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Be careful what you say into an empty room. She will furnish it.

— Aristide Kouros, afterword

A Note on the Text

Juliette Marceau read this manuscript in July and marked it in pencil. Where she wrote in the margin, her notes are printed beside the passage she was answering. I have not changed them. — J.H.
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The Warm Cup
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On the eleventh of March, at eight o’clock in the evening, I came home to find eight mirrors turned to the wall and a coffee cup still warm on the kitchen island.

I know it was eight because I checked my watch in the lobby. People who write other people’s lives get into the habit of timestamping them. I took the stairs, all five flights, because the elevator in my building has opinions, and because there was a ring in my jacket pocket, in a velvet pouch, fresh from a jeweler on Forty-Seventh Street where a man with a loupe had spent the afternoon making it smaller. I did not want to stand in a box with it.

It had been too loose. She noticed at breakfast, turning her hand in the window light. “It keeps trying to leave,” she said, and she slid it off and pushed it across the table to me with one finger, the way you push a chess piece you have decided to give up. I laughed. You think nothing of a door being closed gently.

I had a speech ready. Something about how a thing that doesn’t fit yet can be made to. I was still polishing it on the fifth landing when I put my key in the lock.

The first thing I noticed was the quiet. Not silence; our apartment is never silent, with its pipes and the refrigerator’s asthma and Avenue B coming up through the old windows. This was something held in. The second thing I noticed was the mirror.

It hangs in the entrance hall—hung—a long black-framed oval I bought at an estate sale because Juliette once said she liked to see who was coming in before they saw her. It was still on its nail. But someone had taken it down and put it back backward, so that what faced me when I opened the door was a rectangle of brown paper and two small brass hooks, like a face with its features shut.

“Juliette?”

I said it the way you say a name in an empty church. Then I went through the apartment like a man in a film, checking the rooms in the order a stranger would. In the living room the big mirror over the sofa had been reversed, and so had the round one above the bar cart. In the bedroom the dresser mirror had been turned to the wall on its stand, and the full-length glass leaned backward against the closet door with its silver spine to me. In the bathroom the cabinet mirror had been unscrewed and refitted facing in, and my shaving mirror stood propped on the sink with its back to me like a closed door.

I counted them from the bathroom doorway. Hall, sofa, bar cart, dresser, closet, cabinet, shaving. And the little hand mirror from the drawer of the entry table, which I found face down on the tabletop, set square, the way you lay down a card. Eight. I count when I am afraid. I have done it since I was a boy: stair treads, ceiling tiles, the beats in my mother’s voice. A number stays where you put it.

Nothing was broken. Nothing was covered. Each had been turned with care, the way you turn a child’s face away from something it shouldn’t see. Someone had taken her time.

Her time. I should say that I was exact about everything that night, and everything I was exact about turned out, in the end, to be a way of not looking.

It was in the kitchen that I understood how recent it was. The cup stood on the island in a spill of streetlight: blue ceramic, the one with the chipped handle she had found in a shop in Nice and carried home on her lap. A crescent of dark cherry lipstick on the rim. A finger of coffee still in it. I put my palm around it.

Warm.

Warm is a unit of time. Warm meant minutes. Warm meant that while my cab crawled up the FDR and I rehearsed my speech, she had been standing exactly here with this cup in her hand, deciding.

I ran.

Down the stairs three at a time, my palm burning on the rail, and out onto the sidewalk and into the ordinary noise of an ordinary evening, and I shouted her name. Not once. I stood at the curb on Avenue B in my good coat and yelled Juliette at the traffic, at the bodega awning, at a man with a dog who gave me the polite attention New Yorkers keep for things that are not yet a threat. I ran to the corner and looked up toward Houston, down toward Sixth Street, and back. A bus sighed at the stop. A taxi pulled out from the opposite curb and into the lane, nearly taking my elbow, and the driver leaned on his horn and made a gesture, and then it was gone, the way taxis go. I remember it only for the horn.

When I went back upstairs the cup was still warm.

