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She drops her suitcase on an old woman’s head. As it begins to tip out of the overhead locker, Billie realises that her arms aren’t going to be strong enough at this angle to stop it from slipping out of her grasp. She only manages to say the words ‘watch out’ after the bag has hit the woman, and the sound it produces as one hard corner makes contact with her skull is appalling. The woman, who had been sitting quietly when the suitcase fell, is now bent over herself, clutching her head and making a series of distressing noises.

‘I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry,’ Billie says, panic rising in her chest as she feels the aura of threat radiating from passengers five rows deep in front and behind. The woman’s husband gets to his feet as fast as his joints will allow and bends over her, one hand on his wife’s back and the other raised in open-palmed fury towards Billie.

‘What the hell is the matter with you?’ he asks, and she hears his question echoed in mutters by the other passengers. ‘What’s the fucking hurry? Look what you’ve done. Look at what you’ve done to her.’

Billie looks at what she’s done and feels her voice get tighter and tighter as she continues to apologise. What is the matter with her? It’s a question she doesn’t have an answer to. They had been waiting on the tarmac for about twenty minutes when she decided to reach over the elderly couple behind her and retrieve the wheelie bag. There hadn’t been space to stow it above her own seat before take-off, and once the doors opened she didn’t want to hold people up by having to go against the flow to fetch it. Clearly now, the right thing would have been just to wait, and go back up the plane to get her bag once everyone else had disembarked. There was no hurry. She feels heat spread up her neck and she begins to cry.

‘I don’t know what you’re crying for,’ a woman, seemingly unconnected to the victim, says. ‘She’s the one who should be crying.’

The elderly woman is, in fact, crying a little.

‘I’m sorry,’ Billie tries one more time, this apology for the crying as much as the woman’s head. ‘My dad just died.’

The unconnected woman gives her an exasperated look, one that seems to ask what she is supposed to do with this information. Immediately, Billie knows that this is a cheap trick. She feels its cheapness ripple through the onlookers, who continue to tut and talk about her in the third person amongst themselves. What she said happens to be true, but it is difficult to connect it to this incident with the suitcase. Still the plane doors remain closed. An aghast flight attendant is now fighting his way past the people standing in the aisle. When he reaches the woman, he begins to administer the contents of a first aid kit.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Billie says to the flight attendant, desperate to endear herself to somebody, and he gives her a nod of professional neutrality. The woman appears to be bleeding. Billie stands with her eyes pinned to the floor and tries in vain to induce an out-of-body experience.

After a long time, colder air touches her face and tells her that the doors are open. Billie considers turning around to offer a final apology to the woman, who is now telling the flight attendant exactly which elements of her holiday this injury will prevent her from participating in, but she doesn’t find the courage to do so. She shuffles out, dragging the suitcase behind her like a disgraced dog on a leash, clambers down the steps onto the tarmac and walks directly to the toilets to cry properly. After she is done, she sits on the toilet seat and waits until she thinks she’ll be the last person from her flight in arrivals. She tips the suitcase onto its side in the cramped space of the cubicle to examine the corner for evidence of impact, but she can’t find any.

The concourse is busy and Billie looks around in the vain hope that her brother has come to collect her, even though that isn’t what they’ve arranged. She finds a quiet corner to check her phone for the directions Tom sent and to take a few steadying breaths. Twelve stops, her brother had said, on the blue line to Châtelet, and then a five-minute walk. She reads the text again to be sure she remembers it, and then also reads the follow-up text in which he had explained that Châtelet means ‘little castle’. She hadn’t known what she was supposed to make of this detail, and so had sent a thumbs-up emoji back. There is a map on the wall next to her, which she consults. It’s colourful with lines like the ones back in London, but numbered rather than named. Once she feels confident of the route, Billie weaves her way through the families and couples to buy a ticket.

