have been wanting. The thing I have been wanting — in the way one wants when one allows oneself to want — is to come home to someone and not have to translate.’

Naomi was very still.

‘I have not had that, in four years. I have not had it, really, ever. The marriage was a good arrangement and was not that. The arrangement now is Joel, who I love, and who is fifteen, and who is going to be at university in three years, and after that I am going to be a woman in a flat in Wandsworth with a job I am very good at and a son who comes home on holidays and a great deal of competence and a great deal of nothing else.’

A pause.

‘I do not want the great deal of nothing else.’

Naomi nodded once. She did not speak.

‘So the calculation,’ Leah said, ‘is not the director’s post against you. The calculation is the director’s post against the rest of my life. And I would do the director’s post if I could do it with you in the same airline, in the same building, on the same shifts, the way we have been doing it. I would not do the director’s post if doing it cost me you.’

‘Leah.’

‘Let me finish. If you apply to the other airline because you want the bigger job, I support you. If you apply because the option suits you, including the absence of small piece of the calculation that means we do not have to keep going around Richard Cole, I support that too. What I will not do is let you apply because you are protecting me. I do not need to be protected from this. I have run the numbers on what I am willing to lose, and I have decided what I am not willing to lose, and the absence of willing-to-lose is you.’

Naomi’s eyes were wet. She did not look away. She had spent the last fortnight learning, in this Wandsworth bedroom, not to look away.

She said: ‘All right.’

‘Apply for the other airline,’ Leah said. ‘If after you have read the application form properly you still want to. Make the decision the way you would make it if I did not exist. I trust you to do that. And whatever the decision is, I will be on the other end of it.’

Naomi said: ‘Yes.’

Leah said: ‘Yes.’

◆ ◆ ◆

They sat for a while longer with the conversation finished. The conversation had been the conversation Leah had not been ready for, and it had been the conversation Naomi had been carrying since Wednesday afternoon, and it had taken less than twenty minutes, and it had been, in a way Leah could not entirely explain, the warmest conversation she had ever had with another adult in her life.

She did not, eventually, have words for that.

She put her tea down. She slid along the sofa and put her face against Naomi’s shoulder, in the dark blue jumper, the Wandsworth jumper, and she stayed there.

Naomi’s arm came round her.

They sat like that for some time.

◆ ◆ ◆

At ten to nine Leah stood up. She put her shoes on. She fetched her keys. Naomi got up too — not to leave with her, but to come into the kitchen and make a second pot of tea while Leah was out.

‘Will Joel be hungry,’ Naomi said.

‘He will say he is not. He will then eat anything you put in front of him.’

‘There’s a soup in the fridge I noticed last week. Can I warm it.’

‘Yes. Bread’s in the cupboard above the toaster.’

‘All right.’

Leah went to the door. She turned. Naomi was in the kitchen doorway in the dark blue jumper with the kettle in her hand, looking at her.

‘Drive safe,’ Naomi said.

‘Naomi.’

Naomi looked at her properly.

‘Thank you for telling me about Graham this evening rather than next week.’

Naomi said: ‘Of course.’

Leah went.

The hallway closed behind her. Naomi was in her kitchen warming soup in her flat for her son. The architecture Leah had described in the named conversation three weeks ago — the wall, the separation, the reachable version of herself she had never been — was, this evening, a thing she was no longer entirely inside.

She drove to the school.


Chapter 26



Naomi Reid walked the length of Terminal 3 at the end of an ordinary night and the building belonged to her the way it always had.

The last long-haul wave had pushed back. Singapore, Bangkok, Doha, Lagos, eastward into the night. The strip lighting along the concourse ceiling was at half-power. A cleaner moved between the rows of seats with the soft drag of a trolley. Above an empty desk a single arrivals screen cycled through its column of red letters. Beyond the glass the apron was the same wet black expanse, the same orange veining, the same indifferent rain.

She walked the corridor at the pace she had walked it for nine years. Her own footsteps were even on the carpet. The smell of the building at this hour was the smell of the building at this hour. The cleaner who had been on the corridor every Tuesday for six years was at her trolley by gate eighteen, and she lifted her head as Naomi passed and smiled, and Naomi smiled back, and the smile passed between them and was the thing it had always been.

She had walked this corridor on her first night. She would walk it on her last.

Nothing about the corridor was different.

Everything around it was.

◆ ◆ ◆

She passed gate twenty-four. Madrid had pushed back forty minutes ago. The gate agent was Emma Clarke’s usual companion, a man Naomi knew by face and not name, and he raised a hand. She raised hers. At gate twenty-six the night service crew were filing through the bridge. At gate twenty-eight the captain who had stood at the window two months ago drinking a coffee he had been holding too long was at the same window with a different coffee, and he turned as she passed, and they nodded once, the small mutual recognition of two people who had got each other’s crew home through a hard night and had not, since, needed to acknowledge it.

