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Dedication

Mostly because of my mother, Roisin, whose belief in me is steadfast, and often hilarious, and has made everything feel possible.

And because of my grandmother, Isabell, who knew how to tell a story.
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Chapter One

To say that Ciaran Flynn ruins Lizzy’s first day in Cannes seems a little pathetic, and maybe hyperbolic, and certainly like it gives him a degree of power he does not deserve. But the fact of the matter is, he somewhat ruins her first day in Cannes.

She checks into her Airbnb – a cramped little apartment that is really more like an en-suite bedroom – and she thinks about him.

She sits on a bench by the pétanque court, eating an ice cream cone, and she thinks about him.

She goes out to dinner with all her co-workers from the Scottish Film Board, and still, she thinks about him. 

Of course, had Lizzy simply gone elsewhere for lunch that afternoon, she knows that the whole thing might easily have been avoided. As it was, she had been in town no more than an hour, just off a sticky-sweaty bus from Nice, and she’d chosen the little place on Rue Saint-Antoine entirely at random. It had felt, in the short term, like a very good decision. The sun was shining out on the patio and, up by the hostess station, a man was engaged in a small-scale battle of wills with a café employee. This, frankly, was the sort of thing Lizzy lived for, in people-watching terms.

‘I asked your colleague here for the ham and cheese sandwich,’ the customer had been insisting, his frustration ever more apparent. He spoke in the sort of Estuary-English that, in Lizzy’s estimation, sounded a little affected somehow; as though it may have materialised after the receipt of a two-hundred-and-fifty-grand education. ‘But just with chicken instead of the ham. She said that wasn’t possible, so I said I’d take the ham and cheese to go then. Now apparently there’s some kind of issue with that, too.’

‘Yes,’ the waiter had replied. ‘Sur place only. We do not offer our dishes … to go.’ 

He’d said this so disdainfully, in English so heavily accented, that Lizzy had been sure he must’ve been having a little fun with the situation, play-acting somewhat. She’d felt a frisson of delight dart through her. It was just good to be back. 

The thing about this town was that – at least during the festival – it could often seem like an entity all of its own; like a sort of large film set or holiday resort. European-ish, sure, but essentially untethered to any particular nation or sense of normality.

Then, every so often, the true situation was made clear: Cannes was in France.

And Lizzy herself happened to love France. She loved the French, even. Nonetheless, the fact remained that in France, at least according to her experience, there could quite often be a gap between the way things were, and the way you might ideally like them to be. This was not a gap that could be closed by sheer force of personality. 

The customer before Lizzy in the cafe had been very far from the first uninitiated visitor whom she’d seen mistakenly think otherwise. 

‘Alright then mate,’ he had conceded wearily. ‘I have to say, though, it’s just a bit like … y’know. You got all these people coming into town for the film festival, they wanna spend money … I don’t really understand why you can’t just take the thing you were gonna put on a plate and put it in a box, d’you know what I mean?’

A long pause had followed.

‘I see what you mean,’ the waiter had said then, primly. 

The other man’s whole posture had shifted. ‘Oh! Well … great! Fantastic. I’ll just take—’

‘’Owever, it is 2.45,’ the waiter had interrupted. ‘Unfortunately, the lunch service completed at 2.30. You can sit outside only for drinks now.’

At this, Lizzy had almost laughed aloud, which was very unkind because, over the years, she had been thwarted so many times in exactly this way herself, and doubtless she would be again. She hadn’t quite been able to restrain a little splutter into her coffee cup, though, and when it threatened to draw attention her way, she had rushed to avert her gaze, reaching reflexively for her cell phone. Moments later, out of the corner of her eye, she’d become vaguely aware of another person approaching, clapping the English man on the shoulder. 

‘What kept you? Are they killing your chicken out the back?’ this new arrival had asked. It wasn’t so much what he had said that struck Lizzy, but the way he had said it. That voice.

Her eyes had flickered back upwards from her phone, and there he was. 

Of course, she’d seen Ciaran occasionally, over the past twelve years – in silhouettes on the street sometimes; staring out at her from the TimeHop photos that periodically popped up unbidden on her phone; once, on the front cover of the Culture section of the Sunday fucking Times. 

The real thing, however, had turned out to be quite a different experience.

And by some force that was probably no force at all, just coincidence, his eyes had landed right on hers. 

Lizzy had just about managed a mute raise of her hand before he’d looked away sharply, turning instead to meet his friend’s curious expression. 

‘Who, her?’ she’d heard him mutter. ‘Nobody. Just … somebody I used to know.’

He’d rushed to chivvy the other man along – with some further complaint, no doubt, about the unwashed public, or their tiresome over-eagerness – and then he was gone. Without so much as another glance in her direction, he’d walked straight past her.

That’s the thing that gets Lizzy the most, now.

Does she want to be Ciaran Flynn’s friend? Absolutely not. 

Does she want anything from him whatsoever? Also no. 

That he had outright ignored her, though? That had been too much. The hubris of it. 

Probably, she thinks to herself, with some perverse little bit of relish, she should not be surprised. Success doesn’t always change people, but when it does, it is not known to be for the better. How embarrassing for him, really, to have believed his own hype like that. 

Of course, the other option, a tiny voice inside of Lizzy whispers, is that Ciaran is still perfectly down to earth with other people, but that he had simply found himself unable to stand the sight of her. 

The prospect smarts in a way that she would never, ever, admit out loud. But, to herself? Yeah. To herself, she can acknowledge that the thought gnaws at her when she might otherwise be, for example, trying to figure out the rules of pétanque, or paying attention to her boss over moules marinière. It makes her feel sad and angry and confused, and of that particular buffet, she knows the anger is probably the least healthy thing, but it turns out to be by far the easiest to metabolise.

