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PART ONE





December 23rd, 2022

The Pilot

The pre-flight checks were complete. Engine, hydraulics, fuel: all fine. The weather too was clear. No rain, no wind, no snow, despite the time of year. It would be a smooth flight.

In terms of turbulence, anyway.

She had flown aircraft hundreds of times, but her palms were as damp with sweat and her heart racing as fast as on her first flight.

Faster. This was the most important flight she would ever take. The rest of her life – and of her passengers – would be determined by what happened on this flight. How happy and fulfilled it was. How much meaning and purpose it had.

How long it would be. Decades? Years? Months?

Or hours.

To all external appearances – and to all the passengers – it was just another flight. Just a corporate jet shuttling some executives back home for Christmas.

But appearances can be deceptive. There was nothing normal about this flight, nothing at all. And it would not be long before everyone on board knew it.

Their lives were about to change forever.

A movement from the hangar caught her eye and she glanced out of the cockpit window. The door to the office was open and a woman in a red wool overcoat and dark pants was walking toward the plane, her phone to her ear.

The pilot checked the manifest. She had counted six. This was the seventh, and last, to board.

She recognized her. Jill Stearns, CEO of one of the country’s – the world’s – largest food companies.

She spoke into her headset to let the tower know they were ready to depart. She made her voice low and deep and male with a drawling Southern accent. ‘Fully boarded. Lemme know when you have a slot for takeoff.’

There was a burst of static, then a male voice, low and calm, replied, ‘Whenever you’re ready. Quiet day to day.’

It was usually quiet in these kind of airports. Small, local airfields used primarily for freight and private planes. There was no security, no baggage scans or ID checks. You just walked on to the plane like it was a chauffeur-driven car.

Which made this much easier. Made it possible at all.

She glanced at the empty seat next to her. She’d have to hope the tower didn’t ask to speak to the pilot who was supposed to be there, or they’d figure out she was the only one on board and refuse her permission to depart.

Although this late in the game permission no longer mattered. She didn’t need it. Once everyone was boarded, she would be taxiing the plane down the runway and into the winter sky. She hadn’t come this far – all this way, after all these years – to turn back now.




Jill Stearns

Her phone rang just as she left the hangar. She looked at the screen. Mila, her daughter. Had it been anyone else – a board member, maybe, or a banker calling to wish her all the best for the holidays – she would have taken the call and boarded the plane as she spoke. It was fine for the other passengers – her staff – to hear that kind of conversation. In fact, it would help remind one or two of them that she was the boss.

But not a conversation with Mila. That was personal, and she did not mix personal with professional. Besides, she and Mila had not always got along that well. Things were better now that her daughter was out of college and starting her career, but the teenage years – that was how Jill thought of them, ‘The Teenage Years’, as though they were a discrete and distant event that had happened to someone else – had been a little challenging, if by ‘a little challenging’ you meant an out-and-out daily battle. At some point her daughter had transformed from a cute little friend who padded around beside her gazing – at least in Jill’s memory – adoringly up at her, into a sullen, unsmiling adolescent who hated everything about her mother and disagreed with everything she said, on what seemed to be a point of principle.

I think I need to take the car in, she’d said once, listening to the brakes grind as they drove to Mila’s soccer practice.

Why?

Because the brakes are worn.

No they aren’t.

She pressed the brake pedal and the brakes groaned.

That’s the sound of worn brakes.

No it isn’t.

I was unaware you were an expert on cars.

Like you are?

Well, I’ll take it in and see what they say.

They’ll say it’s not the brakes. It’s obviously not the brakes.

So it just happens to occur when I brake?

Mila snorted, and didn’t answer. When they arrived at the field, she glared at her mother. I hate you. You’re such a know-it-all, but you don’t know anything.

Jill wanted to reply, Really? Odd, then, that I should be the multimillionaire CEO of a massive corporation, charged by the shareholders with making complex decisions that impact the lives of thousands and thousands of employees and customers and suppliers every single day. So maybe I know something. Maybe I know one little thing, after all.

She didn’t, though. She just watched her daughter walk to the field, where she fist-bumped the coach – Annette, her friend Fern’s mom – then hugged her.

Hugged her. Jill would have given anything for such a warm, natural, hug from her daughter.

Then Annette laughed, broke the embrace and pointed to a pile of cones. Mila jogged over and started laying them out, a wide smile on her face.

It’s just me she hates, Jill thought. Which is really unfair. I’m her mom. I do everything for her, provide whatever she could want. And yet it’s me she hates?