That is the detail I would give you if you asked me to prove any of this happened. Not the mirrors, which anyone could have staged. The cup. In a story a warm cup is an invitation. In life it is only a physical fact, a thing cooling in a kitchen, but I stood there with my palm around it as if I could take the pulse of a ghost.

Then I did what I am trained to do. I looked at the evidence.

Her gray wool coat was gone from its hook. Her phone lay beside the cup, face up and unlocked, and when I touched the screen it showed a clean field of icons: no messages, no photographs, no contacts. A phone that had never been anybody’s. In the bedroom the bed had been made with hospital corners, which she never did, and which struck me even then as the way a person signs a document.

It was the closet that frightened me.

I had expected it empty. It was not. The green silk was there, the navy wrap, the little black dress I liked, three cashmere sweaters the color of weather. Her shoes stood in their pairs. The books we had read aloud to each other in bed that first winter stood in order on the shelf in the living room. By any ordinary measure she had taken almost nothing. What was missing was a short list: a yellow dress that had startled me last June; flat leather sandals I had never seen her wear in front of me; a paperback in French with a broken spine; and the small leather bag she kept on the hook inside the closet door.

She had left every dress I had ever complimented. She had taken everything I had never noticed.

I didn’t understand that yet. I think I saw it and put it somewhere. It is what I do with a clue I can’t afford: file it under later.

And then I found the index card.

It stood against the sugar bowl, white and unlined, one of the cards she used for interpreter’s notes, and the handwriting was her quick slanted hand, the hand of a woman trained to take down other people’s sentences at speed, every letter leaning forward as if the words were running somewhere. I lifted it by the corner.


Don’t look for me, J.J. Look at what you’ve been looking at.


Nobody calls me J.J. but her.

My name is Jeffery Hale. When I was nine, in the kitchen of our house outside Cleveland, I put a baseball through a window, and my mother, Margaret, who had a way of saying my name twice, in two voices, said it for the first time. Jeffery, Jeffery. The first was to summon me; the second was to tell me what I had become. She said it that way all my life: when I brought home a girl, when I quit a job, when I sold my first book. It was her signature, a little weather system in four syllables. I told Juliette about it on our fourth night, laughing, in the half dark, expecting sympathy. She said it back to me softly, in the same two tones, and then a third time in neither. “It’s an echo,” she said. “An echo that learned to walk.” After that she called me J.J. when we were alone, as though the name were a private room and I were two people she was letting in.


Look at what you’ve been looking at.


I looked. What I had been looking at for the last quarter of an hour was the backs of eight mirrors. It was the least subtle clue in the history of clues. I have since learned that the least subtle clue is the one you stand in front of longest without reading.

I read the card fourteen times. I turned it over; the back was blank. I held it to the light. I smelled it, absurdly, for perfume. Then I sat down on the kitchen floor with my back against the cabinet, a forty-six-year-old man in a good wool coat with a ring in his pocket and no finger to put it on, and I went back over the night before.

I want you to see it as clearly as I saw it, because it was the ground I was standing on, and because I am going to ask you to remember how solid it felt.

The roof of our building is tar paper and a low brick parapet and a water tower that looks, from certain angles, like a man holding his hat in his hands. We went up after dinner, because she had asked, and I had been planning to ask anyway, and I took that as a sign that the universe was cooperating. The sky was the color of wet slate, lit from beneath by the city. There was a wind. I had her hand and then I had one knee on the tar and the ring out of my jacket, and I said the sentence I had been polishing for a month.

She put both hands over her mouth. She wept; I saw it run down between her fingers in the sodium light. She said yes. She said it with her whole face, which is a thing I had never seen anyone do, the entire woman opening around one syllable. I put the ring on her finger and it was loose, and she laughed through the tears and held her hand up to the sky and said she would grow into it.

I could have testified to every second of it. I could have drawn that water tower for you in the dark.


In the margin, in pencil: You could have drawn the water tower. You could not have told me what I said. —J.


I did not turn the mirrors around. I am not a superstitious man. I only found, standing in that kitchen, that I couldn’t bear to see who would be standing in front of them.