* 

The next morning, Lizzy throws open the shutters to let the day in, and she decides: she is done with thinking about him. Fuck him! she thinks blithely, feeling high on Vitamin D. One day was fine – maybe she could fairly legitimately claim that he stole that from her. But any more than that, she suspects she might just be giving away. And this is the Cannes Film Festival. Over the course of the next twelve days, forty thousand filmmakers and adjacent ‘creatives’ will circulate in and out of town to do business, drink rosé, and talk about the need for strong female characters. It’s important for Lizzy to be on her game work-wise. Maybe this year more than any other. 

In her teeny-tiny bedroom, the process of getting ready is a delicate balancing exercise. She’ll be meeting lots of new people, or reuniting with those she hasn’t seen since last year’s festival, and therefore she definitely wants to look better than she usually does. But, not so much better that the co-workers who see her every day will think she’s tried pathetically hard. She settles for a new mustard-coloured sundress that, if asked, she might tell people is old, a jacket that actually is old, and an attempt at some minor improvement to her hair with the curling wand. Then, she’s out the door. It’s a perfect 23°C as she ambles along the main road in town – the Croisette – stopping along the way to pick up coffee and a croissant for breakfast.

There are many versions of this festival, and in comparison with helicoptering into a luxury hotel in Cap d’Antibes and being chauffeured down to Cannes for the premieres and yacht parties, Lizzy knows that her particular version is decidedly low-rent. It’s holding on to expense receipts, and going to the pharmacy for blister plasters, and sometimes, shoving a Steak ’n’ Shake burger in her mouth in between meetings because she has time for nothing else. Nonetheless, looking around her now, she can’t help but feel pretty satisfied with her lot. These twelve days are still more energising than the entire remainder of her year back in Edinburgh; still more glamorous than anything she ever would have imagined growing up in Ferndale, California. 

This early in the morning, the streets are quiet. In fact, as festival attendees collect their passes and ease into the swing of things, the whole opening day is typically fairly calm. There is just a pleasant hum of activity, a sense of anticipation in the air, as Lizzy makes her way past all the designer stores and down towards the International Village. 

Running parallel to the beach, the International Village is a sectioned-off chunk of road, guarded at each end by an airport-style security scanner and some Frenchmen avoiding eye contact. Within it, a red carpet has been laid, and a row of temporary white ‘pavilions’ erected; marquees, essentially – the fancy kind, with walls and carpets, and back decks that lead directly out onto the beach. Each is rented by the national film commission of a different country, twenty thousand euros the minimum price-tag on having some little corner of Cannes to call your own. Meetings and panel events throughout the daytime give way to cocktail receptions and showcases in the evening, and over the course of the festival, delegates could more or less make their way around the world, culinarily-speaking. Word would get around: there’s sushi and sake over in the Japanese Pavilion tonight; are you going for margaritas in the Spanish Pavilion? Yes, it was true that having finagled your way into such events, you were then required to at least feign some interest in the cinematic output of a particular country or producer. But that is no great hardship for Lizzy. So far as she sees it, she has to do quite a lot of that in the context of her job anyway, and oftentimes without any free food or drink into the mix. 

By the time she gets into the Scottish Pavilion, some of her colleagues have arrived already. There is that same palpable buzz of excitement that she’d felt outside, and she greets everyone with much more enthusiasm than she might on an average Thursday morning. 

Only half a dozen of the Board’s regular staff members get to come from Edinburgh to Cannes, and their festival-time duties fall into three basic categories.

The first is to meet with those delegates who haven’t made very much, if indeed anything at all – people who thus might well be quite bad at making films, but who nonetheless are extremely keen to explain why the Scottish Film Board should provide them with some cash in order to do just that.

The second – and more important – job, conversely, is to meet with (or, make best efforts to get a meeting with) those who have made lots of films already. People whom the Film Board is desperately keen to lure to Scotland’s many and varied filming locations with the promise of tax incentives or support packages or the sacrificial gift of a firstborn child, if only said filmmakers could be persuaded to accept. 

It can be sort of discombobulating, Lizzy always finds, bouncing from being the woo-ee to the woo-er a dozen times inside a day. But, the third thing required of staff goes at least some way toward combatting that whiplash. It is to ‘be available’.

The theory, presumably, is that if Steven Spielberg should by chance wander into the Scottish Pavilion, see the sweeping still shots of the Highlands that adorn mounted screens everywhere, and be struck by a sudden compulsion to ship in his next hundred-million-dollar production, there should be someone immediately on hand to discuss that with him. 

In practice, being available, for Lizzy, mostly means wandering around wearing a lanyard with a saltire on it and answering emails on her phone. Or, alternatively – and, in fact, far preferably – sitting up at the welcome desk, shooting the shit with whoever else is around. She’s taken the executive decision to dedicate more or less the entire first day to ‘being available’. 

‘Seems pretty mental to be getting paid for this, doesn’t it?’ Shauna says, as Lizzy sidles up next to her on the deck, and the two of them look out over blue sky and blue sea. Shauna is the Film Board’s graduate marketing assistant. She has a thick Glaswegian accent, bright red hair from a bottle, and a level of confidence that not everyone in the office seems to find appealing in such a young person. Lizzy mostly admires it. Sometimes, she catches herself thinking of the two of them as being roughly the same age, and then she realises – no. She had been roughly Shauna’s age, back when she’d started at the Film Board herself, at twenty-three. Now, she’s thirty-two. Which isn’t old. Of course Lizzy doesn’t think that’s old. But neither does it seem to correspond quite so comfortably to the thing she’d definitely been for such a long time before – namely, young. The notion that perhaps her life might have taken its basic shape by now – that certain things, if they were going to happen at all, maybe would have happened already – has begun to creep into her consciousness in a way that has felt a little like loss. And the crazy thing is, she doesn’t know why, because she has a good life – an incredibly lucky, good life. It’s just thirty-two, she thinks. The liminality of it. Occasionally – and especially when combined with four or more cocktails – it has proven to be somewhat of a petri dish for panic. 

Shauna, wide-eyed and on her first trip to Cannes, is years away from such concerns. ‘I don’t really know what to do with myself,’ she continues, looking around giddily. 