She knew it was a childish and self-pitying response, and that her daughter was a typical teenager, but it didn’t help. She felt rejected and unloved.

And now Mila was calling. Anxiety prickled her scalp. It could well be something simple – What time will you be home, Mom? – but Jill had plenty of scars from the trauma of previous phone calls with her daughter. Yes, they argued less now, but less was not never, and when it started it could escalate pretty quickly, especially if certain topics came up. And she did not need anyone to witness that.

She stopped halfway to the plane and answered the call.

‘Hi,’ she said. ‘What’s up?’

‘Hi Mom. What time are you home?’

Jill glanced at her watch. ‘I’m just about to board the plane. It’s two now, so I should be back by four.’

‘OK, great. Archie and I wanted to take you out to dinner.’

Them take her? That was a first. She wondered exactly what type of dinner it would be. McDonald’s, maybe, or KFC?

But more, she wondered why.

‘Really?’ she said, allowing herself a little white lie. ‘That’s a nice surprise. What’s the occasion?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Nothing? You just felt like buying me dinner?’

‘There is something. We have some news.’

Jill turned and looked back at the hangar.

‘What kind of news?’




The Pilot

She had stopped. The woman in the red coat, Jill Stearns, CEO, had come out of the hangar and started to make her way to the plane, but now she had stopped.

She turned around to face the hangar.

The pilot’s stomach knotted. She had come to a halt when she had answered the phone. Why? Who was she talking to?

Why had they called? Did someone know what was about to happen? How could they?

It was impossible. No one knew.

She looked at the empty seat next to her.

Perhaps someone had noticed the absence of a copilot? Or perhaps he – and the pilot who should have been in her seat – had been found and released and sounded the alarm? She pictured them as she had left them: no, they were not out yet, she was sure of that.

But then why had the woman stopped? What was happening?

She got out of her seat and put her hand on the flight deck door. She hesitated; she had wanted to keep it closed so no one saw her, but she needed to take a closer look. Maybe she could hear what Stearns was saying.

She unlocked it and pushed it open, then stepped into the galley. She pulled it closed behind her so no one would notice the flight deck was now empty, and walked to the main door. To her left she could see into the main cabin. It was small; there were seven seats, all of which, excluding one, were taken.

She went out onto the top step and stared at Stearns, straining to hear what she was saying. She could not make it out.

Stearns was still facing the hangar. The pilot started down the stairs. Maybe she could ask what was going on, tell her that they had a departure slot, so she was awfully sorry but if there was any way she could board shortly that would be much appreciated?

And what if she said, No, thank you, but I’m staying put? What then?

Then this would all be over before it had even got started. Years of planning, gone in an instant.

That could not happen. She had to do something, now. Drag her onboard, lock the cockpit door, and take off.

She stepped out of the plane onto the tarmac, and started toward Stearns. When she was a few feet away, Stearns turned to face her. She had finished her call and let her hand drop to her side. She was frowning, a look of concern on her face.

She knows, the pilot thought. Somehow, she knows.

Then Stearns smiled, a forced, tight smile.

‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I had to take that one. We ready to go?’

The pilot nodded.

Stearns stared at her. ‘Are you new?’

‘I am.’

‘I’m Jill.’ She held out her hand. The pilot shook it briefly, aware of the dampness of her palm.

‘Sarah Daniels,’ she said.

‘Nice to meet you.’ Stearns headed toward the plane. The pilot followed, weak with relief. Her legs were shaking and she had to fight to maintain a calm demeanor.

Stearns climbed the stairs and turned right. The pilot looked around the airport, wondering whether there would be someone – a police officer, an official of some kind – sprinting toward them.

There was nothing.

She smiled, and entered the plane. She closed the main cabin door and stepped into the cockpit.

There was no turning back now.




Chip Markham

Charles – Chip – Markham looked up from his paper – he hated reading on a tablet or phone – as Jill Stearns put down her bag in the aisle. It was a sleek, multicolored backpack that said, Look at me, I’m the CEO of a major food company but see how casual and modern I am. He stifled a smile. It really was very transparent.

He sat back in his chair and tilted his neck, stretching it as far as he could. Something in it clicked and the tension in the back of his skull dissipated, leaving in its wake a sense of profound relief. He’d have to go and get it looked at; recently he’d been experiencing the build-up of an uncomfortable sensation at the back of his head, a kind of pressure, which could only be relieved by stretching his neck until it cracked.

