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    For anyone who has ever listened to the quiet, waiting for a name that never truly disappears.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The tongue may forget the sound of a word, but the throat remembers the shape of the breath."— Unknown
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Chapter 1: The Sound of Salt
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The simultaneous translation booth at the United Nations office in Geneva always smelled of ozone, cold black tea, and the desperate sweat of people trying to keep up with the world.

Noemi adjusted her headset. The foam pads pressed against her ears, blocking out the low, collective rumble of the assembly hall below. Through the double-paned glass of Booth Three, the delegates looked like miniature figures in a glass case, shuffling papers and adjusting their microphones.

Beside her, Sarah was typing quietly on a tablet, her fingers moving with a steady, rhythmic tap. They had shared this cramped space for three years, long enough to know each other’s breathing patterns, long enough to pass a cough drop without looking up.

"French delegate is taking the floor," Sarah whispered, her voice barely carrying over the hum of the ventilation.

Noemi nodded. She pulled the microphone closer to her mouth. Her fingers hovered over the console, ready to switch the feed. This was her element. In the booth, she was not Noemi the widow, or Noemi the woman who lived in a silent apartment by the lake. She was a conduit. Spanish, French, Arabic, English—she took the words of strangers, stripped them of their foreign skin, and rebuilt them in real-time.

"Thank you, Mr. President," the French delegate began. His voice in Noemi’s headset was dry, standard, and slightly nasal. "I wish to direct the assembly’s attention to the third paragraph of the agricultural draft..."

Noemi breathed in and began to speak. Her English translation flowed smoothly, matching his cadence, keeping the tone professional and neutral.

“Nous devons considérer les conséquences à long terme,” the delegate said.

“We must consider the long-term consequences,” Noemi translated.

The delegate paused. He cleared his throat. It was a wet, heavy sound.

Then, he continued speaking.

But the voice in Noemi’s ears changed.

The nasal, dry tone of the French bureaucrat vanished. In its place came a voice that was softer, slightly rougher at the edges, with a faint, unmistakable hitch before the letter s. It was a voice that carried the quiet warmth of a small apartment in Lyon, the scent of rain on wool, and the sound of dry leaves scraping against a balcony floor.

"The soil does not forget," the voice said in French. "It holds the salt of everything we tried to bury."

Noemi’s throat closed. The words died in her mouth.

Her hands froze on the desk. Her heart gave a sudden, violent thud against her ribs, so hard it made her chest ache. She stared through the glass at the French delegate. He was still speaking, his mouth moving in sync with the audio, his hands gesturing toward his papers. He was a fifty-year-old man from Strasbourg.

But the voice in her headset belonged to Jonas.

Jonas, who had gone missing in the mountains of Montenegro five years ago. Jonas, whose empty car had been found near a steep ravine, but whose body had never been recovered. Jonas, whose voice she had not heard since a final, crackling voicemail left on a rainy Tuesday afternoon.

"Noemi?" Sarah’s voice broke through her panic.

Noemi couldn't answer. The air in the booth felt thick, like water. She was drowning in the sound.

"We cannot pretend the borders are silent," Jonas's voice said through the headset, speaking French with that tiny, familiar lisp she had loved, the one he always tried to hide in public. "We cannot pretend we did not hear them."

"Noemi, take the feed!" Sarah’s hand snapped out, gripping Noemi’s wrist. Her touch was cold and sudden.

Noemi gasped, pulling her head back. The headset slipped, resting awkwardly against her neck. The sudden rush of ambient room noise filled her ears—the low hum of the air conditioner, the clicking of Sarah's keyboard as Sarah quickly took over the microphone, her voice rising in a smooth, professional stream of English.

"I have it," Sarah whispered out of the side of her mouth, her eyes fixed on the delegate below, her face a mask of calm concentration even as her fingers tightened on Noemi's arm.

Noemi stood up so fast her chair scraped loudly against the back wall of the booth. She grabbed her bag, her fingers trembling so violently she dropped her pen. It rolled under the desk, but she didn't look for it. She needed air. She needed the sound to stop.

She pushed the heavy soundproof door open and stumbled out into the quiet hallway.

The corridor was long, lined with gray carpet and lit by sterile fluorescent lights. A security guard at the far end looked up, his face neutral, before returning to his phone. Noemi leaned against the wall, her palms flat against the cold, painted drywall. She closed her eyes and took deep, ragged breaths.

It was a trick, she told herself. An auditory hallucination. A grief-induced echo.

The doctors had told her five years ago that grief did strange things to the brain. For the first six months after Jonas disappeared, she had seen him in every crowd. She had chased a blue jacket down a crowded street in Geneva, only to find a stranger. She had stood outside a café for an hour because she thought she heard his laugh.

