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CHAPTER 1


Maya at briefing room 2A twenty minutes before the cohort. The carpet was the colour of bus-station coffee, the way it had been when she had last walked into it eighteen months ago and the way it had been the eleven years before that on the day she had first walked in for type rating on the 777. The strip light overhead did the small constant noise it did. The room smelt of cleaning fluid and the warm plastic the carpet shed in the mornings before the radiators came up. She knew the room because she had been in it nine times: the type rating, three recurrent blocks, the line-check of the lateral promotion to senior FO, two ground-school refreshers, the command course that had ended where it had ended eighteen months ago, the route check eight days after that, the conversation with her line manager a week later, the conversation with her training captain a fortnight after. The previous count had not included today. It had been the count she had carried into the room on every morning of the last eighteen months that had begun, in the privacy of her own head, with the word again.

She set her folder at the second seat from the right. The folder was leather. It had been her father's. He had not used it in the last four years of his life and had passed it to her at the kitchen table in Bradford in 2022 with the precise inflection of a man who had decided that the folder was now hers and would not be requiring it back. He had given it to her ahead of the previous command course. She had carried it through that course and into the route check and out of the route check. The folder had not noticed.

He had called this room the room. He had not flown out of it. He had flown out of Karachi and Lahore for fifteen years for Pakistan International Airlines, and then for the regional operator in the north of England that had taken him on after he emigrated in 1994 and let him go in 2009 when his back had failed in a way that no longer permitted twelve-hour duties. He had never sat in this room as a captain or an FO. He had stood in it once, when she was nineteen and he had brought her to her first simulator session — they had let him into the briefing room as a courtesy, the centre's old briefing block, demolished two iterations of building ago. He had said to her, in Urdu, with the inflection of a man delivering the most accurate sentence he was capable of in either of his languages: yeh woh kamra hai jahan sab faisle hote hain. This is the room where everything is decided.

She set her folder. She sat. The clock above the door read seven forty. The cohort would begin to come in at five-to. She had twenty minutes.

He had died on the eighteenth of March, two years and four months on from her route-check failure, in the front room of the house in Bradford, in the chair he had bought from a charity shop in 2011 because the chair was the only one in the shop he could sit in for more than twenty minutes without his back going. The stroke had been at three-forty in the afternoon. He had been sixty-eight. He had not seen her sit in this room for this course. The not-seeing was, this morning, sat in the chair to the second from the right with her. It was not loud. It was an information she carried at the level of her own bones the way she had carried it since March, and she was not, today, going to be doing anything with it she had not done with it for six months.

She breathed. She did the breathing she had trained herself to do in the seat second from the right of every briefing room she had walked into in the previous eighteen months. The breathing was four in, four hold, four out. She did six rounds. She did the seventh. She stopped because the door began to open and the first of the cohort came in.

Mike Davies. The one she did not know well, the one she had flown with twice in eight years. He nodded across the table. She nodded back. He set his folder at the far end. He sat. He did not, in any of the eight years she had known him peripherally, ever try to make conversation in a briefing room before a briefing started. The not-trying was one of his more agreeable qualities.

The second was Hanson, who she did not know at all — a transfer from the Manchester base, two years on the fleet, the smallest of the cohort in stature and, by the silence in which he sat, the smallest in working air. The third was a woman called Alvarado from the freighter side, transferring. Park was the fourth — Park she had known since cadet — and he came in at eight minus three with his coffee in his hand and his folder under his arm and the look of a man who had been awake for two hours and had decided, against every reasonable judgement of his own circadian rhythm, that he was going to be cheerful about it.

“Khan,” he said.

“Park.”

“You look —”

“Don't.”

He laughed. He sat. He did not look. The not-looking was the work of a man who had known her long enough to be told.

Reyes came in fifth. Reyes was the laugher, the Manchester-based first officer who had been one of Maya's roommates at the hotel during the recurrent block last year. Reyes did the thing she did at half past seven any morning of the working week, which was to walk into a room as though she had been told the room was about to be funny and she did not want to miss the opening line. She caught Maya's eye across the table. Her face did the small warm thing it did when it recognised someone it liked. Then she sat next to Park.

Then Imogen.

The door at eight minus three minutes and the woman in the navy uniform Maya had not seen on her in over a year and the folder at her side and the hair in the high knot she had worn since cadet days. Three pins. The loose strand at the right temple Maya had noticed across a hundred crew rooms in nine years and that today, in the second-from-right seat in briefing room 2A at the start of the first morning of the six months that everything had been arranged around, struck her as the kind of small specific thing about another woman that, if she was honest about it, she had been registering for too long to be calling the registering accidental.

Imogen saw her. Imogen's face did its half-second thing — the half-smile, the slight lift of the right eyebrow, the steady eye contact — and then said, evenly, from the other end of the table, the surname Maya had been waiting all morning to hear and had not, until this minute, known she had been waiting.

“Khan.”

“Carrington.”

Two seconds. The whole cohort heard it. The whole cohort did not register it as anything other than the standard surname exchange of two senior FOs who had known each other since cadet days. Imogen set her folder at the seat two from the left. The seat second from the right and the seat second from the left were, on the geometry of the long oak table, exactly opposite. They had selected, without consultation, the chairs that would put them face to face for the next four hours. Whether the selection was an accident, Maya was not, in the minute she had to think about it, prepared to answer.

The eighth came in last. Tarrant. A senior FO Maya had flown with once on a rotation she could not now remember. He took the chair at the head of the table because nobody else had elected to sit there. The cohort was complete. The clock read eight on the second. The door opened again.

Hollis came in.

He was sixty next year. He had been a B777 training captain for nine of the past eighteen years of his career and the institutional voice of the command assessment for six of those nine. He was a small man, careful, with grey hair clipped close at the sides and the steady controlled diction of a person who had decided early in his life that nothing he said was going to be hurried. He set his folder. He sat. He looked round the table. He said —

“Morning.”

Eight voices replied. “Morning.”

He let the silence sit for half a beat. He opened the folder. He said:

“You all know me. I know all of you. We've trained together at one point or another. The next six months are a course you have prepared for individually and that you are about to undertake collectively. I am going to walk you through the structure. Then I am going to walk you through the assessment. Then I am going to walk you through the expectation. Then we are going to begin.”

He walked them through the structure. Six weeks of intensive simulator assessment. Four weeks of line training as pilot flying under check captain supervision on revenue flights. The final route check. Five command slots open in the current cycle. Eight first officers at the table. Of last year's eight, six had passed; four of those had received their first-choice base. The mathematics was given without sentiment. The pen with which he had written some of the figures on the briefing board behind him had run dry halfway through and he had switched, without comment, to a different colour, and had carried on. Maya did not move her eyes from the board. The Maya she had been at the previous course had moved her eyes from the board exactly twice. She knew because she had been over the recording of the briefing in her head approximately a hundred times in the eighteen months since.

He walked them through the assessment. Two debriefs per sim session. The grading scheme. The publication of the cohort's running performance to the senior assessment panel after week three. The route check. The standard.

He walked them through the expectation. He used the standard sentences a man in his position used in the standard institutional way. The expectation was that they would behave at all times like the captains they were preparing to become. The expectation was that they would support one another in the cohort. The expectation was that the seat they were preparing for was one of the senior captain's seats in the carrier and was, by every measure the carrier could measure it by, going to ask of them things they had not yet been asked to give. The expectation was, in short, that they were here because the carrier thought they could do it.

He paused. He closed the folder. He looked round the table the way a man looks round a table when he is about to deliver the sentence he has delivered eleven times in his career and which he has, on each of the eleven, intended in the same way.

“You are here because we think you can do it,” he said. “Now show us we were right.”

Maya kept her eyes on him. She did not move them. She kept her hands flat on the leather folder her father had given her at the kitchen table in Bradford in 2022 and which she had brought, in the four years since, into every assessment of her professional life. She kept the breathing she had trained herself to keep at the same rate during simulator sessions when the engine was on fire and the cabin was full of smoke and the alternates were closing and the company was on the radio and the man in the right seat needed her to be the still point. The breathing did its job. The hands stayed flat. The eyes stayed on Hollis. And in the back of the chamber of her chest, in the room where she did the only work nobody at the table could see her doing, her father's voice rose up in his Lahori English — clean, accented, present — and said the same sentence Hollis had just said, with the emphasis on the final phrase that had been her emphasis since she was nineteen years old.

Now show us we were right.

She did not move.

The briefing began.

Carrington


CHAPTER 2


She had been listening to Hollis for an hour and forty minutes. The Hollis voice was the Hollis voice she had heard at her line-check three years ago and the recurrent eighteen months ago and the senior FO conversion before that. It was a voice without urgency. The not having of urgency was, in her assessment of him, the most useful quality a training captain could carry into a room. A man without urgency did not produce urgency in the people he was assessing. The people he was assessing produced their own.

She had her hands on the table and her folder closed in front of her and the second of the two pens she had brought to the briefing laid neatly beside the folder at the angle she had used since the year she had been at boarding school in Sheffield and had organised her desk for her O-levels in the way a girl organises a desk who has been told her whole life by her father that an officer's working space is, by every available metric, a measure of her character. The second pen because she had been to enough briefings in her career to know that the first pen sometimes failed. Two pens was preparedness, the kind that did not look like preparedness. Her father had taught her that.

She thought, briefly, of her father.

She did not allow herself to dwell. The first morning of a six-month course was not the morning to be thinking about her father. She returned her attention to Hollis, who was at the point of his introduction where he was talking about the route check and where the eight of them would be required to sit it. She had listened to Hollis talk about route checks at five separate stages of her career and could have, if asked, recited the next forty seconds of his speech without missing a beat. The point was not the reciting. The point was that he was saying it again, in the same room, to a new cohort, in the same order — the standard, the standard, the standard — and the standard was, by Hollis's own delivery, the standard. Si fa così, her mother would have said. One does it like this. Italian made the obvious sound less obvious. Italian was useful for that.

Across the table, Maya Khan had her hands flat on the leather folder and her eyes on Hollis and the steady stillness in her shoulders that Imogen had registered in her at the cohort's last recurrent block in the spring. It was Maya's working stillness — not the stillness of a woman who was relaxed, but the stillness of a woman who had decided that nothing she did with her body was going to give Hollis any information he did not need to have. Imogen had been watching her own working stillness since she was twenty-two and had read enough about it in the pilot psychology textbook her father had passed her in cadet days to identify it in another woman across a table. She registered Maya's with the small clean appreciation of a peer.

Maya looked back, once, in the third hour. The look was a half-second across the table at the moment Hollis closed the welcome section of his folder and opened the schedule walkthrough. The look was not — by any honest reading Imogen could give it then or afterwards — a look that asked for anything. The look was the small registration of one professional that another was, at the same moment, in the same room. Imogen returned the half-second. She did not, in the half-second, hold the look longer than was correct. Neither did Maya. They went back to the briefing. The exchange had taken less than a second to make and to release and was, in every external measure available to it, the kind of cordial peer acknowledgement that ought, by the rules of the room, to leave no trace.

Imogen had set the trace down at the level of her own chest at the moment the look ended, in the steady kitchen Italian her mother had taught her to think in. Hai notato. You noticed. Non insistere. Do not insist.

She did not insist.

Hollis closed his folder at five past ten. The standard sentence had landed at four minutes past — Imogen had had her eye on the clock, in the unobtrusive way she had her eye on the clock in every working environment — and he had finished by saying that they would break for twenty minutes and reconvene for the schedule walkthrough at half past. He had picked up his folder. He had walked out of the room.

The cohort sat for a beat longer. Then they began to stand. Park said something to Reyes; Reyes laughed. Hanson stood and stretched. Davies left the room without saying anything to anyone, which was Davies. Imogen rose. She did not look across the table at Maya. The not-looking was the thing she had decided about the not-looking during the welcome, which was that for the next six months she was going to give Maya Khan the same level of cordial professional attention she gave every senior peer she shared a working environment with and was, accordingly, not going to be looking at her across rooms when there was no operational reason to.

She went to the staff café.

The staff café was on the ground floor of the operations annex and was, at twenty past ten on a working Monday, three-quarters empty. Crew on the morning rotations had eaten three hours ago and were already in the air. Crew on the afternoon rotations had not yet come in. The cohort would not properly be in until lunch. Imogen took her flat white from the counter, took her water from the cooler, took a window seat at a table for two and opened her phone.

Charlie had texted.

She read it. She set the phone face down on the table the way she had set the second pen down by her folder. She drank her coffee. She thought about Charlie.

He had been a decent man for the eighteen months of the engagement and a more decent man for the two years since. The breaking had been clean — she had broken it, he had taken it, and he had taken it with a steadiness she had not, in the months leading up, dared to hope he would have. The two of them had built, in the time since, a friendship that the people on the wedding's invitation list looked at with a kind of confused respect they did not say out loud. They had said it once, at someone else's wedding two summers ago. Charlie had been there with his current partner, Rachel. Imogen had been there alone. A friend of Charlie's mother — a woman Imogen had been more sad about not having for an in-law — had taken her aside in the garden and had said, with the tact of someone who had buried two husbands and learned to say the kind thing without being patronising: you two managed something I have not seen managed before. Most people break and they break. You broke and you stayed people to each other. Imogen had said: we got lucky. The woman had said: you both worked at it. Don't pretend you didn't.

She picked up the phone. She read his text again. good luck for week one, fly straight. She typed her reply.

ta. you too.

The “you too” was the joke. He didn't fly. He worked for a pension consultancy in the City. The joke was theirs.

The door of the café swung. Reyes came in first, talking — Reyes was always talking, the talking was Reyes's professional uniform, Imogen had been in the air with Reyes once and had watched her run a cockpit with a stream of low-volume narration that the recording would not have caught and that Reyes's captain had said afterwards was the best supporting FO patter he had had in nine years. Maya was behind her. The two of them at the counter. Reyes ordered a tea. Maya ordered something Imogen could not hear from the window. They took a table on the other side of the café. They did not see her. Or if they saw her — Maya might have, Maya was the kind of woman who saw everything within a thirty-degree arc of her attention — they did the work of pretending they had not seen her, which was the courteous work of two senior FOs giving a third the privacy of her own coffee on the first morning of a course they were all about to spend six months inside.

Imogen turned back to her phone. She read the news for two minutes. She did not absorb the news. She set the phone down.

She thought, again, of her mother.

Sei un pilota perché ti piace stare in alto. Non per altri motivi. You are a pilot because you like being up high. For no other reasons.

Her mother had said it to her in 2008, in the kitchen in Sheffield, after the second of the unhappy phone calls about boys. Imogen had been twenty. The boys had not been the problem. The conversations with her father — who had emigrated from the navy to the commercial side of British civil aviation in the mid-eighties, retired five years before the conversation in 2008, and spent the second half of his retirement systematically explaining to his daughter what he understood her career trajectory required of her — had been the problem. Her mother had grown up in Trieste in the late sixties and seventies, come to the University of Sheffield in 1978 for a doctorate on Romanesque sculpture, and stayed. She had spent her professional life teaching small undergraduate seminars in the way a woman teaches small seminars who knows that the only thing she is teaching that will last is the way she holds the room. She said the sentence in the kitchen in the steady Italian she had spoken with Imogen since Imogen was old enough to be spoken to. It had been Imogen's anchor since. It was clean. It was unromantic. It did not pretend that the work was something it was not.

She drank the last of her flat white. She glanced at the clock above the counter. Half past ten minus three. The schedule walkthrough was in twenty-seven minutes.

Across the café, Maya was talking to Reyes about something Imogen could not hear and which appeared, by the way Reyes was holding her cup, to be a story about a Manchester rotation. Maya was not animated. Maya was rarely animated. The not-being-animated was, Imogen had thought before and was thinking now in the steady appreciative way she had been allowing herself to register Maya all morning, one of the more agreeable things about her. Maya did not perform for rooms. The not-performing was the rest of the room's job to recognise.

Imogen finished her water. She picked up her phone, her folder, the second pen. She left the café.

She did not look at Maya as she left. The not-looking was the protocol. She walked back along the operations annex corridor to briefing room 2A and arrived seven minutes early. Hanson was already there. Davies was not. She took the seat second from the left. She set her folder. She set her pen.

The schedule walkthrough began at half past on the second.
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The day finished at five past five. Hollis had given them their first sim partner allocations for the week — she was paired with Davies for the Wednesday and with a senior captain she had not flown with before for the Friday; she was not, this week, paired with Maya — and had let them out of the room with the standard institutional reminders. Imogen had walked from the operations annex to the Hatton Cross tube station with Davies, who had said three sentences across the eight-minute walk and had been, by Davies's standards, talkative. They had parted at the tube barrier. Davies was going east; she was going east too, but to the change at Earl's Court and then onward to the line that took her to Twickenham, and Davies, who lived somewhere in Hounslow, would be off the train two stops in.

The carriage at quarter past five was the working carriage of the airline's afternoon shift. She knew six of the faces. She nodded to two of them. She took a seat at the end of the carriage and got her book out of the side pocket of her flight bag. The book was a paperback of essays on the architecture of post-war hospitals. It was the kind of book she had been reading in the late afternoons of her commute since she had taught herself, in cadet days, that the working brain required a five-page distance between the working day and the going home.

She read three pages between Hatton Cross and Earl's Court.

She closed the book at the change. She put it back in her bag. She thought, while she waited for the District Line train to Richmond, about the day. The day had been the day she had been preparing for. The day had also, in two or three small moments she had not, when she had registered them, intended to register, contained the slight specific weight of attention that she had given to Maya Khan across the briefing room and the café and that she had — also, she was honest with herself about it on the platform at Earl's Court at quarter to six — given to her noticing of it.

She did not pursue the thought. The thought was not, today, the kind of thought she was in the business of pursuing.

The train came. She got on. She read the next three pages of her book. She got off at Richmond and walked the fifteen minutes home along the river path to Twickenham, and let herself in. The cat was on the kitchen windowsill. She put her keys in the bowl.

She was three weeks into her thirties. She was on the captain command course. She had a day behind her and a day ahead of her and one of the cleanest professional rooms she had walked into in nine years in her muscle memory.

She would be careful with the noticing, she thought, in the steady kitchen Italian her mother had taught her to think in.

Stai attenta. Be careful.

She put the kettle on.

Sim Three


CHAPTER 3


The simulator complex was at the far end of the training site, in the building they had put up in 2018 and that already smelt the way buildings of that vintage smelt at the start of their middle age — clean, anonymous, slightly chemical. Maya knew the corridor. She had walked the corridor not less than thirty times in the previous five years. She had walked the corridor seven times in the previous eighteen months without going as far as the simulator door, because in the previous eighteen months she had been doing recurrent training and not command. The seven walks had been the recurrent block last December, the half-recurrent in March three days before her father's stroke, and the post-bereavement check the operations directorate had insisted on in May. The eighth walk was today. Today the corridor went past the recurrent bays and on to the command sim, which was the third door on the left and which Maya had not stood in front of since the route check that had ended where it had ended.

She stopped at the door at twelve fifty. The session was at one. The brief was at twenty past. She had ten minutes before she needed to be inside.

She had walked from the operations annex with Imogen. The walking had been silent. Neither of them, in week one, had so far walked anywhere together for any distance, but the simulator complex was the third building over and the route was the route and they had walked out of briefing room 2A at the same moment and had fallen into step without discussion. Imogen had said one sentence in the ten minutes of the walk, which was — at the entrance to the simulator complex — after you. Maya had said thanks. They had gone in.

Imogen was now beside her at the door of the command sim. She was reading the briefing slip the centre had stapled to the door for the afternoon's session. Maya had read it twice already. Engine fire on departure. Madrid Barajas, runway 36L. Standard B777 type, standard airline configuration, gross weight close to maximum take-off. The slip did not say which of them was in which seat. The slip did not need to. They would be told inside.

Hollis was inside.

