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CHAPTER 1
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My watch is three minutes slow.

I notice it in the boarding line, at the foot of the jet bridge, between a man coughing into a handkerchief and a woman clutching a travel bag far too small for a trip this long. It is 4:12 on Marc’s dial. 4:09 on mine.

“My watch is slow,” I say.

“Your watch is slow,” Marc answers, without looking up from his passport. “Mine is set to the airport clock.”

“So is mine. I set it this morning.”

He smiles, that tired smile he has worn since we decided to leave. He takes my hand, the one with the watch, and studies it for a moment. His fingers are warm. They always are, even in November, even when the rest of him has gone cold under the bills he no longer shows me.

“Léa. Three minutes.”

He’s right. Three minutes don’t matter. Least of all today, a Friday in November 1979, at Heathrow, with fog pressed against the terminal windows and my only worry supposed to be getting through eight hours on a plane without thinking about the hospital.

I tuck my watch back into my sleeve.

But I can’t stop thinking about it.

Around us, the airport smells of damp carpet and jet fuel, of Virginia tobacco, of wet wool coats. A woman’s voice announces a delay to Frankfurt, then a gate change for Lisbon, in the polite, soulless diction of loudspeakers. I pull the strap of my bag tight against my side. Inside: my passport, my traveler’s checks, the invitation to the conference, and the letter from the bank that Marc thinks I threw away. I didn’t. I folded it in four and pushed it to the bottom of a pocket.

One week in New York. That is what we decided, one evening in September, in the kitchen in Camden, without looking at each other. One week away from the apartment where we no longer talk. Away from meals eaten face to face while nobody speaks. Marc said, “It’ll do us good.” He said it to the teapot, not to me.

I look up at him. He leafs through his passport, page after page. There is a new line between his eyebrows. I hadn’t noticed it. I wonder how long it has been since I really looked at him.

Nine years ago, on a June afternoon, this same hand shook so hard that the ring stuck at his knuckle, and we laughed under our breath, a little in tears. Now I turn my own ring with my thumb, the gold worn thin and warm from my skin.

*   *   *
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The plane is waiting for us on the tarmac, enormous, silver, beaded with drizzle. A Boeing 707. I know nothing about aircraft, but through the window of the departure hall I can see that it is older than the ones around it. The paint has the dull sheen of tired metal.

“She’s old,” a voice murmurs behind me.

I turn. A man of about sixty, short gray hair, the weathered face of someone who has spent his life outdoors. He looks at the aircraft with real tenderness, the kind people keep for an old horse or a sick friend.

“Sorry?”

“The 707. They don’t make them anymore. The airlines are retiring them one by one. This one must have carried more people than this terminal has.” He holds out his hand. “Paul Renaud. Former pilot. I can’t get on a plane without commenting on it.”

His handshake is dry, broad, a little too long. The hand of a man who gripped control columns for decades.

“Léa Marchand. And this is my husband, Marc.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Marc says, with the distracted politeness he saves for strangers.

“Don’t worry,” Paul Renaud adds with a smile. “A 707 doesn’t go down easily. They’re tough old birds.”

It is exactly what someone would say if he didn’t want to talk about planes going down.

I watch him turn his eyes toward the runway, and for a second his smile comes undone and lets something else through, an old weariness. Then he puts it back. I know that gesture. I see it every week on my ward, on the families waiting behind the glass.

*   *   *
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Our seats are in the eleventh row, window for me, Marc beside me in the middle. The cabin smells of cold tobacco, worn leather, hair spray and stale coffee. The seat belts have metal buckles as big as palms. On the seat back in front of me, at eye level, there are small scars: initials carved with ballpoint pens by bored passengers.

I run my thumb over one of them. A J, an M, a heart that never quite closed. Someone, once, had time to be bored here, between two continents, and loved someone enough to carve it into plastic. The thought tightens my throat for no reason. I take my hand away.

I count in my head.

A hundred and fifty seats. Nearly all taken. Businessmen in dark suits, families, a handful of students with frayed backpacks, two nuns side by side, praying under their breath. A young woman with glasses, across the aisle a few rows ahead, opens a notebook and writes, her forehead creased. Farther on, a tall man with long hair and a sharp eye holds a camera on his lap and photographs everything that moves. Another, up front, reads the Financial Times with the concentration of a man who has no time to waste on anyone.

In the right-hand row, a little boy in an oversized coat presses his nose to a window that isn’t his. His mother keeps telling him to sit down. He doesn’t listen. He is watching the baggage handlers in the rain, tiny, yellow, hurrying. I envy him a little, for looking only at what there is to see.

And then there is him.

I don’t know why my eyes stop on him. He sits across the aisle, two rows ahead of us, on the aisle side. Forty, maybe older. A dark coat, hands laid flat on his knees. Nothing in his hands. Nothing under his seat. No carry-on, not even a newspaper, not even a book.

On a plane where everyone clings to something, he holds nothing.

He looks straight ahead, toward the curtain that separates first class from ours. He seems calm. Not relaxed. Calm. He looks like a man waiting for something whose hour he already knows.

Something tightens under my ribs. But he isn’t looking at me. He isn’t looking at anything. And maybe that is what worries me.

“You’re staring at someone,” Marc murmurs.

“No.”

“Yes, you are.”

“He has no luggage.”

Marc glances over and shrugs.

“Maybe he checked everything. Léa, you’re not on call. You can stop diagnosing people.”

“I’m not diagnosing.”

But of course I am. It’s my job. Noticing the details that don’t fit together. Ten years of hospital corridors have taught me that a patient who smiles too fast is lying, that the man who asks to be left alone is the one who most needs you to stay. Something is wrong with this man. Something I can’t name.

Marc keeps his eyes on me a moment longer, with an attention that is almost grave, unlike the way he has looked at me for a year. As if he were learning my face by heart. Then he looks away, and it passes, leaving a strange warmth in my chest, which I put down to exhaustion.

