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The air conditioning unit kicks on with a rattle that makes me glance at the door.

Old habit. Twenty years of hotel rooms and I still check the lock every time. Tabitha notices. She always notices. Her fingers trace a slow line down my forearm, pulling my attention back to the bed, to the auburn hair spread across the pillow, to the small smile she wears like she's got away with something.

She has. We both have.

'You're doing it again,' she says.

'Doing what?'

'Scanning for exits.'

I let my hand settle on her hip. The sheet is warm where it's bunched between us. 'Comes with the job.'

'You're not in the cockpit now, Captain.'

She says it like a dare. It's always a dare with her. The first time, six months ago in a crew van in Orlando, she leaned close and asked if I ever broke the rules. I'd said no. She said she didn't believe me. Two weeks later we were in a hotel room in Charlotte and I'd stopped pretending I knew what I was doing.

Now she reaches for me again and I hesitate. Just a beat. Just long enough that her smile flickers.

'Seth.'

I look at the door. The deadbolt is horizontal. The chain is on. The corridor outside is silent. But the pause has already said something I didn't mean to say, and she sits up, the sheet slipping, her hand finding my jaw and turning my face back to hers.

'We're allowed this,' she says. 'You know that, right? We're allowed one good thing.'

I don't answer. I'm thinking about Sarah, three thousand kilometres away in a house that still smells of the curry she made before I left. I'm thinking about the crew manifest, the roster, the fact that someone at the front desk might recognise my face from the in-flight magazine. Tabitha sees all of it move across my expression and she doesn't flinch. She never flinches. That's the difference between us. She leans into the risk and I calculate the odds.

She kisses me anyway.

I let her.

For a while there's nothing but the hum of the air conditioner and the feel of her hand at the back of my neck and the particular weight of a secret that still tastes like something I chose. The room is small. Standard layover fare. A print of a sailboat above the desk, a television bolted to the wall, a blackout curtain that doesn't quite meet the frame. Outside the window Boston is a smear of orange lights and wet asphalt. Inside, Tabitha pulls me down and I go willingly, because that's the thing about this. I always go willingly.

There is a sudden, sharp desperation to the way she takes my mouth, as if she can taste the hesitation I’m trying to drown out. My hands find her waist, the familiarity of her skin striking a match against the cold guilt humming in my veins. The uniform shirt—the stripes I spend my life protecting—is discarded on the carpet, a useless piece of armor.

She moves over me, her breath hitching, a low sound caught in the back of her throat that instantly narrows my entire world down to this bed. The heat of the room swells against the chill of the Boston rain outside. Every touch feels heavy, deliberate, and stolen. I lose myself in the rhythm of her, the clean scent of her hair, and the fierce, demanding way she clings to my shoulders as the tension spirals higher. For a few frantic minutes, the checklist in my head finally goes dark. There is only the friction of skin, the quickening pace of her breath against my collarbone, and the reckless, blinding rush of a cliff we are both throwing ourselves over.

Afterward she lies with her head on my chest and I watch the clock on the nightstand tick past midnight.

'Same time next week?' she murmurs.

'Same time.'

'You'll be there?'

'I'll be there.'

She shifts, propping herself up on one elbow. Her breathing is a little fast. I assume it's the exertion, the heat of the room, the two of us under the duvet with the thermostat set too high. She pushes hair out of her face and I see her chest rise and fall in a rhythm that's not quite settling.

'You all right?'

She nods. 'Just need a minute.'

But she doesn't take a minute. She takes a breath and it catches. A small sound, high in her throat. Her hand goes to her sternum.

'Tabitha.'

She shakes her head. 'It's nothing. I just...'

The next breath is a scrape. I hear it. I hear the narrowing. Twenty years of listening to engines and I know the sound of something closing down. She sits up fully now, both hands pressed flat to her chest, and her eyes find mine with an expression I've never seen on her before. It's not fear. Not yet. It's confusion. As if her body has betrayed her without warning.

'I can't...'