He was at the back of the briefing area with a tablet in his hand and his folder under his arm. He looked up as they came in. He said, evenly, the way Hollis said everything —

“Carrington left seat for the first run. Khan right. We swap at the half-hour.”

Imogen nodded. Maya nodded. Hollis returned to the tablet. The two of them took the chairs at the briefing table.

The briefing was the briefing. Hollis ran them through the scenario at the speed he ran briefings. The aircraft was at maximum take-off weight. The day was warm. The flap setting was twenty. The cabin was, for the purpose of the exercise, full. The route was the standard Madrid-Heathrow Iberian airway. The failure would occur in the climb-out. They did not yet know which of the four engine fire indications would come up. They did not yet know whether the indication would be supported by other indications. They were to fly the aircraft, run the procedure, and make the operational decision the procedure left them to make. Hollis would observe from the jump seat. Hollis would not, during the run, say anything. After the run he would say things.

He closed the briefing. He stood. He said, evenly:

“In we go.”

The simulator was the simulator. Maya had been inside it more times than she had been inside her own kitchen. The cockpit dim. The smell of the seat leather and the small thread of recycled air the simulator's environmental system did. The headrest of the right seat met her at the place it had met her in nine years. She fastened the harness. She set the seat. She checked the instruments. To her left, Imogen was doing the same with the slightly slower pre-flight rhythm Imogen brought to the right side of a cockpit and that was, today, the rhythm she was bringing to the left.

Hollis was behind them in the jump seat.

The flight began. They taxied — Imogen as pilot flying, Maya as pilot monitoring, the standard call-and-response of the taxi out — and Imogen took the aircraft onto runway 36L the way Imogen did things, which was steady and unhurried and with the small slight pause at each item that was, Maya recognised by the second instruction back, the pause of a pilot who had learnt early that taking the half-second to confirm the instruction in her own head before reading it back was the difference between an FO and a captain.

They were cleared for take-off. Imogen advanced the throttles. The simulator did what the simulator did — the rumble, the slight forward pitch, the run of the runway markings past the windows. Maya called the V speeds. V1. Rotate. V2. The aircraft left the simulated runway and climbed.

At eight hundred feet on the radar altimeter, the engine fire warning went off.

Engine two. Master warning. Fire bell. The standard cascade.

Imogen flew the aircraft. Her hands stayed on the yoke. Her feet stayed on the pedals. The aircraft kept climbing. She said, evenly —

“Engine fire, engine two. Confirm.”

Maya looked at the panel. The fire warning was solid. The N1 was rolling back. The EGT was high. The fuel flow was low. The picture was the textbook picture of an engine fire on the right side of the aircraft in the climb out of a hot Spanish day in summer.

“Confirmed. Engine two fire.”

Imogen ran the checklist. She ran it the way the checklist was written. Autothrottle off. Thrust lever to idle on the affected engine. Fuel control switch — cutoff. Engine fire switch — pulled. Maya watched her at each step. Imogen did not skip an item. Imogen did not anticipate an item. Imogen ran the procedure in the order the procedure was written and at the cadence the procedure was paced for, which was the cadence of a man with a clipboard in the engineering centre at Seattle in 2008 who had decided that the cadence was the cadence at which an average pilot in an average cockpit could not make a mistake.

Imogen was not, by any reasonable measure, average.

The agent went off at ninety seconds. The fire indication did not extinguish. Imogen waited the thirty seconds. The indication still did not extinguish. She used the second agent. The indication, on the simulator's model of the engine, extinguished four seconds after the second agent discharged. Imogen said —

“Engine two fire extinguished. Returning to Madrid.”

She said it at three minutes and twenty-two seconds after the original warning. Maya, who would have said it at two minutes and forty seconds, registered the difference. The difference was the four seconds Imogen had waited after the second agent for the indication to extinguish before committing to the return. The difference was, by every measure the manual would apply, correct. The difference was also the difference between a pilot who would commit on the prediction and a pilot who would commit on the confirmation.

The return to Madrid was textbook. Imogen flew the approach. Maya read the checklists. Hollis, in the jump seat, said nothing. At one thousand feet on the radar altimeter on the final, Imogen called for gear down. Maya read the configuration check. The aircraft landed at one hundred and forty-three knots on runway 36L with no further fire indication, no secondary failure, and one of the cleanest single-engine approaches Maya had seen in a sim in years.

They taxied off. The simulator paused. Hollis said —

“Stop there. Reset.”

The cockpit dim came up briefly. The instructor station's software ran its reset. The simulator did what it did between runs — the slight settle, the air shift, the small mechanical adjustments. Hollis said —

“Swap.”

They swapped. Imogen out of the left, Maya into the left. The handover took twelve seconds. Imogen said yours as she swung out of the seat. Maya said mine as she settled into it. Imogen took the right. They strapped in. In the swap, their eyes met once for the half-second strictly required by the handover protocol. Neither of them held the half-second longer than the half-second. The not-holding was the work of the swap.

Hollis ran the reset. The simulator was now configured for a different departure profile, a different day, a different aircraft state. Madrid Barajas again, runway 36L again, a different gross weight a fraction lighter, a different cabin temperature a fraction cooler, the same departure brief.

Hollis said —

“In your own time.”

Maya pushed the throttles forward. She did the take-off. She rotated. The aircraft climbed.

At seven hundred and forty feet on the radar altimeter, the engine fire warning went off. Engine one this time. The picture began to assemble. Maya's eyes went to the panel. Master warning, fire bell, the usual cascade. The N1 on engine one rolled back. The EGT rose. The fuel flow dropped. And in the corner of her eye, behind the primary indications, the engine oil pressure on engine one was already falling at a rate the picture for a clean engine fire would not normally produce — which meant, if she was reading the picture correctly, that there was a mechanical component to the failure that the standard fire-only profile would not predict.

She saw it. She said —

“Engine fire, engine one. Confirm. Also tracking mechanical.”

Imogen, in the right seat, looked at the engine instruments. Imogen's eyes went to the oil pressure. Imogen said, evenly —

“Confirmed. Engine one fire. Oil pressure dropping.”

Maya ran the checklist. She ran it the way Maya ran checklists, which was at the speed at which she had already, in the first three seconds of the cascade, decided that the situation was the situation she was now confirming. She did not skip an item. She ran the same items as Imogen had. She ran them faster. The autothrottle. The thrust lever. The fuel control switch. The fire switch. The agent. The thirty seconds. The agent extinguished the fire on the first discharge. The oil pressure on engine one continued to fall to zero.

Maya said —

“Engine two also tracking.”

She had seen, in the moment the oil pressure on engine one bottomed out, the small unrelated parameter on engine two's vibration indicator move out of the green and into the amber. The simulator had thrown her a second failure. Not a fire — a vibration, on the surviving engine, of the kind that could be either a genuine compressor issue or a sympathetic reaction to the airframe stress of the first failure. The picture, at that moment, was not the textbook picture. The picture was a captain's decision.

She made the decision.

“Mayday mayday mayday, Speedbird Charlie Foxtrot, declaring emergency. Engine one fire extinguished, engine two showing vibration, returning to Madrid. Request immediate clearance.”

She said it at one minute and twenty seconds after the original warning. Two minutes faster than Imogen. The difference was not — by any measure Maya was prepared to make at one minute and twenty seconds with the aircraft climbing through fifteen hundred feet on a single hot engine — the difference of carelessness. The difference was the difference of a pilot who had read the second indication off the vibration gauge before the gauge had finished moving, and who had decided that the operating environment did not have time for the procedural beat.

The aircraft returned to Madrid. The approach was managed. The vibration on engine two held within the amber band. The landing was a fraction firmer than Imogen's, because Maya, at the threshold, with one engine fire-extinguished and the other showing the kind of indication that was either going to behave or was not, had decided that the firmer touchdown was the safer touchdown.

They were on the runway. The simulator paused. The cockpit dim came up.

Hollis said —

“Out.”

[image: ]


The debrief room was the same briefing area they had begun in. They sat. Hollis sat opposite. He had his tablet. He had his folder. He had the look he always had after a sim, which was the look of a man who had been doing this for a long time and who knew, from the way he had watched both runs, that there was something in the two runs that was worth the next forty-five minutes.

He began with Imogen.

He said, evenly, that her run had been procedurally clean to the standard the airline required. He had no significant feedback on the procedure itself. He had one observation on timing, which was that the four-second wait after the second agent for the indication to extinguish had been correct by the manual and that the company expected its captains to be the kind of captains who waited the four seconds. He was, on the timing, complimenting her. He moved on.

He turned to Maya.

He said, evenly, that her run had also been procedurally clean. He had one observation on timing as well. He said —

“You committed to the return at one minute twenty. The second indication had been on the vibration gauge for, by my watch, two seconds when you made the call. The vibration was in the amber. The procedure would have given you up to thirty seconds to confirm whether the indication was developing or settling. You made the call at two seconds.”

Maya said, evenly —

“Yes.”

Hollis said —

“Was the call defensible?”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Hollis said —

“Yes. It was. I would have made the same call. The reason I am asking you whether it was defensible is not because I think the call was wrong. The reason I am asking is because the answer that says yes is the captain's answer. The answer that says I did what felt right is the FO's answer. You said the captain's answer. Continue saying the captain's answer.”

He set the tablet down. He looked at Imogen. He looked at Maya. He said —

“You both flew the runs well. Both of you would have brought the aircraft back. Both of you would have brought the cabin back intact. There are two profiles in this cohort and you are the two cleanest examples of them I have seen in nine years. Carrington, you wait. Khan, you commit. Both of those are workable captain profiles. The work of the next five months is not for either of you to become the other. The work is for both of you to learn when, in the operating environment, the other profile is the right profile. Carrington, there will be days when you will need to commit at one minute twenty. Khan, there will be days when you will need to wait the four seconds. The cockpit you are training for is the one that asks for both. Now go and get a coffee. We do it again at four.”

He stood. He left the room.

Maya did not stand. Imogen, beside her, did not stand. They sat in the silence Hollis had left in the room. The silence was not, by any honest measure Maya could make in the half-second she had to make it, the silence of two people processing the same debrief. The silence was the silence of two people who had heard the same debrief from two sides of the table and who had each, separately, registered something in it that the other had not heard.

Imogen stood. She said, evenly —

“Coffee?”

Maya said —

“In a minute.”

Imogen nodded. She did not press. She left.

Maya sat. The training centre's clock above the door read three fifteen. She had forty-five minutes before the next sim. She had, in the immediate cavity of her chest, the small specific weight of having been read by Hollis in a way nobody at the previous course had read her in. She had committed at one minute twenty. The commitment had been right. Hollis had said the commitment had been right. And the saying had been the saying of a man who was also saying — not by the words but by the order he had said them in and the half-second he had paused before he had said continue saying the captain's answer — that the commitment, on a different day, in a different cockpit, in a different aircraft with a different fault, might not be.

Her father's voice rose in her chest in the Lahori English he had used on her since she was nineteen years old and which had been, for the eighteen months since her route-check failure, the voice she had been trying to incorporate into her own.

Beti, tez tum ho. Daughter, the fast one is what you are.

Sahi banna seekho. Learn to be the right one.

Sahi wohi pass karte hain. Only the right ones are passed.

She had heard the three sentences at the kitchen table in Bradford the year of her first solo. He had said them with the cleanness of a man who knew what he was telling her. He had said them again every time, in the fourteen years between then and his stroke, she had come home with a question about a flight she had flown. The fast one was who she was. The right one was who she had been trying, for the eighteen months since the previous route check, to become.

She got up.

She went to find the coffee.

The Bar


CHAPTER 4


The Premier Inn bar at Heathrow on the Friday of week one was the standard bright room with the standard carpet and the standard small round tables that took six chairs at a stretch. The carpet was, Imogen registered as she sat down at the table Park had cobbled together by the window, the colour of bus-station coffee — the colour of the briefing-room carpet, which was the same colour, by the small institutional logic of the airline's facilities procurement, as every other carpet on every other airline premises Imogen had walked across in nine years. She was inclined to find the consistency a kindness. The bar had a logo above the optics that read PREMIER INN in the chain's standard typography, the same logo Imogen had seen above the optics of approximately forty other Premier Inn bars she had been inside in the same nine years.

Six of the cohort were in. Park, who had organised it the previous afternoon in the staff café with the casual easy assumption of a man who had been organising drinks for cadets for fifteen years. Reyes, who had said yes immediately. Davies, who had said yes with the surprise of a man being asked. Hanson, who had been at the next table in the café when the question had been asked and who had taken the asking as a question to him as well. Maya, who had said yes the way Maya said most things, which was without theatre. Imogen, who had said yes because she had been part of the conversation and because saying no would have been a small specific note she had not, in week one, wanted to play.

Two of the cohort were not in. Alvarado had a husband in Manchester and the train to make. Tarrant had a Friday-night something he had not explained.

They sat. Park bought the first round. Imogen had a half of the bar's lager because she had a tube to get and a walk after that and was not going to drink at the rate of a pilot who had a Saturday in Twickenham clear, which was the rate Park appeared to be drinking at. The half lasted her through the first conversation — Park doing the post-mortem on the week, the sim sessions, the schedule, Hollis, in the casual easy register Park did most things. Reyes was indulging him. Davies was not interrupting. Hanson, who had now had two pints and the open-throated cheerfulness of a man whose Friday-night working week had ended at five, contributed the occasional one-line embellishment to whatever Park said. Maya, at the other end of the table, was visibly not engaging with the part of the monologue where Park had drifted into the route check eighteen months earlier — the one Maya had failed and the rest of the cohort had not been at. Reyes saw what Maya was not doing. She redirected the conversation. The redirection was so casual that Park did not register having been redirected.

Imogen was at the end of the table with Reyes and Davies. Maya was at the other end with Park and Hanson. The geometry of the table had organised itself in the way the geometry of crew tables organised itself, which was without consultation and on the basis of who had sat down first. Imogen was at the wrong end of the table to look at Maya without it being a look. She was not looking. The not-looking was the work of the evening, the same not-looking she had been doing since the kitchen on Tuesday night, the same not-looking she had agreed with herself she would be doing for the next six months.

Park bought the second round at twenty past seven. He brought Imogen another half. He had been talking, by the time he sat back down, about the sim sessions of the week and about Wednesday's session most of all. He had an opinion on Wednesday's session. The opinion was not unflattering, but it was, in the casual easy register Park brought to most opinions, the opinion of a man who liked the sound of his own analysis. Reyes was indulging him. Davies was not interrupting. Imogen was listening and was drinking her half slowly and was, in the back of her own attention, watching Reyes manage Park with the small skilled cheerfulness Reyes brought to the management of any room she was in.

Park finished the sentence about the schedule. He leaned across the table toward Imogen. He said, in the comfortable easy register of a man who had known her since cadet days and meant no harm in any direction whatsoever —

“You and Khan were good in sim three. Wednesday. I heard the debrief. That's the kind of pairing the assessors love.”

He took a drink. He did not register the sentence he had just said. He went on. He was talking now about the cohort's sim partner allocations for next week, which he had also been thinking about, and which he had a view on, and which he wanted to share. Imogen heard the next sentence. She did not absorb the next sentence. She held in her hand the half-glass of bar lager and she put the glass down on the table at the moment Park said the next sentence, and she did not, in the forty minutes of the evening that remained, take it up again.

The word love was in a small mental box she placed, with the careful precision of a woman who had been putting words into small mental boxes since she had been twelve years old in Sheffield, on the shelf above the worktop where she did the work of recognising what she had heard.

She did not open the box. The bar was not the place to open the box. The bar was the place to sit at the wrong end of the table from Maya and to listen to Reyes and Davies and not look across the table at Maya for the rest of the evening.

She did not look across the table at Maya for the rest of the evening.

She did, however, listen for Maya's voice. The listening was not deliberate. The listening was the small specific calibration of an ear that had been trained on the working voices of pilots for nine years and that was, this evening, registering one of those voices at the other end of the table without requiring Imogen's attention to be on it. Maya was contributing approximately one sentence in seven to Park's monologue. The sentences were short. They were dry. They were the same dry Maya sentences Imogen had heard across crew rooms in nine years and had not, until this evening, listened to as a thing to be listened for.

She left at quarter past eight with Reyes. Davies had gone earlier. The other three had not yet shown any indication of going. Reyes was going east on the Piccadilly Line, which was Imogen's line as far as Earl's Court, and Reyes was talking, when they stood up at the table — to no one specifically but to Imogen in earshot — about her partner, who was on a Friday-night shift at the Royal Free and who would be home, in the morning, when Reyes herself would be eating breakfast in the kitchen of the flat in Manor House they kept for the nights Reyes was in London. Imogen said her goodnights. Maya, at the other end of the table, said her goodnight in the same dry register she said everything. The eye contact between them on the goodnight was a single second. Imogen returned it. She did not, in the single second, look at Maya in a way that the rest of the table would catch.

They left.

The walk to Hatton Cross with Reyes took eight minutes. Reyes talked about her partner — Anna, who Imogen had met once at a crew party in 2022 — for six of the eight. The talking did not require Imogen to do more than nod at appropriate intervals. The talking, as far as Imogen could tell, did not even require Imogen to be there. Reyes was the kind of woman who processed her week by talking at whoever was next to her, in the small steady cheerful register Reyes processed most things, and Imogen had been beside Reyes during enough end-of-week walks in nine years to know that the talking was Reyes's own working ritual. Imogen contributed two sentences in eight minutes. The two sentences were sufficient.

They reached Hatton Cross. They tapped in. They sat on the platform on the bench at the eastbound end. Reyes was still talking. The train came. They got on. The train was the working carriage of the Friday-night airline shift. Imogen knew four of the faces. Reyes was now talking about Anna's brother, who had a job in something Imogen did not catch.

At Earl's Court Imogen stood. She was changing for the District Line to Richmond. Reyes, who was going on east to Manor House, did not register the change in itinerary. Reyes had been talking. The talking continued as Imogen stood up. Imogen said —

“Good weekend, Rosanna.”

Reyes said, brightly —

“You too, darling.”

The carriage doors opened. Imogen stepped out.

The platform at Earl's Court at quarter past nine on a Friday in early September was the platform of a city beginning its weekend. The crowd was the dressed-for-dinner crowd, the dressed-for-the-theatre crowd, the dressed-for-the-late-shift crowd. Imogen was in her uniform with her flight bag at her shoulder. She had the seven minutes to wait for the District Line. She did not, in the seven minutes, do anything that an observer at the platform would have registered as a thought.

The train came. She got on. She read four pages of the book on post-war hospital architecture, in the dim carriage, with her flight bag at her feet and the small precise weight of the word in the small mental box on the shelf above the kitchen worktop in Twickenham still in her chest. The Twickenham worktop was twenty-six minutes away. She would, when she was at it, take the box down.
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She got off at Richmond at twenty to ten. She walked the fifteen minutes home along the river path. The Thames was at high tide. The September night was cool. The streetlight at the bend by the boathouse was, as it had been since 2022, out. She walked through the small dark stretch as she had walked through the small dark stretch on every river-path walk home in the previous three years. She let herself in at the front door at five to ten. The cat was on the kitchen windowsill. She put her keys in the bowl. She took off her uniform jacket. She hung it on the peg.

She stood at the kitchen worktop. She did not, for a long minute, do anything. The cat watched her. The cat — whose name was Pippin, who was nine years old, who had been adopted in 2017 from a rescue in Streatham by Imogen and Charlie together in the first year of the engagement, and who had remained in some functional way the joint cat of all three of them since the breaking, Imogen at the Twickenham terrace four nights a week and Charlie and Rachel at the cottage in Strawberry Hill the other three, an arrangement the more distant relatives of Imogen's mother in Trieste found, when they were told it, the kind of arrangement that confirmed every suspicion they had ever held about the English — sat on the windowsill with the careful neutrality of a cat who had spent nine years watching the woman she lived with stand at worktops.