Inside, several rows of seats are neatly set out in front of the little stage and podium, all ready for the afternoon’s programme of events – and at the tables and chairs on the deck, there are already a couple of early birds working on laptops. But all is serene. There are more staff members in the Scottish Pavilion than anyone else.

‘This place’ll be packed by tomorrow morning,’ Lizzy says. ‘You should just enjoy it while it lasts. Go take a walk around the other pavilions. Pick up some free pens.’

‘Can we just walk into all of them?’

‘All of them except the American Pavilion. You have to pay extra to get in there.’

‘Even if you are American?’

‘Yeah. I learned that one the hard way,’ Lizzy says dryly. ‘I gotta say, it’s actually sort of worth the money though – it’s super nice. At least five times bigger than this. They have a full restaurant service in there, basically. They bring in these interns from some culinary school in the States.’

‘Wow. Fancy.’

‘Yeah. Plus they have way more famous people on their events schedule, obviously. And a tonne of places to charge your phone.’

‘Celebrities and plugs,’ Shauna declares. ‘That does sound good, to be fair. Ah, but here’s the question, though!’ Her eyes widen comically as she lifts her index finger. ‘Do they have a ceilidh?’

Lizzy just laughs in response, doing her best to ignore the slight queasiness that swirls in her stomach at the reminder. The Scottish Film Board hasn’t had a ceilidh either until this year – wouldn’t be having one at all had it not been for her cajoling and planning and assuring Simon that of course a raucous evening of Gaelic folk music and dancing was just what the Cannes Film Festival needed. It would be great, she’d said.

And it will be great, she tells herself again now. Why would it not be? Even removing from the equation all the elements for which she is personally responsible – which, admittedly, amounts to quite a lot of elements – there is going to be alcohol, and it is going to be on a beach. How badly, really, could that work out? 

It occurs to her, though, that she does need to set about finalising the press release fairly swiftly. And she has to update the list of attendees, and she’s due to email the venue to arrange a walkthrough, and … well. On and on her list goes. 

She’d once thought that the whole project, though not remotely in the realm of her actual job description, would be pretty enjoyable. Any time she’d seen an event planner in the movies, it had seemed like the sort of job that could be done in a very breezy and empowering fashion. The reality, alas, has involved a lot more admin and stress than she’d ever bargained for. 

She picks a quiet table in the far corner of the terrace, pulling her laptop out of her backpack.

‘Alright, you gotta get outta here,’ she tells Shauna, ‘I have to do some work.’

The younger girl rolls her eyes dramatically. ‘Ugh.’

Lizzy plays along. ‘I know! I don’t know what to tell you, Shauna. It’s like people don’t even realise I’m trying to have a goddamn vacation here.’




Chapter Two

By noon, Simon sticks his head outside. ‘Lizzy,’ he says discreetly, though there is scarcely anyone around to overhear him, ‘do you want to just step inside for a moment? Team meeting.’

Inside the pavilion, much to Lizzy’s surprise, everyone is gathered in a sort of huddle – the folks from home plus a bunch of local temps, hired for the duration of the festival to serve coffees out on the deck, and to help with general lifting and laying. Something fizzy that is probably not champagne is being poured into plastic champagne flutes, and Lizzy’s co-worker Brendan hands her one.

‘Mm, what is this?’ she asks, after the first sip. ‘It’s good!’

‘Cava and some of that Edinburgh Gin liqueur. Elderflower or something I think?’

‘Rhubarb and ginger,’ Simon chimes in.

Lizzy takes another sip. The concoction doesn’t even taste alcoholic, which is always a dangerous thing. 

‘So, what’s all this in aid of?’ she asks. Her boss is a man in his fifties, with a gentle brogue and the neatest, most pristine beard she’s ever seen. She likes him well enough – and, more critically, she feels that he likes her – but he is reserved. Fiscally responsible. Not especially known to be the starter of anything approaching a party. 

‘Well, you know,’ Simon shrugs. Something about the way he speaks always makes Lizzy feel that she has to lean in to hear him. ‘I just thought, we’ll all be pulled in different directions after today; whilst we’re all here together, and it’s quiet, we may as well start the festival off with a touch of festivity! Plus, you know,’ – again, he shrugs, somewhat helplessly – ‘we have all this gin.’

‘Right,’ Lizzy agrees. They really do have a lot of gin, thanks to Edinburgh Gin having come aboard as a sponsor this year. It feels like a major step up from Tunnock’s tea cakes and Walker’s shortbread, both of which have always been in constant supply in the Scottish Pavilion, and neither of which Lizzy can drum up much enthusiasm for anymore. She very much hopes the gin doesn’t go the same way. It is possible, she knows now, to have too much of a good thing.

In the huddle, Simon says a few words, and they all clink glasses before the conversation splinters. 

‘Are you from Cannes?’ Lizzy finds herself asking one of the French temps, for lack of much else to say to him.

Non, he informs her. He has lived in Cannes for three years, but in fact he is from Rouen. 

‘Ah! Dans le nord!’ she proclaims, much more jubilantly than the situation probably merits. He, too, looks absolutely delighted. 

‘Exactement, ouais. Vous parlez français?’

‘Juste un petit peu,’ she replies, which is not false modesty. It is, at this point, merely the truth. 

‘Mais non, vous parlez super bien!’ 

Lizzy just smiles. A lifetime of tourist inundation seems to have left the people of Cannes disproportionately grateful for, and complimentary towards, any linguistic effort whatsoever. 

From beside them, Brendan has witnessed the brief exchange, and he reaches out to her forearm. ‘That’s right!’ he marvels. ‘I forgot, you actually lived in France for a while didn’t you, Lizzy?’ 

And of course, it’s a fine thing to say; a totally normal, nice thing to say. Nonetheless, something tenses ever so slightly inside of her.

‘Just for a year, yeah. Or, not even that, I guess. Nine months.’