Five weeks later I would sit in a stranger’s kitchen and listen to a recording of my own voice. That night I had a warm cup, a card, and a memory I would have staked my life on, and I did what I do with a story I don’t understand. I took out a legal pad, drew a line down the middle, and began to investigate it.
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The Man Who Writes Other People
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You should know what I do for a living, because you will have to decide whether to trust me.

I am a ghostwriter. For nineteen years I have written the memoirs of people who are too busy, too famous or too inarticulate to write their own: a senator, two chefs, a hedge-fund man who wished to be remembered as misunderstood, an astronaut who had stepped outside the world in a spacesuit and could not tell me one thing he felt there. My name is not on the covers. It is in the acknowledgments, in small italics, thanked with a warmth that is the exact temperature of a tip.

My gift is finding the shape of a life. Give me three weeks and a tape recorder and I will find the turning point, the arc, the one sentence that makes the whole mess seem to have been going somewhere. People weep when they read my drafts. They say, Yes. That’s exactly how it was.

It never was exactly how it was. It was better.

There are rules to the trade, and I have kept them so long they have stopped feeling like rules and started feeling like weather.

The first is that the client is the hero, even when he is the villain. You never lie. You are never so crude as to lie. You simply choose where the camera stands. A man who cheated his partners can be written as someone who was loyal to his family. Both sentences are true. One of them goes on page one.

The second is that the ending comes first. I don’t begin a book until I know where it lands. The interviews, the tapes, the shoe boxes of letters are only a search for the road to the ending I have already chosen, and such roads always exist. That is the whole secret of my profession and, I have come to suspect, of most people’s lives.

The third is the one that mattered in the end. People remember the story you tell them about their lives better than they remember their lives.

I learned it from a senator. Ron Doyle, three terms, a good man in the unexamined way of men who have always been listened to. In his memoir I wrote a scene: a union hall in 1994, rain on the windows, Doyle on a folding chair telling a room of laid-off men he would not forget them. It had weather. It had a woman in the front row who cried. It had a gray cat in the corner, which I put in at one in the morning because the scene needed something alive in it. Doyle read the draft and wept. “God,” he said, “I remember it exactly. The cat.”

There had been no folding chair and no cat. He had given an adequate speech in a banquet room to forty people and gone to lunch. But Ron Doyle remembered that cat for the rest of his life, and when a reporter pointed out, kindly, that the union hall had no record of the event, he was wounded. Not embarrassed. Wounded, as though someone had stolen something from him.

I thought it was funny. I told it at dinner parties.

Keep the senator somewhere handy. You may need him.

That night I worked the way I always work. I sat at the kitchen table with a legal pad and drew a line down the middle. Facts on the left, what they mean on the right. When the right-hand column is empty I know I don’t have a book yet.

The left column read:


Wednesday, March 11. Eight mirrors reversed. Cup warm. Phone wiped. Coat gone. Card.

Tuesday, March 10, 11:52 p.m. Roof. Proposal. Yes.

Wednesday, March 11, breakfast. Ring too loose. She gave it back.


I looked at that last line for a long time. In the right-hand column I wrote Nerves? and then, because I am nothing if not a professional, Or: planned?

After that the right-hand column filled quickly. She was ill. She was being coerced. She had been taken by a man from the U.N., or talked into something by a friend, or suffered a fugue, whatever it is people suffer in novels. I tested each theory the way I test an ending, by asking whether it arrived where I wanted to go. None did. None of them was the road.

A little after eleven I did what I should have done first. I called her phone.

It rang on the island three feet from me, with the dumb brightness of a thing that has been left behind. I watched it shiver toward the edge of the counter. I ended the call before it fell.

That was when I thought of the manuscript.

For two years I had been working in secret on a book nobody had hired me to write. It was called The Interpreter. It ran to seventy thousand words and told the story of the day I met Juliette and everything that followed. I meant to give it to her on our wedding day, bound in blue cloth, with a photograph of the harbor pasted inside the cover. I thought it might be the best thing I had ever done, because it was the only thing I had ever written that I did not have to flatter.