Imogen put the kettle on. She made the tea the way she made the tea. She took the mug to the table. She sat. She opened the small mental box on the shelf above the worktop.

She looked at the word.

The word was love. The word had been said by Park at twenty past seven in the evening in the bar of a Premier Inn at Heathrow Terminal Four in the standard easy register Park said most things. The word had been in the sentence — that's the kind of pairing the assessors love. The word had been technical. The word had been institutional. The word had not, by any honest reading of Park's intent, been the word it had landed as.

The word had landed as the word it had landed as.

She drank her tea. She thought about the week. The week had been the week she had been preparing for since the summer. The week had also, in two or three places she had been allowing herself to notice and in three or four places she had been refusing to notice, contained the slight specific weight of Maya Khan in the corner of her own attention.

She did not pretend. She had not, in the two years since the breaking, been in the business of pretending to herself about things she had noticed. The not-pretending had been the cleanness Charlie had not quite forgiven her for at the time of the breaking and the cleanness that had let them, in the two years since, become the friends they were. The not-pretending was, tonight, the price of being a person who could be alone with a cup of tea in a kitchen in Twickenham at a quarter past ten on a Friday night without having to lie to herself about who she had spent the working days of her past five afternoons watching.

She had been watching Maya Khan.

The all-week was the new thing. She had registered Maya in passing through nine years of crew rooms, and the registering had been the registering of a peer. The all-week was something the previous nine years had not produced. The all-week was, by every reading available to her at the kitchen table at quarter past ten on the Friday night of the first week of the course, the data point she could not at this stage choose to put back inside the box and pretend she had not collected.

She was going to keep watching her, because for the next twenty-three weeks they were going to be in the same rooms.

She was, she registered with the small precise honesty her mother had trained her to have with herself in the kitchen Italian she still thought in for the harder weather, going to need a plan for the watching.

Hai bisogno di un piano, she said to the cat. You need a plan.

The cat did not move from the windowsill. The cat continued to do what the cat did, which was to watch Imogen at the worktop with the careful neutrality of a creature who had observed nine years of human worktop activity and had registered, in the nine years, nothing that surprised her.

Imogen finished her tea. She rinsed the mug. She put it on the draining board. She turned out the kitchen light. She went up to bed.

The plan would, she had decided in the eight minutes between the kettle going on and the tea going down, be the plan she had set on the kitchen table on Tuesday night and had been operating on for the four working days since. The plan was: nothing. Do the course. Be careful with the noticing. Do not look across the room at her. Be the FO Hollis was assessing, the peer Maya was working alongside, the woman at her own end of the table at the Premier Inn bar at half past seven on a Friday with the half of lager going down.

The plan was a good plan.

She had also registered, lying in the dark of her bedroom at twenty to eleven before she went to sleep, that the plan had been the plan since Tuesday and that the plan had — by some accumulation she was not in a position to model yet — produced, by the Friday, the small mental box on the shelf above the kitchen worktop with the word love inside it.

The plan was a good plan. The plan was not, by Friday night, a plan that was going to be sufficient on its own.

She slept.

The Witness


CHAPTER 5


Tuesday of week two was, by the operations annex's standard rhythm, the quietest day of the working week. Mondays were the worst — the rosters released, the previous week's overnights still landing, the queue at the operations desk seven deep at half past eight. Wednesdays were the working day's working day. Fridays were the day the building emptied itself out by four. Tuesdays sat in between, half-full at the desk and half-empty in the corridors, and the staff café at the lunch hour on a Tuesday was the café Maya had been having her lunchtime coffee in since 2017.

She was at the counter at twenty past one. She had been in the sim at ten that morning, paired with Davies on a routine procedural scenario the cohort had now run twice. She had been at the operations annex since half past twelve, reviewing the week's roster on the desk computer. She had her flat white from the counter and her water and the small institutional sandwich the café did at lunchtimes that was the sandwich she had been eating at her desk for seven years. She turned from the counter to find a table.

Park was at the table by the second window. He saw her. He raised a hand.

She went over. She had not planned to sit with Park; she had planned to sit at the desk and read the operations bulletin while she ate. The raising of the hand was the small institutional courtesy of a man she had known since cadet days, and the refusing of it would have been a small institutional discourtesy she had no operational reason to extend. She sat.

Park was on his second coffee. He had a notebook open on the table. He was reading something he had written down in the notebook at the end of a session and that he was now, by the look of it, annotating. He closed the notebook when she sat.

He said —

“Khan.”

“Park.”

“How was Davies?”

“Clean.”

“He always is.”

“Yes.”

She opened her sandwich. Park did the small Park thing he did when he was about to say a thing he had been considering. He drew his coffee toward him. He sat back a half-degree. The half-degree was Park's tell. Maya had registered the tell years ago and had not, in nine years of working with Park, found it inaccurate.

He said —

“Carrington's the right peer for you.”

He did not look at her as he said it. He was looking at the notebook he had closed. He went on, in the same casual easy register —

“You two push each other in the right direction. Wednesday's session, Carrington's session, your session. I've been thinking about it. The cohort's other six profiles, you'd not get the same reading from. It'd be Hanson or Davies or Reyes and the assessors would be writing you up as the cleaner profile of the two and that'd be the writing. With Carrington they're getting the comparison. They're getting the two profiles side by side. The comparison is what the assessors want.”

He took a drink. He said —

“It's a good draw, is what I'm saying.”

He had finished the sentence. He had not noticed the word he had used twice in it — the word right, which had landed where words landed when Park said them, which was without weight. The word that had landed where Park's words did not normally land — on Maya, in the middle of her sandwich, in the small specific shape she had been refusing to acknowledge for five working days — was the word peer. It had been the word in the air between her and Imogen at the long oak table in briefing room 2A, the word Hollis had been using since the welcome, the word Imogen herself had been carrying through her cordial attention all the previous week.

Maya said —

“It's a draw, yes.”

She did not say more. Park did not require her to. Park went on to the next topic, which was a thing he had heard from someone about the freighter side and which Maya did not absorb. She finished her sandwich. She drank her coffee. She listened with the half of her attention she allotted Park at most working lunches and held the rest of her attention in the small precise position she had now been holding it in since Park had used the word.

She left the table at five to two. Park said —

“See you tomorrow.”

She said —

“Yes.”

She walked back to her desk.
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The afternoon at the desk was an afternoon. She had three pieces of administrative work the operations directorate had set for the cohort the previous week — a self-evaluation form, a course-feedback survey at the close of week one, the standard wellbeing questionnaire the airline had introduced after the bereavement protocol review of 2023 — and she did the three pieces of administrative work in the order she had decided in the morning to do them in. The doing took ninety minutes. The doing was correct.

The doing was also the work she was doing instead of the work she had been doing in the back of her chest since one fifty-three in the staff café.

She left the annex at five past four. She walked to the staff car park. She had her car today — she had her car most Tuesdays because Tuesday was the day she did the supermarket shop on the way home — but at the car door, with the keys in her hand, she stopped. She did not get in the car. She put the keys back in her bag. She walked back across the staff car park and out onto the staff road and down to the Hatton Cross tube the way she walked most evenings.

The Piccadilly Line at quarter past four was the carriage of the afternoon shift. She knew the carriage. She had ridden it in the same fifteen-minute window on every Tuesday of the previous eighteen months that she had not taken her car, and on enough of the previous five years before that to be able to identify the regular faces. The man in the high-visibility vest who got on at Hatton Cross and off at Hounslow West was on. The two women in the cabin-crew uniforms who got on at Hatton Cross and got off at Hounslow East were on. She did not know their names. She had nodded to them at the platform on enough mornings to know the precise institutional weight of the nod, which was the nod of cabin crew acknowledging a flight deck colleague at the level of I see that you are also a person who does this for a living without going any further.

She stood by the door. She held the rail. The train pulled out of Hatton Cross. The carriage did the small sway it did over the points.

She did the accounting.

The accounting was the accounting she had not done since the months after the Crosswinds rotation eighteen months ago. The accounting had a structure. She had developed the structure during the first weeks of her bereavement leave in March, in a notebook her cousin had given her on the afternoon of the funeral, on the basis that she was not a journaller and would not have known what to do with a journal but that she was a list-maker and would, in the early weeks of grief, find the lists useful. The accounting had three columns. The first column was what she had observed. The second column was what she had felt about it. The third column was what she intended to do.

She did the first column.

She had been registering Imogen Carrington across the briefing room since the welcome on the previous Monday. It had begun as the cordial registering of a peer. By the Wednesday — the sim, the swap, the half-second meeting of eyes during the handover — it had become the registering of something other than that. The Friday at the Premier Inn had been the registering of Imogen at the other end of the table — externally the not-looking she had performed for the rest of the evening, internally the listening for Imogen's voice she had not noticed she was doing until Imogen had said her goodnight at the bar at quarter past eight. The weekend — Saturday in Hounslow, Sunday at her mother's flat in Wembley — had been the weekend she had spent not thinking about it. The Monday of week two had been the Monday she had told herself was a normal Monday. The Tuesday had been Park.

She did the second column.

She had felt — and she did the second column in the language of the second column, which was the language of a woman who had been doing the second column with herself in working English in her own head for years — the slow steady accumulation of attention paid to another woman that had, in the previous five years of her life, only once before been the attention she was now paying. The once-before had been Cara. The Cara of the over-wing aisle, the hip, the Singapore lift, the morning in Hong Kong. The Cara she had not let herself think about consecutively since the months after Crosswinds. The Cara whose name was, this afternoon on the Piccadilly Line at four-twenty-three, sitting in the second column beside the name Imogen Carrington in the small handwritten figure-of-eight her mind made of the two of them without her permission.

She held the rail. The train slowed for Hounslow West. The man in the high-visibility vest got off.

She did the third column.

The third column was the column she had been refusing to do for five working days. The third column was the column the accounting existed to deliver, the column without which the accounting was not an accounting but the small private indulgence of a woman who had not yet decided what she was going to do about what she had observed. The third column was the column her father would have asked for.

She did the column.

The third column said — in her own voice, in her own working English, with the same dry institutional cadence she had been carrying for nine years and with the small additional cadence she had earned in the eighteen months since the route check —

I will hold this where it is. I will not let it past the line of the working day. I will pass the course. After the course, I will revisit.

She read the column. She closed the column. The accounting was done.

The train pulled into Hounslow East. The two women in the cabin-crew uniforms got off. The train continued.

She stood at the door. She did not get off at Hounslow Central, which was her stop. She let the doors close. She let the train carry on to Hounslow West. She did not get off at Hounslow West either. She rode the train to Osterley and got off and crossed the platform and rode the train back the other way. The round-trip cost her thirty minutes. The thirty minutes were the thirty minutes she had needed, on a Tuesday afternoon at four thirty in early September, to be in a carriage that was moving and not in a flat that was not.

She got off at Hounslow Central at five past five.

She walked the eight minutes home along the road she had walked most working evenings for seven years. She let herself in. The Pakistani enamel teapot her father had given her in 2019 was on the third shelf where she had put it the day he had given it to her — where she had not moved it from in six years, where she had not looked at directly since the eighteenth of March. She put the kettle on. She made the tea. She drank it standing at the kitchen worktop with the kettle going down behind her and the kitchen window dim with the September dusk over Hounslow.

She read the third column again in her head. She did not change it. She did not need to change it. The column was the column.

She knew, drinking the tea at the worktop with the dusk going down outside the window, that the column was reasonable, and that the column was, by some accumulation she was not in a position to model and that the next twenty weeks would be in a position to demonstrate, the wrong premise.

The premise was that she could choose to hold it.

She did not, this evening, have the energy to write the column that would say so.

She finished the tea. She rinsed the cup. She put it on the draining board. She thought, in her father's voice, in his Lahori English, the sentence he had said to her at the kitchen table in Bradford in the autumn of her cadet year when she had come home with a difficult thing to think about and had wanted him to think about it with her —

Beti, jo seedha sochna chahti ho, woh seedha hi hoga. Daughter, what you wish to think about plainly will be plain.

He had been right at the time. He was, she registered with the small specific honesty that was the only honesty available to her on a Tuesday evening in her own kitchen, possibly not right tonight.

She went to bed at half past nine.

Sim Eight


CHAPTER 6


Thursday of week two. The simulator complex at twenty to seven in the evening. The evening sims were the worst draws of the cohort's rotating schedule — the cohort had been at the operations annex since eight that morning, had had two ground sessions in the afternoon, had eaten the cafeteria's evening meal at quarter past five and were now, at the back end of an eleven-hour working day, going into a three-hour assessment scenario. Maya had been at the centre fifteen times in her career for evening sims. She had run sim eight at the equivalent point of her previous command course eighteen months ago. She remembered, with the precision the previous course's sims had taken on in her memory in the eighteen months since, the order she had walked into the briefing area in.

She walked in tonight in the same order. Imogen was already there. She was at the briefing table with a coffee from the cafeteria in front of her and the briefing slip from the door open between her hands. She did not look up when Maya came in. The not-looking-up was the courtesy of a peer who had decided, in the time between the previous sim and this sim, that the way to handle her end of the working relationship was to keep her eyes on the work. Maya took her own slip from the door on the way to the table. She read it as she sat.

Hong Kong departure, runway 07R, gross weight near maximum, route to Tokyo Narita on the standard Pacific airway. The slip did not say what the failures would be. Sim eight never did. Sim eight was the cohort's first compound-failure scenario, the session designed by the airline's training department to overload the captain's decision-making, and the design of the overload was the discretion of the instructor running the session.

Hollis came in at five to seven. He had the folder. He had the tablet. He had the look. He sat. He said —

“Khan left seat. Carrington right. We don't swap tonight. We run the scenario through. Afterwards we debrief. Briefing in five.”

He opened the folder.

He ran the brief. He gave them the operational picture: a 777-300ER, departing Chek Lap Kok on a Sunday evening with a full cabin, full freight load, ten hours of fuel for a nine-and-a-half-hour flight to Tokyo with two alternates — Osaka Kansai and Sapporo New Chitose — both of which, Hollis added in the same flat institutional cadence with which he had given them the alternates, would also, by the scenario's design, be affected during the flight by weather they would not, at the moment of the departure, yet know about. He gave them the wind. He gave them the temperature. He gave them the passenger count. He gave them the cabin manager. He paused. He said —

“You will, at some point in the climb-out, encounter a non-routine event. The standard sim-eight brief I will not give you, because you both know it. You will fly the aircraft. You will run the procedure. You will make the decisions that need to be made. You will use the FO and the cabin and the company. I will be in the jump seat. I will not be flying the aircraft. Tonight is a captain's session. You're in the left seat, Khan. The aircraft is yours.”

He closed the folder.

“In we go.”
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The simulator at five past seven. The cockpit dim, the smell of the seat leather, the air-conditioning's small thread of recycled air. Maya in the left seat. Imogen in the right. Hollis in the jump seat behind them, the folder on his lap, the tablet at his knee.

The right seat of a B777 sim cab sat thirty-one inches from the left seat at the shoulder. Imogen had sat at the thirty-one inches perhaps two thousand times in her career across sims and revenue aircraft. She had not, at any of the two thousand times, registered the distance as a measured distance. She registered it this evening.

Maya's perfume was a small specific thing the cockpit had not, at any previous session, given the right seat to register. The cab was a closed environment. The air handling cycled at its own cadence. The perfume was something dry and clean — the kind of small precise scent a senior FO who had been buying the same bottle for some institutional length of time at the duty-free at Heathrow Terminal Five wore at the working hours of a working day. It was not a scent Imogen had been close enough to Maya in any previous working hour to have registered.

She registered it now.

The five-point harness on the right seat was the standard five-point harness the sim cab issued at the start of a session. Imogen had pulled it tight at the cadence the right-seat harness was pulled tight at across the standard pre-sim configuration. The harness sat across her chest at the small institutional firmness the right-seat harness sat at when the right-seat harness was pulled tight. The firmness was, at the small precise register the body had decided to be reading at five past seven on the Thursday evening of week two, the only firmness the body had in the cab.

The cab held heat the way a closed cockpit held heat at the end of a long working day. Two bodies and the avionics and the air handling failing to keep up. Imogen could feel it at her collarbone, at the place above the harness strap where the uniform shirt sat against her skin. She could feel it at the back of her neck where the working bun had loosened a fraction across the eleven-hour day. She could feel her own pulse there. She had not, on any previous sim of any previous course, been a senior FO whose pulse was a fact the right seat was carrying.

She was carrying it tonight.

Maya, two feet to her left, was not visibly carrying anything.

She did not, in the registering, do anything that the standard cockpit cameras would have read as a thing other than a senior FO settling into the right seat at five past seven on a Thursday evening of week two.

They taxied. They took off. The departure out of Chek Lap Kok was the departure out of Chek Lap Kok, the standard procedure with the standard noise abatement turn and the standard climb to the standard intermediate level. The aircraft did what the aircraft did, which was to climb out into the simulated South China Sea at the simulated rate of climb with the simulated lights of Hong Kong receding into the simulated September dusk behind them.

At twelve thousand feet, the master caution went off.

Hydraulic system B low pressure. The standard caution. Maya looked at the panel. The pressure on hydraulic B was at one third of its normal operating range. The electrical bus indicator on the secondary panel — the indicator she would not have been looking at if the hydraulic caution had not drawn her eye to the panel — was showing an amber flag on the AC tie bus. The two indications were unrelated by primary fault path. The two indications were, by the simulator's design tonight, simultaneous.

She said —

“Hydraulic B low pressure. Electrical bus tie also amber. Confirm.”

Imogen, in the right seat, looked at the panel. She said —

“Confirmed. Hydraulic B at thirty per cent. Electrical bus tie amber. Tracking.”

Maya called the autopilot to its alternate law and ran the hydraulic checklist. She did not skip an item. She did not anticipate an item. She ran the checklist in the order it was written, at the cadence of a captain on a B777 at twelve thousand feet over the South China Sea on a Sunday evening with a non-routine event in the cockpit, which was the cadence the airline's training department had pitched the checklist's writing for. The hydraulic situation stabilised at the third item. The electrical bus indication did not change.

She said —

“Run the bus tie checklist.”

Imogen said —

“Running.”

The cabin smoke indication came on at twelve thousand four hundred feet. Forward galley, the small amber smoke icon on the cabin status panel, the cabin manager's call at the same second the icon lit.

“Flight deck, this is Sarah in the cabin. Forward galley smoke detector. I have a passenger in 3F reporting a burning smell. Investigating.”

Maya pressed the cabin call button. She said, evenly —

“Sarah, copy. Stand by. Cockpit dealing with hydraulic issue.”

She did not look at Imogen. She did not need to. In the right seat Imogen had already, without instruction, moved her hand from the bus tie checklist to the smoke checklist clipped to the centre console. Imogen was running both checklists at the same time, with the small precise division of attention an FO who had been doing this for eight years could bring to a cockpit with three live items in it. Maya registered the division. She did not, in the moment, name it. She ran the hydraulic close-out and turned the aircraft.

She said —

“Request level. Request divert to Taipei.”

Imogen, with the smoke checklist on her lap and the bus tie checklist on the centre console between them and the radio in her right hand, called the company on the secondary frequency. Maya called the air traffic control unit on the primary. The two radio calls were within four seconds of each other. The frequency separation was the cockpit's standard practice. Hollis, in the jump seat, did not move.

“Flight deck, Sarah. We have a small electrical smell in the forward galley but no visible smoke. I am pulling the breaker on the oven now.”

Imogen pressed the cabin call. She said —

“Sarah, copy. Pull the breaker. Update us in two minutes. Cockpit is descending for divert to Taipei.”

Maya said —

“Company requesting fuel state for Taipei.”

Imogen said —

“Seven hours. Endurance four. Sufficient.”

Maya said —

“Weather Taipei.”

Imogen, who had checked the weather on the briefing tablet during the brief, said —

“CAVOK as of forty minutes ago. Wind one-niner-zero at fifteen.”