‘Whereabouts, again?’

‘Bordeaux,’ she says shortly. 

‘That’s right. What took you there?’

What had taken her there, mostly, had been a sudden and overwhelming desire to get as far away as she possibly could from her parents. And, for that matter, from a dentist named Neal. She feels inclined to share none of this. 

‘I did Erasmus as part of my degree,’ she offers instead. ‘You know the “study abroad” scheme?’

‘Mmm vaguely,’ Brendan says, in the tone of voice that Lizzy knows, from experience, means he has very little idea of what she is talking about, but isn’t about to admit it

‘Anyway,’ she shrugs. ‘That’s where they sent me, so that’s where I went.’

‘How amazing!’ Brendan replies. ‘I’ve always quite fancied Bordeaux myself, what with the wine and everything. Me and Lisa talked about doing a weekend there. Did you love it?’

‘It’s a beautiful city, yeah,’ Lizzy says, trying to meet his enthusiasm with some approximation of it herself. On the inside, though, that little thread of instinctive resistance remains. It just feels like it would be counterproductive, traipsing too far down this particular path – today of all days. When she’d begun her morning with such determination to avoid it. She arranges her face into some expression of sudden alertness, as though she’s been reminded of an urgent task to attend to. 

‘Oh! Hey, I’ll be right back, okay?’ she says, motioning vaguely with her hand. The difficulty, however, is that even as she begins to back away, there are limited places to actually go. Her options are out onto the deck again, or through the curtain divider and into the little reception area. She plumps for the latter, surprised to find a young girl there, sitting at a high-top seat behind the welcome desk. Given the footfall inside the pavilion right now, it very much seems that the post could have survived unattended for a few minutes. 

‘Hi!’ she chirps, with a little wave. ‘I’m Lizzy. Everyone’s having a drink back there if you want to go say hello? I can hold the fort here.’

The young girl hesitates. ‘Are you sure?’ she asks, in careful English.

‘Totally sure,’ Lizzy replies. In fact, this is the best seat in the house so far as she’s concerned. She likes to see all the comings and goings.

Hopping up onto the chair that the girl vacates, she slips her jacket off and sets her plastic glass on the desk in front of her. True to form, she notices a big bowl of Walker’s shortbread right there, the tartan wrappers practically as familiar to Lizzy as her own face. By now, she’s lived in Scotland longer than she ever lived in the States. Yet still, she sounds (mostly) American, and of course she is (half) American. She knows that her Americanness likely remains the first thing that many people think about, when they think of her. It’s funny to have ended up in this job that is, in a lot of ways, rooted in an identity she cannot fully claim. Undeniably, the thought of being able to say, ‘I’m Lizzy, I’m one of the development executives at the Scottish Film Board’ without the other person looking confused, or surprised, or otherwise trying to figure her out … that does seem like it would be nice. Convenient. She wouldn’t mind skipping the zillionth rehearsal of her own biography.

Realistically, though, she knows that obligation would likely exist even separate to her current job. It definitely had predated it. With this thought, as she lifts her glass to drain the last of her drink, her mind drifts once again to Bordeaux. Extremely, extremely unsatisfactorily, she can’t seem to stop it. 

2010, that was the year. Obama was president, and nobody had internet on their phones, and Lizzy was twenty years old. 

When she looks back on it now, she’s sure that in the first two months of being there, in Bordeaux, some interesting or educational things must have happened to her. She certainly remembers a lot of hard things happening. Just the process of registering the basic fact of her existence – with the university, and the electricity company, and half a dozen other places – had been an utter hellscape. And that was before taking into account the savage tide of her own fucking feelings. In the course of those early weeks, she had definitely cried on multiple forms of public transport. 

Largely, though, all of that now feels essentially like preface. Prelude. Prologue. In Lizzy’s memory, the whole experience didn’t really begin at all until late October. 

She remembers exactly where she was, that night – in a tiny apartment that she had never been to before, but that she could soon see was filled with mostly-familiar faces and mostly-familiar Ikea furniture. Caroline had come with her, of course. She and Caroline Gilhooly had barely known one another when they decided to move into their little two-bedroom on Rue Cabirol, but they had been the only students coming to Bordeaux from the University of Edinburgh. It had seemed to make sense. Caroline was from Stirling, and had apparently been Deputy Head Girl in school, a fact from which Lizzy had extrapolated that she had been driven and clever, but that someone else had been just as driven and clever, and perhaps also more well-liked. She had strong thoughts on Africa, having taken an extremely impactful trip there during the previous summer, and strong thoughts on any form of meat entering the apartment. 

In truth, Lizzy was already beginning to find it quite a task, co-existing alongside the sheer array of Caroline’s strong thoughts on things. But she was doing her best. And, arriving to the party that night, she could remember being grateful for Caroline. Arriving to things was always the time that she was most grateful for Caroline. Just for that ring of the doorbell, those initial two or three minutes, it was nice to have somebody. 

What else? Clothes. To this day, Lizzy recalls precisely what she was wearing. A leopard-print dress made of a blousy material – chiffon, maybe, or something chiffon-adjacent. It had puffed sleeves and, in the sale, had cost a grand total of £13.75 the year before. With this, she wore black tights and her trusty black boots, and a hairband with cat ears affixed to it.

The cat ears were critical. They, together with some whiskers drawn hastily on her cheeks with eyeliner pencil, were what made the whole thing a costume. 




Chapter Three

The flat was owned – or rather, occupied – by three Irish guys, and in its little kitchenette, Lizzy hunkered down on the tiles, attempting to cram her pack of Desperados into a tiny refrigerator.

‘Lizzy, you look so cute! Bonsoir!’ came a lilting voice from behind her. 

English was the first language for most of the Erasmus cohort, and the second for apparently all the others, such that, right from the outset, everyone spoke English to one another. A sprinkling of semi-ironic bonjours or mercis was typically about as Gallic as things got. 