Underground, she boards a packed train, and tries to reach up for the handrail at the same time as pulling down her top to contain the patch of stomach that the reaching reveals. She has a plain, mashed potato sort of a face, but it appears even more washed out than usual in the scuffed window of the train door. Sometimes when she looks at her reflection, she can see it spreading out at the edges like batter on a pan. It doesn’t especially bother her. The original face wasn’t all that special, if the face she left school with even was the original face. She believes that women’s faces exist on a bell curve, from not quite ready up to the peak of their true, adult face, and then a slow deterioration into the faces of old age. But she doesn’t know where the top of that bell curve is, for her. It’s likely that she won’t realise when she’s there, and then she’ll have missed it completely. At each station her face disappears from her view as a passenger uses a lever to throw the doors open a second or so before the train has stopped. She wonders whether this is actually dangerous or just looks it.

She receives a text.

Just asked and I can leave at 22. Meet you at the flat

She reads it twice, and wonders why he doesn’t just say 10 if he means 10, then hopes it isn’t a typo for 12.

When Billie emerges out into the city, she finds it humming with early evening energy. There is something alive in the air that makes her exhaustion more acute by contrast. She feels conspicuous on the walk to the flat, scrutinising the directions with her phone held out in front of her and pursued by the growl of her suitcase wheels.

The door into her brother’s building closes behind her with a rusty screech and slam. Tom’s flat is on the top floor, and as Billie heaves her bag up the stairs, she listens to her labouring footsteps echo in the stairwell. Outside his door, she lifts a scruffy mat and finds the key. It takes some jiggling in the lock, as he’d said it would, and when the heavy door swings open she follows its momentum until she is standing inside the room. Billie looks around, turning a full circle in the tiny space. She opens a door to her right, to see if there is more apartment hidden away, but it’s a cupboard that contains one suit, looking like a hanged man. The shower, the hob, the bed, the sink and a small table could all be reached by stretching out a limb from the centre of the room. There is a set of French windows and six inches of balcony space that looks out onto a courtyard. A choppy sea of grey metal rooftops stretches out, and the spires of various churches interrupt the sunset beyond.

This spartan, ill-decorated room makes Billie think of her brother as young, which is not something she’s used to doing. Four years older than her, his age has always seemed massive, almost stately. Now, though, she looks at where he lives and recognises that they’re at more or less the same stage of life, trudging through the featureless landscape of being twenty-something. It’s a strange, un-mooring sensation.

The time is glaring in red from an alarm clock on the edge of the table. Tom won’t be home for two hours. She pictures herself drinking a glass of white wine alone in a Parisian bar, wearing some kind of pashmina shawl her suitcase doesn’t contain. The image strikes her as tragic. She’ll wait for him here.

The tuna wrap she had bought at the airport but been too embarrassed to eat on the flight has gone moist and is sagging in a way that reminds her of skin. It’s unappealingly warm but she eats it anyway, lingering over each wet mouthful to pass the time. Then she finds herself poking around the little room. Tom’s bed is a futon on some pallets, which have partially collapsed, leaving the mattress to slope towards the floor at one corner. She recognises very few of his possessions. There’s a toy pig their aunt gave him when he was small, an ugly sort of knitted hoodie he brought back from some music festival, a slumped matte wash bag. But everything else is unfamiliar. He owns eight books, and she doesn’t recognise any of their names. They look like novels, and some are in French. She flicks through one of them, its margins occasionally marked with scribbled stars, and puts it back where it was. There is a diary that Billie is both tempted to read and a little repulsed by the thought of reading. She opens it a crack, but all it contains are appointments, the odd password and username.

Even though the room is tiny, there are few enough things in it to make it feel sparse. Tom has always had a talent for shedding things rather than acquiring them. Over the back of a schoolroom wooden chair, he has one of the same IKEA blankets that Billie and everybody she knows owns, except his still has the large, papery care label on it. She rips it off absent-mindedly, gathers up the packaging from her wrap and discovers a plastic bag hanging sheepishly off the cupboard door beneath the sink instead of a bin. Adrift in the middle of the largest wall there is a very small, framed line drawing of a village in England Billie is not aware of his ever having been to.