*   *   *
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The engines start with a roar that sets the windows trembling. I’m not usually a nervous flyer, but I haven’t slept, and last night I dreamed of a corridor where every door was identical.

I pushed them open one after another. Behind each, the same room, the same lamp burning, the same empty armchair. I woke with my mouth dry and the sheets twisted around my legs, and Marc, beside me, was staring at the ceiling, eyes open, not moving. I said nothing. Neither did he.

“You okay?” Marc asks.

“Yes.”

“You’re lying.”

“Yes.”

He laughs softly and squeezes my hand. A stewardess passes down the aisle, impeccable, her smile mechanical, checking seat belts. When she reaches us, she lingers half a second too long on Marc, then on me, then on the man with no luggage two rows ahead. She frowns slightly. Then she moves on.

I don’t know what I saw in her face. Surprise? Unease?

I know the look of people who recognize someone. A beat of delay in the eyes, a polite vertigo, quickly caught. She had it. I slide my hands under my thighs so they’ll stop searching for something to hold.

The plane rolls. The terminal slides past the glass, then the hangars, then the rows of beacons blinking in the mist. We reach the runway and line up. The captain announces, in English, that it is forty-four degrees in New York and that we will arrive a few minutes early. A few minutes early. I listen to the sentence like a tiny omen, then call myself an idiot.

The engines scream. The thrust pins me against the seat. My nails dig into the armrests. The asphalt blurs. Then the ground is gone.

London shrinks beneath the clouds. One last time, I see the Thames, a silver thread in the mist. I’ll be back, I tell myself. It’s just a week in New York, a conference, a few days with Marc, nothing more.

I see our apartment in Camden, the key I turned twice in the lock this morning, Marc’s cup still drying on the rack. Absurdly, I wonder if I closed the bedroom window. The tiniest thoughts always come when you’re afraid of the big ones.

Marc’s hand finds mine again without his looking. I feel the pulse in his thumb, quick and uneven, and understand that he is afraid too, and that neither of us will say so. I breathe out slowly, and for the length of that breath I am only a woman holding her husband’s hand.

Behind me, someone laughs. A child asks if we’re there yet.

*   *   *
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An hour goes by, or nearly. The stewardesses serve trays of lukewarm chicken and hard rolls. The air is heavy with smoke. Marc sleeps, his head tipped against the seat back, mouth slightly open, and in his sleep he looks like the man I married, before the debts, before the silence that grew between us in the apartment in Camden.

I watch him for a long time. I want to touch his cheek, to tell him I’m sorry, without knowing for what. For not speaking when I should have. For letting the envelopes pile up on the sideboard without ever asking. I do nothing. Tenderness rises in my throat, and I swallow it, as I have for a year.

I look at my watch.

It should still be three minutes slow. I recalculate. Then I look at Marc’s, on his sleeping wrist.

The same time. To the second.

My stomach tightens. I tell myself I must have gotten it wrong, misread it, that exhaustion is playing tricks on my eyes. I don’t make mistakes like that. I do the sum three times. My lips move. My fingers have gone cold.

Three minutes slow at the start. Nothing now.

“It set itself right,” I say under my breath, to no one.

“It happens,” someone says.

I jump.

The man with no luggage has turned around in his seat. He looks at me over the seat back, calm, his hands still resting on his knees. Up close he is paler than I imagined. His eyes are a dull gray.

“Watches,” he goes on. “Sometimes they correct themselves. Not always at the right moment.”

“Excuse me? Do I know you?”

“Not yet.”

He smiles, a very brief smile, almost sad. Then, in a voice with no threat in it, but one that chills me more than anything I have heard in my life:

“You’re right to keep an eye on the time, Mrs. Marchand.”

I haven’t told him my name.

The blood leaves my hands, my lips, the way it does in my patients when the news lands. I reach for Marc, to shake him, to make him look, but when I turn back to the man, he has already swiveled to face the front, hands flat on his knees, motionless. As if he had never spoken.

And in the cabin, very softly, the lights flicker.
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I don’t move for three minutes.

I count them on my watch, which now runs on the same time as Marc’s. Three minutes of absolute stillness, my hand clenched on the armrest, my eyes fixed on the back of the head of the man with no luggage. He doesn’t turn around. He doesn’t move either. His hair is cropped short, military-clean, and on his collar there is a tiny stain of dried coffee.

I breathe through my nose, slowly, and the cabin air tastes of cold ashes and old coffee. The way I tell patients who are afraid of needles. In for four, out for six. It doesn’t work. My heart pounds in my temples, in my wrists. My mouth is dry. I want a drink and I don’t dare move.

The lights have stopped flickering. No one in the cabin reacted. One of the nuns only lifted her head, then went back to her prayer.

“Marc.”

He’s asleep. I shake his shoulder gently. The wool of his sweater is warm, a little rough, and smells of Camden soap, the kind we’ve bought for years at the corner drugstore without ever deciding to.

“Marc. Wake up.”

“Hm?”

“The man up there. He called me by my name.”

Marc opens one eye, looks where I’m pointing, then sighs.

“Léa.”

“I’m not joking. He turned around and said, ‘Mrs. Marchand.’ I’ve never spoken to him.”

“Your name is on your suitcase. On your boarding pass. On the badge you’ve been wearing since this morning because you forgot to take it off.”

I look down. My hospital badge is clipped to my lapel, my first initial and my name in black letters. Dr. L. Marchand. I hadn’t seen it.

The relief is immediate, and almost at once it shames me. I laugh, a little too loudly. The laugh rings false.

“There. I’m losing my mind.”

“You’re tired,” Marc says, laying his head against my shoulder. “Sleep.”

His weight on my shoulder is familiar. For a second I want to close my eyes and believe this is nothing but travel fatigue. For nine years that head has been looking for my shoulder in the dark. I shouldn’t be afraid of that weight.