Lizzy did sometimes worry about the effect that this would have on her French (which was to say, no effect – or, more to the point, no improvement), but mostly, in practical terms, it was a relief. And, in any event, the situation was immutable now. For her to have approached one of the other students en français at this stage would have seemed utterly bizarre. 

When she turned, Charlotte, from Bristol, was standing there – everyone, now, had acquired a little geo-tag like that after their name. She was dressed as a fairy and holding out a large glass of red wine.

‘Stop fighting with those beers and have a glass of wine,’ she smiled.

Lizzy hesitated.

‘Go on! It’s poured now; it’d be rude not to.’

It sort of seemed like it actually would be rude not to, and so Lizzy gave up, slamming the fridge door shut – good luck, she thought, to whoever opened it next.

‘Thank you,’ she said, getting to her feet and accepting the offered glass. ‘You guys look so great! How are you? How’s your week been?’

‘Good, yeah. D’you know, Lizzy, it’s so weird, I was actually just saying to Emma,’ – at this, Charlotte glanced at the redhead next to her – ‘I don’t think I even know what part of America you’re from.’

‘Oh. California,’ she said, and for good measure, she went ahead and anticipated the next few questions too. ‘That’s where my mom’s from, and then my dad is Scottish, so we moved to Edinburgh when I was fifteen.’

Charlotte’s face lit up with enthusiasm. ‘Oh, wow! So did you grow up just, like, going to the beach all the time?’

Lizzy took a sip of her wine, trying not to wince as it hit the back of her throat. She was not generally a wine drinker, and in the situations where it was unavoidable, her order of preference was very much rosé, then white, then red. In other words, so far as she saw it, from least to most … wine-like. 

‘Y’know, not really,’ she replied. ‘We were more northern California.’

‘Ohmygod, wine country, how amazing! Bordeaux must be like home from home!’ Emma (also from Bristol) chimed in.

And Emma, while totally wrong on this point, had thus far in Lizzy’s estimation shown herself to be basically a nice person, so Lizzy just smiled. 

‘I guess kinda, yeah,’ she replied noncommittally. 

What she’d found was that sometimes, at parties – and this was in no way specific to parties in France – the most important thing in a conversation was just to keep it moving. If you had to sacrifice a little accuracy along the way, so be it. 

The strictly factual version of this whole California chat had always proved a bit of a disappointment to people, really. The town where Lizzy was born was about as far north as you could get without being in Oregon, and boasted a distinct lack of either vineyards or celebrities. It was known for spectacular redwood forests, some sporadic Victorian architecture and more recently – following the decline of the logging and fishing industries – for the large-scale growth of marijuana. It had actually been a nice place to grow up, but this did not mean it offered any especially great conversational fodder. 

Upon her arrival in Scotland at the age of fifteen (fifteen; surely the absolute worst possible time to have to move to a new country), Lizzy had been greeted by an initial flurry of excitement from the other girls in her new school. That had faded fast when she’d admitted that the Hollywood sign felt scarcely any more remote upon touchdown in Edinburgh than it had from her particular corner of California. 

When the topic came up, she’d always felt slightly self-conscious on a physical level too. Maybe that was ridiculous; she knew it was probably ridiculous, and probably a hangover from the move at the Worst Possible Time. But it was just that Californians generally presented on the world stage in a certain way. That image had been so thoroughly drilled into people’s brains; beachy blonde hair, blue eyes, tanned legs and a sparkling smile. 

To have been born without any of those things felt, to Lizzy, unfortunate enough in itself. But to have to claim relationship to a place that seemed almost bound to bring their absence to other people’s attention – that felt just plain unfair.

What God had given Lizzy, instead of anything good, was a decidedly undainty five-foot-seven frame, a nose and chin that competed for prominence, and hipbones that appeared destined always – no matter how much exercise she might do – to be wider than her waist by more than was quite proportional. Also, one crooked canine tooth, on which Lizzy had spent such a portion of her teenage years trying fruitlessly to perform some sort of at-home orthodontics that sometimes, in the evenings, she still found herself unconsciously putting pressure on it with her thumb. She had dark brown hair reaching halfway down her back, and matching dark brown eyes, and had once been declared by her cousins to be ‘kinda Portuguese-looking’. Needless to say, these were not her cousins in Scotland, where the subject of Caucasian ethnicity never seemed to come up. By contrast, white Americans were, in Lizzy’s experience, pretty interested in discussing the heritage or possible heritage of other white Americans, and her own relatives were no exception. Their assessment of her had seemed like a very specific one, and she’d never been to Portugal, so she had no real sense of its accuracy.

However, when it came to her face and body, she was well aware of the cumulative effect, the basic upshot. There wasn’t any way for a girl to get to twenty years old without discovering whether or not she was hot. And Lizzy, very definitely, was not. 

*

On the far side of the living room, there were floor-to-ceiling windows that opened out onto a little balcony. Balcony, perhaps, was a generous term – it was largely a decorative feature, too narrow to actually be stepped onto. But, it was providing some much-needed ventilation, and it was big enough to lean out on and smoke, as some people were doing. 

There seemed, Lizzy noticed, to be a bit of debate happening in that general direction, and at the centre of it was one of the Irish guys who lived in this apartment. He was someone she’d been around before, more so than spoken to. Ciaran, she thought his name was. He was tall and had dark hair that looked like it could do with a trim, and that was more or less all Lizzy knew about him.

His side was towards her, and he was wearing black dress trousers and a jacket. From what she could tell, all the collective focus seemed to be on his shirt. Three or four people gestured at it and talked over each other while he just smiled, shaking his head intermittently. 

Lizzy craned her neck to get a better look. In black marker on a plain white t-shirt was scrawled the word ‘SORRY’.

‘Ah, come on! Sure it’s obvious!’ he was saying now to much surrounding hilarity and protest. 

And in fact, to Lizzy, it was obvious. This was for one reason and one reason only: yesterday – much as she presumed Ciaran must also have done – she had googled the phrase ‘last-minute Halloween costume ideas’.