He turned back to the apron.

She walked on.

◆ ◆ ◆

She had given Graham her resignation in March. The Gatwick airline had offered her the welfare director’s post after a single interview, and she had taken it, and the leaving date had been set for the end of May. The May had become the end of June by the slow negotiation of two airlines who needed her to hand over carefully, and the end of June had become the middle of July by the same negotiation, and the middle of July was tonight, and tonight was her last shift.

She had spent six months saying goodbye in the small quiet ways one said goodbye one said goodbye when one was leaving the building one had been good in for nine years and was not, on the whole, leaving the people. The cabin leads she had carried through long welfare cases had been told individually, in the welfare office, with the door closed. Sara Henley, who was back on the aircraft and who had asked after Naomi every six weeks for half a year, had been told in February and had brought, on her next ground-side rotation, a small handmade card that Naomi had read once in private and put in her bag and that was now, six months later, in the bottom drawer of her own kitchen dresser where she kept the small handful of things she would not throw away.

Hassan had been told first. The telling had been the hardest. He had not been surprised — Hassan was good at his job and his job had taught him to read things — but the not-being-surprised had not changed the small still expression that had come over his face when she had said it, and Naomi had registered the expression and known that the expression was what she had been most worried about and had been telling herself for some weeks not to worry about.

‘You’ll be fine,’ she had said.

‘I know.’

‘You will be very good at this job.’

‘I know that too.’

A pause.

‘I’m glad you’re going,’ Hassan had said. ‘I hope you know I mean that in the warmest possible way.’

She had laughed. He had grinned.

That had been March.

◆ ◆ ◆

Tonight, this last walk, she had not told anyone she was making.

There had been a small leaving thing in the welfare office at the end of her shift. Cake somebody had brought. A card signed by everyone she had worked with for nine years. Graham had appeared with a wrapped book, and the book had turned out to be a small first edition of a poetry collection Naomi had mentioned to him exactly once, in passing, in the corridor three years ago. She had held the book and looked at him and not, briefly, been able to speak. He had said only: ‘Read it.’ And gone.

Hassan had taken the welfare phone. He had taken it with a small steady ceremony that he and Naomi both knew was not necessary and that they both wanted to do anyway. The taking of the phone had marked the end of her job at this airline in the way she had wanted the end of her job marked: by the small operational handover of an object she had carried for nine years to the next person who would carry it.

She had put her coat on. She had said goodnight to her office, lamp off, door closed.

Now she was walking out.

◆ ◆ ◆

She reached the airside corridor that ran toward the staff car park. The strip lighting along this stretch was lower than the concourse — a working light, the light the night cleaners used, the light the senior managers used when they did not want to be seen leaving the building. Her own reflection in the glass wall accompanied her for a moment as she walked. A woman in a coat with a bag on one shoulder. Mid-forties. Hair at the shoulders. The reflection was the reflection of the woman who had walked this corridor nine years ago when she had first taken the welfare role, and the reflection was the reflection of a different woman entirely.

The woman of nine years ago had been calibrated.

The woman of tonight was not.

She did not, tonight, know what the new calibration would be. The Gatwick airline would have its own briefing rooms and its own welfare office and its own kettles and its own small mismatched mugs. She would learn the building. She would learn its hours and its rhythms and the people in it. She would, in time, be good in it.

What she would not be was the woman walking this corridor in fifteen years’ time without anyone in any of the rooms of her life. The woman of nine years ago had been walking toward that woman. The woman of tonight was not.

That was the change.

◆ ◆ ◆

Her phone buzzed in her coat pocket. She took it out without slowing her pace.

Come and find me when you finish.

Naomi smiled at the phone.

The phrase had been Leah’s phrase since the welfare-office afternoon eight months ago when Naomi had stood at the sink rinsing a mug after Sara Henley had gone. The phrase had returned, since then, in various forms — sometimes as itself, sometimes shortened to ‘come and find me,’ sometimes only as the verb. Once, in May, Naomi had come into Leah’s flat at the end of a hard week and Leah had been on the kitchen floor with Joel sorting through six boxes of his school things and had simply looked up and said ‘found you,’ and Naomi had laughed.

She typed.

On my way.

She put the phone back in her pocket.

◆ ◆ ◆

She crossed the staff car park. The crew bus had not yet arrived; the cleaners who had been on her shift at midnight were standing at the rail under the shelter, smoking, talking quietly. They lifted their hands as she passed. She lifted hers.