Early in our marriage he used to fall asleep like this on night trains, and I would stay awake on purpose, just to feel him rise and fall against me. My shoulder remembers it now, with a small ache.

I stay rigid and cannot put the thought down.

Somewhere behind us a child asks for water, a stewardess whispers, a lighter clicks. These small sounds reassure me and irritate me at once. The world goes on while I search my own memory for the moment I might have given my name to a stranger. At the counter? In line? I replay the morning minute by minute. I find nothing. Only fog, and that slow watch.

I don’t sleep. Because the badge doesn’t say Mrs. Because it doesn’t say plain Marchand either. It says Dr. L. Marchand, and the man didn’t say Doctor.

He said Mrs. Marchand. Like someone who knows about my marriage.

*   *   *
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I get up after twenty minutes. Marc snores softly, one arm folded under his cheek. I slip past him, careful not to wake him, and step into the aisle.

Under my feet the floor vibrates with a steady shudder. The air is thick with cold smoke. In every row, faces turn up toward me and look away at once. I hold the seat backs as I pass, one after another, with my fingertips. The fabric is rough, a little greasy where necks have rested for years. My knees are soft, as after a thirty-hour shift.

Row 10. A dark-haired young woman, thirty or so, a notebook open on her tray table, a ballpoint pen racing without pause. A metal badge is pinned to her jacket: Press. She doesn’t look at me, but her ears turn toward me.

Row 9. The aisle seat on the right is the dark-coated man’s. It is empty.

I stop. I stand there, one hand on the seat back, staring at the cushion. No dark coat. No man. Only worn blue fabric, slightly dented in the middle. I lay my palm on it.

It’s warm.

My hand stays there. I have held the hands of the dying. I have laid my fingers on foreheads going cold. I know the warmth a body leaves behind, and this warmth is fresh. Someone was sitting here less than a minute ago.

Beside it, the tall man with the long hair I saw at boarding, the camera in his lap, gives me a broad, sheepish smile and raises the lens.

“May I?”

“No.”

“Shame. You have a face that doesn’t let itself be forgotten.”

I don’t answer. Next to him, the young woman with glasses I noticed at boarding has filled an entire page with symbols I can’t read. Greek letters, arrows, a large Ψ underlined three times. She looks up, meets my eyes, and immediately lays her hand flat on the page. Her nails are bitten to the quick.

“Sorry,” she says in English, with an accent I can’t place.

“It’s nothing. Did you see the man who was sitting here?”

She looks at the empty seat, then at me. She shakes her head, too fast. Much too fast. I know that speed too: it belongs to people who prepared their answer before the question was asked.

I continue up the aisle toward the front. Row 8. Row 7. A man in a gray suit, fifty or so, with the look of a banker, reads the Financial Times without turning the page. He doesn’t look up. He never turns the page, either, and it’s that ridiculous detail that makes me shiver. His hands hold the paper stiffly. A bead of sweat runs down his temple and he doesn’t wipe it away.

No dark coat. No man without luggage.

I stand a moment in the middle of the aisle, looking at the row of heads, those napes bent so obediently, the gray hair, the curls, the balding crowns. A hundred and forty-eight people in a metal tube thirty-three thousand feet up. And one of them has vanished without anyone raising an eyebrow. My pulse beats in my neck. Marc, behind me, asleep. Alone.

The thought goes through me like a needle.

*   *   *
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“Ma’am? Are you looking for something?”

The stewardess is standing behind me, a tray of glasses in her hand, her smile intact. A woman of about forty, hair in a tight bun, a badge reading Mrs. Pritchard. Her eyes search my face with an attention I know well: the kind people use to guess whether you’re about to make a scene.

“The man who was sitting in row 9. Seat C. A man in a dark coat, fairly tall, forty, maybe older. Where is he?”

Mrs. Pritchard looks at the seat, from a distance. Then she looks at me, and her smile wavers, very slightly. She has a small white scar at the corner of her lip, which her lipstick doesn’t quite hide. I see it pull taut when she breathes in.

“Ma’am, that seat is empty. It’s been empty since London.”

“That’s not possible. He was there a little while ago. He turned around and spoke to me.”

“I understand.” She says the words slowly, with the professional gentleness reserved for people who are starting to panic. “But I assure you. I have the passenger list right here.”

She takes a folded sheet from her pocket and opens it. I read the heading, Flight 707, then a column of typed names, and my throat tightens. On the row 9 line there are three names. At seat C, a blank line.

“See?”

“There was someone.”

“Perhaps a passenger who changed seats. It happens. I’ll ask the purser. In the meantime, would you like a glass of water? You’re very pale.”

I’m a doctor. I know what it means when someone offers you a glass of water in that voice. I’ve said that sentence myself hundreds of times, to families who refused to understand. I never thought I’d hear it from the other side. I take the glass and force a smile. The water is lukewarm and tastes of metal. I drink it in small sips, to give my hands something to do, to give my throat something other than fear.

“Thank you. I’m tired. Sorry.”

She nods, reassured, and heads toward the back.

I watch her go. Then I look at the list, which she left for a moment on the neighboring seat back when she reached for my glass. It stays there. One name jumps out at me, because it is written by hand, in darker ink, at the very bottom of the page:

KANE, E.

No row. No seat. Crossed out with a single stroke.

I repeat the name without saying it, my lips barely moving. Kane. I don’t know it. And yet something in me rises. My fingers tremble on the glass. The water trembles with them, in small circles.

*   *   *
[image: ]


I go back to my seat with the glass half empty.

Marc is still asleep. Mouth slightly open, hands slack. I sit down without a sound, buckle my belt, look out the window. The sky is a dense blue, almost black, split only by a line of orange light far in the distance. We are flying above an ocean of clouds. Nothing has changed. If I hadn’t felt the warmth of that seat under my palm, I would think I’d lost my mind.