‘He’s a formal apology!’ she called over loftily, raising her voice a little to be heard. The huddle turned to look at her. 

For two or three seconds, there was silence, then a satisfying, high-spirited hubbub of reaction to her little announcement broke out. She grinned, and Ciaran turned to look at her.

‘Bingo,’ he called over, with a smile.

She shrugged, not bothering to hide her smugness. Exaggerating it, perhaps, if anything.

‘And are you … a pirate?’ he asked, taking in her appearance. He had a weird accent, she thought.

She rolled her eyes, biting back a smile.

‘No.’

‘Are you an angel?’

‘Obviously yes, but I’m not dressed as one,’ she fired back, with the raise of an eyebrow. This was not in a sexy way, because Lizzy would have had no real idea of how to even go about that, and would have been embarrassed to be caught trying. But, she knew for sure that she could pull off wry, and when he laughed spontaneously – genuinely – it felt nice to know that she had hit the mark. 

‘Are you … a cat?’ he asked then; evidently, and to his credit, he knew to give up the gag before it got old. Still, something in her couldn’t quite let him have it.

‘Close,’ she said, sympathetically. ‘I’m a tiger. But that was definitely close.’

He nodded, taking on the posture of one unquestionably defeated, but gracious in it. 

‘It’s in the cat family,’ he agreed readily, with a quick drag from his cigarette.

She couldn’t help it then; she burst out laughing, feeling warm and loose and happy. After one glass of red wine, the second and third had gone down pretty easily. He laughed too, and as Lizzy held her glass up to him in salutation, he returned the gesture. 

By the time she got back to the little group she’d been in, someone had nabbed her spot on the couch, but she didn’t care. Lizzy dragged a folding chair over beside Mia and Hans, German students whom she’d met once at orientation and who – she’d discovered just this evening – were very funny. Also, a couple. Up until now, they’d been sufficiently low-key about their coupledom for Lizzy not to have even been aware of it, which she appreciated. She appreciated, too, that Mia had come to the party dressed as a witch. Not a sexy witch or, indeed, a sexy version of anything else, which was the basic theme around which many of the other girls seemed to have worked. Just a witch, with a fully green face and a drawn-on wart. 

‘You know, I really like red wine,’ Lizzy announced, to nobody in particular. ‘In fact, I think that’s what I’m going to do this year.’

‘What?’ Mia asked, over the hum of other conversation.

‘Get into red wine. As in like get into it. Y’know? Learn about all the different types and stuff. Wouldn’t that be a good life skill?’

Hans laughed. ‘Definitely. You should go out to the vineyards in Saint-Émilion. They do tours and tastings and things.’

‘I will, Hans! Thank you! That’s exactly what I’ll do!’ she beamed, and then a wonderful idea occurred to her. ‘We should all go!’

Emma came up then, brandishing her camera. Little pocket-sized ones, often in shiny metallic colours, were as common back then as cell phones and, at least among the girls, were right up there with cell phones in terms of importance. Phone camera keys wallet lip balm, that was the recitation on the way out the door. 

At Emma’s urging, all those in the vicinity bunched together, maybe eight or nine of them in all, and Lizzy felt a rush of affection for these people. Even Caroline. 

She hadn’t found it easy, so far, being surrounded in this city exclusively by people who didn’t really know her. It had been discombobulating and tiring and just plain lonely. Tonight, though, things felt different. The gap between friendly and friends seemed like it was narrowing a little bit, which was nice. More than that, there was the new sense that maybe the element of the unknown – of being unknown – was actually sort of nice too. Liberating, somehow. As though she were suddenly looking in at her life from the outside, and it was ‘full of delightful possibilities’ like Miss Honey’s chocolate box from Matilda. She’d watched that movie a lot as a child.

The camera flashed and Lizzy found her mind leaping briefly, as it often did, to what she might be doing in Edinburgh now. For perhaps the first time ever, she concluded that she’d rather be right here, doing this.




Chapter Four

The next morning, Lizzy woke at seven o’clock. Ordinarily, without the prompting of an alarm, she’d happily sleep through ’til noon, but cruelly, when she was hungover – in other words, when she’d most dearly love to just let the hours pass in a state of unconsciousness – she was always awake with the larks.

Her stomach churned and her head throbbed, and as she padded to the tiny kitchen of her apartment on Rue Cabirol, light streamed in through the windows aggressively. It looked like it was going to be a beautiful, sunny Sunday, which she didn’t care about whatsoever. Already, the entire day felt like a loss.

She stood at the kitchen counter, letting the water run for a few minutes, before filling a glass and downing it along with two painkillers. After a disappointing rummage around the fridge – although, quite what she was looking for she didn’t even know – she managed to unearth some LU biscuits in a cupboard and ate three of them in quick succession, followed by another glass of water. 

None of this made her feel any better physically and, in fact, it perhaps even made her feel slightly worse. However, she at least had the small satisfaction of feeling like she’d done the right thing; made some kind of investment in this hideousness dissipating a little faster than it otherwise might have done.

Crawling back into her little twin bed, newly grateful for the near-total darkness that her wooden shutters provided, Lizzy closed her eyes and prayed for sleep. 

*

By the time she was able to make it back out of her bedroom, it was after midday and Caroline had disappeared off somewhere – most likely to one of her networking events. When the opportunity had arisen, a few weeks prior, to join Bordeaux Women in Business, Lizzy had known immediately that she’d rather eat her own feet. But Caroline recognised a résumé-builder when she saw one, and she had since begun to proffer satisfied little details of the meet-ups she’d attended, as though Lizzy might be seized with regret over what she too could have had. 

In fact, Lizzy was grateful beyond belief for what she now did have, which was the apartment to herself on a semi-regular basis. 

She stared at herself bleakly in the bathroom mirror, wondering whether she could get away with not washing her hair. Probably, she decided, she could. Quickly, she showered, pulled on some clothes and made her way down to the cobbled street below. 