The room is cold, although the day outside is not. By the hob, there are teabags in a crushed cardboard package next to a hunk of baguette. Billie makes herself a cup of tea that is crunchy with limescale. Once she’s established that there is definitely not a bathroom secreted anywhere in here, she goes exploring back in the hallway. Halfway up the next flight of stairs she finds one, although it also seems to be some kind of storage space. Sat on the toilet, wedged between a bouquet of broom handles and a broken-looking coffee machine, the image of her suitcase hitting the woman flashes before her and she lets out a pained, involuntary whimper.

Back in Tom’s room, Billie inspects the bed. She decides it’s relatively clean, and so she gets in under the covers. If she squashes herself flush with the wall, the sag isn’t too noticeable. She gets her laptop out, puts on Ocean’s Eleven and falls asleep very quickly.

Tom turns his key in the lock and opens the door. Inside, he finds the darkness punctuated only by Billie’s face, illuminated by the screen, her mouth hanging slightly open as the tinny sound of heist music plays. He smiles and takes a picture to show her in the morning. He is tired and relieved not to have to entertain her until then. It’s early enough, but he might as well go to bed too. Tom changes out of his work clothes quietly, hanging them over the balcony to air out the beer and ketchup smell, and unrolls a yoga mat and a sleeping bag. He manoeuvres himself inside the bag, leans over to extract one of the thin, flat pillows from under Billie’s head and then shuts the laptop.

‘What?’ mumbles Billie.

‘Go to sleep.’

She makes a low noise in reply, and he hears her shuffle to face the wall. Tom lies awake for a while, his eyes tracing the familiar contours of the ceiling, just about visible in the dark.
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After Tom has said goodbye to his sister, he puts his phone back in his pocket and stares out over the Seine. His breath is deep and loud in his ears. He thinks the complete sentence, My father is dead, then examines himself for what reaction this sentence produces. He does not find much. On a reflex, he reaches for his phone again to send a text, but catches himself. He walks on a few steps towards work, stops and turns back towards his flat. He stops again at the corner of the block. He ought to tell their mum now, while he’s still numb with shock. He turns to lean against the stone wall that runs along the river, and resists the weight in his limbs pulling him to the ground. He scrolls through to find his mum’s mobile number and, because she picks up on the first ring, he’s not ready to speak when she answers.

‘Tom? Sweetheart?’

‘Mum,’ he starts, wishing he’d thought about how, exactly, to navigate towards this news.

‘Oh my love,’ she says, her voice low and croaking. ‘I’m so sorry. Mary-Jean just called.’

He rushes with gratitude that he has been pre-empted in his task, but then a more curdled set of feelings follow. To his knowledge, he has never heard his mum say Mary-Jean’s name out loud, and the fact that she is sorry for his loss underlines that, to his mum, this is Tom’s loss, not hers. He says nothing.

‘Are you all right?’ she says. ‘Come home. Come and stay with us.’

Where his mum lives in Lanarkshire is not home. Tom wonders why he isn’t crying. He briefly tries to make his eyes well up by not blinking. The street drowns a little in front of him and then he understands how strange and possibly even disturbed this is, and stops.

‘I’m okay. Billie’s going to come here.’

‘Oh, good. That’s good. You should be together. Whose idea was that?’ He feels her deciding to cover her surprise.

‘Mine,’ he says.

‘I could come too, it’s no trouble. Do you want me to come?’

He wishes she hadn’t made that the question, because he doesn’t really want her to come. Now he has taken a breath, he isn’t really sure he wants Billie to come either, but it’s too late to go back on that now. He isn’t sure why he suggested it, where that decisiveness had come from. He looks down at his free hand to see if it is shaking. It isn’t.

‘No, don’t worry. I’ll come home soon. It’ll be nice to have some time with Billie.’ He is appealing to her desire for them to be close, and he feels callous for knowing it.

‘Okay,’ she says in a soft voice, ‘whatever you want, sweetheart. If you change your mind, call me.’

‘Are you okay?’ he asks, finally remembering to ask.

‘I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.’

‘I have to go, I’m going underground,’ he says.

‘Okay, sweetheart. I’ll call Billie now. And I’m here, call any time. Day or night.’

He pictures her face, sad and open, and knows he won’t call.

‘Love you,’ he says.

‘I love you too.’