It lived in the bottom drawer of my desk, under the tax papers. I didn’t take it out. I opened the drawer and looked at the corner of the stack and the blue cloth I had bought in advance, and at the last chapter, the one on top, which I had drafted in January in a rare surge of confidence. I had written it, I told myself, so as not to be unprepared. A man on deadline learns to draft the ending while there is still time to adjust the lighting. I am an optimist and a professional, and I shut the drawer.

At midnight, which was five in the morning in Saint-Tropez, I called her mother.

I had met Madeleine Marceau twice: once behind the counter of her café in Saint-Tropez, a few tables and a dying bay tree, and once in New York the Christmas before last, when she came for four days and wore her coat indoors the entire time. She had looked at me, I remembered, with an expression I had filed under shyness. Now, dialing, I wondered what else it might have been.

She answered on the second ring. “Allô. Le Vidal.”

“Madeleine, it’s Jeffery. Juliette’s—”

“I know who you are.”

“Is Juliette with you?”

A pause. In the background a coffee machine roared and subsided. “She is not here.”

“Have you spoken to her? Today, this week—”

“She does not call me when she is well, Jeffery,” said Madeleine. “She calls me when it is finished.” Her English was clipped and grammatical, like something carefully ironed. “Has something finished?”

“I don’t know. I came home and she was gone.”

“Gone.” I heard her set something down. Then, in French, very quietly, not to me, a sentence I translated without wanting to: Alors, c’est fait. Then it is done.

“Madeleine?”

“Qu’est-ce que tu lui as fait?”

What did you do to her.

“Nothing,” I said. “Madeleine, I swear. Nothing.”

It was the first time I said it. I would say it eleven more times over the next five weeks, and I would mean it a little less each time.

She hung up. I stood in the kitchen with the phone in my hand, the cup beside the ring going cold at last, and I realized that no one had told me anything. Not a friend, not a relative, not the building. In two years we had shared a bed, a lease and the best love story I had ever written, and in all that time she had never told me one thing about where she might go if she left.

Perhaps, I thought, because I had never asked.

At the top of a fresh page, in the block capitals I use for clients, I wrote WHAT I KNOW ABOUT JULIETTE MARCEAU.

Underneath: Born Saint-Tropez. Interpreter. Mother Madeleine, café. Father died when she was nine. I stopped. It was a surprisingly short list for two years of a life. I added Friend: Camille and then wrote nothing for a long time.

Eventually I wrote a sentence in the right-hand column, because the right-hand column is where I live. She is the kind of woman who—

And there I stopped. I could have finished it nine different ways. Every one of them was beautiful. Every one would have made a good paragraph. I looked at that sentence and felt, for the first time in that long night, a kind of vertigo, as if I had leaned over the edge of something and seen not water but a floor I had laid myself.

I put the pen down. I did not finish the sentence.

I would like to tell you that this was the beginning of wisdom. It was only the beginning of the investigation.
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Three Octobers Ago
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Saint-Tropez in October belongs to the people who live there. The yachts leave in September like a flock with a single mind, and what they leave behind is the town itself: pink and ochre and peeling, smelling of woodsmoke and low tide, its harbor suddenly large and quiet, a bowl of pewter water with the masts of a few stubborn boats standing in it like pencils.

I had flown in on a Thursday with a recording kit, three notebooks and the first fifty pages of a book that did not yet exist. The client was Aristide Kouros, eighty-four, born on a Greek island whose name he refused to pronounce for foreigners, a shipping magnate who had spent half a century moving oil and grain across oceans on the strength of a handshake. He had agreed to a memoir the way a man agrees to a dental procedure. He would give me three weeks. He would give them in French, because he had done his deals in English for fifty years and was, in his words, finished with it.

“Find me someone to sit between us,” he told my publisher. “Someone who can keep her mouth out of it.”

That was how I got Juliette.

She arrived on the first morning at nine, at the villa on the hill above the bay, in a gray linen dress and flat shoes, with a leather bag, a stack of index cards, and the kind of stillness that makes a room rearrange itself around it. She was thirty-four. She had dark hair to her shoulders, an unhurried face, eyes the clear gray of morning sea, and a habit, I noticed within the hour, of looking just past the shoulder of whoever was speaking, as though the words were arriving from slightly behind them.