At his age he hated going to the doctor with some odd complaint. The chance of the reply being Oh, don’t worry you’ll be fine was ever-dwindling, replaced by an increasing likelihood of tests and checks and scans and – in the worst case – diagnoses.

The pilot – he didn’t recognize her – closed the main door and headed to the cockpit. They’d be airborne soon, and then he’d be home for a large Scotch and a few chapters of the book on General Patton he was reading. A two-hour flight, more or less, then thirty minutes to his house in Cape Elizabeth and a berth in his armchair by the window overlooking the ocean.

Thank God for the company jet.

The rest of the world was packed into a dirty, crowded airport, scrambling to get a slightly better seat, hoping that their flight wasn’t delayed or canceled, choosing from a selection of greasy sandwiches and over-priced drinks. Life was dismal for most people, and especially during the last few years. Shuffling around in masks, terrified of catching some awful disease from the people around them, but unable to avoid them.

But here he was, on a plane almost his own. A plane that would take off on time and get him, and his colleagues, to their destination as fast as possible, and in as much comfort as possible.

There had been a review of expenses at the height of the COVID pandemic and the question of the corporate jet had come up. Was it really the best use of company funds? With people struggling to make ends meet, was a corporate jet really a good look (he hated the phrase a good look – fucking stupid consultant speak). And wasn’t it kind of a disaster for the environment? He had clear ideas on the answer, but the question was out there: couldn’t senior executives fly commercial?

They could, Chip said. And they would, if the review found that to be the best solution. Nothing was off the table; all options would be considered and weighed appropriately.

And they were. Thoroughly, and with all due diligence. The paper trail was clear: options had been reviewed, costs and benefits weighed and assessed, and the answer was in: the jet stayed. There were many good reasons and Chip could have quoted them all, but the real reason – and one he would never have mentioned – was more simple: there was no way he was flying commercial.

So the jet was wonderful and he loved it. There was one small aspect that he would have changed, that could have made it better. He could have been in the seat across the aisle.

There was a clear hierarchy in the allocation of seats. It was unspoken, and he and Jill would have denied it existed, but they got the seats at the front, the seats with more legroom and a table. Everyone else sat in the normal seats – good by commercial standards, but still a little cramped – behind them.

Of course, no one had a specific seat number on their ticket – there were no tickets, or boarding passes, so anyone could have taken any seat they wanted – but if you got on first and you were not Chip or Jill it was understood to be career-limiting if you did not sit in one of the five seats at the back of the plane, and leave the others free.

Jill looked over at him and raised an eyebrow. ‘Sorry I’m late. Had to take a call.’ She nodded at the flight deck. ‘New pilot. I’ve not met her before.’

Chip paused. As CFO the aviation department was part of his remit, and he wondered whether Jill was hinting to him that he should have known about the new pilot. He gave a vague and noncommittal nod. He didn’t remember anyone mentioning it to him. Perhaps they had, and he’d forgotten. He couldn’t be expected to be on top of everything.

Either way, a pilot was a pilot, and all this one had to do was get them up and down safely.




The Pilot

She had wondered many times what would happen when this moment arrived. She had played it out in her mind’s eye over and over and over. Would she be nervous, heart racing and palms damp? Would her voice crack and falter when she spoke to air traffic control? Would her mind be blank and unfocused, concentration hard to come by?

Perhaps she would crack under the pressure and walk away, leave the plane with a comment that she’d be back soon but vanish, never to return? Or maybe she would lose her nerve once they’d taken off and fly them safely home. In the days running up to the flight she had doubted – seriously – whether she could do this.

After all, she didn’t have to go through with it. Nobody was making her. It was entirely her choice.

Except it wasn’t. There was no choice, not really. She had to do this. She had to, or she would not be able to live with herself.

So the question was not whether she had to do it. It was whether she could.

Well, now she had her answer. As soon as Jill Stearns was aboard and the door was locked the only sensation she felt was relief. No fear, no hesitation, no doubts.

Just relief.

In the quiet of the cockpit her heart rate slowed. Her breathing became calm and unhurried. Her mind focused.

She was here.

The time had come.

She put her hand on the throttle, feeling the hum of the engines in her hand. She pushed it gently forward and the plane began to move across the tarmac.

Behind her, seven passengers stretched out their legs or opened their books or looked at their phones. She wondered for a second what they were thinking about – their kids? Their Christmas plans? Their future career?

Whatever it was, none of them had any idea what was about to happen.