My forehead is clammy. I press it to the cold glass. The kitchen in Camden, the yellow light over the sink, Marc, who stopped finishing his sentences. If I ever get home, I’ll make tea and finally ask him what he isn’t telling me. It’s stupid: you don’t make promises to a windowpane.

I set my glass on the tray table.

There is a piece of paper folded in four under my tray.

I didn’t put it there. I’m certain. A few minutes ago the tray was empty.

I look around. Nobody is watching me. The nun is asleep. The journalist is writing. The banker, far off, still holds his newspaper open to the same page.

I unfold the paper slowly. My fingers don’t quite obey me. The paper is thin, a little greasy, the kind torn from a logbook or a hospital pad.

A few words in pencil, in a slanted, nervous hand, with t’s crossed very high and an a that looks like an o. I know this handwriting. I know it better than any other.

It’s mine.

Don't tell Marc. Not yet.

And below that, added later, in shaky letters:

He isn’t who you think he is.

My breath stops. I have never known this: recognizing my own hand in a sentence I never wrote. My ears buzz. I taste a coin under my tongue. I tell myself, breathe, Léa, breathe, in the voice I use in the ER, calm, firm, barely an order. But that voice belongs to someone else.

I slowly raise my head. Marc sleeps beside me, his cheek against the seat back, a thread of saliva at the corner of his lips. I look at this man I loved, whom I love, whom I may have stopped loving without noticing. I wait to feel something. Fear. Anger. There is only tenderness, and it is unbearable.

I press the pad of my thumb to the letters. The graphite leaves a gray smudge on my skin. Someone pressed hard. Someone was scared, or in a hurry, or both. I even recognize the way the last word stretches toward the edge, the way it does when I write standing up, in a hallway, between two emergencies.

I have never written myself a note.

And yet, in the corner of the paper, there is a small dry coffee stain. The same as the one on the collar of the man with no luggage.
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I fold the paper into eighths, very tight, and slip it into the inside pocket of my coat, against my chest.

My hand is shaking. I watch it shake with the clinical attention I give my patients: rate, amplitude, duration. A tremor of emotion, not of disease. I repeat the sentence three times. It doesn’t calm me.

Don't tell Marc. Not yet.

I turn my head toward him. He sleeps the way he always sleeps, one arm folded, his face turned toward me. He is forty-one. He has a mole under his left eye, a scar on his brow from a bike fall at twelve. I know every millimeter of that face. I have watched it sleep for nine years.

Nine years of mornings in Camden. His hand reaching for mine before his eyes are even open. His breath that smells of cold tobacco and mint toothpaste. His hair sticking up at the back of his head, which he flattens, cursing, in front of the bathroom mirror. I know him by heart.

He isn’t who you think he is.

I don’t think it. I know it.

But the word know suddenly feels soft, like rotten wood. I press my fist to my chest, over the paper. My heart beats too fast. An irregular beat, an extrasystole. What I would tell a patient: “It’s nothing, just breathe.” I breathe. In for four, out for six. The cold air of the vents on my wet palms. The paper pressing its small square against my sternum.

*   *   *
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“You look like someone who’s seen a ghost.”

I jump. Paul Renaud, the old pilot, is standing in the aisle with a paper cup of coffee. He has stopped beside me with the ease of someone who knows his way around.

“I’m just tired.”

“Tired people don’t look at their neighbors like they’re about to disappear.”

I don’t answer. He nods and leans on the neighboring seat back. The smell of burnt coffee rises from his cup, mixed with tobacco and cheap cologne. His fingers around the cardboard are thick, stained with old oil burns.

“Can I tell you something? A tip from the trade.”

“Go ahead.”

“People think the most dangerous part of a flight is takeoff or landing. Wrong. The most dangerous part is the middle. When everything’s been fine for hours and nobody’s paying attention.” He takes a sip of coffee. “Me, I was always afraid of the halfway point. The point of no return. After that, even if you want to go back, you’ve got less fuel to get home than to go on.”

“Are you trying to reassure me?”

“No. I’m trying to tell you your instinct isn’t stupid.” He looks at me. His eyes are a faded blue, very calm. “Something’s bothering you. I won’t ask what. But if it keeps up, come find me. I’ve been in cabins where nobody would believe what everybody felt.”

There is something tender and heavy in his voice, a memory he refuses to name. I think of his face earlier, at the gate. I don’t ask.

He finishes his coffee and heads toward the back without turning around.

I stay where I am.

I watch his massive silhouette go up the aisle, stoop under a badly stowed bag, nod to a nun who doesn’t see him. He walks like a man on a ship’s deck, knees loose. A stranger who gave me, in three minutes, more attention than my husband has in months. No. Not my husband. The man asleep beside me.

The distinction frightens me. I set it aside.

*   *   *
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Around half past seven, Marc wakes up.

He stretches, grimaces, rubs the back of his neck, and smiles at me.

“How long did I sleep?”

“Two hours.”

“And you?”

“I didn’t.”

“You should have.” He takes my hand. “You’re freezing. What’s going on?”

I look at him. I open my mouth. I want to tell him about the paper, the man, the coffee stain, the warm seat, the crossed-out name on the list. I want to say it all in one breath. The words crowd behind my teeth. I can feel the weight of the paper against my ribs, and it decides for me.

Don't tell Marc.

I close my mouth. The words sink back down my throat.

“Nothing. A bad feeling.”

“You always have one.”

“That’s why I’m a doctor.”

He laughs. God, that laugh. He laughs the way he laughed when we met, in 1968, on a Paris metro platform, when I asked if he knew where the rue de Rennes was and he told me he only knew the rue des Écoles.

It has been a year since I last heard him laugh like that, with his whole body, head thrown back. And tonight, on this plane, he finds that laugh again. My eyes fill. This isn’t the time to be happy.

A thought crosses my mind. Stupid. Cruel, maybe.