The cold wind off the apron arrived at her face as she walked toward her own car. It was the same wind it had been nine years ago when she had first stood by this fence with a key in her hand. It was the same wind it had been on her first shift at this airline. The cold travelled across long flat distances of concrete and came at her face without anything in its way.

She let it arrive. She let her shoulders drop a fraction. The drop was not a thing she did consciously — the body did it, the body always did it, when the building released her and the air was bigger than the building.

The runway lights blinked rhythmically a quarter of a mile to the south. An aircraft was lining up on twenty-seven left, its taxiway lights smearing in the wet. Beyond it, the dark. Somewhere east, seven miles out, an inbound was on final approach, its landing lights very small against the cloud. She watched it for a moment.

The pilot in the cockpit of the inbound was somebody she had probably welfare-managed at some point in nine years. The crew on the inbound were probably, between the lot of them, a hundred and twenty years of airline service that she had had her hand somewhere underneath. The aircraft would land, and the crew would be processed, and another welfare manager would be in the office at the end of the corridor when the welfare manager was next needed, and the airline would do what airlines did, which was to keep moving regardless.

She would not be in that office anymore.

Hassan would.

That was the change.

◆ ◆ ◆

She unlocked the car. She got in. She did not start the engine immediately.

She sat with her hands on the wheel for a moment and looked through the windscreen at the airport. The terminal was lit. The control tower at the far end of the field was a thin column of light above the apron. The aircraft she had been watching had touched down at the far end of the runway and was rolling out, its reverse thrust visible as a small pale spreading on the wet tarmac. Another aircraft was lining up behind it for departure.

She had spent nine years inside this building. She had been very good. She had also, for most of those nine years, been a woman she was leaving tonight as carefully as she was leaving the welfare office.

She did not, this evening, feel sad. The sadness she had been preparing herself for had not arrived, and the absence of arriving was not because she was not allowing it. The sadness had not arrived because she had, over the past six months, been saying goodbye to the building one ordinary conversation at a time, and the goodbye she was performing now was the quiet last administrative goodbye of a woman whose larger goodbye had already been performed.

What she felt was clean.

It was not a feeling she had a great deal of vocabulary for. She had felt versions of it on the morning after Monday in the airport hotel, on the Friday evening of the eye contact in Wandsworth, on the Saturday afternoon last March when she had handed Graham her resignation letter and walked out of his office with a steadiness she had not, in nine years, felt walking out of his office. The clean feeling had become, over those months, something she trusted.

She trusted it now.

◆ ◆ ◆

She started the engine. She drove home.

She did not, on the drive, listen to the radio. The road was the road. The cold of the windscreen was the cold of the windscreen. The lights along the M3 were the lights along the M3. The Wandsworth turn-off, when it came up, came up at the time she expected it to come up.

She turned off.

◆ ◆ ◆

Leah had left the kitchen light on. From the pavement Naomi could see the small lit window above her, the same window Leah had been standing in on the Friday Naomi had first come to this flat for the named conversation, the same window Leah had stood in on the Saturday Joel had eaten the lasagne. The light through the window was the small amber Naomi had come to associate with being inside Leah’s life. It was the light she would be driving toward, on her own road, for the rest of however long this turned out to last.

She let herself in with her own key.

Leah had given her the key in June. The giving of it had not been ceremonial; Leah had had a copy cut and had handed it across the kitchen counter one Wednesday evening with the small dry comment that it was easier than Naomi standing on the doorstep ringing the bell. Naomi had taken it. She had not, on the threshold tonight, used it before, because there had always been somebody on the other side of the door to open it for her.

Tonight Leah was not at the door.

She was in the kitchen. Naomi could hear her moving — the small domestic sounds of a person who had heard the front door open and was deliberately not coming out to meet it, because the meeting was being conducted on Naomi’s terms in her own flat and Leah was giving her the space to come in unwitnessed.

Naomi closed the door behind her. She took her coat off in the hall.

She put her bag down.

She walked through to the kitchen.

◆ ◆ ◆

Leah was at the kettle in her pyjamas and the soft cardigan she wore at this hour, hair tied back, no makeup, the small tired late-night version of herself Naomi had spent eight months learning to know. The kettle was boiling. Two mugs were out. The cafetière older than her marriage was on the counter with coffee already measured into it because Leah did not, this late, drink tea.

Leah turned. She saw Naomi.

She did not say anything immediately.

She crossed the kitchen and put her arms around her, with her cheek against the side of Naomi’s face, the quiet embrace of a woman welcoming home a woman who had been somewhere difficult and who did not, this evening, need words about it. Naomi closed her eyes. She put her own arms around Leah’s back. They stood in the kitchen with the kettle finishing its boil behind them.