Marcia Fournier

The sudden thrust from the engines was like a hard shove at the base of her spine. She was always amazed by the sudden awareness of power that she had when the plane – any plane – started to gather speed on the runway. She had studied engineering at college and she understood the equations outlining how much horsepower was needed to overcome air resistance and gravity and send the plane shooting thirty thousand feet above the surface of the Earth. She could still recall the math, but the raw numbers didn’t do it justice.

These two engines – basically some worked metal and a bag of fuel – were going to make this cigar tube with wings – and all its temporary inhabitants – fly. It was just physics, yes, but it was no less magical for that.

As the wheels left the tarmac she closed her eyes and drank in the momentary feeling of weightlessness. It was a ritual of hers to quietly experience the exact second when she ceased to be earthbound. It was still thrilling even after all the flights she had taken.

It was thrilling for another reason: it marked the moment when she could indulge in another ritual. In the old days it had been automatic: as soon as they were airborne the cabin crew would come down the aisle with a tray of white and red wine, which they would hand to the passengers – always white for her – before taking an order for another drink. Marcia flew often on the company jet and the cabin crew – Sharon, Wendy, Christi, and latterly, Patrick – knew her preference: a large vodka and soda with a slice of lemon.

Maybe another, half an hour later, with one more for the descent.

But that was all gone now. There was no alcohol on the company plane. There were no cabin crew either, just the pilots and a self-serve fridge with bottles of water and Diet Coke.

The pilot was new, she’d noticed, a woman she hadn’t seen before. Normally the pilots left the door to the flight deck open, but not this one. Maybe it was a new regulation, or maybe she just preferred it that way.

Or maybe she and her copilot were having a secret drink up there. No: it was just her who did that kind of thing.

Because these days that was what she had to do. It made her feel slightly ashamed, but she did it anyway.

When they had stopped serving alcohol on the plane she had made it through a few flights without drinking. It was good: it proved she could, if she wanted to. Then one time she’d had a very tough day. A presentation to a client – she couldn’t remember what about now – had gone wrong and Chip, who was then her boss, as well as, at that particular moment, her lover, had told her that if they lost the client as a result she’d pay with her job.

It was a double blow: the professional embarrassment and the personal betrayal. After he said it she couldn’t shake the thought that, hours earlier, they had been in her hotel room sharing a bed. It had been an intimate moment, made more so by his request for her to make cat noises, a request to which she agreed with some inward amusement, and now he was threatening her with losing her job.

So yes, it had gone wrong, but in large part that was because she was exhausted after the late-night meowing for Chip and the many drinks they’d had before that. She felt small and anxious and exposed, a feeling not helped by her hangover, and by the time the day was over and they were getting ready to go to the plane she needed a drink.

She deserved one.

So she ran out of the office and bought a bottle of vodka and two small bottles of sparkling water from a nearby liquor store, then emptied half of the water out and replaced it with the vodka.

And then, once the plane was airborne, she took one of the water bottles from her bag and drank it.

She knew it wasn’t a good idea, but it was just this once. Just on this particular day when she really needed it.

Just this once quickly morphed into a ritual.

Two 12oz bottles of water, half vodka – although more, these days – on each flight.

But never before they were airborne. Never before that moment of weightlessness. That was her proof to herself that she was in control and that she could stop soon. And she was going to. Not just on the plane: she was going to stop drinking altogether. She had a grandchild now, Edie, and she wanted to be there to see her grow up. Not that her drinking was a problem. Yes, she drank most nights – every night, if she was honest – but it was only because her job was so stressful. Without the stress she wouldn’t drink. So when she retired, maybe five years from now, the drinking would be retired too.

But five years was too long. She was going to quit sooner, much sooner.

Maybe today. Maybe she would leave the bottles she had prepared for this flight in her bag. She pictured herself pouring them out onto the floor by her car door, then starting the car and driving home, a proud non-drinker. Apart from anything else, she shouldn’t drink and drive. She happened to be a good driver when she’d been drinking – not everyone was – but she was OK. Better, even. She felt more alert, sharper.

Forget that, though. Today was the day she quit.

She pushed her bag under the seat in front of her and looked out of the window. The ground fell away beneath the plane. She imagined Edie here, sitting on her lap, spellbound by the rapidly receding city.

She reached into her bag for her phone. She’d take a video for her granddaughter.

Her hand brushed the bottle top.

Her mouth dried up and her pulse quickened. She felt a bead of sweat form on her temple. No, she told herself, not today. You made up your mind.