Aristide looked me over from his armchair and said something short in French. A half beat later she said, in English, in a voice that was a few degrees lower than the one she had greeted me with, and slower, with a thin grain of vanity in the vowels: “You are the writer. You wish to know everything. I warn you that you will be disappointed.”

It took me until the second hour to understand that she was not reporting him. She was doing him. The profession requires the first person: when she translated Aristide, it was Aristide who spoke, in my language, from inside her mouth. When she translated me, in French, I heard the old man’s face change. By the end of the first week I had stopped looking at the interpreter and begun addressing the two of them as a single instrument, and by the second I had forgotten she was there at all.

That is, I now think, the most dangerous thing that can happen to a person: to be so good at disappearing that others stop noticing you left.

It was in the second week that I saw what she really was. Aristide had been telling me about his brother, Nikos, whom he had cut out of the company in 1979 and never spoken to again. He said it in a flat, hard, glittering French that I could not follow, and she put it into English without a pause.

“I loved my brother as a man loves the sea,” she said, in his voice. “From a safe distance, and with a great deal of paperwork.”

I stopped the tape and wrote it down. It was perfect. It was the quote I would have chosen if I had had to invent it.

That evening, packing up, I said so. “That line about the sea. He’ll never admit he said it.”

“He didn’t say it,” said Juliette. She did not look up from her cards. “Not like that. He said something much worse, and much longer, and it had the word debt in it twice. I gave you what he meant.”

“That isn’t your job.”

“It is exactly my job.” She looked at me then, and the look went through me like a draft through a house with all the windows open. “Nobody has ever said what they meant, Monsieur Hale. Someone always has to do it for them.”

In the third week, on a Wednesday, I told a joke. I do not remember what led to it. It was a ghostwriter’s joke, an old one, about the best book I ever wrote, a memoir for a man who died before I had finished, whose family declared it the finest work of his life. Aristide, who had not laughed once in two weeks, heard Juliette give it to him in French and made a small, startled noise, like someone sitting on a pin. Then he said something and she turned to me.

“He asks me to say it again in English,” she said, “to see whether the foreigner can bear it.”

She said it. In my own language, in my own cadence, with the beat of silence before the last word that I never manage when I tell it, with a timing I did not know I had. I laughed. I laughed as if I had never heard it before in my life, helplessly, a bark that went on too long, and then I looked up and she was looking at me.

I had been looked at before. I had been looked at by editors and ex-wives and the occasional admiring stranger at a reading. This was something else. It was a look of total attention, as though every other thing in the room had been switched off, and I understood, in that moment, with a clarity that felt like a verdict, that I had never in my life been heard.

I found her that evening on the terrace of the villa, alone, in the last of the light, with a glass of champagne that Aristide’s housekeeper had left her and that she had not touched.

“Are you waiting for someone?”

“No,” said Juliette. “I’m practicing being somewhere without needing to be anyone.”

“That sounds exhausting.”

“Only if you’ve spent your whole life being someone for other people.”

The sun was going down behind the Esterel, and the bay had turned the color of the inside of a shell. We stood at the balustrade with our elbows nearly touching and talked until the lamps came on along the quay. She told me she had grown up three streets from the water, above her mother’s café, in a house of people who loved her approvingly. She had learned early, she said, that being loved and being approved of are different things, and that one of them is much easier to arrange.

“And your father?”

“He died when I was nine.” She said it to the sea, evenly, in the tone of a woman reading out a sentence in a language she has not chosen. “I don’t remember him very well. He fixed things. He was always in another room with a soldering iron.”

I should be honest about what I did with that. I said I was sorry. I meant it. And somewhere below the sorrow, in the cold professional cellar where I keep the things I cannot help, I felt the first small lick of greed: a man who fixed things; always in another room. It was a lovely sentence. I filed it for later. It is how I am made.