She doesn't finish. The wheeze that comes out of her is thin and terrible. Her shoulders heave. Her mouth opens and the noise she makes is like air forced through a crack in a window.

I'm on my feet. I don't remember standing.

'Where's your inhaler?'

She gestures toward her bag on the desk. I cross the room in three strides and upend it. A wallet, a phone, a lipstick, a boarding pass, a tampon, a packet of tissues. No inhaler. I check the side pocket. The front compartment. Nothing.

'Tabitha, where is it?'

She can't answer. She's bent forward now, both hands gripping the edge of the mattress, her knuckles bloodless. The sound she makes is worse. It's a saw blade. It's a door closing on a gap that's getting smaller.

I grab the phone from the nightstand. My thumb is on the keypad. Three digits. That's all it would take. Three digits and a voice on the other end and an ambulance in the forecourt in under ten minutes. I look at the phone. I look at Tabitha.

And I don't dial.

The thought arrives fully formed, cold and bright as a cockpit warning light. If I call, there's a record. A call from her room at this hour. A call from her room with a male voice in the background. A call from her room that brings paramedics and police and questions. Questions about why I'm here. Questions about how long. Questions that lead to Sarah, to the airline, to a career I've spent two decades building.

Tabitha makes a sound I will hear for the rest of my life.

I put the phone down.

I tell myself she'll be all right. I tell myself it's an asthma attack and asthma attacks pass. I tell myself she'll find the inhaler, or her breathing will ease, or someone else will hear. Someone else. Not me. I can't be the one. I can't be here.

She reaches for me. Her hand claws the air between us. Her eyes are wide now. The confusion is gone. It's fear. It's the look of someone who knows what's happening and can't stop it.

'Seth.'

My name comes out as a thread. A single syllable stretched over a gap that's almost closed.

I don't move.

Her hand drops. Her body folds. The wheeze becomes a rattle and the rattle becomes silence and the silence is the loudest thing I've ever heard.

I stand at the foot of the bed and watch her chest. It doesn't rise. It doesn't fall. The air conditioner cycles off and the quiet rushes in and I am still standing there, barefoot on hotel carpet, staring at a woman who thirty seconds ago was alive and warm and asking me if I'd be there next week.

The clock on the nightstand reads 12:47.

I don't know how long I stand there. Long enough for the air conditioner to kick on again. Long enough for the sweat on my back to go cold. Then something shifts. The part of my brain that runs checklists. The part that handles emergencies at forty thousand feet. It takes over and it’s calm and it’s clinical and it’s not interested in grief.

I move.

I find my clothes. I dress with the same precision I use in the cockpit. Shirt. Trousers. Belt. Shoes. I check the bathroom. I wipe the tap, the door handle, the light switch. I check the desk. I wipe the phone, the remote, the surface where my hand rested. I check the bed. I smooth the sheet where I lay. I collect the glass from the nightstand and wipe it clean and put it back. I check the floor. I check the carpet for hair, for anything that ties me to this room. I check the bin. I check the wardrobe. I check the door.

I don't look at Tabitha.

I can't.

At the door I pause. The peephole shows an empty corridor. I open the door six centimetres and listen. Nothing. The clunk of the ice machine down the hall. The distant ding of a lift. I step out and pull the door closed behind me until I hear the latch click. I don't use the lift. I take the stairs at the end of the hall, two flights down, and I walk to my room on the floor below without passing a single person.

My room is dark. I don't turn on the light. I sit on the edge of the bed and I listen to the silence and the silence is not empty. It's full of the sound she made. It's full of the way her hand dropped. It's full of the phone I didn't use.

I close my eyes.

She's still there. She's on the bed in room 425 with her auburn hair on the pillow and her hand reaching for a man who was already gone. She'll be there when housekeeping comes in the morning. She'll be there when the police arrive. She'll be there every time I close my eyes for the rest of my life.

The air conditioner in my room kicks on. It rattles, just like hers did. I open my eyes and stare at the door and wait for the knock that will bring everything down.
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