She pulled her hand away. Her mouth dried up, her lips tingling. She was flooded with a sudden anxiety. Could she get through the flight without the alcohol? Was this who she was? Was there even any point in giving up? Had she already fucked up her health too much for it to matter?

And then there was Sylvia. A marketing director who was surplus to requirements. She was supposed to fire her but had decided to wait until the New Year. She hated firing people.

She took a deep breath. Her head spun. She took another, and another.

It made no difference. The panic would not go away. She felt like screaming and banging herself against the chair in front of her. Maybe that would help.

What would help was in her bag. An insidious inner voice taunted her. You know it’s there. All you have to do is have one little sip …

She had to stop this feeling. She had no choice.

She glanced around to make sure no one was looking, then took the bottle from the bag. She twisted off the cap and lifted it to her lips.

One sip, that was all.

Then two, and three, and four.




Jill Stearns

What kind of news?

Mila had just laughed. You’ll find out at dinner.

Is it good news?

Relax, Mom.

Relax? That means it’s good news, right?

Mom, please. There was a familiar edge to her voice, an edge which was the precursor to an outburst about how her mom was too protective and treated her like a little girl. It’s nothing to worry about.

Jill had wanted to ask for more details. She didn’t want to wait. She wasn’t used to waiting. But this was not the office, and Mila was not – as she often reminded her – one of her employees.

Besides, the pilot – someone new, which she hadn’t expected – had come out onto the steps, so she had wrapped up the call.

OK, she said. I’ll see you in a couple of hours.

Now, as she sat on the plane, her laptop open in front of her, she replayed the conversation. Mila had said it’s nothing to worry about, and not yes, it’s good news. They were very different things. What Mila thought was nothing to worry about encompassed many things that for other people – Jill being one of them – would be the cause of endless sleepless nights. Being thrown off the varsity soccer team for drinking when she was a junior, for example. For Jill that had been close to the end of the world, but Mila had shrugged it off.

Don’t you want to play soccer?

Not really. I’ll do something else.

She had taken up drama and got a minor part in the school play. That had ended equally badly when a group of them were found smoking weed before a performance. Again, she had laughed it off, seemingly unconcerned. Jill found her insouciance quite admirable, in a way, but not enough to overcome the anxiety it caused her.

So it’s nothing to worry about was hardly reassuring, especially as there were only two options that qualified as news: she and Archie were engaged or she was pregnant.

She closed her eyes. Neither of them were nothing to worry about. She was too young and too irresponsible to have a baby. Jill would have to shoulder the burden, and that was not in her plan. As for engagement, Archie was a nice boy but … well, he was hardly what Jill had in mind for a son-in-law. He was friendly and polite, but there didn’t seem to be much else going on in his head. He never challenged Mila, never argued with her. Once she had watched him suggest they go to a tapas bar for dinner; Mila had scrunched up her face and said No, I was thinking of something more original, and he had shrunk into himself and agreed. The relationship was unbalanced; he was no match for Mila and Jill did not hold out much hope for him.

Honestly – and she would not have said this out loud, not in the current climate – she sometimes wished he would grow some balls.

So she didn’t want him as father of her grandchild, which meant she also didn’t want him as husband to her daughter.

Shit. How was she going to respond when they told her? She’d have to find a way to look pleased, but Mila would know she was pretending. She could see right through her. Her colleagues would have been amazed. She was known as a great, tough negotiator, blessed with an inscrutable poker face, but in front of her daughter she was feeble, an open book. She could picture it: her forcing a smile onto her face, Mila noticing and her expression darkening.

Some people would let it pass and address it later.

Not Mila. She would frown, her lips would press into a thin line and her eyes would narrow. There would be a long pause.

Mom, you didn’t seem that thrilled at our news?

I am, darling, really …

Thanks, Mom. A vicious, spitting tone.

Mila, I don’t know what you’re talking— 

You’ve ruined it. We’re giving you our news and you can’t be happy for us. What’s the problem? It’s my life. Why can’t you even pretend to be happy for us?

I am pretending. It’s the best I can do.

No, she wouldn’t say that. She’d want to, but she wouldn’t. She would to a supplier or customer or banker: anyone who pushed her around at work would get nowhere.

But this was her daughter. She had never had any idea how to handle her. They were so different. Jill found it bizarre how different they were – she had talked to her therapist about it and he had reminded her that even though they are your kids, they are their own people. You had to let them find their own path.

You can’t control the decisions they make. And if you try it’ll only push them away.