All she really wanted was a family-sized bag of barbecue-flavoured Lays, a bottle of Diet Coke and to wander the aisles vacantly for a while and see what jumped out at her. Not a lot to ask. But it was Sunday, meaning none of these simple pleasures were available. So keen were the French to preserve the sanctity of the thirty-five-hour working week that every supermarket in town would be closed. This was how Lizzy came, instead, to be sitting outside Le Café Français – chosen exclusively for its proximity to her apartment – picking at a chicken salad and feeling like death. Red wine, she thought, was obviously just its own thing. Or at least in the quantity that she had drunk it. That was definitely its own thing. 

Directly in front of her stood Cathédrale St Andre, spectacular in scale and style, the sandstone of its gothic spires now almost black in parts. Little craft stalls had been set up around its perimeter and Lizzy let her attention drift, watching all the comings and goings – other people really had such wholesome lives – until, suddenly, she found herself jolted back into self-awareness. 

Ambling across the square, his arms swinging at his sides, was one of the few people in this city whom she actually knew. Ciaran. Irish, ‘formal apology’ Ciaran. 

Sometimes, it was hard not to feel as if the universe was fucking with you, just a little bit. It wasn’t that Lizzy had any problem with seeing him in particular – it was just that she’d pretty much relied on seeing nobody at all today. Inside a matter of seconds, she mentally zipped through the various possibilities. Had he seen her too? Or could she ignore him? If he had seen her, would it seem rude if she ignored him? Or was that really his preferred situation? Did—

‘Hey!’ she heard herself call out then, before her brain could even finish the thought. She barely had to raise her voice – he was no more than six feet away from her. 

Ciaran stopped in his tracks, and she could tell by the look of surprise on his face that he hadn’t spotted her at all. Wonderful stuff. She’d brought this on herself for nothing. 

‘I … uh, hi,’ she added, a little awkwardly. She realised then that she couldn’t even have said for sure that this guy knew her name. She felt the urge to introduce herself – or to provide some context for herself at the very least. But that also seemed like it might be weird.

‘Hey! How are you?’ he replied, all ease, closing the distance between them. 

‘I’m good, yeah. You?’

‘Good! I’ve definitely felt fresher than I did this morning, like.’

He grinned ruefully, and Lizzy did the same. ‘Yeah, me too.’

After that, nothing. Silence that lasted a few crucial seconds longer than it should have. Didn’t he know that this was where he should be making to leave? Keeping things breezy? He, after all, was the one who could legitimately claim to have something else to do, some place to go. She was just sitting there; no exit was available to her.

‘Uh … you wanna sit down?’ she found herself asking, gesturing towards the empty seat.

Ciaran did not seem by any means to have been waiting on this invitation, hoping she might issue it. But, when it came, he took it in stride nonetheless, settling himself opposite her. 

‘Sure,’ he said. And then, apropos of nothing, ‘I’ve just been to the cinema.’ 

‘Oh cool, what’d you go see?’

‘It was called The Kids Are Alright.’

Lizzy hadn’t heard of it. 

‘Cool,’ she said, trying to imbue the word with some impression of genuine interest.

‘I just really like films,’ he added, as if by way of explanation. ‘I know that’s sort of … like, obviously everybody likes films. But, yeah. I just sort of see whatever’s out, basically.’

‘I actually haven’t been to the movies since I got here,’ she replied. 

‘Not your thing?’

‘No, I mean … as much as anybody, I guess.’

‘What kinda thing do you like?’

Lizzy just about suppressed the urge to sigh aloud. She hadn’t gotten to this stage of her life without realising that when a boy asked your favourite film, there were two acceptable answers, depending on the genre of boy. One was The Royal Tenenbaums, and the other was The Godfather. She actually liked both, but in her delicate state, she didn’t have the energy to be schooled on either of them, and specifically, on the ways in which she had failed to appreciate their full genius. 

Instead, she shrugged. 

‘I like romcoms,’ she offered up. This wasn’t untrue, though it did feel, in the circumstances, a little like bait.

Ciaran, however, just nodded readily. ‘Yeah. I mean, who doesn’t?’

‘You do?’ she asked, slightly incredulously. 

He laughed, as though he was surprised by her surprise. ‘Well, I don’t like the shite ones! The way I see it, right, there’s a good and a bad version of everything. Are there brilliant movies made about, like, the mafia or the Second World War? Yes, no question. There’s also a lot of really terrible ones. I have seven nieces and nephews and—’

‘Seven?!’ Lizzy couldn’t help but interrupt him. ‘That seems like a lot.’

‘Well, I have five siblings, so.’

‘And where are you in the line-up?’

‘Second last. I was the youngest, for like eight years, and then our Sinead came along.’

Lizzy shook her head. ‘Fucking Sinead.’ 

It was the sort of thing she might not have said if she’d thought about it in advance. Other people’s sense of humour could be hard to predict. Happily, though, Ciaran didn’t miss a beat.

‘I know,’ he agreed, deadpan. ‘Shoulda just quit while they were ahead, like. Anyway, the point is, I do a fair amount of babysitting when I’m home. Which really takes two forms – either (a) I send them out to play, or (b) we watch a bit of CBeebies. Sometimes, like, quite a bit. And if you sit and watch kids’ TV for three hours, it’ll be really obvious, really fast, that some of this stuff is just better than the rest of it. So, yeah,’ he concluded, ‘like I say. Good and a bad version of everything.’ 

Interesting. Lizzy had never thought about it in exactly that way. 

‘Okay, so let’s talk about your favourite romcom,’ she said then, one eyebrow slightly quirked. Somehow, quite unexpectedly, she seemed to have warmed up to this conversation, to the simple fact of Ciaran’s company. ‘That’s what I’m interested in. Let’s get back to that.’

He smiled, opening his mouth to respond right as the waitress stepped outside to attend to another customer. He shifted his attention to catch her eye. ‘Hang on one sec. Do you want anything?’