“Marc. Do you remember the first time we met?”

“Of course.”

“Tell me.”

“Why?”

“I want to hear it.”

He looks at me, a little surprised, a little touched. He settles back against the seat.

“It was the fall of 1968. At the Odéon station. You were wearing a green coat that was too big for you. You were looking for the rue de Rennes. I told you I didn’t know it. You sighed, you called me a tourist, I said I was born in Paris.” He smiles. “You said in that case I was even more to blame.”

I smile too. I can’t help it. Every word is exact. Through his voice I find the smell of the metro, the warm dust, the iron of the rails, the grin of a skinny boy in a corduroy jacket. I am twenty-two. I am on that platform.

Almost every word.

“It was raining,” I say softly.

“What?”

“That day. It was raining. I remember you had a black umbrella.”

Marc frowns. One second. Half a second. Then his face relaxes.

“Yes, of course. A black umbrella. You’re right.”

But that day, it wasn’t raining.

It was a blazing October sun, and I was the one with a closed umbrella under my arm, taken that morning in spite of the forecast, out of pure stubbornness. Marc had teased me about it. It was even the beginning of the story: Afraid of the rain, miss, or do you just want someone to lend you shelter?

I look at my husband. He looks at me. He smiles and tightens his fingers around mine. His thumb strokes my palm, a gesture that is his.

He has just lied to me. Or been mistaken. Or answered what I wanted to hear.

I don’t know which is worse.

The cold takes me from the back of my neck. There is a medical name for it: dissociation. I see myself sitting there, my hand in his, smiling, and it isn’t me anymore. It is a woman I am examining.

*   *   *
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Night falls all at once. The sky goes from blue to ink without transition. The stewardesses switch off the overhead lights. In the dimness, the cabin becomes a long tunnel of silhouettes, dotted with yellow circles of light: reading lamps, cigarettes.

Faces change in the dark. They hollow out, lose their age. I see the boy in the oversized coat asleep in his mother’s lap, mouth open, one fist clenched on a corner of blanket. Farther on, the journalist, her head against the wall, keeps writing by the glow of a lamp the size of a fingernail. The air now smells of warm wool, of sleeping breath, of the plastic of cold trays. Everyone on this plane carries a worry he doesn’t share.

I haven’t closed my eyes since London. Every time I shut my eyelids, I see the handwriting on the paper: the t’s crossed so high, the a that looks like an o. I have always written that a that way, since a teacher rapped my knuckles and I kept the flaw out of defiance.

This time I get up to go to the lavatory. Marc is dozing again, headphones on, the little cassette recorder in his lap, the tape turning in its clear window. I recognize the cassette by its label: a mix I recorded for him years ago, with songs from the first winter we shared a borrowed record player, songs I no longer dare listen to. He brought it. I don’t know why that touches me so much. I stand there a moment longer than I should, watching the tiny wheels turn.

In the aisle, a young man with a backpack, barely twenty, blocks my way as he stands up too fast.

“Sorry! Sorry, ma’am.”

“It’s nothing.”

“You’re a doctor, right? I read it on your badge.” He blushes. “Sorry. I’m Inès. I mean, I’m a girl. The short hair fools everybody.”

I laugh in spite of myself. It’s the first time since London.

“Inès. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing serious, probably. I’ve had this kind of buzzing in my ear for a while. A very high sound, very far away. And a metal taste in my mouth.” She hesitates. “Do you think it’s the pressure?”

Her cheeks are burning, her fingers stained with blue ink, her backpack covered in stickers. She grips the straps. She looks like what I was at twenty, before medicine taught me to stop blushing.

I take her wrist, out of reflex. Her pulse is fast but regular.

“It’s probably the pressure. Chew something. Candy, gum.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

She heads back to her seat. I stand still, my hand still open.

The buzzing. The metal taste.

This morning, before leaving the apartment, I felt the same thing. An insect sound, very high. A taste of coins under my tongue. I put it down to stress.

I close my hand around nothing. Somewhere on this trip there is a thread I can’t see, and someone is pulling on it.

*   *   *
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When I get back to my seat, it is 8:28 on my watch. We are in the middle of the Atlantic. I can’t see anything through the window, only the outline of the wing, black on black, and the small red light blinking at its tip.

The captain comes on the intercom. His voice, in English, which I understand effortlessly after nine years in London, is steady, almost amused.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we have just passed the midpoint of our crossing. In a few minutes we will be going through an area of light turbulence. Please return to your seats and fasten your seat belts. Thank you.”

I buckle my belt. I look at Marc. He’s asleep. He looks so peaceful I want to cry.

If I’m wrong, I’m ruining the only week we have left. If I’m right, I’m sitting next to a stranger who has held my hand for four hours. The two sentences grind against each other and strike no spark. Only nausea.

Then, without knowing why, I turn toward the back of the cabin.

At the very end, in the narrow space of the galley, under a pale light, a man stands with his back against the partition. A dark coat. Hands flat against his thighs. He is looking at me.

He raises his right hand, slowly, in greeting.

Then his lips move. I read each word on his mouth, as I learned to with the deaf patients at the hospital.

Three.

My heart stops.

Two.

“Marc,” I say, in a voice that isn’t mine.

One.

And the whole cabin goes silent.
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CHAPTER 4
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The silence doesn’t fall. It arrives all at once, like a slammed door.

A second earlier there were the engines, the rattle of trays, a man coughing, a child whining. Then nothing. Not a breath. Not the rustle of a sleeve. Not even my own heartbeat in my ears, though I can feel it against my ribs.

I want to scream. Nothing comes out.

My mouth opens, my throat vibrates, but no sound comes. I grab the armrest. The plastic doesn’t creak.

I have never known such emptiness. At the hospital, at night, the corridors still hum: a fluorescent tube sputtering, an infusion pump, a breath behind a door. Even death makes noise, a last rattle, a sheet pulled up. Here there is nothing. Every nerve strains toward a sound that doesn’t come, and my skull fills with a dull pressure, a diver’s.