Jill had managed to give Mila some space, but she couldn’t stop herself being disappointed – with Archie, with her poor grades, with her apparent lack of ambition. She simply couldn’t stop feeling a kind of ownership of her daughter, but that was the next step: for now, if Mila and Archie were engaged, she would have to find a way to be happy for them. Be genuinely, sincerely happy.

But she couldn’t. It was beyond her. And she wanted to avoid the big reveal as long as possible. In fact, she wanted to avoid it full stop.

Could she get out of it somehow? Invent a meeting, or go for a drink with someone? For a moment she imagined the plane crashing. She didn’t want it to, but at least it would get her out of her daughter’s announcement dinner.

Of course, it could be something else entirely. A change of job. A new car. A holiday.

But she knew it wasn’t. She knew her daughter, and the thought of what was to come filled her with dread.




Marcia Fournier

The first sip burned, a little.

Then it hit her stomach and she felt a warm glow spread outwards. The tension in her throat fell away. Her thoughts slowed and her mind went blank. It was similar to the feeling of weightlessness when the plane first lifted off, but it was better, tinged with bliss, a portal to a better – or easier, at any rate – world.

But then came the regret. It happened more and more these days, in direct proportion to the number of times she told herself she was quitting before she inevitably had that first drink.

I’ve done it again. I’ve failed.

She wanted to throw up what she had drunk and start again. She wanted to throw up everything she had ever drunk and go back to who she was before she had ever had a drink at all.

Was that what drove her alcoholism? It was only at this exact moment that she used the word: when she was sober she pretended she had some control of her drinking; when she was drunk she didn’t care. That was, after all, the point of being drunk. But now, one drink in, the anxiety was gone, the inebriation yet to come, and in the space between the two she had clarity.

She knew what she was. She was an alcoholic.

And the thought left her bereft. It gave her an overwhelming desire to go back and correct the mistake she had made by starting to drink in the first place, but she knew she couldn’t.

She knew she had turned into someone who smuggled vodka onto a corporate jet and there was no turning back. There was no never having that first drink, however much she wished for it.

There was just more drinking and more promises to herself that she wouldn’t.

She was weak. A loser. Pathetic.

She was consumed with shame and self-loathing and she wanted to throw herself from the plane. She wanted to tumble through the air, screaming, until it was all over.

But she wasn’t going to do that. She was going to sit here quietly, her mind spinning in turmoil, aware that the only solution was what caused the problem in the first place.

She needed another drink.




Varun Miller

Varun Miller stared at his phone, his lips parted in shock. This was impossible.

The email had arrived as he took his seat behind Chip. He had only glanced at it and had assumed it was spam, but there must have been something about it that caught his eye, as it came to mind as the plane took off and he decided to take a second look.

It was the subject, he realized. He received hundreds of emails a day, most from people at the company, but a good proportion from circulars or salespeople or malicious actors trying to get him to click on some link that would infect his computer with whatever malware they were peddling. He never clicked on anything sent by someone he didn’t know and trust. As general counsel of a major food business, he could do without his computer being hacked.

This one was different. It was more muted, calmer. There were no capital letters – at least, there were only the ones in the places they were supposed to be – and there were no exclamation marks. Just a few words in the subject line:

Attn: B. Miller. Legal Review Required

They had his name, which in itself was no big deal, as anyone could have found it out. What stuck out though, along with the lack of capitals and exclamation marks, was the absence of any product or invitation to a seminar.

Just a simple title.

So he’d decided to open it. If there was a link he would ignore it, for sure, but something suggested he should take a look.

He was glad he had, and he could not believe what he was reading.

Dear Mr. Miller

Your company is in dire legal trouble. I hope you read this email promptly, as the reasons will become clear shortly. Certainly before you land.

Yours

That was it. No signature. Just three sentences. Three shocking sentences.

Certainly before you land.

That was the most shocking of all. How could whoever sent this know he was on the plane? And they knew the time of the departure, too. It had come just before they took off, so it was clearly timed to coincide with the flight.

But who knew about the flight? And what was going to become clear before they landed?

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He wasn’t the best of flyers in normal circumstances but now he felt a rising panic. He’d have to talk to Jill, but then what? How would she know what was going on, and what could she do?

He was suddenly very aware they were off the ground and rising fast. He – they – were trapped. There was no way off the plane.

And that made even the suggestion there was something amiss a terrifying prospect.

His phone buzzed.