It took Lizzy a moment to realise that he meant in the way of food or drink. Despite the fact that she was sitting right there, she was oddly startled that he would even think of her. 

‘What? Oh! No. Thanks.’

He ordered a café crème, in French, and he had a nice accent. She noticed that. Authentic-sounding but without making a performance of the whole thing. 

‘Shameful stalling technique there,’ she said, once the waitress had gone.

He rolled his eyes. ‘Okay, let me think. When Harry Met Sally?’

She nodded her approval.

‘Pretty much anything with Katharine Hepburn.’

Again, Lizzy nodded. Unquestionably her favourite Hepburn. It wasn’t that she disliked Audrey as a person. Obviously, she wasn’t against humanitarianism. But on screen, she’d take gutsy over gamine every day of the week.

‘What else? Notting Hill? I know these aren’t original choices.’

‘Hey, classics are classics for a reason, right?’ Lizzy replied. 

As a matter of fact, she appreciated Ciaran’s willingness to bowl right down the middle. A huge number of people, she’d realised, tried to seem offbeat for the sake of it. She herself had made various attempts at quirkiness in adolescence, with this manifesting, by turns, in a variety of different slogan t-shirts, MSN handles and hairstyles, and at one point, in the purchase of a record player. She hadn’t ultimately had the stamina for any of it, and she was starting to find it tiring in others too. Two years of university had introduced her to a hell of a lot of people whose prevailing ethos seemed to be ‘I’m not like other people’, and sincerity – being much shorter in supply than irony – had begun to feel to Lizzy that it must surely be due a comeback.

‘You haven’t made much of a dent in your salad,’ Ciaran said then, nodding towards it. 

Lizzy winced.

‘Yeah. I’m a little … overhung.’

He laughed. ‘That’s a more sophisticated version of being hungover, is it?’

‘Exactly,’ she said, and gestured towards herself in what she hoped was an obviously self-deprecating fashion. She wished, in that moment, that she had washed her hair. ‘I’m a very sophisticated person.’

‘That was some singing you were doing last night.’

At this, Lizzy had a sudden recollection of joining one of Ciaran’s roommates – another Irish guy named Liam – for a raucous, ridiculous, sing-along performance of ‘Crazy In Love’, in which they both were Beyoncé, but she alone was Jay-Z. She reached a hand to her face, shaking her head a little. ‘Oh, God.’

‘I’m serious, you were actually really good! You can properly sing.’

She had enough of an ego to enjoy hearing that. Still, though, she sidestepped the compliment. 

‘Liam’s a bad influence,’ she said, cautiously trying another forkful of her lunch. ‘Y’know, I’ve been thinking maybe this isn’t even about the alcohol. Like, maybe I might have food poisoning or something.’

‘Oh right,’ Ciaran replied. He said it perfectly benignly, but still, there was something about it. Almost too mild an acceptance.

‘What? You think I don’t?’

He shrugged, some flicker of amusement in his expression. ‘I mean, I think if that’s what you need to tell yourself in order to get through this hangover, Elizabeth, then you definitely should.’

Huh. So he did know her name. Or, kind of. She didn’t correct him, just made a snarky face at him, and he smiled widely in response. He had a smile that was very … winning. Lizzy had never used that word before in her life, but it was the one that sprang to mind.

His coffee arrived then, with a little speculoos cookie on the side. She appreciated that those tended to be a regular feature in France. Every time she hated this country, it seemed she loved it again within an hour.

‘I love how they give you these wee biscuits,’ Ciaran said, almost as if to himself, and as he took the first sip of his drink, Lizzy could feel the smile tugging at her own lips.

There was something about his accent. The more he spoke, the more she found her brain instinctively trying to classify it as something more familiar to her – the Scottish she’d spent years surrounded by, or the Oirish-y Irish of Westlife and Father Ted. In reality, it was neither, and something about the sound of it kept her on her toes.

‘So whereabouts in Ireland are you from, anyway?’ she asked. 

‘Donegal. North. Like as far north as you can get before you hit water, type of thing. While also, confusingly, not being in Northern Ireland.’

‘Oh. Yeah. I always thought that was weird,’ she replied. ‘Like, when you look at the map, there’s just that extra little bit up there that sort of seems like it might belong to Northern Ireland, but doesn’t.’

He looked … well, not exactly surprised. But, by some minuscule shift in his expression, Lizzy could tell that he was surprised. Right away, she pounced.

‘You didn’t think I would know!’ she said delightedly. ‘You thought I was a dumb American who wouldn’t even know geography!’

‘Well, geography and history and politics and a load of other shite,’ he pointed out, and she tilted her head in acknowledgement. It was possible she wasn’t fully abreast of all that. 

‘I didn’t think you would know,’ he admitted then, with a sheepish smile. ‘But not ’cause of the American thing, really. Just ’cause a lot of people don’t. Since I moved down to Dublin for university, I’ve heard some shockers from actual Irish people. I was all set to give you my whole spiel. I have it down to like, ninety seconds at this point. The entire history of Anglo-Irish relations and the partition of Ireland.’ 

‘Alright, well obviously you have to give it to me now.’ 

He just laughed.

‘Well?’ she said, when nothing followed. ‘Go!’

‘Seriously?’

‘Sure. I got ninety seconds. In fact,’ she gestured benevolently, ‘let’s make it an even hundred.’ 

And so he told her. And she told him about Edinburgh, and about California too – about her actual real life there, all wide-open spaces and plaid shirts, maybe not so different a childhood from his. 

Perhaps it was odd, that they should only have been covering all this ground now, almost two months after they first entered one another’s orbits. But the truth was that up until today – or rather, last night – Ciaran … Flynn (she thought that was his last name), Ciaran Flynn really had not especially stood out to Lizzy in any way. 

In the years to come, to the extent that she talked about him at all, she would repeat that fact, and get some perverse enjoyment from the sheer disbelief on
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