Tom hangs up. Dimly, he understands that he failed at the conversation, as he so often fails at conversations with his mother. Looking back at the silent churn of the water, he weighs up his options, all of which seem bad. Then he goes to work.

When he arrives, he fobs in on the nearest till and shoots himself a pint of Coke from the gun. The pub is never all that busy during the week. He wishes it was a Saturday. He needs to have no time to think. Wayne emerges from the toilets, shaking out wet hands and grasping for blue roll. Tom hands it to him.

‘You all right?’ Wayne asks, peeling stray scraps of paper from under his rings.

Tom nods over the top of his glass, and gulps some Coke. It’s been almost a month since he last had a drink, and he doesn’t trust himself to break his resolve today. If he’s not going to drink, a sugar high might help. Wayne puts his apron on over the large T-shirt and cycling shorts he wears every day. Tom has often wondered how many changes of this outfit he owns, because he always looks pristinely clean and nobody Tom knows in Paris has a tumble dryer.

‘Okay, here comes the rush,’ Wayne says, clapping him on the shoulders as two very old people shuffle in through the double doors.

Tom hears Noémie clomping down the stairs from the office. He sweeps his eyes across the bar to identify what she will find to complain about. She appears, scraping her animered hair back off her face with a headband.

‘Hey,’ she says, clicking her fingers at Wayne, ‘limes.’ She disappears into the cellar.

‘Mummy it’s not fair,’ Wayne calls after her, as Tom goes to the chopping board and picks up a knife. ‘Tom just got here, he hasn’t done anything.’

‘Do not annoy me today,’ Noémie yells back up the stairs. Wayne grins. Winding up Noémie is, to him, a major perk of this job. He turns and sees Tom quietly slicing limes into a glass jar, then rolls his eyes.

‘Well, now I look like a prick,’ he says. He goes over to the till, tears off a piece of till roll and searches for a pen. He scrawls ‘cheesy chips?’ followed by several kisses, puts it in the dumb waiter and presses the button to send the message up to the kitchen.

‘You can have some,’ he says to Tom.

‘Thanks.’

Wayne looks at him properly.

‘What’s up?’

Tom shakes his head as Noémie reappears. She picks up Wayne’s phone from the bar.

‘Take it away,’ she says, handing it to him with disdain. ‘I hate this ugly fish thing.’

Wayne’s phone is housed in an over-sized iridescent rubber case in the shape of a shark. He smiles as he takes it from her and puts it screen down on the shelf below the bar, the fin on its back pointing up. Noémie gives a dramatic sigh and starts pouring herself a wheat beer. The two boys wait for a moment to see if she wants to expand on the sigh of her own accord or whether she wants them to draw it out of her. The beer finishes pouring and she takes a sip. In this moment, the sentence presents itself to Tom again. My father is dead.

‘Come on then, what’s the matter with you?’ says Wayne, putting an arm around Noémie. She gives a staged flinch, and then relaxes into the hug. When Noémie gets deep in a mood, she becomes a drain around which everyone’s attention ends up circling. Today, Tom is grateful for it.

‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ she says, busying herself with some blue roll and the rims of the wine glasses under the bar.

‘Yes you do,’ says Wayne.

Noémie capitulates immediately, taking her greying Nokia out of her back pocket.

‘Fine. Look at this shit,’ she says as she clicks through to her text messages. Wayne looks over her shoulder.

Tom suspects the texts are from Noémie’s mother, a woman she seems to be in some kind of shattering argument with at all times, and in whose behaviour Wayne reliably takes a soap operatic interest. The dumb waiter dings. Tom throws open the doors to retrieve a pointedly small bowl of chips with a sad dusting of grated cheese over the top. He puts them down next to Wayne, who appraises them and shakes his head. Wayne goes over to the dumb waiter and sticks his head inside it.

‘Je t’aime!’ he shouts, the sound echoing loudly enough to get the attention of the two very old people now sitting in a booth on the other side of the pub looking abandoned. He pauses for a moment to listen for a response which doesn’t come.