It was another message, but this one had nothing to do with any legal trouble. It was from his wife. A photo of Ari, his three-month-old son, lying on his back. He was on a colorful blanket which had a frame over it, from which were suspended various toys. Some plastic shapes he could grab with his tiny, fat fingers. Some furry squares that squeaked when he held them, some beads on a wire he could spin around.

It was supposed to promote brain development; whether it did or not, Varun didn’t know, but he did know Ari loved being in there. As soon as he was lying down a smile spread over his face and he squirmed in delight, his hands reaching for the toys and his legs kicking left and right.

God, he loved Ari. More than he had ever suspected was possible. Susheela and he had always planned to have children, but he had never really wanted them. He’d wanted them in the sense that he wanted to have a family with Susheela, but he didn’t want the baby itself. He couldn’t picture himself as a father. He had no experience with kids – especially not babies – and he assumed he’d be a total flop, at least until they were older.

The reality was like nothing he had ever – or could ever have – imagined. He adored Ari. From the moment he’d set eyes on his son he had been in love. It was the most all-consuming love he had ever known. He rejoiced in getting up at night to walk his son around and soothe him back to sleep; he delighted in every gurgle and giggle; he was thrilled by every soiled diaper he changed.

Before Ari, work – and Susheela, of course, but mainly work – was his life. He left early and came home late, then lay in bed thinking about whatever was happening at the office. He made no bones about it: he wanted to be legal head of a big company by his mid-thirties, and he’d achieved it. The next stage was to start a law firm, then sit on boards and, eventually, run for public office.

The Attorney General’s office, maybe.

All that had changed. Now Ari was his life. All he wanted was to get home and play with his son. There were moments when he didn’t recognize himself. He wasn’t who he thought he had been all these years. He was a dad, and that was all he wanted to be.

He’s beautiful, he wrote. Kiss him for me!

Will do. What time are you back?

He paused. They had just taken off, so about another two hours to go, then he had a half-hour drive.

Two and a half hours. See you soon. Love you!

He sent the message, but when he glanced back at his phone there was a red exclamation mark in a circle next to it.

Message not sent.

Damn. He looked at the signal indicator. There was no service. One of the perks of flying on the company jet was inflight Wi-Fi. Commercial planes had it too nowadays, but it could be spotty.

It seemed this was too. He waited for it to come back online.

It didn’t.

His mouth dried up. It could be nothing, of course, but it was unusual, and then there was the email.

He looked at Jill. She was typing on her laptop.

‘Jill,’ he said. ‘Could I have a word?’




Jill Stearns

The Wi-Fi was down. She had just finished editing the Christmas message that the communications team were going to send to the company the next day, but when she went to send it nothing happened. Hopefully the Wi-Fi would come back online, or she’d have to send it when she got home.

She didn’t really need to edit it. It was pretty basic stuff – Thanks for a great year in difficult circumstances, none of us expected such a challenging year when we entered 2021 – we thought 2020 was going to be the hard year! – but you all rose to the challenge, proving once again that our greatest strength is our people. Here’s to a better 2022 – but she liked to put something of a personal spin on it – as for me, well, like many families, we added a puppy, who has brought us great joy as well as some slightly messy moments! It didn’t matter that there was no puppy, or that there was no family for it to be added to. Mila lived away and her husband, Toby, had moved out in the summer of 2020, but no one needed to worry about that. It was the image that mattered.

They had gone to couples counseling to see if they could salvage their marriage, but it had become quite clear that neither of them wanted to. That, it turned out, was a prerequisite for successful relationship counseling.

We just spent too much time together during lockdown, Toby said. And I guess it became obvious we don’t have much in common.

That was a generous interpretation. She couldn’t stand the way he walked around in track pants and T-shirts, then pulled on a sweater for video calls. It worked, and he seemed to be productive, but it was so sloppy. And then there was the bread-making. All of a sudden he was fascinated by bread, in particular sourdough loaves. Someone had given him a starter – which he explained at length was some kind of live yeast – and he was always messing around with it. Periodically a misshapen loaf appeared, after what seemed like hours of work. She couldn’t understand it. It didn’t even taste good; there was far better bread, made by professionals, in the supermarket – Whole Foods were delivering – and it only cost a few dollars. At the hourly rate he charged his legal clients, his bread was coming in at hundreds of dollars per loaf.

And it went off. It kept for a day, two at most. He was proud of this: no preservatives, but it meant it was wasted. They couldn’t eat a loaf of bread a day. She’d have a slice at most, so, apart from anything else it was a waste of time and flour. When she pointed this out he laughed and gave a small shake of the head.