The aircraft turned. The hydraulic B system held at thirty per cent. The bus tie checklist completed and reset the electrical indication to green at the seventh item. The smoke indication, after Sarah's breaker, cleared at three minutes and twelve seconds. The descent into Taipei was managed. The approach was a manual approach because the autopilot was running on the alternate law and the alternate law was running with one of its hydraulic redundancies degraded. Maya flew the approach by hand. She landed the aircraft on Taipei runway 05L at one hundred and forty-eight knots with the cabin secure, the company informed, the divert briefed and the passengers told, by the cabin manager on the cabin PA she made under Maya's instruction at four thousand feet on the final, that the aircraft had a small technical issue that was being managed and that they would be on the ground in Taipei shortly. The landing was, by Maya's own measure on the rollout, the cleanest landing of her sim career.

They taxied off. The simulator paused.

The cockpit dim came up.

Hollis did not, for a moment, say anything. Maya, who had been doing the breathing she did during sims at the rate she did it during sims and who was now, in the pause, breathing at the slightly higher rate the body breathed at when the body was coming down off thirty-five minutes of compound failure, kept her hands on the yoke for a beat longer than the rollout required. Imogen, in the right seat, had her hands flat on her own knees. They were both, Maya registered without turning, looking at the windscreen of the simulated Taipei airport at the simulated parking stand they had taxied to, in the small private silence of two pilots who had just, between them, brought an aircraft to the ground in a way that was, by the way the aircraft had come to the ground, not the way two ordinary pilots would have brought it.

Hollis said, finally —

“Out.”
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The debrief was at eight twenty. They sat at the briefing table. Hollis sat opposite. He had the tablet. He had the folder. He had, this time, a half a glass of water from the cafeteria which he had brought back in with him after a short break. He set the water. He set the folder.

He took a moment. Maya noticed the moment. Hollis did not take moments. Hollis began his debriefs when he came into the room. The moment he was now taking was the moment of a man who had thirty years of cockpit assessments behind him and who had, on the basis of what he had watched in the previous thirty-five minutes, decided to take it.

He said —

“That was the cleanest combined run I have seen from a pair at this stage of the course in nine years.”

He said it without inflection. The not-inflection was the inflection. The cohort had not heard him make a statement of that order yet in week two of the course. Maya had heard him make a statement of that order once at the previous course, in the eighth week of the course, to a pair who had subsequently become the cohort's joint first-place finishers at that intake. The use of the sentence at the equivalent of week two in this intake was, by the airline's institutional measure, the sentence Hollis had not been intending, when he had walked into the briefing area at five to seven, to be saying.

He went through the technical content. Maya's prioritisation. He took her through the moment at which she had requested level and divert at the same time, which had been the moment the cabin smoke had come up over the bus tie procedure, and named the prioritisation as the correct prioritisation. He took her through the manual approach in the hydraulic degradation. He took her through the landing. He used the word clean twice and the word measured once and the word captain three times.

He turned to Imogen. He went through the technical content of her right-seat support. He took her through the moment at which she had, without instruction, moved her hand from the bus tie checklist to the smoke checklist clipped to the centre console. He named the move as the move he had wanted, in the right seat at that moment, to see, and that he had seen exactly twice in nine years of running this scenario at the equivalent point in the cohort. He took her through the radio split with Maya, the company call against Maya's ATC call, four seconds apart. He took her through the cabin call to Sarah, the pull the breaker, update us in two minutes — and named that, too, as the call he wanted the right seat to make in that situation. He used the word clean once and the word anticipatory twice and the word captain not at all, because Imogen was not the captain in tonight's session and Hollis did not give words to a seat that did not require them.

He paused. He set the tablet down.

He said —

“One note. Not technical. Procedural.”

He looked at Maya. He looked at Imogen. He did not, in the looking, do anything Maya was prepared to read as anything other than the institutional looking of an instructor at two pilots he had just assessed. The looking was the looking. The note he was about to make was the note.

He said —

“When the assessment panel reads these two transcripts together — they will read them together because tonight's session was a paired session and tonight's data is recorded as paired data — they will be reading two captain profiles in concert. The profiles are different. The integration of the profiles is what produced the run tonight. The integration is what I cannot, in honesty, assess one of you on without assessing the other. The cohort has not yet seen a pair this integrated at this stage. I will, in my own write-up, note the integration. The note will go into the recommendations file. The note will not affect either of your individual gradings. The note will, however, be the note. I am telling you this because I would like you both to know that the cohort assessment process is, at this stage of the course, reading you in a way that will, by the close of the course, be the reading that the airline files.”

He drank the rest of the water. He set the glass down.

He said —

“That is the note. Now go home. Briefing tomorrow at oh-nine-hundred. Same room.”

He stood. He picked up the folder and the tablet. He left the briefing area.

Maya did not stand. Imogen, beside her, did not stand. The room contained, in the moments after Hollis had left it, the standard institutional silence of a briefing room after a debrief, which was the silence Maya had been sitting in at the close of approximately three hundred and forty debriefs in her career, and which tonight was a silence with something else in it that the previous three hundred and thirty-nine debriefs of her career had not contained.

Imogen said, evenly —

“That was kind of him.”

Maya said —

“That was not kind.”

Imogen looked at her.

Maya said —

“He meant it.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

The room held the two sentences. Neither of them, for the half-minute after Imogen had said yes, said anything else. The half-minute was not a silence Maya could read. The half-minute was the silence of two women who had been told by an institutional assessor that the institution had read what was in the cockpit between them as integration of profile, and who were now, in the half-minute of a briefing room at twenty past eight on a Thursday in week two, holding the reading between them across the briefing table without naming what else was in the cockpit between them and what else the half-minute, between the two of them, contained.

Imogen stood. She gathered her folder, her pen, the empty coffee cup. She said —

“Hatton Cross?”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

She gathered her own folder. They left the briefing area together.

The corridor of the simulator complex at eight twenty-five on a Thursday in early September was the corridor of the simulator complex at eight twenty-five on a Thursday in early September. The strip lights overhead. The carpet the colour of bus-station coffee. The smell of the building's middle age. They walked. They did not speak. The lift, when they got to it, was out of service. The sign on the lift was the sign that had been on the lift for the previous nine years intermittently and that the building manager would, by Friday, have replaced with the same sign. They took the stairs.

The stairs came out by the staff exit. They went out through the revolving door. The air outside the centre at eight twenty-eight in early September was cool and faintly damp in the way the air outside Heathrow was cool and faintly damp on a clear evening in the first week of the autumn, the kind of evening the September of the year produced once or twice a week before October began producing them in earnest.

They walked toward the staff car park gate and the road to Hatton Cross.

Neither of them, on the eight-minute walk to the Hatton Cross tube station along the staff road and through the small underpass beneath the A30, said a word.

Carriage


CHAPTER 7


The Hatton Cross tube at twenty-five to nine on a Thursday in early September. The station was the small concrete box it had been since 1975 and that the Underground had refurbished in 2003 and that had not been refurbished since, the kind of station that took the working population of Heathrow off the airport buses and onto the Piccadilly Line with the small functional dignity of a building that had no aspirations to be anything other than what it was. Imogen had been through it three thousand or four thousand times in her career. She did not, on most evenings of the working week, register it.

She registered it tonight.

She and Maya tapped in at the gate. They came out onto the platform. The platform at twenty to nine on a Thursday in September was the platform of the airline's late evening shift, the cabin crew off the long-haul arrivals coming back to their hotels and the ground staff off the closing operations of the day. Imogen knew two of the faces. She nodded to one of them. The one she nodded to nodded back. The carriage came in at twenty to nine on the minute, the easterly service to Cockfosters, and the doors opened, and the people on the platform did the thing people did at quarter to nine on a Thursday on the eastbound Piccadilly Line, which was to find the seats.

Maya found a seat near the door. Imogen could have taken the seat across from her or the seat further down the carriage. She took the seat beside her. The taking was a decision. The decision was the decision of a woman who had not, in the eight-minute walk from the simulator complex to the station, said a word to the woman walking beside her and who had, by the time the carriage had come in, made up her mind that she was not going to be a person who managed the walk by sitting elsewhere. She sat in it.

The carriage was half-full. The seat she had taken put her shoulder against Maya's shoulder in the way the Piccadilly Line carriage seats put any two adults beside each other in the seat width the carriage manufacturer had decided in 1975 was the seat width the carriage required. The contact was the standard contact of two adults in coats — Maya's a dark navy uniform overcoat, Imogen's the dark wool coat she had bought from a small shop in Marylebone in 2021 and that had become, by the third winter she had worn it in, the coat she wore at the level of habit. Between them they produced the standard thickness of any two coats on the Piccadilly Line in early September. By every reasonable external measure, it was a coat against a coat.

Imogen registered, at the level of the muscles in the right side of her shoulder, every inch of it.

She did not move. Moving would have been the thing. Maya did not move either. The carriage pulled out of Hatton Cross. The carriage did the small sway it did over the points east of the station. The two of them sat with the shoulders against each other and looked at the carriage's interior — at the standard Piccadilly Line carriage interior, the seats, the floor, the small white poster above the opposite seat advertising a West End musical that had been advertised on the Piccadilly Line for two years and that Imogen, in the two years, had not yet been to.

The silence ran. She did not, in the first minute, do anything to break it. Maya, beside her, also did not.

She broke it at Hounslow West.

She had decided, in the moment between the train stopping at the platform and the doors opening, that the silence was either going to be the silence of the seventeen-minute ride or it was going to be broken, and that the broken version was the one she preferred. She had not decided what to break it with. Two options were available — the small institutional version (a comment on the carriage, the timetable, the cohort's schedule for the following day) or the larger version that returned to the session they had just walked out of. She chose the larger. The choosing was not one she was, in the carriage at Hounslow West with the doors opening, going to be capable of giving herself a clean account of in the morning.

She said —

“The bus tie checklist. The one I went to at twelve thousand four hundred.”

Maya turned her head a half-degree. Not far. Enough.

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Imogen said —

“I went to it before you asked.”

Maya said —

“You did.”

Imogen said —

“I'd already started it on my lap, with the smoke check clipped to the centre. By the time you said run the bus tie checklist I was three items in. I didn't tell you I was three items in because you were running hydraulic and I didn't want to put it across you. I let you finish hydraulic and then I picked up the bus tie from where I was. I should have told you.”

She paused. She said —

“I don't know why I'm telling you this now.”

Maya said, without looking at her —

“You're telling me because Hollis put the integration in the recommendations file and you wanted to know whether I had read the silence as the silence I think you read.”

Imogen, in the carriage, in the silence after the sentence, registered the precision of what Maya had just said. The precision was not the precision of a thing said in a carriage by a woman who had not been thinking about it. The precision had been carried with the same exactness with which Maya carried, by the seven years Imogen had been watching her at the edge of working rooms, most things.

She said —

“Yes.”

Maya said —

“I did read it that way.”

Imogen said —

“Good.”

The carriage was at Osterley.

Imogen was conscious of the heat of Maya through the two coats. Not warmth in the way a coat against a coat produced warmth. Heat — the specific heat of a body that had been at maximum cognitive load for three hours and that was, with the carriage's small mechanical sway and the seat warmer that the Piccadilly Line's 1975 rolling stock did not have, slowly coming down off it. The heat moved through the wool and the navy and into the place at Imogen's right shoulder where the bodies met.

She was aware of her own breathing.

She had been aware of her own breathing for nine stations.

She had not, at any previous Osterley of any previous evening she had been on the Piccadilly Line, registered the station as a station she was paying attention to. She registered it tonight. The carriage stopped at the platform. A man with a backpack got off. A woman with a shopping bag got on. The doors closed. The carriage moved.

Maya said —

“You knew the alternates' weather before I asked.”

Imogen said —

“I read it in the brief.”

Maya said —

“You read it. I didn't.”

Imogen said —

“You read what you needed to read for the climb-out. The alternates would not have been the read for the climb-out. The alternates were the read for the right seat.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

She did not, after the yes, say anything for a moment. Imogen was aware, in the moment, of Maya's hand on the rail of the seat in front of her. The hand was at rest. The not-being-at-rest of the hand was the small specific thing Imogen registered about it.

Maya said, then —

“The smoke detector. Sarah's call.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Maya said —

“You told Sarah to update us in two minutes.”

Imogen said —

“Two minutes was the right interval. Three would have been too long with the bus tie still amber. One would have been too short for her to clear the breaker and watch for fault propagation. Two was the interval.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Maya said, then —

“You explain the way I think.”

The carriage was at Boston Manor.

Imogen did not, in the moment of the sentence, do anything that an observer would have read as a reaction. The not-doing was a discipline she had been operating under, in increasing tightness, since the kitchen on the previous Friday. She did, in the cavity of her own chest at Boston Manor with the carriage's standard lighting overhead and Maya's coat against her own coat and her own hand on her own knee, register what Maya had just said. Maya did not say that kind of sentence. Maya had not, by Imogen's hearing of her in nine years of working environments, said that kind of sentence to another working pilot in Imogen's earshot.

Imogen said —

“I've been watching you for nine years.”

She had not intended to say it. The saying had happened. The carriage was at Boston Manor with the doors having just closed and the sentence was now in the air in front of the two of them and Imogen could not, in the second in which she registered having said it, retrieve it.

Maya said —

“For flying.”

Imogen said —

“For flying.”

The carriage moved.

She had not lied to Maya in the second sentence. The watching had begun, in 2017, as the watching of one cadet's flying by another cadet, the small attentive registering of how another pilot in the cohort handled the working hours. The watching had continued, through the years of the line and the right-seat and the senior FO conversion, as the registering of one professional by another. The watching, by the metric Imogen had used when she had answered Maya, had been for flying. The watching had also, in three or four small specific instances Imogen had been aware of without categorising them, been for things other than flying. The instances had been instances. They had not, until the kitchen on the previous Friday, been an all-week.

She let the sentence she had said stand. The standing was the cleanest thing she could do with the sentence in the moment in which she had said it.

The carriage was at Northfields.

Maya said, then —

“For flying is reasonable.”

Imogen said —

“It is.”

The carriage stopped at South Ealing. The carriage left South Ealing. The carriage came into Acton Town.

Acton Town was Imogen's change.

She had three seconds in which to decide what she was going to say to Maya before she stood up to leave. She had had, in the four stations before Acton Town, the small running of available sentences in the back of her head, the way she had her sentences ready before a checklist; the rehearsal was a thing she did with most decisions. The sentence she had decided on at South Ealing was the institutional sentence. The institutional sentence was the sentence the carriage required.

She lifted her coat onto her shoulder. She said —

“That was a good session, Maya.”

It was not the institutional sentence.

She had not intended to use Maya's first name. It had come out of her mouth with the small precise inevitability of the breath that had carried it. She had used Maya's first name perhaps twice in nine years. Once, in a corridor at a cadet event in 2017, to ask whether Maya wanted the second of two slices of cake nobody else at the buffet was claiming. The second, in the right seat of a cockpit in 2020, when she had been pilot monitoring and Maya had been pilot flying and the captain had not been in the cockpit at a moment Imogen had needed Maya's attention urgently — the first name as the cockpit's emergency lexicon, the bypass of the surname when the surname was too formal for the moment. The third time was tonight at the carriage door at Acton Town.

Maya looked up.

Maya said —

“It was. Goodnight, Imogen.”

The first name, returned.

The doors opened. Imogen stepped out of the carriage. She did not turn back. The doors closed behind her. The carriage continued east. Imogen stood on the platform at Acton Town with her coat over her shoulder and her flight bag at her side and the cold air of the open station around her shoulders. She walked across the platform to the District Line side. She did not look at the carriage that had just left. She did not need to look at it. The carriage had gone.

She stood on the District Line platform. She waited for the train. She thought, in the steady kitchen Italian her mother had taught her to think in for the harder weather — l'hai fatto. You did it.

She had said his name. She had said his — her — her name. She had said it.

The train came. She got on. She read no pages of the book on post-war hospital architecture between Acton Town and Earl's Court. She read no pages of the book between Earl's Court and Richmond. She rode the train with the book closed on her lap and her hands flat on it and her mother's Italian going through her in the small steady cadence the Italian went through her with at the close of a working week she did not yet know how to give an account of in her own working English.

She got off at Richmond at half past nine. She walked the fifteen minutes home along the river path. The Thames was at low tide tonight. The September night was cool. The streetlight at the bend by the boathouse was out. She walked through the small dark stretch. She let herself in at five to ten. The cat was on the kitchen windowsill. She put her keys in the bowl. She hung her coat on the peg. She stood at the kitchen worktop for a long moment before she put the kettle on.

She did not, this evening, take down the small mental box.

She had decided, on the platform at Acton Town, that the box was, in the small precise honesty her mother had trained her to have with herself, no longer the right shape for what she was now carrying.

Charlie


CHAPTER 8


Saturday in Richmond at the wine bar that was Imogen and Charlie's wine bar. The wine bar was on the upper end of Hill Street, a small Edwardian-fronted room with high windows onto the street and a counter at the back, the kind of room a Richmond wine bar settled into being once it had been a Richmond wine bar for ten years. They had been coming since 2022. They had a table they did not book and that the staff had begun, in the second year of the standing arrangement, to keep for them on the Saturdays they had said they would be coming. The arrangement had a precise institutional weight Imogen found, at most stages of her life since the breaking, the kind of weight she appreciated.

She was at the table at twenty past seven. Charlie was already there. He had arrived early in the way Charlie arrived early to most appointments, which was the way of a man who had been told by his mother at the age of nine that the only sin a man could commit against a friend was to keep her waiting, and who had absorbed the principle without irony at age nine and had carried it without irony into adulthood. He had a glass of the wine bar's red on the table in front of him and the second glass at the place beside his.

He stood when she came in. He did the small institutional kiss they had been doing since the third month after the breaking, when they had developed, with the careful experimental discipline of two people who were trying to be friends and who did not want the trying to look like the trying, the cheek-to-cheek of two adults who had once been engaged and were no longer engaged and were now to be greeting each other as people who lived in the same town. The kiss was the kiss. They sat.

Charlie said —

“How was the week.”

Imogen said —

“It was a week.”

Charlie said —

“Specific.”

Imogen said —

“Hollis is in the room. Cohort of eight. Three sims down, three to go this block. The cohort is the cohort. The work is the work.”

Charlie said —

“Ok.”

He did not press. The not-pressing was the work he had been doing with her at this table on most fortnights for two years. He had learnt early in the arrangement that what she wanted to say about the week she would say in her own time, and that he was at the table to drink the wine and to be a person to her, and that the being a person to her did not require him to fish.

He talked about his week. Rachel had had a thing at the pension consultancy that had not, in the end, been the thing it had looked like it might be. He had taken the dog to the vet on the Wednesday — Rachel's labrador, Bramble, eight years old, who had inherited the Strawberry Hill cottage the moment Charlie and Rachel had moved into it — and the vet had said the dog was fine. The cottage had a leaking gutter at the back; Charlie was going to fix it on Sunday morning if the weather held. The aircraft Rachel's brother had bought into the syndicate had now been flown twice, and Rachel's brother had said, on the second flight, that the syndicate was the best decision he had made in his retirement. Charlie was animated. Imogen sipped her wine. She did not, at any point in the eight minutes of the monologue, contribute more than the small nods and short responses Charlie required of her at this stage of the wine.

The wine bar served small plates. They ordered the four they always ordered. The plates came. They ate the plates. Imogen did the eating with the same half-attention she did the listening. The half-attention was the half-attention of a woman whose other half had been, since she had sat down at the table, in the carriage of the Piccadilly Line at Acton Town on the previous Thursday with her first name in her mouth and Maya Khan's first name in her ear.

Charlie went quiet at the close of the eight minutes. He drank. He looked at her across the table. He did the small Charlie thing he did when he was registering that the woman across from him was not, this evening, at the table in the way she usually was. The thing he did was to set his glass down a half-degree differently and to let the silence at the table run.