Leah said, into the side of her face: ‘All right?’

Naomi said: ‘Yes.’

‘Mm.’

‘Yes.’

They stood like that for a while.

◆ ◆ ◆

Eventually Leah let her go. She made the coffee. She brought the two mugs through to the sitting room. Naomi sat at the end of the sofa with her feet up. Leah sat at the other end with hers tucked under her. The lamp on the side table was on. The flat was warm. The kitchen clock did its small kitchen-clock ticking in the next room.

‘How was it,’ Leah said.

‘Quiet. Graham gave me a book.’

‘What book?’

‘A poetry collection I mentioned to him three years ago. Once.’

Leah said: ‘Oh.’

A pause.

‘He is a lovely man,’ Leah said.

‘Yes.’

‘Are you sad?’

‘No.’

Leah did not push it. She drank her coffee.

◆ ◆ ◆

Naomi was quiet for some time. Then she said: ‘I walked the corridor tonight at midnight. The way I always have. I walked it the same way I walked it nine years ago.’

‘And?’

‘And I noticed I was walking it for the last time. And I noticed I was the same person who had walked it on the first night. And I noticed I was not the same person at all. And I noticed that I was, mostly, all right with that.’

Leah said: ‘All right with which.’

‘Both.’

Leah smiled.

‘The thing I had not been ready for,’ Naomi said, ‘was how much I would miss the building before I had even left it. I expected to leave it and miss it. I had not expected to miss it while I was still inside it. I have been missing the building for two months.’

‘Yes.’

‘And the people in it.’

‘Yes.’

‘And the missing has been the part of leaving that has felt the most honest. I have not been pretending the building did not matter to me. The building has mattered to me. I am leaving the building because the things outside it have begun to matter to me more, and the matter is not the sort of matter that displaces. The matter is the kind that adds.’

Leah did not say anything for a beat.

Then she said: ‘Thank you for adding me.’

Naomi looked at her.

‘I did not add you. You were always there. I just opened the door.’

Leah’s eyes filled.

Neither of them said anything else for a while.

◆ ◆ ◆

At some point past one Leah said: ‘Bed?’

Naomi said: ‘Yes.’

They got up. They took the mugs to the kitchen. Leah rinsed them at the sink while Naomi switched off the lamp on the side table. The flat moved into the dim of an old terrace at night. They walked through to the bedroom together.

The bedroom was the bedroom. The double bed under the window. The wardrobe on the right wall. The bedside table on each side. The framed photograph on the chest of drawers. The book on the small armchair with the bookmark a third of the way through, the bookmark now considerably further than a third because Leah had been reading it on the sofa in the evenings.

Naomi got into the bed first because she always got into the bed first. The duvet was the duvet. The pillow was the pillow Leah had bought after they had agreed she should have her own one. The small chest of drawers on her side of the bed had on it a book, a phone charger, and a photograph in a frame that had been there since June. The photograph was of her and Leah, taken by Joel, on a Sunday walk along the South Bank — the two of them slightly out of focus, the river behind them, Leah laughing at something Joel had said off-camera.

Naomi did not look at the photograph tonight. She did not need to. The photograph had become part of the bedside table the way the book and the phone charger had become part of it.

Leah got into bed beside her.

She switched off the lamp.

The room went dark.

◆ ◆ ◆

They lay together.

Naomi against Leah’s shoulder, Leah’s arm around her, the small geometry the two of them had been arranging into for eight months and that had become, the way geometries became things between two bodies in the same bed often enough, the way they did this. The room held its even temperature. The Wandsworth night was the Wandsworth night. Somewhere down the street a car alarm went off briefly and stopped. Joel was at his father’s. The flat was quiet.

Naomi said, into the dark: ‘I start at Gatwick on Monday.’

Leah said: ‘I know.’

‘New building.’

‘Mm.’

‘New corridor at midnight.’

Leah laughed quietly.

‘I want to drive you on the first morning,’ she said.

‘To Gatwick?’

‘No. To the front door of the staff entrance. So that the first thing the new building sees you do is get out of my car.’

Naomi laughed. ‘All right.’

A pause.

‘Thank you,’ Naomi said.

‘For what.’

‘For waiting.’

Leah said: ‘I did not wait. I lived. You came when you came. The living was the point.’

Naomi closed her eyes.

She did not say anything else. She did not need to. The flat was warm and Leah’s shoulder was Leah’s shoulder and the Wandsworth night was the Wandsworth night. Outside, the world was doing what the world did. Inside, the room had the small even quality of a room that two people had been in long enough to call it the room they were in.

She slept.
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