There’s more to it than that, he said. There’s more to life than that.

Than what? she replied

You know.

She didn’t know.

And then there were the evenings. Without late nights in the office they had to face each other over dinner. Even if she could claim she had work to do, there was no excuse for not sitting down for thirty minutes to eat the meals he had prepared – accompanied by the sourdough – and talking.

About what? Their day? They had spent it together.

So on top of it all, it turned out they had nothing to talk about. Thirty minutes is a long time when you’re sitting in near silence with someone you’re supposed to know well. One thousand, eight hundred seconds. Doesn’t sound like much, but it lasted an eternity.

So yes, as he said, I guess it became obvious we don’t have much in common.

She tried to send the email again, but there was still no connection. She opened another email and started to write a reply. She’d have to log on and send them all later.

‘Jill.’

She looked up. It was Varun. He looked worried.

‘Could I have a word?’ he said.

She nodded. ‘Of course.’

‘Maybe in the galley? Or by the door. Whatever it’s called.’

The galley? Why did he want to talk to her there? She studied his face to confirm whether her original assessment was correct. If anything, the look of worry had intensified.

She unclipped her seat belt. ‘Of course.’




Kevin Anderson

Kevin Anderson’s bag thudded into his calf. He turned to his right; Miller had got to his feet and must have kicked it into him.

‘Sorry,’ Miller said. ‘I tripped. It’s narrow.’

‘No problem,’ Kevin said. Miller looked worried. ‘Everything OK?’

‘Yes. Everything is fine.’ He gave an unconvincing smile. ‘Just need to talk to Jill.’

Of course he did. He was an ass-kisser. Always had been. That and he was good for the Diversity and Inclusivity statistics. Or Inclusivity and Diversity. Whichever way around the words went.

He couldn’t believe how much they spent on that shit. It was important, for sure, he agreed with that as much as the next guy, but come on. An entire department to shove it down everyone’s throats? Mandatory training on safe spaces and unconscious bias and privilege and whatever else they came up with to justify their existence? Yes, everyone should have a fair chance and equal opportunity but that was as far as it went. As soon as you took it further you were giving people jobs because they were black or gay or lesbian or whatever the other initials stood for, and not because they were the most qualified candidate.

Not that he’d say that. It would be career suicide. He’d been to all the training sessions, declared his privileges, submitted himself to the public rituals of purification. It was like re-education sessions in some communist dictatorship where everyone professed their loyalty to the state when they didn’t believe a word of it.

So he went along with it. He had to. But it rankled when he saw a guy like Miller in a job he didn’t deserve.

It wasn’t like Miller was bad at his job. He was fine; he’d been with the company for years and he was competent enough. He just wasn’t the best guy for the position. The best guy was Chase Windrow. He and Kevin were schoolmates – not that that was the reason Kevin rated him – and he was by far the best lawyer at the company. When the position had come up he had expected to get it and when it had gone to Miller he had come to Kevin in a rage, demanding he do something about it.

It’s totally unfair. Just a ridiculous decision. You know that.

Kevin did know it, but he couldn’t say it. Chase was his friend, and he sympathized with the fact he had lost the prize because of some bullshit politics, but he was the chief operating officer and he could not say anything that could later be held against the company.

Miller is fully qualified, he said. And legal recruitment is not an area I have much influence over.

I’m fully qualified too, Chase said. More than fully qualified.

Kevin wasn’t sure you could be more than fully qualified, but he accepted the point. It was the least he could do. Mainly he was just glad he had got his job when he did. Had Chase been general counsel they would have wanted more diversity at the top table, and he would never have become COO.

So there was that, at least.

And now Miller was taking Jill Stearns aside, giving her some important update on something, or an update designed to show how important he was. Just wait until we land, or call her later. Don’t go off to the front of the plane and talk in whispers.

That was teacher’s pet shit. It wasn’t the way you did things.

He took out his phone. He needed to check on his plans for the night. He’d been seeing a woman, Laura, for a few weeks. She was in her mid-thirties and a lot of fun – good-looking, funny, smart – and he enjoyed spending time with her. She’d asked that morning if he was free later, and he had been about to say yes, but then he’d remembered Katie.

She was a triathlete, twenty-eight years old – so fully twenty years his junior – and an absolute knockout. He’d spotted her at the pool at his club and he had been unable to take his eyes off her. He’d timed his exit so she saw him drive away in his Audi R8, and then, the next time their paths had crossed, he’d suggested a coffee.

They met mid-afternoon; he’d been as charming as he
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