*   *   *
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I look at my watch. 8:31. The second hand moves, smooth, steady, soundless. I fix on it. It is the only thing still moving the way it should. Then I look elsewhere, and what I see freezes me.

Everyone is still living. But without sound.

The nun, two rows over, moves her lips on her rosary. The banker finally turns the page of his newspaper, and the paper doesn’t crinkle. Farther on, a stewardess drops a tray: I watch the glasses bounce on the carpet, an amber liquid spreading in silence. A man opens his mouth to shout, and nothing comes out. He claps his hands to his ears. He screams, without a sound.

His face is purple, the veins in his neck standing out, and his mute distress is more obscene than any cry. I want to look away. I can’t. I’m a doctor, I look.

Marc is still asleep.

My first reflex is the doctor’s: take the pulse, check the breathing, look for the cause. My second is the woman’s: grab him, hold him, never let go. The two fight inside me, in a silence where I can’t even hear my teeth chatter.

I shake him. I feel the wool of his sweater under my fingers, the warmth of his shoulder. He doesn’t stir. I shake him harder, lay my palm on his cheek. He’s breathing. I see his chest rise and fall, very slowly, too slowly.

My hand on his cheek is trembling. His skin is warm, a little damp, the evening stubble rough under my palm. I have made this gesture a thousand times, to pull him from sleep. Today he doesn’t answer.

I turn my head toward the window. My own reflection looks back at me, a pale oval with a mouth shaped around a scream I cannot hear. I press two fingers to my neck. The pulse is there, hard and quick under the skin, and I hear nothing of it. Nothing.

The small red light at the tip of the wing no longer blinks. It stays on, frozen.

*   *   *
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I don’t know how long it lasts. Ten seconds. Maybe twenty.

Around me, a few faces have turned toward one another. The ones who aren’t sleeping, the ones who understood that something is wrong. The young woman with glasses, in row 9, has half risen. Her right hand grips her left wrist: she is watching her watch, lips pressed together. Beside her, the tall man with long hair has his finger on the shutter button. His finger presses, once, by reflex; the click makes no sound. He is staring at the ceiling.

One row ahead of me, the journalist, whom her badge calls Jodie, scribbles in her notebook with almost furious speed. She looks up, meets my eyes, and in hers I read exactly what I’m feeling: You heard it too? That void?

I nod. A tiny movement no one else would have seen. It is the only thing keeping me from screaming. I’m not the only one going mad.

Paul Renaud stands in the aisle, motionless, his hands held away from his body. He turns his head slowly, to one side, then the other. His face is bloodless. His lips move, and I think I read one word, just one, again, but I could be wrong. He looks like a man hearing a storm return that he has already weathered once.

I search one last time for the galley, at the back of the cabin.

The man is gone.

*   *   *
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The sound comes back like a punch.

First a high whine in both ears, then the roar of the engines bouncing off the hull, then the voices, all at once, cries, nervous laughter, questions. A child bursts into sobs. Someone repeats “What was that? What was that?” over and over. The stewardesses run down the aisle, hands raised, smiles cracked.

My eardrums pop. I clap my palms over my ears, too late. The taste of metal floods my tongue. I want to vomit. My heart, which had gone silent, starts again, too hard, too fast. I breathe in gasps.

“Ladies and gentlemen, please remain seated. There is no cause for alarm.”

The captain’s voice, over the intercom, is calm, almost too calm. He speaks English, of course, and I understand every word effortlessly, because nine years in London have taught me to think in that language when I’m afraid.

“We experienced a brief electrical disturbance. All systems are operating normally. We apologize for any concern.”

An electrical disturbance. I don’t believe it. Nobody does, I can see it in their faces.

“Marc.”

This time, he moves. He opens his eyes, blinks, sits up, running a hand over his face.

“What? What’s going on?”

“You didn’t hear anything?”

“Hear what?”

“The silence. There was no sound at all.”

He looks at me, frowning, with that expression I know so well, tenderness and worry.

“Léa. I was asleep.”

“Nothing was making a sound. The engines, the people, everything. For at least ten seconds.”

“You had a nightmare.”

“I wasn’t asleep.”

He doesn’t answer. He rubs his eyes, yawns, looks around at the panicked passengers, the stewardess picking up her tray. And in his gaze there is something I can’t define. Not fear. Not surprise.

A kind of recognition.

The look of a traveler who turns a corner and finds a place he thought he would never see again. Almost at once he hides it, lowers his eyelids, smiles at me. Anyone but me would miss it. But I have ten years of hospital corridors spent watching faces that hide something. What I just saw wasn’t a husband waking up. It was a man checking where he is.

*   *   *
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“Eleven seconds.”

The voice is low, rapid. I turn. The young woman with glasses has come up the aisle to my row. She holds her watch in her hand, the strap undone.

“Eleven seconds,” she repeats in English, with that accent I still can’t place. “Start to finish. I timed it.”

“You heard it too.”

“No.” She looks me straight in the eye. “That’s exactly it. I heard nothing. That’s what’s impossible. Even in an anechoic chamber you can hear your own blood. Absolute silence doesn’t exist, unless...”

She breaks off, bites her lip.

“Unless?”

“Nothing. I have to check something.”

She turns on her heel and goes back to her seat. I watch her jot new equations in her notebook, at top speed, then cross them out, then start over. Her hand shakes, but her writing stays sharp. Someone who prefers the fear of numbers to the fear of men. I understand her.

Around us, the cabin pulls itself together. A woman comforts her son, stroking the back of his neck. A steward hands out cups of water mechanically. The nuns have drawn close to each other, forehead to forehead, their rosaries clicking. The air smells sour, a smell I know: the sweat of fear, of waiting rooms when the doctor takes too long to come out.

“She’s strange,” Marc says.