He said, then —

“You're somewhere else tonight.”

He said it the way he said most things at this table, which was without weight, with the warmth Charlie had brought to most observations he had made about her in nine years of knowing her. He was not asking. He was registering. The registering was a thing Charlie did. The not-asking was the corollary.

Imogen looked at him across the table.

She did not, in the two seconds between his saying and her speaking, have an answer ready. The not-having-an-answer-ready was not a thing she was, in general, in the business of being at the table for. She had answers ready. She had been having answers ready for Charlie at this table for two years. The not-having one tonight was the data.

She said —

“I might be.”

Charlie said nothing.

He drank. He set the glass down. He waited.

Imogen did not, in the half-minute of his waiting, fill the half-minute. The half-minute was not, in her own honest reading of it, a half-minute she could fill without saying more than she had at this table, at this stage, decided she was going to be saying. Charlie, across from her, had been watching her at tables for nine years. He knew the difference between a silence that wanted to be filled and a silence that did not.

He nodded.

He picked up the bottle. He poured her another half-glass. He set the bottle down.

He said —

“The Piper.”

She knew, in the moment he said it, that he was returning the conversation to safe water. She was grateful for the returning. He had not, in the seven words he had said about her absence, asked any of the questions a man with a less steady instinct about her would have asked, and he had not, in the not-asking, made her feel that the not-asking was a thing he wanted credit for. He had named what he had seen. He had taken her response — I might be — at the weight she had given it. He had moved on. The moving on was the thing.

He talked about the Piper. The Piper was a 1968 Cherokee in the syndicate at White Waltham, four owners, the cheapest of the four flying members and the most enthusiastic of them. Rachel's brother had now flown the Piper to Le Touquet and back with his wife, and to Norwich and back with his eldest, and the Cherokee was, Rachel's brother had reported to the syndicate's online forum the previous Sunday, the kind of aircraft that made a retired commercial pilot remember why he had wanted to fly. Charlie liked the story. Charlie had been telling the story in instalments at the table since June. Imogen listened. Imogen drank her wine. Imogen made the small comments she had been making about the Piper at the table since June.

They finished the bottle at half past nine. They paid the bill. Charlie said —

“Same in a fortnight.”

Imogen said —

“Same in a fortnight.”

He stood. He did the small institutional kiss again. He shouldered his bag. He left.

She sat at the table for a further three minutes. She finished her glass. She put on her coat. She walked out of the wine bar onto Hill Street and turned for the river.
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The river path from the wine bar to Twickenham along the Thames at the high tide of a September Saturday night was the river path she had walked at the close of most of the wine-bar fortnights of the previous two years. The path was familiar in the way the river path of one's own town becomes familiar to a person who has walked it at the close of two hundred evenings: the bend by the boathouse, the bench where the man with the dog usually sat on Saturday afternoons and where, by this hour, neither the man nor the dog were ever still in evidence, the small stretch by the petersham meadows where the path narrowed against the river and the air went a few degrees cooler.

She walked. She did not, in the first ten minutes of the walk, do any thinking she could have given an account of. She let the walk be the walk. The Thames at high tide on the Saturday night of a clear September was a Thames the city had been producing on the same week of the year for centuries. She had walked beside it as a doctoral student's daughter on a half-term visit at the age of fourteen. She walked beside it now at the age of thirty-two with the carrying of what she was carrying.

She thought, at the bench by the petersham meadows, about Maya.

She thought about Maya the way she had decided, at the kitchen worktop the previous Friday and on the platform at Acton Town the previous Thursday, that she was going to think about Maya — without pretence. The not-pretending was, by the river at twenty to ten on the Saturday of the close of week two, the only register available to her. The river was not going to permit her to pretend. In the centuries of its running through this stretch of London it had watched too many adults pretend to themselves at the edge of it to be capable of being deceived by a thirty-two-year-old First Officer with the close of week two behind her and the next twenty-two weeks ahead.

She thought about the carriage.

She thought about Maya's coat against her own coat, and the seat width the carriage manufacturer in 1975 had decided on, and the shoulder of Maya beside the shoulder of her own. She thought about the fourteen things they had said to each other between Hatton Cross and Acton Town. She thought about you explain the way I think. She thought about I've been watching you for nine years. She thought about for flying and for flying is reasonable and the small precise lie inside the second for flying that Maya had not, in the carriage, asked her to clarify. She thought about the first name at Acton Town.

She thought about Charlie.

She thought about him the way she had been thinking about him at the close of most of the fortnights of the previous two years — with the steady warmth of a woman who had had a man in her life for the engagement and the breaking and the two years after, and who had built a friendship across the breaking that was, by the metric she had used in her mother's kitchen at Christmas the year of the breaking, the best thing she had built in her adult life that had not been her flying. She had not, in the engagement, been in love with Charlie. She had been in great affection with him; she had been in commitment to him; she had been, in the months before the breaking, in the steady working knowledge that the marriage they were about to enter was the marriage of two decent people who liked each other and who did not, between them, have the thing the marriage needed to last the years it was going to be asked to last. She had broken it on a Sunday afternoon in February 2023 in the front room of the Strawberry Hill cottage they were then jointly leasing. Charlie had taken it. They had moved out four weeks later. The two-year friendship since had been the most surprising gift of her adult life.

She had not, tonight at the wine bar, told him about Maya.

She had not lied to Charlie in two years. The not-telling tonight was not a lie. It was the discretion of a woman who had not yet, in her own honest reading of what she was carrying, made the carrying clear enough to herself to be capable of telling another person about it. She did not, by the river at twenty to ten with the high tide of the Thames running past her, owe Charlie any version of what she had decided not to tell him. She did owe him, in the small private accounting of a woman who had built the friendship she had built with the man she had built it with, the registering of the not-telling. She registered it. Si nasconde un pezzo, she said to herself in the kitchen Italian her mother had taught her to say things to herself in for the small private weather. One hides a piece. She had hidden the piece. The hiding had been clean. The cleanness did not, by the river at twenty to ten, make her feel any worse about it than she had felt at the table when she had not told him.

She walked on.

She arrived at her front door at five past ten. The cat was on the kitchen windowsill. She let herself in. She put her keys in the bowl. She hung her coat on the peg. She took her shoes off at the mat. She walked through the small front room in her stockinged feet and into the kitchen. The kitchen was the kitchen. The cat watched her. The cat did the watching the cat had been doing on the windowsill at this hour at most Saturdays of the year.

She did not put the kettle on.

She stood at the kitchen worktop with her hands on the worktop and the cold tiles under her stockinged feet and the September Saturday night dim out of the window. She did the small private acknowledgement she had been doing with herself in this kitchen, at this worktop, on the close of difficult days, since she had bought the terrace in 2020. The acknowledgement was a discipline she had taught herself in the months immediately after the breaking, when she had needed a small private practice that was not the journalling she did not do and was not the talking-to-friends she did not do and was not the talking-to-her-mother she did not do until she had the thing she wanted to say to her mother already settled in her own head. The practice was the standing at the worktop. The standing was the discipline. The discipline was the looking at the thing.

She looked at the thing.

The thing was Maya Khan. The thing was the all-week of the previous week and the further all-week of the week now closing. The thing was the carriage and the first name and the you explain the way I think and the small precise weight of the shoulder against the shoulder for seventeen minutes between Hatton Cross and Acton Town. The thing was, by every reading she could give it at the kitchen worktop on the Saturday of the close of week two, the thing.

She did not give the thing a name. The naming was, in her own honest accounting, premature. She had not, in the carriage on the Thursday, been told by Maya anything that a working pilot at the close of a working session would not have said to another working pilot at the close of a working session, and the not-being-told was the not-being-told. She had also, in the carriage on the Thursday, said her own first name out loud at Acton Town in the use of Maya's, and had heard Maya say Imogen back, and the heard-Maya-say-Imogen was now a sentence the body, in the muscles of the right side of her shoulder, was carrying, and that the body would, by every reading her physical training and her professional discipline could give it, continue to carry into the weeks ahead until the weeks ahead did with the carrying whatever the weeks ahead were going to do.

She knew, at the worktop with her hands on the tiles and the cat on the windowsill and the September Saturday night outside the window, that she was going to need to be careful.

She had said careful to herself at this worktop the previous Friday. She had said it again, in the steady kitchen Italian her mother had taught her, on the platform at Acton Town the previous Thursday — l'hai fatto. She had said it at the bench by the petersham meadows tonight, in the form of the si nasconde un pezzo she had said to herself for Charlie. The careful was a word that was becoming, by the accumulation of saying, less of a discipline and more of a description of the act of saying it.

The careful was a good word. The careful was not, by Saturday night of week two, a word that was going to be sufficient on its own.

She went up to bed at twenty to eleven.

She slept badly. She had not slept badly in a year. She did not, in the morning, look back at the worktop or the carriage or the first name or the river. She made her coffee. She fed the cat. She read the Sunday Telegraph at the kitchen table at her own pace and the post-war hospital architecture book in her own time. She did the things she did with her Sundays. The Sunday took the weight of the Saturday. The Sunday was kind to her in the way Sundays usually were.

By Monday morning she had the kit on the bed, the folder on the chair, the second pen in the bag and the third pen in reserve, and the steady working composure of a woman who had walked back into a briefing room in the second week of a six-month course three thousand times in nine years and who was going to walk back into one this morning at five to eight.

She walked back into one at five to eight.

Pairing


CHAPTER 9


The line training roster came out at twenty past nine on the Monday of week three. The assessment office did this on a Monday morning at a time that varied by the office's working pace and that was, the cohort had now learned, somewhere between nine and ten depending on how long the senior administrator had been at her desk before she opened the spreadsheet. Maya was at the staff café counter when her phone vibrated against the marble of the counter top with the cohort group chat's response to the email the office had sent at the same minute to the eight cohort inboxes.

She did not check the chat. She checked the email.

She read it standing at the counter with her flat white in her right hand and the second hand on her phone and the line manager who ran the café — a man called Anwar who had been at the same counter for eight years and who Maya had been buying her coffee from for the past five of those eight — putting the lid on her cup at her elbow. She read the email through once. She read it through a second time. She put the phone down on the counter. She took the cup from Anwar. She said —

“Thanks.”

Anwar said —

“You're welcome.”

She walked from the counter to the table by the third window where she usually sat. The table was empty at half past nine on the Monday of week three because the rest of the cohort was, at half past nine on the Monday of week three, in the operations annex receiving the briefing for the second sim block. Maya was the only member of the cohort whose first sim of the day was not until eleven, because she had been allocated, on a roster decision the office had not explained, the late slot. The late slot meant the staff café at half past nine. The staff café at half past nine on the Monday of week three meant the table by the third window.

She sat. She set the cup down. She picked the phone back up and read the email a third time.

The line training schedule had eight names. Eight names allocated to four trips across the four weeks of the line training block. The four trips were the four standard fleet rotations the airline used at the equivalent point of every command course: a Cape Town turn, a Singapore turn, a JFK turn, and a Lagos turn. The four trips required four crews of two captains-in-training plus one check captain in the jump seat. The pairings were —

Maya Khan / Imogen Carrington / Captain Hollis: Singapore turn, end of week six.

She read it a fourth time.

She did not, at the fourth read, do anything that an observer at the next table would have registered as a reaction. She drank her coffee. She set the cup down. She thought, in the working English she did most of her thinking in and in the small concurrent register of her father's Lahori inflection at the back of it, the same sentence she had thought at the staff café counter at one fifty-three the previous Tuesday afternoon when Park had used the word peer.

Of course.

The Hollis decision had been the right decision. By the assessment office's reading of sim eight and its data, it was the decision to pair the two cleanest individual profiles in the cohort with the check captain whose own pairing of them in the simulator on the previous Thursday had produced the run he had named in his recommendations file. It had also been Hollis's recommendation — Hollis had read the integration in the cockpit and had said as much in the briefing room at twenty past eight on the previous Thursday. The assessment office had taken the recommendation. The roster had landed in the eight cohort inboxes at twenty past nine on the Monday of week three.

The decision was the right decision. The right decision had also, by the small precise honesty Maya was capable of bringing to her own kitchen at six in the morning when she was on her own with the coffee, been the decision the previous Friday on the Piccadilly Line accounting she had told herself she would be the most likely to receive on the basis of the data she had given the office to read.

She had received it.

She put the phone face down on the table. She drank her coffee. She picked up her phone and opened the cohort group chat. The chat had eleven messages in it from the seven other members of the cohort, the standard cohort reaction to a roster release, the institutional shorthand of the airline's working population. I'm with Hanson on Cape Town. JFK with Davies, looks like an easy one. Park and Reyes on Lagos, condolences. The eleven messages were the messages. Maya did not contribute to the chat. The not-contributing was the working norm she had been operating under in the chat since week one. She did not, at the level of the chat, owe the cohort her own reading of her own pairing.

She finished the coffee. She picked up the empty cup. She walked to the bin by the door. She dropped the cup in the bin. She walked out of the café and back along the corridor of the operations annex to her desk. The desk was on the second floor in the senior FO open-plan area. She sat. She opened the desk computer.

Imogen was at the desk next to hers.

Imogen had been at the desk next to hers since the senior FO open-plan area had been reorganised in the spring, when the operations directorate had moved the senior FOs into a single working space with adjacent desks allocated alphabetically by surname. Carrington and Khan — the alphabet had put them in adjacent chairs. The adjacency had been a fact of the working environment for six months. Imogen and Maya had been at the desks next to each other for the previous six months and had not, in the previous six months, exchanged more than the small institutional sentences two senior FOs at adjacent desks exchanged at the start and the close of working days. The exchange this morning would, on the basis of every previous morning of the previous six months, have been the same.

It was not the same.

Imogen looked up from her own desk computer when Maya sat. Her face did the half-second thing it did. She said —

“Khan.”

Maya said —

“Carrington.”

The surname exchange. The institutional language. Both of them had used the first names six days ago at Acton Town. Both of them had returned, this morning at the senior FO desks at twenty-three minutes to ten, to the surnames. The return was the work of the working environment, the discipline of two pilots who had also been, on the previous Thursday, two women in a carriage saying first names at a station, and who were not, on a Monday morning at the senior FO desks at the start of a working week, going to be those two women.

Imogen said —

“We should agree how we're handling this.”

Maya said —

“We should.”

Neither of them looked away from the other's face. Imogen had said the sentence at the volume of two adjacent senior FOs at adjacent desks discussing a roster, which was the volume the working environment permitted. Maya had returned the sentence at the same volume. The desks on either side of theirs were empty at twenty-three minutes to ten — the senior FO open-plan had its own cycle, and twenty-three minutes to ten on a Monday was the cycle's quietest hour, the half-hour between the early-shift senior FOs leaving for their morning sims and the late-shift senior FOs arriving for their afternoon ones. The not-being-overheard was the working environment's quiet gift.

Maya said —

“I think we keep it where it is. No looking at each other in cabin spaces. No off-duty meal at the layover. No anything that puts the rotation at risk. After the course. If we both still want to.”

Imogen said —

“Agreed.”

The exchange took thirty seconds. It was the exchange Maya had rehearsed at the kitchen worktop at half past six in the morning on the previous Friday, when the Piccadilly Line accounting had not delivered her a column it could deliver and she had needed, at the worktop with the second coffee in her hand and the morning over Hounslow grey at the kitchen window, to think the column through in advance. The thinking had produced four sentences. The four sentences were the four sentences she had said. She had not added a fifth.

Imogen did not, at the close of the agreed, add a fifth either.

She turned her face back to her own desk computer. Maya turned to her own. The two of them, at the senior FO desks at twenty-three minutes to ten, did the working work of two senior FOs at the start of a working week. Maya opened the operations bulletin. Imogen opened a planning document. Neither of them, in the half-hour that followed the exchange, said anything else.

At ten o'clock on the dot, the senior FO open-plan area began to fill up. Davies came in. Hanson came in. The early-shift FOs returning from their morning sims came in. The working day's working noise resumed. Maya stood at quarter past to walk to the simulator for her eleven. She picked up her flight bag from the floor beside her chair. She did not, in the picking up, look at Imogen. The not-looking was the discipline. The discipline had a name now. The name was the pact.
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She walked the corridor from the senior FO open-plan area to the lift. She took the lift down. She walked the corridor from the operations annex to the simulator complex. The walk took eleven minutes. The eleven minutes were the eleven minutes she had walked over the same route on a hundred and seventy mornings in the previous five years and that she had walked, this morning, in the small specific cadence of a woman who had just, at a desk, agreed a pact with another woman that had been the pact she had needed to agree and that had been, in the agreeing, also a thing she had not understood she was going to feel about in the way she was feeling about it.

The feeling was not regret. The feeling was the feeling she had not, in the rehearsal at the kitchen worktop on the previous Friday, modelled. The feeling was the small surprising sadness of having said the right thing.

She had said the right thing. The right thing had been the right thing. The right thing was, by every account she could give of her own working life on a Monday morning in week three of a six-month course, the only thing.

The small surprising sadness was the small surprising sadness.

She thought, walking the corridor at quarter past ten, in her father's voice, in the Lahori inflection of his English, the sentence he had said to her at the kitchen table in Bradford the summer she had been twenty-three and had come home for the weekend with a difficult professional decision he had wanted to think about with her —

Sahi kaam karne ke baad bhi dil bhaari ho sakta hai. Yeh galat nahi. Even after doing the right thing, the heart can be heavy. This is not wrong.

He had said it with the precision of a man who had lived inside his own profession for thirty-five years and who had known that the precision of the doing of the right thing did not always make the doing easy. He had said it without sentiment. He had said it at the table with the tea between them, in the small kitchen in Bradford, in the year before his back had gone. The Maya who had been twenty-three had not, at the time, properly absorbed the sentence. The Maya who was walking the corridor to the simulator at quarter past ten on the Monday of week three of her second command course absorbed it now.

She had said the right thing. The heart could be heavy. This was not wrong.

She arrived at the simulator complex at twenty-six past ten. Davies was at the briefing area door. They were paired for the eleven o'clock. He nodded. She nodded. They went in. Hollis was inside.

Hollis said —

“Khan. Davies. Today we run a standard departure out of Dubai. Failure profile is a single engine, ten thousand feet, decision to return or divert. Standard scenario. Standard cadence. In we go.”

The session was the session. Maya flew the session. Davies, in the right seat, did the supporting work to the standard the cohort had been doing it to for two weeks. Hollis, in the jump seat, said five sentences in fifty minutes. The session ended on time. The debrief was procedural. Hollis said clean once and measured once and captain twice. He let them out at ten to one.

Maya walked back to the operations annex. She did the afternoon's working work. She did not, in the afternoon, look at the desk beside hers. The not-looking was the discipline. The discipline was the pact. The pact was the pact.

She left the annex at five. She walked to her car. She drove the eight minutes home through Hounslow's afternoon traffic. She let herself in at the flat. She put the kettle on. She stood at the kitchen worktop with the kettle going. The Pakistani enamel teapot her father had given her in 2019 was on the third shelf. She did not look at it directly. She looked at it in the corner of her eye the way she had been looking at it for the six months since March. She made the tea in the standard tea cup she used most evenings. She drank it standing at the worktop in her uniform with the kitchen window dim against the September dusk over Hounslow.

She thought, drinking the tea, that the pact was the pact and that the pact would, by every available read of her own working discipline, hold for the next twenty-three weeks. She also thought, with the same small precise honesty she had carried through the Piccadilly Line accounting on the previous Tuesday and through the kitchen rehearsal at the worktop on the previous Friday, that the pact's holding was not a thing she was, this evening at the worktop in Hounslow on the Monday of week three, prepared to put any of her career savings on.

She finished the tea. She rinsed the cup. She put it on the draining board. She went to change out of her uniform.

The Singapore turn was in three weeks and three days.