She turned the conversation around so smoothly that I did not see the turn. I told her what I do. I told her that I could write anyone’s life, that it was a trick of finding the arc, that people wept at my drafts. She listened with her head slightly to one side, as she listened to everything, the champagne untouched in her hand.

“And who are you,” she said, “when you aren’t writing someone?”

I opened my mouth. I closed it. A boat engine started somewhere on the water and idled and stopped.

She laughed. It was a small, controlled sound, like a hand closing a book. It was not at me. It was a laugh of recognition, the kind you give a stranger who has just told you the name of your own street.

We walked down through the old town afterward because neither of us wanted the evening to end, and I did not notice, until we reached the quay, that she had taken my arm. The yachts were gone and the harbor was nearly empty, the water black and tilting with reflected lamps. She corrected my French, twice, gently, as one corrects a child’s grip on a pencil. She said I listened like a man memorizing.

“I don’t memorize,” I said. “I—”

“Then you listen like a man writing.” She stopped under a streetlight and turned to face me, her face tilted up, gray eyes steady, and I could see the whole bay swaying in them. “I should like to know what you do when nothing is being written down.”

We kissed. It was nothing I could have planned or scripted, which is perhaps why I can remember it so clearly. Her hand against my jaw, the salt on the air, a halyard knocking somewhere against a mast in the wind. When she drew back, she looked almost frightened.

“Don’t make this a chapter,” she said.

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

I had already written the first sentence.

I fell in love that night with being understood. I know that now. At the time I thought it was her.


In the margin, in pencil: He asked me one question that night. I have counted since. —J.
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The Lobby Camera
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By seven the next morning I had been awake for thirty-one hours and had reached the stage of sleeplessness at which every object in a room acquires an intention. The coffee maker watched me. The mirrors, facing the walls, seemed to be holding their breath. I had called Juliette’s number twice more and let it ring on the island, and I had read the card, I would estimate, forty times.

A clue, I told myself, is only a fact that has not yet found its sentence. So I went in search of facts.

There was one witness in the building that could not have been lied to, and it hung from the ceiling of the lobby in a plastic dome the size of a grapefruit. The landlord had put it in two years ago after a run of stolen packages. Its footage went, by arrangements I had never examined, to a monitor in the basement office of Walt Brzezinski, the super, a retired lineman for Con Ed with forearms like bundled rope and a dachshund called Ed.

He did not want to let me see it. “That’s the landlord’s,” he said. “That’s privacy.”

“Walt, she’s gone.”

He looked at me for a long moment. He is not a man who has ever been lied to cleanly, and I think he could see that I was not lying. “Your girl?” he said. “The French one?” He made a noise in his throat. “She’s a nice girl. She asked me about my wife, once. Nobody asks about my wife.”

He pulled up a second chair.

The footage was gray, silent, shot from above at a slight fish-eye, so that the lobby curved like the inside of a spoon: the mailboxes, the foot of the stairs, the glass front door with a slice of Avenue B beyond it. Walt ran it forward from six o’clock. A delivery boy. Mrs. Pelletier from 3C with her walker. Then, at 7:43 p.m., a figure came down the stairs.

She took them slowly, one hand on the rail, in the gray coat, with the small leather bag on her shoulder, and she was carrying something against her ribs with the other arm. It took me a moment to see what it was. A blue tin. The kind of tin that Danish butter cookies come in, the kind that lives in every grandmother’s house and holds buttons or thread or letters. She carried it the way you carry something that is heavier than it looks.

She stopped at the bottom of the stairs. She did not go out. She turned, and looked back up the stairwell, five flights of it, with her chin lifted, for about nine seconds, like a woman memorizing a room she is about to leave. Then she faced the glass door. Her face came up into the lens, small and gray and entirely clear.

I have spent nineteen years learning to read people’s faces for a living. I have seen the faces of men confessing to their families and men being forgiven. I did not know what I was seeing. She did not look afraid, or angry, or even sad. She looked like a woman listening to a language she was about to stop speaking.