‘I will win this war,’ Wayne says confidently, putting a chip in his mouth that is so hot he breathes through it like labour contractions, before going back to analyse the specific wording of one of Noémie’s texts. They’re not from her mother, but from a man she has been seeing on and off for a few months. He looks a good fifteen years older than her, though Tom and Wayne have never managed to weasel out of Noémie exactly how old he is. He sometimes comes into the pub, freshly greasy from work at his bike shop, and seems delighted by the prospect of free beers to a degree that Tom finds undignified for a man who must be forty-five.

Noémie’s text drama and plotting his boyfriend’s birthday party the following night provides enough intrigue to keep Wayne from probing Tom’s distracted mood for the rest of the shift. And once the bar is empty, and Noémie has gone home, and the two of them have wiped down every surface, washed all the shot measures and mopped the floors, Tom tells Wayne, and Wayne is the one who cries.

Billie gets off the bus and her feet carry her back to her flat. She doesn’t stop moving until she is standing in the living room, and when she comes to a halt she feels as though her whole body is humming with something like electricity. Her laptop is sat open where she had been watching television with her breakfast. A cereal-flecked bowl still stands beside it. The room is exactly as she had left it that morning, and its sameness is insulting. The flat’s too quiet for Laura to be in, and she can’t remember what shift pattern Bethan is on at the moment. She will be asleep, either because she’s just got back from the restaurant or because she needs to rest until she starts this evening. Billie doesn’t want to wake her, and even if she did, something about Bethan knowing will make the day’s events feel real in a way she isn’t ready for. She looks at flights to Paris for two days’ time and sends Tom an email containing a link to the cheapest one. Then she goes into her bedroom. She means to call her mother but instead she sits on the end of the bed and stares out of the window at a tree.

By the time Laura gets back from work, though, Billie has packed a bag. The clunk of the front door shakes her out of herself, and she realises that it’s too soon to pack. She takes her toothbrush out of the bag and then stands there with it in her hand. She thinks at this moment, for some reason, of Mary-Jean’s niece and nephew. Who would have told them, and what they would have thought about the news. Probably close to nothing. She feels the hideous size of the universe around her.

‘Hey!’ Laura calls speculatively into the flat, and Billie opens her mouth to reply but only breathing comes out. She doesn’t want Laura right now. Laura, who had once thrown a farewell drinks before going on a three-week holiday. Laura who shouts when she gets home even though she knows that Bethan is sleeping. But Laura will have to do, and Billie is glad of someone to hold her when she comes out of her room and bursts out sobbing. Eventually, her crying wakes Bethan, who emerges looking smeary and confused, still wearing her jeans. She’s already been at work, Billie thinks, and is alarmed by how grateful it is possible to feel for someone’s company.

‘What, what?’ Bethan says, as Laura reaches out to rub her shoulder in a way that Billie knows Bethan won’t find welcome. Billie doesn’t know if she can bring herself to say it again, but Laura steps in.

‘Her dad died,’ she says, just above a whisper.

This is the first time Billie hears these words spoken about her and it’s awful. She had not wanted to break the news to Bethan, but feels strangely robbed of the moment now that Laura has taken it from her. Laura releases Billie from her grasp and Bethan moves to take over the hug. The look of hurt for her on Bethan’s face shocks Billie into a deeper understanding that this is really happening. The two of them are not serious about things. Even when Bethan was savagely dumped a few years previously, it had been a dark joke from the outset; she kept bursting into laughter even as she wept in front of back-to-back episodes of Frasier. Now it seems they have found something they can’t laugh about, and Billie lurches into frightening, unfamiliar territory.

She shares the paltry details she has about her father’s death and then the three of them stand in the narrow corridor of their flat, Billie crying onto Bethan’s shoulder and breathing deeply into her hair, which smells like stale oil.

‘What should I do? Tell me how I can help,’ Laura says after a while, the awkwardness of now being the third wheel palpable in her voice.

‘Could you go and buy some beer, please,’ Billie says.

‘Yes, absolutely, yes,’ she says, scurrying back into the pair of tasselled loafers she’d kicked off at the door and grabbing a tote bag. Once the door is closed behind Laura, they both untense a little. Bethan goes and gets two beers from the fully stocked fridge.