Singapore


CHAPTER 10


The night flight to Singapore at twenty-one forty-five out of Heathrow on the last Tuesday of week six. The aircraft was the standard B777-300ER the airline used on the southeasterly routes, registration G-VICA, twelve years on the fleet, the aircraft Imogen had flown twice in her career and Maya had flown nine times. Hollis was in the jump seat. The cabin manager was a woman called Helena Andersen who Imogen had flown with twice in the past three years and whose pre-flight briefing in the briefing room at Heathrow had been, both times, the kind of pre-flight briefing Imogen had found herself replaying afterwards as the example of how a senior cabin crew member ran a cabin. The first officers in the supporting positions had been allocated to the cohort's other rotation. Maya was in the left seat. Imogen was in the right.

They had run the pre-flight together at the gate at twenty past eight. They had run it in the cadence they had now run six previous sim pre-flights in, which was the cadence of two pilots who had learned each other's checklist rhythm and who were not, at the cadence, going to slow each other down. The pre-flight had been clean. The push-back had been on schedule. The taxi to runway 27R had taken eleven minutes. The take-off clearance had come at twenty-one forty-three. Maya had advanced the throttles. The aircraft had accelerated. V-one. Rotate. V-two. The wheels had left runway 27R at twenty-one forty-five on the second.

Imogen had been in the right seat of forty-seven previous departures out of Heathrow on B777s. She had been in the right seat of two previous departures with Maya in the left, both in 2020, both on routes she could remember at the level of the airway intersections. She was, tonight, in the right seat of a third. The departure was the cleanest of the three. Maya flew the standard departure profile to the standard cadence, the climb steady, the radio calls measured, the small institutional courtesies to ATC the courtesies a senior FO on a captain command line check made without needing to remember to make them. Imogen ran the standard supporting actions. Hollis, behind them in the jump seat, said nothing.

At hour seven of the cruise — the dim cockpit at three-twelve UTC over the Bay of Bengal, the cabin lights down, the autopilot doing its work, Hollis asleep in the jump seat with the standard captain's head-fall against the bulkhead — Imogen, in the right seat, turned her head a quarter-degree to the left to look at her instruments and caught the side of Maya's face in the dim. The instrument backlight was at the standard cruise level. The dim was the dim. Maya's profile in the dim was clean and tired and concentrated. The small mouth. The small line at the corner of the eye that the seven hours of cruise had brought up. The breath at the cadence the breath was at on hour seven of a long-haul cruise. The kind of seeing a right seat did not, by working measure, do.

Imogen looked back at the airspeed indicator.

Her own pulse, in the dim, was at a cadence she registered without naming.

The aircraft levelled at the initial cruise altitude over the Channel at twenty-two-oh-six.

Maya engaged the autopilot. The autopilot did what the autopilot did. The aircraft settled into the cruise. The cabin behind them, by Helena's last update before the pre-flight had closed, was full — three hundred and four passengers including a school group of forty-two on a music tour, an unaccompanied minor in the upper deck, two crew rest passengers from a partner airline travelling at standard staff rates. The cabin was Helena's. The cockpit was the cockpit. The cockpit at the initial cruise on the standard southeasterly route at twenty-two-oh-six on a Tuesday in October was the cockpit Imogen had known at the level of the body for eight years.

Maya said —

“Cruise checklist.”

Imogen said —

“Running.”

She ran it. The checklist was the cruise checklist. She ran it at the standard cadence. Maya cross-checked at each item. Hollis, in the jump seat, made the small mark in his tablet that he made at the close of a cruise checklist run by a cohort pilot.

The aircraft did the easterly turn at the Channel. The southeasterly track. The slow grade climb over central Europe. Imogen ran the standard fuel check at the first waypoint after the climb. The fuel was as the flight plan predicted. The standard navigation cross-check. The navigation was as the flight plan predicted. The standard cabin update, requested at the standard interval by Imogen on the cabin call: Helena reported the cabin secure, the meal service in progress, the music tour group settled. Imogen acknowledged. The cabin call closed.

Hollis said, from the jump seat —

“Clean climb-out, Khan.”

Maya said —

“Thank you.”

Hollis said nothing else. He did the thing Hollis did in the jump seat of a line check, which was to be present without being a presence. He had been doing it for nine years. Imogen had been a recipient of his jump-seat presence twice before in her career, the line check at the close of her FO conversion and the line check at the close of her senior FO upgrade, and she had registered, both times, the institutional skill of the not-being-a-presence. He was here. The cockpit knew he was here. The cockpit did not feel that he was here. The cockpit ran the cockpit's working hours without modification.

Maya, in the left seat, ran her own working hours without modification. Imogen had been watching her at the edge of the working hours for a fortnight at the level the pact had permitted — the supporting registration of a peer in the right seat of a sim or at the briefing table or at the corner of the senior FO open-plan area. The full reading of Maya at work — the captain's-seat reading — was the reading the line check delivered and that the pact had not been able to keep her from receiving. In Imogen's working assessment of it from the right seat of G-VICA at the initial cruise over central France at twenty-two-thirty, it was the reading of a pilot whose right to the left seat had been the question Maya had been asking the assessment office for the previous eighteen months. The answer the cockpit was giving the question tonight was the answer Maya had been waiting for.

Imogen did not, in the working hours of the cockpit, communicate any of the reading to Maya. The pact and the reading were separate. The keeping-them-separate was the work she had agreed at the senior FO desks on the Monday of week three, that she was doing now in the right seat of G-VICA at twenty-two-thirty over the south of France, and that she would continue to do through the cruise and the descent and the landing into Changi the following afternoon.
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The flight ran. The cruise ran. The crew did the working hours of the cruise. Imogen took the first rest at midnight. She slept in the upper-deck bunk for two hours and woke for the standard relief rotation at two and went back to the cockpit at two-fifteen with the standard cup of cabin-crew tea Helena had left on the small table outside the cockpit door. Maya took her own rest at three. Hollis did not rest. Hollis was on the jump seat for the duration. The jump seat had its own institutional protocol on a line check, which was that the check captain was nominally present for the whole working flight and that the operations directorate did not require him to log a rest in the standard rest reporting if he did not take one.

Maya was back in the left seat at five. The aircraft was at the cruise level over the South China Sea. The sun was coming up to the east over the simulated — over the not-simulated, Imogen registered, in the small private note she made to herself in the right seat of a real aircraft at the real cruise over the real sea — over the South China Sea. The cabin was quiet. The music tour group, Helena had reported on the standard mid-flight cabin update, was asleep at row twenty-eight through forty. The cockpit was the cockpit. The sky outside the windscreen was the sky over the eastern South China Sea at five-fifteen in the morning local at the close of the autumn of the year.

Maya said —

“Weather Singapore.”

Imogen had checked at the close of her rest. She said —

“CAVOK. Wind one-eight-zero at twelve. Runway 02L in use.”

Maya said —

“Copy.”

The cockpit ran. The cruise ran. The aircraft began the slow descent toward the descent point at five-fifty. The descent point at five-fifty meant the air traffic control unit was now Hong Kong Centre, the regional control unit whose airway sector ran from the FIR boundary at the western edge of the South China Sea to the FIR boundary at the southern edge of the Hainan coast. The radio frequency was 128.95. Imogen tuned the second VHF on her side to the standard secondary frequency the airline crews monitored at the cruise across the Hong Kong sector, which was 121.5, the international emergency frequency. The standard monitoring was the standard monitoring. Most airline crews ran it at low volume in the background of the cruise as a matter of working courtesy, the kind of courtesy the working population of the long-haul airways extended one another at the level of habit.

She did not, at the moment she tuned the secondary, think she was going to hear anything on it.

The radio at the secondary did the standard radio noise of the secondary. The standard background. The occasional faint position report from an aircraft outside the primary's range. The occasional faint acknowledgement. The standard low volume of the emergency frequency at the standard cruising hour of a Wednesday morning over the eastern South China Sea.

At five-fifty-eight, Hong Kong Centre cleared G-VICA to flight level three-five-zero from three-nine-zero for the descent at the published point. Maya read the clearance back. The aircraft began the descent. The autopilot did the descent. The cockpit did the standard descent monitoring. Imogen ran the standard descent check at six-oh-three.

At six-oh-five the secondary VHF, at the low volume Imogen had tuned it to, carried a single transmission across the frequency.

The transmission was an aircraft commander reading back a level clearance on a different sector to a different controller. The voice was a woman's. The voice was clear, measured, the kind of voice a senior commercial pilot used on the radio at the working cruise of a long flight. The aircraft was a Speedbird call sign, the airline's standard prefix, on the southbound transit from Manila to Sydney that ran past the Hong Kong sector's eastern edge at this hour of the morning at this stage of the working week. The clearance the voice was reading back was a level change from flight level four-zero-zero to flight level three-eight-zero.

The voice said —

“Speedbird One Niner Eight, descending flight level three-eight-zero.”

The transmission lasted three seconds.

The voice was followed by the standard click of the radio's release. The transmission closed. The secondary returned to the standard background.

Imogen did not register the voice. The secondary was the secondary. The voice was a Speedbird commander, which meant, by Imogen's standard background read of the airline's senior captain roster, one of perhaps forty-two senior captains on the long-haul fleet, none of whose voices she would necessarily have recognised at three seconds on a low-volume secondary.

Maya, in the left seat, did not register the voice either. Maya had not, on her standard cockpit cruise practice, been monitoring the secondary at the volume Imogen had tuned it to. Maya was reading the descent profile on the primary navigation display. The voice on the secondary did not enter Maya's standard attention.

Hollis, in the jump seat, did not register the voice. The voice was not a voice he was carrying any context about. The voice was the voice of a Speedbird commander on a routine transit reading back a routine clearance, the kind of secondary transmission Hollis had been not-registering on the secondary VHF of the jump seats of working flight decks for thirty years.

The voice closed. The cockpit ran. The descent continued.

Maya said —

“Ten thousand check.”

Imogen said —

“Ten thousand check.”

They ran the check. The aircraft descended.
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G-VICA landed at Changi at six-forty-three local on runway 02L. The landing was clean. The taxi to the stand at terminal one took eight minutes. The shutdown was standard. The crew handover at the gate to the cabin manager's lead crew on the inbound the aircraft would be doing in eighteen hours' time was standard. Maya did the post-flight log. Imogen did the post-flight log. Hollis closed his tablet. He said, at the close of the post-flight in the briefing room at the gate —

“Debrief at the hotel at eight. Crew bus is at the kerb. Go.”

He left the briefing room.

The crew bus took the crew the standard fifteen minutes from Changi to the airline's standard Singapore crew hotel, which was a four-star establishment in the Marina district that the airline had been using since 2009 and that Imogen had been to twelve times in her career. The bus pulled up at the kerb at five past seven local. The crew disembarked. The cabin crew dispersed to their rooms. The flight deck — Maya, Imogen, Hollis — collected their key cards at reception. Imogen's room was on the twenty-second floor. Maya's room was on the twenty-third. Hollis's room was, by some institutional habit of the airline's room allocation, on the fourth.

They rode the lift to the twenty-second together. Imogen got out at the twenty-second. Maya stayed in the lift to ride one further floor. As the lift doors closed Imogen registered, in the small specific working note she had begun to make to herself about the small specific working notes of the rotation, that they had not, in the twenty-six minutes between the close of the post-flight briefing at the gate and the close of the lift doors at the twenty-second floor of the hotel, exchanged a sentence between them that was not an operational sentence. The pact was the pact. The pact was holding.

She did not, walking the corridor to her room, do anything that an observer at the corridor would have registered as a reaction. She was tired. She had slept two hours in the upper-deck bunk. She had been in the right seat for thirteen and a half hours. She had a debrief at eight at the hotel meeting room on the second floor. She had until then to shower and to change and to put on the clean spare uniform she had brought in her cabin bag. She let herself into the room. She put her bag on the bed. She walked to the window.

The window of the twenty-second floor of the airline's standard Singapore hotel looked east over the city to the Singapore Strait. The Strait at quarter past seven in the morning local on a Wednesday in the close of October was the Strait of a city that was already, by the time the long-haul crews disembarked, two hours into its working day. The ships at anchor in the standard anchorage were the ships at anchor. The cranes at the standard container terminals were the cranes at the standard container terminals. The sun was up over the Strait at the angle the sun was up at this hour of this month, the November-not-yet-here gold of the autumn over the eastern South China Sea that Singapore did not — on a clear morning of the autumn that had had no significant rain in the previous twenty-four hours — distinguish in any meaningful way from any other clear morning of the autumn.

She stood at the window. She did not move from it for two minutes. The two minutes were the two minutes the body took, at the close of a long working flight, to register that it was on the ground.

The pact had held.

The holding had not been easy. The not-easy was the working cost of the working flight, the cost the pact had asked her to pay and that she had paid in the working hours of the cockpit through the cruise and the descent and the landing. She had paid the cost. The pact had held.

She thought, at the window of the twenty-second floor at quarter past seven on a Wednesday morning over the Singapore Strait, in the steady kitchen Italian her mother had taught her —

Per oggi, va bene. For today, that's fine.

She turned from the window. She went to shower.

The Pool


CHAPTER 11


She woke at five past five local on the Saturday morning of the layover. The body had decided. The body had been on the standard layover sleep schedule the body had operated on since the first long-haul in 2017, which was the schedule of waking before the city woke and using the first hours of the local morning for what the body needed to use them for. The body needed, this morning, the pool.

The pool was on the rooftop. The hotel had two pools, the standard ground-floor pool by the breakfast restaurant and the small rooftop pool the airline's senior crew had been using as their layover pool since 2009. The rooftop was twenty-five metres long, four lanes, set into the small landscaped garden the hotel kept on the roof for the senior business guests and the long-haul crews. The water was kept at twenty-seven degrees. The pool opened at six. The pool was, before the breakfast restaurant opened at six-thirty, the quietest commercial water in Marina at the start of any working day.

She had been swimming the rooftop at six in the morning of every Singapore layover since 2019. The same five lengths each time — the distance her shoulder could carry without aggravating the small ligament on the right side that had been a small ligament since the rowing she had done at Oxford in the year before she had withdrawn from the classics degree. The five lengths took her, at the Marina hotel's six-o'clock open, a little under nine minutes. The same nine minutes in the same pool at the same hour on the same rotation since 2019. The discipline was the discipline.

She showered. She put on the standard one-piece she had been packing for layovers since the same year. She put on the standard hotel dressing gown over it. She took the room's spare towel and her water bottle and the room key card. She rode the lift to the twenty-eighth floor where the small pool door opened onto the rooftop. She tapped the card. The door opened.

Maya was at the far end of the pool.

Maya was already in. She was four lengths into what, by Imogen's standard read of the cadence of her stroke, looked like a five-length set. She was at the city end of the pool, halfway along the turn, her shoulders coming out of the water in the small mechanical rhythm of a competent middle-distance swimmer. She had not seen Imogen come through the door. She did not look up.

Imogen stood at the door for two seconds. The two seconds were the two seconds in which she considered turning around.

She did not turn around.

The turning around would have been the work of an institutional convenience the body did not, at the rooftop door at four minutes past six on the Saturday morning of the layover, owe itself. The pool was a public crew amenity. The presence of another senior FO at the six-o'clock open was the presence of another senior FO at the six-o'clock open. The pact, by its working terms, did not require her to turn around. It required her to keep the working space a working space. A rooftop pool at six in the morning was a working space at the institutional edge — by some readings a working space, by other readings the kind of space the institution had not bothered to write rules about. The pact had not contemplated it, in the agreeing. The pact had assumed that the parts of the layover not in the cockpit or the briefing room would be the parts it did not need to address.

She walked along the side of the pool to the lounger at the city end where Maya had left her own towel and dressing gown. She took the lounger two along from Maya's. The two-along was the institutional distance for two senior FOs at adjacent loungers at the working layover pool of the airline's crew hotel, which was the distance at which the two were demonstrably not sharing the space and were demonstrably also using it at the same time. She set her towel. She set her bottle. She took off the dressing gown. She walked to the city end of the pool and, at the third lane, sat at the lip and slid in.

Maya, at the far end, did not look up. Maya was on her fifth length. Maya finished the fifth length at the city end, did the turn that was not a turn because the fifth length finished the set, came up at the lip three lanes from where Imogen was sliding in, and did not see her until she had cleared her goggles and was reaching for the side.

She saw her.

She did not, in the half-second of the seeing, do anything that an observer at the rooftop garden would have registered as a reaction. She did the small institutional thing she did with her face, which was to do nothing with it. She held the lane rope. She breathed. Imogen, three lanes over, had not yet started swimming. They were both at the city end of the pool, three lanes apart, one in the water and one not yet pushing off.

Maya, holding the rope, said —

“Morning, Carrington.”

She said it at the volume of a person not wishing to wake the cleaner who was at the far end of the rooftop garden mopping the deck. She said it without inflection. The voice was the dry Maya voice. The voice was the same dry voice she had used at the senior FO desks on the Monday of week three when she had said we should and I think we keep it where it is. The voice was a working voice.

Imogen, at the lip of the third lane, said —

“Morning.”

She had not used a surname. She had not used a first name. She had said the one word the moment required and no more. The one word was, by every working measure available to the two of them in the moment of its being said, the institutional minimum. The institutional minimum had been said. The pact, by the institutional minimum, had been observed.

Maya pushed off the lip. She climbed out of the pool. She walked back along the deck to the lounger where her towel was. Imogen pushed off the lip in the third lane. She began the first of her five lengths.

She did the five lengths.

She did them in the standard nine minutes she did them in. She did the standard stroke. She did the standard turns. She did the standard breathing, which was the standard four-stroke breathing she had been doing in pools since the year she had been at Oxford. She did the lengths without registering, in the working part of her attention, any of the swimming. The working part of her attention was on the working part of the pool. The non-working part of her attention was on the lounger two over from her lounger where Maya was, by the small specific noise of a hotel dressing gown being put on at a lounger that the rooftop garden at six-eleven in the morning was quiet enough to carry across four lanes of moving water, drying off and getting back into the dressing gown.

She finished the fifth length at the city end. She turned. She came back along the lip to the lane lip at lounger end. She held the lip. She breathed. She did not, in the moment of breathing, push herself out of the water. The not-pushing was the small specific note the body had decided to take, in the moment of finishing the fifth length, that it was not yet ready to be in the air of the rooftop garden where Maya was a lounger and a half a metre away.

She gave herself the moment.

She climbed out.

She walked back along the deck to the lounger. She picked up her towel. She wrapped the towel around her shoulders the way she had wrapped a towel around her shoulders at every pool of her adult life, which was with the right hand bringing the corner up over the left shoulder and the left hand drawing the bulk of the towel across the front. The wrapping was the standard wrapping. She did not, in the wrapping, look across the lounger gap at Maya.

The towel did not cover the small triangle of skin at the upper back where the swimsuit's straps crossed. The morning sun was at the angle that found the triangle. Imogen registered the heat of the sun on the place. She also registered, in the same second, that Maya — who had not been looking at her and was reading her phone — was now looking at her.

She had registered it through some peripheral working channel of the body. Not by seeing the looking. By feeling the looking. The body had a separate accounting from the eyes.

She did not turn her head. Maya did not say anything. Two seconds passed. The looking, by whatever channel it had arrived through, ended.

Maya was sitting on her lounger in her dressing gown with her phone in her right hand and the water bottle in her left. She was reading something on the phone. The reading was not, by the small specific note Imogen took of it without looking at it directly, the reading of a phone screen the body was attending to. The reading was the reading of a phone screen the body was using to occupy the eyes while the body did the work the body needed to do at six-fourteen on a rooftop garden in Marina at the close of the autumn of the year.

Imogen sat on her own lounger. She did not, for two minutes, do anything.

The body was reading.

The body had been on the rooftop garden of the standard Marina hotel at six-eleven on the Saturday morning of the layover for fourteen minutes. The body had been registering, at the small precise cadence the body registered the things the working language was not permitting the working language to name, the small institutional facts of the lounger two over.