“She’s right. It’s impossible.”

“Léa. Listen to me.” He leans toward me and takes my hand in both of his. “You’re exhausted. You’ve been afraid since this morning. What we went through was surely an electrical failure, some cabin glitch. Planes from this era have them all day long.”

His hands wrap around mine. They are strong, warm, a little callused at the base of the thumb. They know how to hold me. Everything about him is so right that one false detail jumps out.

“You didn’t hear the silence, but you know it was electrical.”

He hesitates. One second. He squeezes my hand.

“That’s what the captain said.”

I lower my eyes to our hands. And I understand, the way you understand that a patient is lost.

His wedding ring is on his right hand.

*   *   *
[image: ]


I say nothing. I stare at the gold band that Marc has worn on his left ring finger since the day we were married, June 14, 1970. The band I slid onto his finger myself, in front of a mayor in a tricolor sash, in a town hall in the Fifteenth Arrondissement that smelled of wax and cold coffee.

It isn’t the left hand. It’s the right.

I remember that day. Marc was trembling. His hand was so damp that the ring stuck at the knuckle, and we laughed, both of us, under our breath, in front of the mayor, who coughed. That laugh has been in my chest for nine years.

My gaze moves from the ring to the whole hand, searching for other mistakes. The short nails, bitten at the corner. The slightly thickened knuckle. The pale mark at the hollow of the wrist, where the watch left its imprint. Everything is in its place. Everything is exact, except that circle of gold on the wrong side. I don’t dare lean closer. I don’t want him to see me looking.

What do you say to a man whose wedding ring has changed hands? Did you put it on the other hand? He would laugh. He’d answer with something simple, plausible. And I would have gained nothing, except the certainty that he lies well.

“What is it?” Marc asks.

“Nothing.”

“You look strange.”

“Nothing, I said.”

He smiles, lies back, puts his headphones on again. Asleep once more, his right hand resting on his stomach, the ring shining in the yellow light.

I tell myself: He could have switched it. Maybe he took it off to sleep and put it back on the wrong hand when he woke. I tell myself Marc is absent-minded, that he’s done it before, once, years ago, in Brighton.

I don’t believe it.

Under the blanket I pinch the inside of my wrist, hard enough to leave a mark. An old trick from the long nights. I want to lift his hand to my mouth, as I used to when he slept, and I cannot. I do not know whose hand it is.

My hands are ice. I force myself to count: one, two, three, as before a difficult venipuncture. No nurse counts for me. No protocol covers what I have just seen. There is only a thirty-three-year-old woman, in the dark, six miles above the water, looking at a man’s hand and no longer knowing whom she married.

Because in the pocket of my coat, the paper folded in eighths suddenly weighs a great deal.

He isn’t who you think he is.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 5
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“Ma’am, you should sit down.”

Mrs. Pritchard blocks my way in the aisle, a tray of teacups balanced on her forearm. She speaks in a low voice, with that wax smile I’m starting to hate. Behind her, the cabin is boiling: people lean out of their seats, call to one another, demand explanations. One of the nuns is crying without a sound. A child has been screaming nonstop for a full minute.

I got up without thinking. I no longer know whether it was to flee the man asleep beside me or to run toward something, anything, that looks like an explanation. My right hand is still clamped, deep in my pocket, around the paper folded in eighths. My fingers crumple it, smooth it, crumple it. I only notice when I see Mrs. Pritchard’s gaze drop to my arm.

“I’d just like to speak to someone in the cockpit.”

“The captain made an announcement. All systems are operating normally.”

“I’m a doctor. I’ve seen several passengers in shock.”

It’s false, or nearly. But the word doctor always has the same effect: Mrs. Pritchard’s smile cracks and she steps back half a pace.

“Is someone ill?”

“No. But if this goes on, someone will be.”

She hesitates. I watch her eyes go back and forth from one passenger to the next. There is fatigue under her makeup, a fatigue that doesn’t date from today, and something else, more elusive: fear, maybe, but of a kind I can’t name. Not fear of what just happened. Fear of what might follow. Then she hugs the tray to her and whispers:

“I’ll bring you some tea. Please go back to your seat. The captain knows what he’s doing.”

She walks away, stiff, holding the cups with a hand that isn’t quite steady. The china clinks together, a small clear sound, almost cheerful. After the void of a moment ago, that clinking is both an insult and a gift. I listen until it dies away in the din.

*   *   *
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I don’t go back to my seat. Not yet.

I can’t. I don’t want to sit down again beside that right hand, that ring. If I sit, I’ll have to pretend. I’ll have to smile, answer, let his shoulder settle against mine. My stomach is knotted, my mouth full of copper.

Row 10. The journalist is sitting with her notebook open on her lap, her pen motionless above the page. She isn’t scribbling anymore. She is staring at something with fierce concentration.

She has a thin, angular face, dark hair pulled back by a slipped scarf, mauve shadows under black eyes. Her suit is rumpled. On the tray table sits a cup of coffee, untouched, already cold, which has left a brown ring on the paper napkin. A smell of menthol cigarettes hangs in the air: she smoked earlier, no doubt in the seconds after the sound came back. Her fingers are yellowed to the second knuckle.

“Excuse me. Jodie, is that right?”

She jumps and snaps the notebook shut.

“Who told you my name?”

“Your badge. Press, and underneath, J. Berstein.”

“Oh.” She relaxes a little. “Yes. Jodie Berstein, The Observer. You’re the woman in row 11. The Frenchwoman.”

“Léa Marchand.”

“You heard something, too. Or rather, you heard nothing.”

I sit on the armrest of the empty seat beside her. My legs are shaking. The vinyl is cool under my thighs.

“Yes. Eleven seconds, according to one of our neighbors. She counted them.”

“The physicist?” Jodie sketches a dry smile. “Her name is Nadia Cohen. She told me she works at Oxford. She went off to check something with the tall photographer.”