But she had never heard his voice like this. Not directly in her ears. Not translating a live speech.

She reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone. Her hand was wet with sweat. She opened her audio recorder app. Because of her job, she often recorded sessions to review her own pacing and vocabulary. The recording of the current assembly was saving to her cloud storage in real-time.

With shaking fingers, she plugged her small earbuds into the phone and pressed play. She dragged the progress bar back two minutes.

She held her breath.

The French delegate’s voice came through the small speakers. It was nasal. Dry. Slightly bored.

"We must consider the long-term consequences," the delegate said on the recording. "The soil does not forget. It holds the salt of everything we tried to bury."

Noemi stared at the screen.

The words were the same. But the voice was not Jonas’s.

On the recording, it was just the old diplomat from Strasbourg. The voice was flat, devoid of the soft, gravelly warmth that had just shattered her heart.

She let the phone drop to her side. The hallway felt incredibly long, the light too bright. A cold sweat broke out along her collarbone. She was losing her mind. The silence she had carefully built around herself for five years was cracking, and the madness was finally leaking in.

She walked out of the building without saying goodbye to Sarah, without signing out at the security desk.

The afternoon air of Geneva was crisp and smelled of lake water and asphalt. She walked down to the tram stop, her legs feeling light and hollow, like dried bamboo. The tram arrived with a metallic squeal. She stepped inside, pressing herself into a corner near the window.

The city moved past her in a blur of gray stone buildings, expensive watch boutique displays, and trees turning yellow at the edges.

"Pardon," a voice said near her.

Noemi flinched. She looked up. A young woman with a stroller was trying to pass her to get to the exit. Noemi quickly stepped back, murmuring an apology in French.

She got off at her stop near the flats in Eaux-Vives. The apartment building was old, its stone facade darkened by decades of lake dampness. She climbed the three flights of stairs in silence, her keys heavy in her hand.

Inside, the apartment was exactly as she had left it.

The air was cool and still. Jonas’s books still occupied the bottom two shelves of the bookcase—foreign policy journals, travel guides to Eastern Europe, poetry collections in German and French. He had been a researcher, a man who collected facts the way other people collected stamps.

Noemi walked into the kitchen. She did not turn on the light. She filled a glass with tap water and drank it down, her throat dry.

She set the glass on the counter. The silence of the apartment was heavy, pressing against her ears like the foam of her headset. She had grown used to this quiet. She had cultivated it. It was safer than the noise of hope.

Her phone vibrated in her hand.

She jumped, nearly dropping it into the sink. The screen lit up. It was an incoming call from an unknown number. Usually, she ignored these. But her thumb swiped the screen before she could think.

She placed the phone to her ear. She did not say hello. She just listened.

At first, there was only static. It was a low, rhythmic hissing, like the sound of waves hitting a pebbled beach.

Then, a breath. A soft, deliberate intake of air.

"Noemi," a voice whispered.

It was not in French. It was in Spanish. But the voice was the same. It was the gravelly, gentle tone. The slight hesitation before the hard consonants. The breath that smelled of cardamom and black coffee.

"Noemi, no te detengas," the voice whispered through the static. Don't stop.

The call disconnected with a sharp, dry click.

Noemi stood in her dark kitchen, the phone still pressed to her ear, the cold lake wind beginning to rattle the windowpane.
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Chapter 2: The Yellow Notebook
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The morning arrived with the color of wet slate.

Noemi sat at her kitchen table, her hands wrapped around a mug of black coffee that had already gone cold. She had not slept. Every time she closed her eyes, the sound of the static returned, followed by that quiet, gravelly whisper.

Noemi, no te detengas.

She looked at her phone. The screen was clean, showing no missed calls or messages. When she opened the call history, the entry from the night before was there.

Unknown Number. 10:42 PM. Duration: 4 seconds.

She had tried to call it back immediately, but her phone had only responded with a flat, electronic tone. The number you have dialed is not in service.

Noemi stood up and walked to the small study at the end of the hall. It was a room she rarely entered anymore. After Jonas disappeared, she had closed the door, pretending the room was just an empty closet. But his presence was still there, trapped in the dust motes that floated in the pale morning light.

She opened the desk drawer. Inside lay a few of his personal items that the police had returned to her: a leather wallet with a torn corner, a silver watch with a cracked face, and three black ballpoint pens. There was no yellow notebook. There were only old utility bills and maps of the Balkan regions he had been researching before his trip.

She picked up the silver watch. She wound it, but the hands remained
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