Maya in the navy one-piece. The skin of the shoulders. The place at the collarbone where the strap of the swimsuit sat. The wet hair at the back of the neck where the working bun had come undone in the pool. The small institutional curve at the lower back where the line of the suit met the lounger. The small specific weight at the right hip where the towel had been wrapped and where the wrapping had now come loose at the institutional cadence at which loungers at rooftop pools at six-fourteen in the morning of working layovers in Marina did the small specific work of allowing wrappings to come loose.

Imogen's pulse was at the cadence Imogen's pulse was at when the body was reading a body it was not, by any working measure, meant to be reading. The cadence was not loud. The cadence was clear. The body knew the cadence was clear.

Maya stood. She did the small thing she did with the dressing gown, which was to tighten the belt. She picked up her towel and her water bottle and her phone. She walked along the deck toward the door to the lift. As she passed Imogen's lounger she did not stop. She did not turn her head. She did not, by any external measure, do anything an observer at the rooftop garden would have read as the breaking of the institutional minimum. She walked past at the working pace of a woman returning to her own room at six-sixteen on the Saturday morning of a layover.

Two paces past Imogen's lounger she said —

“See you at dinner.”

She said it without turning. She said it at the volume of two senior FOs at the working pool of the layover. She said it as a thing the working day would say.

She did not see Imogen at dinner. They had not agreed dinner. Dinner was not a thing the pact permitted. Dinner was not, by the pact's working terms or by the cabin manager's standard layover guidance for a senior FO crew under a check captain, the kind of thing that happened on a Saturday evening of the working layover. The sentence was an institutional sentence. The sentence was also, by the small specific working note that travelled across the four-foot lounger gap at six-sixteen with the sun rising over the Singapore Strait, a thing that had not been said institutionally at all.

Imogen, on the lounger, with the towel wrapped around her shoulders and the morning warm on the deck and the cleaner at the far end of the garden running the mop down the third lane of the deck, said —

“Yes.”

Maya did not turn. Maya walked through the door to the lift. The door closed behind her.

Imogen sat on the lounger for a further three minutes.

She did not move from it.

The three minutes were the three minutes in which she registered, in the steady kitchen Italian her mother had taught her to register the harder weather in — non era istituzionale, she said to herself with the small precise honesty available to a thirty-two-year-old First Officer on a rooftop lounger at six-twenty on a Saturday morning at the close of the autumn over the Singapore Strait — non era istituzionale, non era istituzionale. It was not institutional. It was not institutional.

She closed her eyes. She let the sun touch the side of her face.

She would not, at dinner, see Maya. The pact would hold for dinner. The pact had held for the Saturday morning. The pact had also, on the Saturday morning at the rooftop pool of the Marina hotel at the close of the autumn of the year, taken a small precise hit at the chest of itself that the pact's working terms would not, when the working terms were rehearsed in the kitchen in Hounslow or at the senior FO desks at the operations annex, be able to register.

She had registered. Maya had registered. The two registrations had passed each other at six-sixteen at the city end of the rooftop pool in Marina, like two aircraft on opposing tracks at the same flight level by four hundred feet, and had not collided, and had not, in the not-colliding, been able to deny that the two of them were now flying the same airway.

Briefing Room


CHAPTER 12


Sim fourteen on the Wednesday evening of week eight at the simulator centre. The schedule had it at six-thirty for a three-hour session. Maya was in the left seat. Imogen was in the right. Hollis was in the jump seat. The scenario, by the standard sim-fourteen design at this point of the course, was a difficult one — wind-shear on approach into Hong Kong at one hundred feet, the kind of scenario the airline's training department reserved for the cohort's eighth full pair-flying session because the scenario asked the pair to make the most exposed cockpit decision of the syllabus inside the smallest available envelope of time.

The briefing took twenty minutes. Hollis ran it at his cadence. The aircraft was at maximum landing weight. The runway was 25R. The cabin was full. The crosswind was within limits. The forecast was for fair weather. The thing the forecast was not going to tell them was the thing the simulator was going to give them. Hollis closed the briefing at six-fifty. He said —

“In we go.”

The simulator at six-fifty-two. The cockpit dim. The smell of the seat leather. Maya in the left seat. Imogen in the right. Hollis in the jump seat behind them. The simulated aircraft on the simulated approach into Hong Kong, configured for the landing, at the configured speed, at the configured rate of descent. The simulated runway 25R coming up in the simulated windscreen at the simulated approach lights.

They flew it. The approach went through three thousand feet. It went through two thousand. It went through one thousand. The aircraft was on the centreline, on the glideslope, on the speed. Maya's hands were at the standard light grip on the yoke that she had used on every approach of her career. Imogen, in the right seat, was running the standard supporting calls — five hundred, stable; four hundred, stable; three hundred, stable — at the cadence the right seat ran them.

The aircraft was at one hundred and twenty feet on the radar altimeter when the airspeed began to move.

It moved at the rate it moved. The standard wind-shear airspeed signature — the rapid build-up followed by the rapid decay, the kind of signature the airline's training department had been replicating in the simulator since the published procedure had been revised in 2021. Imogen, in the right seat, saw the airspeed indicator's needle begin to come up. She did not, at the first movement, call it. The procedure was the procedure. The procedure required the call at the parameter, not at the movement.

The aircraft was at one hundred and seven feet. The airspeed was now twelve knots above the approach speed and climbing.

Imogen did not call.

The first parameter was fifteen knots above. The second parameter was twenty knots above. The published procedure called for the call at the second parameter, the parameter at which the wind-shear was confirmed by the magnitude of the deviation. The published procedure had been written by the training department in 2021 on the basis of the operating data the carrier had collected from the previous five years of wind-shear encounters, and on the basis of the operating data the parameter for the call had been set at twenty knots above the approach speed because the parameter at fifteen had been generating, in the operating data, false-positive calls at a rate the training department had judged unacceptable in the assessment context.

The aircraft was at ninety-four feet. The airspeed was now twenty-two knots above. The needle had crossed the second parameter.

Imogen called —

“Airspeed plus twenty.”

She called it at the parameter, at the cadence the right seat called it. The call landed on Maya's ear at the moment Maya's own attention, in the left seat, had registered the deviation a fraction earlier — Maya's eyes had been on the airspeed indicator at the moment the needle had begun to move, and Maya had been tracking it through the build-up — but Maya, by the time Imogen's call had arrived, was already executing.

Maya said —

“Windshear go-around.”

She firewalled the throttles. She rotated to the published pitch attitude. The aircraft, on the standard simulator's response model for the standard B777 in the standard configuration, climbed. The gear stayed down. The aircraft cleared the shear at two hundred and twenty feet, by the read of the radar altimeter at the moment the airspeed signature reverted to the standard published profile. Maya climbed the aircraft to the standard go-around altitude. Imogen ran the standard supporting calls. The hold was entered at the standard published intersection.

The second approach was flown. The aircraft landed. The session was, by the working data of the simulator's recording, the procedurally clean session it had been trained to be.

The debrief was at nine-fifteen. Hollis ran the debrief at the briefing table. Hollis ran it for an hour and ten minutes. The debrief was the longest of the course so far. He went over the call timing. He went over the decision envelope. He went over the airspeed parameters and where the parameters sat in the airline's published procedure and where the parameters sat in the operating data the training department had been collecting since the published procedure had been revised in 2021. He named the decision Maya had made and the call Imogen had made as procedurally clean. He named them as having sat, both of them, at the edge of acceptable. He closed the debrief at ten twenty-five with the sentence he closed difficult debriefs with, which was —

“You both flew it. Whether you both passed it is something I will tell you when I have looked at the data tomorrow.”

He picked up his folder. He picked up his tablet. He left the briefing room.

The room was the standard sim centre briefing room. Briefing room four, on the second floor of the simulator complex, at the end of the corridor, the small box with the long laminate table and the laptop on the table and the recorded footage of the run still loaded on the laptop's display. The fluorescent strip light overhead. The carpet the colour of bus-station coffee. The latch click of the door, which was the small institutional sound the briefing room doors of the simulator complex made when they closed behind a departing instructor, and which had been the sound the room had made when Hollis had closed it behind him at ten twenty-five.

Maya did not stand. Imogen did not stand.

They were at the laptop. The footage was the footage. The footage was paused at the moment of the wind-shear hit, the heads-up display still on the screen, the airspeed deviation arrow still in the position it had been in at the moment of the call.
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Imogen said —

“Can we look at it.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Imogen took the laptop. She rewound the footage to two seconds before the shear hit. She let it run. The shear hit on the screen at the same moment it had hit in the simulator. The airspeed deviation arrow began to move. Imogen paused the footage at the moment the arrow crossed the first published parameter.

She said —

“I should have called it here.”

Maya said —

“You called it at the second parameter. That was procedural.”

Imogen said —

“The second parameter is the late one.”

Maya said —

“The second parameter is the one we are taught to use.”

Imogen said —

“The second parameter is the one we are taught to use. The first parameter is the one a captain would have called.”

Maya looked at her.

She did not, at the look, do anything an observer at the briefing room would have registered as a reaction. She held the look. She said, evenly —

“That is an FO's call to make.”

Imogen said —

“It is.”

Maya said —

“You are an FO.”

Imogen said —

“I am also a pilot on a command course. I am being assessed on what I would do in the right seat if the captain had been later in calling the go-around. The captain was on the early end of the procedural call. The captain's call was correct. The first-parameter call from the right seat would have been the call a captain in the right seat would have made. I made the second-parameter call. I made the call the right seat was assessed on. The call was correct for the seat I was in.”

She paused. She said —

“I made the wrong call for the pilot I am.”

Maya stood.

She did not, in the standing, make any sound that the room would have read as a sound. She stood from the chair at the laptop and walked around to the other side of the briefing table where the wall was a metre behind her and the laptop on the table was, from her new position, four feet to her left. She turned. She did not, in the turning, do anything Imogen would have registered as a thing other than a senior FO at the end of a difficult debrief standing because the chair had stopped being a useful place to be.

Imogen stood.

She stood from the chair she had been at, the chair at the laptop. She did not, in the standing, walk to where Maya was standing. She stood at the corner of the table at her end. The table between them was four feet of laminate. The four feet was the four feet at which two pilots in a briefing room at ten thirty-one in the evening of a Wednesday in week eight ought to have been standing, by every institutional reading the simulator complex would have applied to the configuration. The institutional reading was the institutional reading. The four feet were the four feet.

Maya said —

“You flew the call correctly.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Maya said —

“You flew the call the FO is trained to make.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Maya said —

“You are saying you should have flown the call the captain in the right seat would make.”

Imogen said —

“I am.”

Maya said —

“You are saying you held back.”

Imogen said —

“I am.”

The room held the four sentences. The room was a small box at the end of a corridor on the second floor of the simulator complex at ten thirty-two on a Wednesday evening in week eight of a six-month course. The duty instructor's rounds at this hour of this evening of this week were, by the centre's standard institutional schedule, at ten forty-five. The cleaner who did the briefing rooms in the second floor's east wing began the east wing at eleven. The two of them had thirteen minutes before the duty instructor came past on the standard sweep.

Imogen took a step.

She took the step around the corner of the table, into the four feet, toward where Maya was standing. The step was not a step she had decided to take. The step was a step of the kind the body took when the conversation had reached the place where the conversation had run out of working English.

She did not, on the step, complete the four feet. She stopped at the closer-than-collegial distance. The distance was the distance at which two pilots who were not strangers and who were also not colleagues did not, by any normal cockpit working measure, stand in a briefing room at the close of a difficult debrief.

She lifted her right hand.

She lifted it slowly. She did not, in the lifting, look at her own hand. She looked at Maya's face. Her hand came up, level, away from her own body, toward the right shoulder of Maya's uniform jacket — the jacket Maya had worn into the briefing at six twenty-five with the senior FO epaulette on the right shoulder, three bars in the airline's standard institutional gold thread on the navy of the standard epaulette, and the small seam at the top of the epaulette where the cloth ended and the body of the jacket began.

Her fingertip — the index finger of the right hand, one fingertip — touched the seam.

The fingertip rested. It did not move. The contact was the lightest possible contact a fingertip could make with the cloth of a uniform jacket without weighing on it. The contact was, by every reasonable external measure available to it, the contact of one senior FO making a point with another senior FO about an epaulette. The contact was, by the only measure either of the two senior FOs were going to be able to give an account of in any honest reading of the working day's working data, the loudest contact either of them had had with another person in years.

Maya did not move.

Her eyes did not leave Imogen's. Her shoulder under the fingertip did not move. Her breath, at the level Imogen could see at the small visible hollow at the base of Maya's throat where the collar of the shirt sat against the skin, stopped.

For the count of two it stopped. The not-breathing was a thing the body did when the body had been touched in a place the body had not, in any working register, been prepared to be touched at the moment of the touching. The not-breathing was, by the small precise honesty available to Imogen in the moment her fingertip was on the seam, the loudest answer Maya's body had given any working question Imogen had asked of it in eight working weeks.

Then Maya breathed. The breath came back in at a cadence the briefing room could have heard if the briefing room had been listening. Imogen heard it. The breath was the breath. The breath was the audible institutional confirmation of the not-breathing the count of two before it.

Maya's pulse was visible at the hollow of the throat where the collar sat. The pulse was at a cadence Imogen had not, in any cockpit she had been in with Maya in seven years, seen Maya's pulse at.

Imogen said —

“You are going to wear it, Maya.”

She said it low. She said it without inflection. She said it in the working English she had been carrying through the whole of the previous eight weeks, in the small dry register she had returned to in the briefing room at ten thirty-one when the four feet had been the four feet and the conversation had run out of where it could go.

Maya, looking at her, said —

“So are you.”

She said it back. She said it at the same volume Imogen had said it. She said it without breaking the eye contact.

Imogen's fingertip stayed on the seam.

The two sentences sat in the four feet between them. The two sentences the eight previous weeks had been pointing at. In the working English of the day, they were the institutional sentences of one senior FO speaking to another about the fourth bar that would, on each of their right shoulders, sit on the seam at the top of the epaulette at the close of the course. They were also, by every reading the briefing room at ten thirty-three could give them, two sentences neither of them had been speaking to the institutional question. Both had been speaking to the other thing. Both had said it back. The contract had been agreed.

The door opened.

It did not knock. The duty instructor's rounds at the simulator complex did not knock. The duty instructor's job was to sweep the briefing rooms on each floor at the close of the evening session and to confirm that the rooms were empty and that the equipment was off and that the security card was active on the door. The duty instructor on the Wednesday evening of week eight was not Hollis. The duty instructor was a man called Alistair Greenwood, mid-forties, in his second year on the centre's duty roster, who Imogen had spoken to twice in two years.

He came in at the working pace at which he had been coming into briefing rooms at the close of the evening sessions for two years. He did not, on the coming in, look at the configuration of the room before he spoke. He spoke at the standard volume at which the duty instructor at the simulator complex spoke to the senior FOs in the briefing rooms at the close of the evening session.

He said —

“Evening. You finished with the room? We need to lock up.”

Imogen's hand had left Maya's shoulder.

The leaving had happened at the moment the door had begun to open. The leaving had happened in the time the door took to clear the latch. By the time Alistair Greenwood was in the room, Imogen's hand was at her side, and the four feet between her and Maya were the four feet, and the laptop on the table was the laptop on the table, and the two senior FOs in the room were two senior FOs at the close of a difficult debrief who had been reviewing footage and who were now, by every external measure available to the duty instructor on his standard sweep, ready to be locking up.

Imogen said —

“We are. Thank you.”

Maya closed the laptop. She unplugged it. She put it in the laptop case on the table. She zipped the case. She picked it up.

Greenwood said —

“Few minutes early tonight. Got the east wing to do.”

Maya said —

“We're done.”

Greenwood nodded. He stepped back into the doorway. He held the door. Imogen picked up her own folder from the briefing table. She walked to the door. Maya followed her. They walked past Greenwood into the corridor.

Greenwood closed the door behind them. The latch clicked.
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They walked the corridor of the second floor of the simulator complex toward the lift. The corridor was the corridor it had been at the close of every evening session of the previous eight weeks. The strip lights overhead. The carpet the colour of bus-station coffee. The notice board with the centre's working schedule pinned to it. They walked at the working pace at which two senior FOs walked from a briefing room to the lift at ten thirty-six on a Wednesday evening at the close of an evening session, which was the pace of two pilots whose working day had ended and who were going home.

They did not speak.

The lift came at ten thirty-eight. They stood in it. They rode it down to the ground floor. The doors opened. They walked the lobby corridor to the staff exit. The revolving door released them into the air outside the simulator complex at ten forty.

The October air outside the centre at ten forty on a Wednesday evening at the close of week eight was the standard October air of the standard year. Cool. Faintly damp. The sodium lights of the staff car park beyond the revolving door at their standard sodium yellow. The hum of the A30 at the standard hum.

They stopped at the kerb.

Maya turned to face Imogen.

She did not, in the turning, do anything that an observer at the kerb would have registered as a thing other than two senior FOs at the close of a session pausing to say goodnight before going their ways. She held the laptop case in her right hand. Her left hand was at her side. Imogen, facing her, had her folder under her left arm and her right hand in the pocket of her coat.

Maya said —

“We keep the pact.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Maya said —

“Tomorrow we run sim fifteen at ten.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Maya said —

“Goodnight, Carrington.”

Imogen said —

“Goodnight, Khan.”

Maya walked to the staff car park. Her car was on row B. She did not turn back at the row B entry. Imogen walked toward the staff road and the underpass beneath the A30. She did not turn back at the underpass.

At the row B entry, with the car at the end of the row and the keys in her right hand and the laptop case in her left and the kerb conversation eighty seconds behind her, Maya did the small involuntary thing the body did when the body had been holding for sixty-three minutes a stillness the body had not been built to hold. Her right hand let go of the keys. The keys did not fall. They were caught at the second knuckle of the index finger of the same hand. Maya did not register the catching. Her left hand came up, without instruction from any working part of her attention, and closed around her own right wrist at the place where the cuff of the uniform jacket sat against the bone.

She held her own wrist.

She did not, in the holding, do anything an observer at the row B entry would have read as more than a senior FO pausing for a second at her car. The holding was a second. The second was the second the body had been waiting to be given since the fingertip had left the seam of her epaulette at the moment Alistair Greenwood's hand had been on the briefing room door's outer handle.

She let her wrist go.

She got into the car.

They had used the surnames. They had agreed the pact. They had said the goodnights the kerb required.

Each of them, separately, walking the next eight minutes of the working night on the two routes home, registered with the small precise honesty her own working register made available to her that the pact had not, in the briefing room at ten thirty-three with the fingertip on the seam and the two sentences in the four feet, been the pact any more. The pact was a working language. The working language had been the language the kerb required. The kerb had required it. They had given it. They were going home.

Imogen, on the platform at Hatton Cross at eleven-oh-three with the eastbound carriage coming in, thought, in the steady kitchen Italian her mother had taught her —

La porta non è più chiusa.

The door was no longer closed.

She did not, on the platform, do anything with the thought. The thought was the thought the body had been holding since six-sixteen on the Saturday morning at the rooftop pool in Marina, and that the body had had confirmed at ten thirty-three on the Wednesday evening of week eight at briefing room four of the simulator centre, and that the body would, by every reading of the working discipline of the two of them at the institutional edge they had now walked together to, be carrying through the next thirteen weeks of the course at the level the body now had to carry it at.

The carriage came in.

She got on. She rode it home.


CHAPTER 13


Six fifteen on the Thursday morning. The kitchen in Twickenham. Imogen at the table with the second cup of coffee in front of her and the phone face down on the placemat and the cat on the chair opposite, watching her at the level of attention the cat gave her in the early hours of a working day, which was the attention of a creature who had been observing her at this table for nine years and who had registered, in the previous twenty minutes, that the woman at the worktop was the woman the cat had not seen at the worktop in some months.