Her lips moved. Four beats, the same two shapes twice. Walt leaned toward the screen. I took it for French. I ran it back and watched it again, and again, eleven times in all, and each time my own lips moved with hers, trying to catch the shape, and each time she went out the door at 7:44 and 52 seconds, and I could not hear what she said.

Through the glass I could see her cross the sidewalk and step off the curb. The street beyond was the usual evening street: a bus, a boy on a bicycle, a man with a dog, a yellow taxi parked at the far curb, most of it cut off by the edge of the door frame. At 7:46 she walked out of the frame, and the rest of the street went on without her.

“Lot of nothing,” said Walt, kindly.

We ran it forward. Ten minutes. Fourteen. At 8:00 and 12 seconds a man in a good wool coat pushed through the front door, paused in the middle of the lobby and looked at his watch.

I watched myself do it, and I did not like him.

He was a man consulting his watch to prove he had been on time to his own life. He held his body the way men do who have had their appointments kept for them. He crossed to the stairs and took them two at a time, and the lobby sat empty for four minutes, and then at 8:04 and 20 seconds the same man came back down in a blur, hatless, tie loose, mouth open around a word I could read well, and threw himself against the glass door and out onto the street and left the frame running. At 8:04 and 51 seconds, at the far edge of the picture, the yellow taxi pulled away from the curb and was gone, as taxis go.

Walt rubbed the back of his neck. “She didn’t take much,” he said. “A little bag and a cookie tin.”

“A cookie tin,” I said.

“My mother kept her buttons in one.”

I thanked him. I asked for a copy. He put the dachshund on my lap while he made one, a warm unlikely weight, and I sat in a basement in the East Village stroking the ears of a small, indifferent dog and thinking, with great clarity, about nothing at all.

I called the U.N. before nine. It took four transfers and a tone I reserve for headwaiters to get me to the interpreters’ office, and one more to reach the only name I had. Camille Okafor said she had a booking until noon. She said she could give me forty minutes. She named a place on First Avenue, a coffee shop with plastic menus and a view of the General Assembly that she described, without irony, as the world’s largest waiting room.

She was already there when I arrived: tall, thirty-eight or so, in a charcoal suit, with close-cropped hair and the elegant stillness I had seen before, on someone else, in the whole class of people who sit in glass boxes and put other people’s words in their mouths. I had met her twice, at dinners. I remembered that she did not drink, and that she listened to my stories as though checking them for accuracy.

She ordered for herself without looking at the menu. It was a small thing and I noticed it the way you notice weather.

“Do you know where she is?”

“No.”

“Would you tell me if you did?”

“No,” said Camille. She said it without cruelty, as she would have said the time. “I am an interpreter. I do not do tact. I do accuracy. You asked two questions and those are the accurate answers to both.”

I told her about the mirrors. She listened without a flicker, and when I got to the card, Look at what you’ve been looking at, she closed her eyes for exactly one second and opened them again, and I understood that she was not surprised.

“She resigned in January,” she said.

“She—”

“The fourteenth. She gave notice, worked out her contracts, and finished at the end of the month. She told me not to tell you. I’m telling you now because I think the instruction expired when she left.”

“Why would she—” I stopped. “She loved that job.”

“Did she?” Camille turned her cup a quarter turn on its saucer, an interpreter’s precise gesture. “Eight hours a day, Jeffery, she is other people’s voices. Ministers. Generals. A man from a fisheries commission who has never been right about anything. She is brilliant at it. She disappears so completely that the delegates thank her afterward, as if she were the speaker. And then she goes home.”

“And then she comes home to me.”

“Yes.” Camille looked at me steadily. “She told me once she wanted to know what quiet sounded like. I thought it was a figure of speech.”

“We weren’t unhappy,” I said. “We were—” I heard myself reach for the sentence, the one I’d been finishing for two years at every dinner party, and found it intact and glowing in my mouth. “We were the happiest couple I have ever known.”

“How long since she told you something you didn’t already know?”

It was a plain question, put plainly. I started to answer. I went looking for it, the last real surprise, the last sentence of hers that had come from some place I hadn’t furnished, and I walked a long way through the rooms of two years and did not find it. A joke. A phrase. A remark about the
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