“Thomas.”

“Garnier, yes. Photographer. Nice guy. He told me he snapped his camera at the moment of the silence, on reflex. Doesn’t even know why.”

I don’t answer. She looks at me for a long moment, weighing a witness. It is the patience I have with a patient who isn’t telling everything.

“Do you have a metal taste in your mouth?”

My heart jumps.

“Excuse me?”

“Since London. A taste of coins. And a high buzzing, very far up. I’ve had it since this morning, before I even got to the airport. I put it down to stress.”

“Me too.”

The two words give me an indecent relief. I look down so she won’t see my eyes shine.

“The young one, Inès, has it too. She told me earlier. Nadia Cohen, too. And an old pilot named Renaud.” She counts on her fingers. “Five. Maybe more.”

“More?”

“A hundred and forty-eight people on this plane, Mrs. Marchand. So far I’ve found five. They all have the same symptom. And they all have something else in common that I haven’t figured out yet.”

She leans toward me and lowers her voice again. Her breath smells of cold coffee and mint. Around us, the cabin growls like a disturbed hive. Up front, a man demands the captain. Behind us, a mother rocks a child, humming. Bags fall, belts snap. Two women whispering in the middle of a shipwreck. I notice, absurdly, that my stockings have laddered at the ankle.

“Do you want to know why I’m telling you this?”

“Tell me.”

I glance over my shoulder. From where I sit, I can see the back of Marc’s neck, his bent arm, the pale patch of his sweater in the dimness. He hasn’t moved. He breathes deeply, like a man with nothing to fear. And here I am, perched on an armrest one row from him, talking about him as if he were evidence. My father used to say betrayal always begins with a silence mistaken for modesty. Am I the one betraying, or is he? I have no answer. Only that taste of copper, rising.

“Because in eleven seconds of silence, I wrote something.”

She says it softly, almost angrily.

*   *   *
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She reopens the notebook. Her hands are thin, the veins fine and blue under the skin. She turns the pages one by one, to the one she’s looking for, then lays it on my lap without a word.

The pages rasp. I lower my eyes slowly.

Three-quarters of the sheet is covered with notes: dates, names, abbreviations. It is her everyday handwriting, quick and slanted, all loops. But in the middle of the page, set off from the rest by a white space, there is a line drawn another way. Bigger. Heavier. The pen nearly tore the paper.

Flight 707 never left London.

I read the sentence once. Twice. A chill runs down my spine.

The jet bridge. The drizzle on the tarmac, the thrust that pinned me to the seat, the Thames shrinking beneath the clouds. I felt the plane leave the ground. I know it with my body. And yet the sentence is there, in one black stroke, and a tiny, stubborn part of me murmurs: What if the body is wrong?

“You wrote this during the silence?”

“I don’t remember doing it.” Her voice is very calm, too calm. “I was writing something else. A quote from yesterday’s conference. And then the silence came, and when I came back to myself, that sentence was there. In my handwriting. In my place.”

“It’s not a joke somebody played?”

“I never let go of my notebook. And look at the t’s.”

I look. The crossbars of the t’s sit very high, almost detached from the stem. Exactly like on the paper folded against my chest. My pulse beats in the pads of my fingers.

I slip my hand into my pocket and grip the paper. I don’t take it out.

I wonder if I should keep quiet and go back to my seat, as Mrs. Pritchard would like. The path of reasonable people. But the warm seat, the crossed-out name, the coffee stain: there is no gentle path left.

“Has anyone else written something?” I ask.

“Why that question?”

“Because I found a message under my tray. Earlier, before the silence.”

Jodie doesn’t move. I watch her pupils dilate.

“Show me.”

I pull the paper from my pocket, slowly. I unfold it on my knee, between her and me. The paper has taken the warmth of my chest. She leans in and reads, her lips parted.

Don’t tell Marc. Not yet. He isn’t who you think he is.

I watch her read. Her forehead creases, her lips shape each word. She doesn’t ask whether it’s my handwriting. She knows. I saw it the instant she held the two sheets side by side, the way you hold two X-rays up to each other.

“Who’s Marc?”

“My husband. He’s asleep in row 11.”

Jodie straightens. She looks at me, then past my shoulder at the sleeping man, his right hand resting on his stomach, the ring shining.

Her gaze weighs on him, and it hurts. Even now, even after the ring, a part of me wants to step in front of him and say, Leave him alone, he hasn’t done anything to you. I hate myself for wanting it. I hate myself for not wanting it.

“Mrs. Marchand,” she says, very low. “I’m going to ask you a question, and I need you to answer honestly. Not as a doctor. Not as a wife. Honestly.”

“Yes.”

“Are you absolutely certain that man is your husband?”

I don’t answer.

Because I already know the answer, though I haven’t dared to say it: if I say yes, I’m lying. And if I say no, I’m going insane.

My heart pounds so hard I feel it in my teeth. Nine years: the mornings in Camden, the chipped mug, the debts, the silences, Marc’s voice waking me with Léa, it’s late. Each memory is intact, true. That is why the question is monstrous. How can you doubt a man whose every sigh you know?

Jodie waits. She doesn’t push me. She has set her pen on the notebook, perfectly straight, to show she isn’t taking notes. It’s been so long since anyone gave me time to answer. Marc finishes my sentences, or no longer waits for them.

My mouth opens. I feel the word coming, yes, the small word I said in the town hall of the Fifteenth. It stays stuck at the back of my throat.

In the aisle ahead of us, a cry rings out. Short, shrill, brutally cut off. A tray hits the floor. A man in a gray suit, the banker, his face the color of ash, has just leapt up from his seat in row 7. He is holding his newspaper.

“Where is it?” he screams. “Where is the date?”

He thrusts it out at arm’s length. The Financial Times is open to the front page. And even from here, three rows away, I can make out the masthead, and the date printed under the title.

It is written backward.
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