‘What do you need?’ Bethan says gently. Billie lifts her head to meet her friend’s eyes. Bethan gives a small smile.

‘I need to book a flight,’ Billie says, uncoupling herself. She walks back into the living room towards her laptop. Bethan follows her.

‘Okay. To . . . to America?’ she says. Billie thinks of the city where her father lived, a place she has never been to, and the postcard generality of the image hurts her.

‘No, to Paris. I need to see – Tom said I should come.’

She picks up the computer and hands it to Bethan. Bethan takes it and nods, but her face creases.

‘Okay. You’re sure?’

Billie wells up again and Bethan tucks her frown out of sight.

‘No that’s fine, we can book it for you. No problem. I just wanted to check that Tom is . . . ’

Bethan pauses and Billie passes an index finger under each eye to collect the tears. Her face feels hot and swollen.

‘ . . . the person you want to be with. That he’ll be helpful to see right now.’

On her journey back to the flat, it had begun to catch up with Billie how odd Tom’s suggestion had been. Other than at Christmas and other compulsory family occasions, they don’t spend time together. For many years, she had assumed it was because he was older and had more exciting things to do than hang out with his kid sister, but that had stopped being quite a good enough reason even before he was in Paris. Billie doesn’t have the stability of mind to analyse why exactly she feels that she wants to be with him at this moment, but she feels it strongly. She wants to follow the feeling.

‘Friday would be ideal, I just need him to confirm,’ she says, and Bethan allows her to sidestep the conversation. Billie sits on the sofa, puts her head on the armrest with her eyes closed and listens to the insect click of Bethan’s fingernails on her keyboard. Billie’s phone buzzes and she opens her eyes to find a picture from Laura of the beer fridge at the corner shop and the message ‘?’ underneath it. There is another message, from Tom, in reply to her email.

Sure, whatever suits

She locks her phone and closes her eyes again.

That night Billie, Bethan and Laura drink the shop beers, the fridge beers and some ouzo lurking on the top kitchen shelf. Being drunk is nice for about half an hour, but then Billie goes quiet. She knows that conversation between Laura and Bethan doesn’t flow easily one on one, but she doesn’t care to help them out. She sits there swaying vaguely, like a plastic frond in a fish tank, underwater and behind thick glass. When they do try to involve her, to bring her back to them, she can hear the change in the way they speak, slower and more clearly as though her English isn’t quite fluent. They watch You’ve Got Mail but Billie can’t follow any of the dialogue because it takes too long to percolate from her ears to her brain. Twenty minutes before the end, Laura excuses herself for her prompt 10:45 weeknight bedtime. Bethan squeezes Billie’s hand in silent recognition of their joke that Laura morphs into some kind of large and frightening reptile at the stroke of eleven, and Billie tries to access the concept of a joke. She feels the day ending, but is wired by exhaustion.

Bethan puts her to bed like a child, selecting pyjamas for her and tucking her in to sleep. She sits aslant on the edge of the bed.

‘Tomorrow’s Thursday,’ Bethan says. Bethan has Fridays off from the kitchen, so uses Thursday nights to practise techniques she needs to master to impress the more senior chefs by making dinner for Billie and Bethan’s boyfriend, Ravi.

‘That’s fine,’ Billie says.

‘I’ll tell them not to come, it’s not a big deal.’

Billie now remembers that, this week, Angus is also supposed to be coming. Angus has transitioned from being primarily her ex-boyfriend into being primarily Ravi’s best friend, and so has slowly and steadily crept back into her social life. She pictures his goofy, unguarded face. She could make a fuss, cancel dinner. But that is more effort than simply doing nothing and allowing things to continue as they would have without her dad having died.

‘It’s fine. It’ll be a distraction.’

‘Okay,’ Bethan says. She gets up to leave. ‘You can change your mind right up until they get here. And after that, even.’

‘Could you tell them what’s . . . can you tell them before for me?’

‘Of course,’ says Bethan.

And after Bethan has closed the door behind her and Billie is finally, properly alone and able to bring the day to a close, she lies awake, unable to deny the truly unbearable thing, which is that as well as pain, she also feels relief.
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