She had not slept well.

She had not slept badly in the sense that the body had refused her. The body had given her sleep. The body had given it in the small uneven instalments the body gave on the working nights it would have preferred not to give at all. The third instalment had ended at five past five, and the body had then declined to give a fourth, and Imogen had been at the worktop at half past with the kettle on and the cat unfed and the small specific knowledge in her chest that the worktop on this morning was not going to be the worktop she had been at on most mornings of the working week of the previous nine years.

She had fed the cat. She had made the coffee. She had sat at the table.

She did not, at the table, do anything for the first fifteen minutes. The fifteen minutes were the fifteen minutes the body needed to have at the table after the kitchen at half past five before the body would be ready to be having any other minutes. The fifteen minutes had passed. She had drunk the first coffee. She had refilled the cup. She was now at the second.

The body had not, in the hours since she had come into the house at twenty to midnight, settled into the shape it settled into on the working nights of the working weeks. It had carried, in the muscles of the right side of the shoulder where she had wrapped the towel on the Saturday morning at the rooftop pool in Marina and where she had not noticed it being a place she was registering, the small specific weight of a different place. The different place was not the shoulder. It was the index finger of the right hand at the top knuckle — the joint that had touched the seam of the epaulette at ten thirty-three on the Wednesday evening of week eight, and that was now, at six twenty-two on the Thursday morning, the small specific knuckle the body was refusing to let her not register.

She had washed her hands at the kitchen sink at twenty to six. The standard hand-washing the body did on standard mornings. She had then, without noticing she was doing it, washed the right hand a second time. The second wash was the small specific work of a body carrying a piece of information it had decided to handle by trying to wash it off. It had not washed off. The body had registered the not-washing-off. The body was now at the table with the second coffee and the cat opposite, and the right hand was on the worktop with the index finger curled into the palm in the way the body curled the finger when it did not want the finger to be visibly available to its own attention.

She uncurled the finger. She set the hand flat on the table.

She thought, in the steady kitchen Italian her mother had taught her, the sentence she had been thinking on the eastbound carriage at Hatton Cross at eleven-oh-five the previous night — la porta non è più chiusa. The door was no longer closed.

She did the small precise honesty.

She had touched another woman's shoulder in a briefing room. She had not, in the touching, done a thing she could give a working account of in any institutional register. She had done a thing that was, by every external measure available to the simulator complex on the Wednesday evening of week eight, the small institutional touching of one senior FO making a point with another senior FO about an epaulette. She had done a thing that was, by every internal measure available to her at the kitchen table at six twenty-three on the Thursday morning in Twickenham, the loudest physical thing she had done with another human being in three years.

Hai messo un dito sulla spalla di un'altra donna. You put a finger on another woman's shoulder.

Non era niente. It was nothing.

Era tutto. It was everything.

The Italian was steady. The Italian held. The Italian was the language her mother had taught her to think in for the precise working weight of the thing in the chest at six twenty-four on the Thursday morning at a kitchen table in Twickenham, and the Italian was, by the precise working weight it was now carrying, the language she would be living the next thirteen weeks of the course in the privacy of her own head in.

She picked up the phone.

She turned it over. She looked at the screen. The screen had the standard institutional emails from the airline, the standard advertising emails from the small list of retailers she had not yet got round to unsubscribing from, the standard news alerts. The screen did not have a message from Maya.

She had not, at any moment of the previous nine hours, expected a message from Maya. The not-expecting was the working baseline. The pact had been the pact. The pact had not, in the kerb conversation at ten-forty, included a clause about messaging in the working night. The not-messaging was a working assumption both of them had made on the basis of the same working baseline.

She did not, at six twenty-five, write a message to Maya. The not-writing was the discipline. The discipline was the discipline. The discipline was, by the same working baseline, the working assumption.

She wrote a message to Charlie.

The message was the standard message she sent Charlie on the Thursday mornings of weeks she had not seen him at the wine bar in the previous fortnight. It asked whether Rachel still wanted the spare key to the back door — Rachel had asked for it before the summer to be able to feed the cat on the long-haul weeks Imogen was away — and whether Charlie had fixed the cottage's gutter. The kind of message Imogen had been sending Charlie for two years. The kind of message a woman sent the man she had been engaged to and was now friends with at six twenty-six on a Thursday morning in October from the kitchen of the Twickenham terrace she had bought after the breaking.

She read the message. She had not mentioned the previous evening. She had not mentioned the simulator centre. She had not mentioned the briefing room at ten thirty-three.

She sent the message.

She set the phone down.

She did not, in the five seconds between her setting the phone down and the cat's lifting its head at her, do anything that an observer at the table would have registered as a thing other than the small composed action of a woman finishing the morning's correspondence. The five seconds were the five seconds in which she registered, with the small precise honesty her mother had trained her to have at this table with herself in the kitchen Italian her mother had not taught her to lie in, that she had not lied to Charlie in two years and that the message she had just sent him had been, in the not-mentioning of the previous evening, the first omission of the friendship.

Si nasconde un pezzo, she said to herself.

One hides a piece.

She had hidden the piece. The piece was hidden by the message. The piece would, on every standard reading of the friendship she had built with Charlie since the breaking, be hidden cleanly. The cleanness of the hiding was the cleanness of the hiding. The cleanness did not, this morning at six twenty-seven, make her feel cleaner about the hiding than she had felt about it before the message had been sent.

She finished her coffee. She rinsed the cup. She put it on the draining board. She went up to shower.
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Sim fifteen was at ten. She arrived at the simulator centre at twenty to. She did the standard check in at the reception desk. She walked the corridor of the second floor to briefing room three, where the morning sim brief was scheduled. Maya was already at the briefing table. The room was the room.

Maya looked, at the briefing table, like a woman who had not slept.

She had slept. Imogen, registering her at the doorway of the briefing room at twenty to ten, knew this on the small institutional knowledge a senior FO had about another senior FO who had been at her desk at the operations annex at oh-seven-thirty on the morning after a working evening — which Maya, by the pattern of the previous eight weeks, would have been. The sleeping had not been enough sleeping. The face at the briefing table was the face of a woman with grief in her year, who had — by every external measure the briefing table at twenty to ten on the Thursday morning of week eight could give it — slept the kind of sleeping the working night gave a woman with a fingertip-shaped place at the right shoulder of her uniform jacket that no other working person had put there.

The face was the face.

The face had a small specific tightness at the corner of the jaw on the left side that the face had not, at any previous briefing table of any previous working morning, been carrying.

Imogen, in the small precise registering available to her at the doorway, did not name what she was seeing. She named the small tightness at the corner of the jaw to herself in the kitchen Italian her mother had taught her — piccola crepa, small crack — and walked to the seat opposite Maya and sat.

Imogen sat at the seat she had taken at every previous sim brief, which was the seat opposite Maya at the long laminate table. The seat was the seat. She set her folder. She set her pen. The two pens. The institutional minimum.

Maya said —

“Morning, Carrington.”

Imogen said —

“Morning, Khan.”

The surname exchange. The institutional language. They had agreed it at the kerb at ten-forty. They were observing it at twenty to ten on the Thursday morning of week eight at the briefing table of briefing room three. The agreement was the agreement. The agreement had been the agreement.
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Reyes found Imogen at the senior FO open-plan area at twenty past four.

She had a coffee in her right hand and a stack of cabin manifests in her left. She set the manifests on Imogen's desk. She sat at the chair beside the desk.

She said —

“You and Khan on the integration profile.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Reyes said —

“Hollis paired you on the data.”

Imogen said —

“He said so in the brief.”

Reyes drank her coffee. She set the cup on the manifests. She looked at Imogen at the small look Reyes had been giving Imogen across cohort tables and crew rooms for the previous four years, which was the look of a woman who was reading more in a face than the face was offering.

She said —

“You two have the same cadence in the cockpit. That's a real thing. I've flown with both of you. You sit next to Park and the cockpit is one beat off the whole flight. You sit next to Khan and it's the metronome.”

Imogen said —

“Thank you.”

Reyes said —

“I am not paying you a compliment. I am telling you the operations directorate has been reading the data on the cohort's pair-flying since week one. They have been reading what the data has been reading. The data has been reading you and Khan as the cleanest pair in the cohort. The data has also been reading something else. You should know that the something else is being read.”

Imogen, looking at her, said —

“What.”

Reyes said —

“That I am not going to say. The directorate's reading is the directorate's reading. The directorate does not put what it reads into language. The directorate does not have to. The directorate puts the data where the data points the directorate to put it.”

Imogen said —

“You are telling me to be careful.”

Reyes said —

“I am telling you the directorate has eyes. The pact you and Khan have at the desks of week three is a pact. The pact is a real pact. I am not asking what is in the pact. I am telling you that the directorate is reading what is around the pact at the same level the directorate is reading the pact.”

Imogen said —

“How did you know about the pact.”

Reyes said —

“I saw you at the desks on the Monday morning. I saw what the two of you did with the senior FO desks for forty minutes. I saw what you did with your faces at the close of the forty minutes. I have eyes too.”

She drank her coffee.

She said —

“Keep the cleanest cockpit in the cohort. Take the seat. I'll see you at the wine bar when this is over.”

She picked up her manifests.

She left.

Hollis came in at five to ten with his folder and his tablet and the small specific look of a man who had read the data on sim fourteen overnight. He sat. He did not, in the sitting, do the small institutional thing he did at the start of a brief, which was to open the folder. He set the folder on the table closed. He set the tablet beside it. He looked across the table at the two of them.

He said —

“I'm passing both of you on fourteen. The decision was inside the envelope. The call was inside procedure. Move on.”

He opened the folder.

He ran the brief for sim fifteen. The brief was the standard brief for sim fifteen, which was a route check rehearsal — a full simulated flight from Heathrow to Frankfurt with the standard cabin, the standard cargo, the standard weather. The session would not, by Hollis's description, contain any abnormal events. The session was, by the design of the syllabus, the cohort's first chance to demonstrate a standard line operation at the captain command level, the kind of session the syllabus put at the working centre of week eight so the cohort could, after the difficulty of sim fourteen, return to the working norm and confirm that the working norm had not been disturbed by the difficulty.

Imogen registered the design.

She did not say so. The session was the working session. The working session was the session that confirmed that the working norm had not been disturbed. The working norm was, by Hollis's institutional read of the working data and by the standard syllabus he had been running for nine years, the norm that was now being tested.

The norm was the norm. The disturbance had not, by any external measure the simulator's recording would carry forward to the assessment panel's reading, been a disturbance. The norm would, on every working read of the eighty-minute session that was about to be flown, hold.

He closed the brief. He said —

“In we go.”

They went in. They flew it. Maya in the left seat. Imogen in the right. Hollis in the jump seat. The session was the session. The standard departure out of Heathrow. The standard initial climb. The standard cruise across the North Sea. The standard descent into Frankfurt. The standard ILS approach on runway 25C. The standard landing.

Imogen ran the standard supporting calls at the standard cadence. Maya flew the standard profile at the standard accuracy. The standard cockpit communication was the standard cockpit communication of two senior FOs who had been flying together for eight working weeks. The communication did not, by any external measure of the simulator's recording or by any internal measure of the two of them in the cockpit, register the previous evening's briefing-room exchange. The previous evening's briefing-room exchange was, by the working measure of the cockpit at eleven on the Thursday morning of week eight, a thing the cockpit was not carrying into the working hours.

Or the cockpit was carrying it. The cockpit was carrying it and was not allowing the working hours to know that the cockpit was carrying it. The working hours had been disciplined by both of them, in the kerb conversation at ten-forty on the Wednesday evening and again at the briefing table at twenty to ten on the Thursday morning, into the working language the kerb had agreed. The working language was holding. The working language was, by the eighty-minute session at the working centre of week eight, fluent.

The session ran the eighty minutes the brief had allocated to it. Hollis said, at the close of the debrief at twelve-thirty —

“You're both fine. See you tomorrow.”

He left the briefing room.

Imogen and Maya did the standard pack-down at the briefing table. They left the briefing room together. They walked the corridor of the second floor to the lift. They stood in the lift. They rode it down to the ground floor. They walked the lobby corridor to the staff exit. They stepped out of the revolving door into the air at twelve forty-three.

Maya had been in the bathroom on the second floor for four minutes between the close of the debrief at twelve thirty and the moment Imogen had seen her at the lobby corridor at twelve forty-one.

Imogen had not seen the four minutes. Imogen had been at the briefing table doing the standard pack-down of the briefing table while Maya had said I'll see you at the lift and had walked out of the briefing room and had not, in the four minutes that followed, been at the lift.

What Maya had done in the bathroom on the second floor was a thing Maya was not going to give Imogen an account of and a thing Imogen was not going to ask for an account of. What Maya had done was stand at the basin of the bathroom on the second floor with her hands at the rim of the basin and her face at the cadence of a face that had been held for sixteen and a half hours since the fingertip had been at the seam of the epaulette, and had not — at the briefing table of the morning's sim or at the eighty minutes of the sim itself or at the debrief — broken.

It broke at the basin.

It broke in the small specific way a face broke when the face had been held for sixteen and a half hours and the body had been carrying the grief of the eighteenth of March of the previous year and the small unspecific weight at the right shoulder where Imogen's fingertip had been at ten thirty-three the previous evening and the small specific arithmetic of a command course three weeks from the route check and a fingertip-shaped place at the seam of a uniform jacket and a woman in the right seat who had said you are going to wear it, Maya at the volume the working English had not, in eight working weeks, been carrying.

It broke at the basin without making a sound the bathroom's standard institutional acoustic could have recorded.

Maya washed her face. She dried it. She walked out of the bathroom. She met Imogen at the lift.

Imogen did not, at the lift, ask about the four minutes. She registered, in the small private cadence the body did the registering at, that Maya's eyes at the lift at twelve forty-one were the eyes of a woman who had been at a basin. The registering was the registering. The not-asking was the working language.

They did not speak.

The not-speaking was the work of the morning. The work of the morning was the work of two senior FOs who had agreed a pact and who were observing the pact and who had, at one moment of the previous evening, taken the pact to the wall and had returned, on the basis of the kerb conversation, to the working language of the working day. The working language was the language they were operating in. The working language was the language they would continue to operate in.

At the kerb Maya said —

“Later, Carrington.”

Imogen said —

“Later, Khan.”

Maya walked to the staff car park. Imogen walked toward the staff road. Neither turned back at the standard turning point of the respective routes.

The working language was a language they were both, by every working measure available to the kerb at twelve forty-three on the Thursday of week eight, fluent in.

It was, by the same working measure, no longer the only language they were speaking.


CHAPTER 14


Week eleven. The end of the simulator block. The cohort gathered in briefing room 2A at oh-eight-hundred on the Monday morning for the close-of-sim debrief and the line training brief. Hollis ran it. He gave them their individual sim block grades. All eight had passed the sim block. The cohort, by Hollis's institutional cadence at the front of the room with the folder open and the tablet beside him, was the strongest cohort he had brought through the sim block in his nine years of doing it.

He did not say it twice. He said it once. He moved on to the line training schedule.

The line training schedule was on the wall behind him. The schedule was a large laminated card the operations directorate had produced for the cohort the previous week and which the assessment office had pinned to the wall the previous Friday at the close of the working day. The card had the four standard line training rotations across the four weeks of the block. The card had the eight cohort members allocated to the four rotations.

Maya saw her name on the card before Hollis had walked the cohort through it.

She was on the first rotation. The first rotation was a four-day Cape Town turn at the close of week eleven. She was paired with Imogen Carrington. Hollis was the check captain.

The pairing was not, this time, a procedural pairing.

The procedural pairing for the line training block, by the operations directorate's standard practice, was a pairing the assessment office made on the basis of a balancing algorithm the directorate had been running for nine years and that the directorate's senior administrator could, when asked, explain at the length of a thirty-minute conversation. The algorithm balanced the cohort's profiles across the four rotations to ensure that no single rotation had a working pair the directorate's data suggested would be in operational tension. The algorithm had paired Maya with Imogen for the Cape Town turn on the basis of the working data of the previous eight weeks, which had now established the integration profile Hollis had named in his sim eight recommendations as the working pair profile the directorate's data suggested was the cohort's strongest.

The pairing was, by the directorate's data, a compliment.

Maya, looking at the laminated card at the front of the briefing room at oh-eight-twelve on the Monday morning of week eleven, registered the compliment for what it was. It was a compliment. It was also, by the same working data, a system failure. The system had paired her with Imogen on the basis of the integration it had read in the previous eight weeks of cockpit hours. It had not been reading what it had also been reading. It would have paired any two senior FOs whose data read as theirs had read. It had paired the two of them.

She did not, at the briefing table, do anything that an observer at the table would have registered as a reaction. She read the card. She moved her eyes to the rest of the rotations. Park was on the JFK turn with a senior FO from the freighter side called Alvarado. Reyes was on the Lagos turn with Hanson. Davies was on the second Cape Town rotation with a senior FO Maya had not flown with. The pairings were the pairings. The pairings had the working logic of the algorithm.

Hollis walked them through the schedule. He gave them the standard institutional details. Departure times. Cabin manager allocations. Check captain allocations. The standard schedule. He closed the brief at oh-eight-fifty with the sentence he closed the working briefs of the cohort with at this stage of the course, which was —

“You're now flying revenue. The cabin behind you is paying. The standard of work the cohort has produced in the sim block is the standard of work the line block requires. Do it.”

He picked up the folder. He picked up the tablet. He left the briefing room.

The cohort did the standard pack-down. The cohort dispersed. Maya gathered her folder. Imogen gathered hers. They did not, in the gathering, look across the briefing table at each other. They walked out of the briefing room together. They walked the corridor of the operations annex toward the senior FO open-plan area. They walked at the standard cohort pace.

At the door of the open-plan area Imogen said —

“Cape Town brief is Thursday.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Imogen said —

“Roster meeting is Wednesday at eleven.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

They walked into the open-plan area. They walked to the adjacent desks. They sat at the adjacent chairs.

Maya opened her desk computer. Imogen opened hers. The senior FO open-plan area at ten past nine on the Monday morning of week eleven was the working noise of the working week, the keyboards, the printers, the quiet rotational hum of the carrier's working operations. Maya read her email. The institutional inbox of the operations directorate had landed the Cape Town turn's working brief at three minutes to nine. She opened it. She read it through once. She read it through a second time.

She did not, at the second read, register the brief any differently than she had at the first.

She was going to Cape Town with Imogen Carrington and Hollis at the close of week eleven.
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She took a coffee at ten. The senior FO open-plan area had the small kitchenette at the far end of the floor, the kind of kitchenette the operations directorate had been promising to upgrade since 2019 and that had not, in the six years since, been upgraded. The kitchenette had the standard coffee machine, the standard kettle, the standard small fridge with the standard milk. She did the standard tea-bag-in-cup the senior FOs of the open-plan area had been doing since 2019. She filled the cup at the kettle. She turned to walk back to her desk.

Captain Sarah Webb was at the kitchenette door.

Webb was the airline's first female training captain. She was fifty-eight. She had been on the B777 for twenty-three years, the previous nine as a training captain, the previous three as a senior check captain in the airline's command course assessment programme. She had been Maya's mentor since the previous command course. She had been the senior check captain who had run that course's route check, which Maya had failed by the margin Webb had reviewed with her at the operations directorate's office on the third floor of the training annex on the Tuesday after the failure had been written up. Webb had given Maya no comfort she had not earned. She had given her the working data. She had said, at the close, that the airline would have her back for the next course and that Maya would fly it differently. Maya had said she would. The two of them had not, in the eighteen months since, had a working conversation that had taken more than five minutes. They had spoken in passing in corridors and at operations briefings and at the senior FO open-plan area. The five-minute standard had held.

Webb said —

“Khan.”

Maya said —

“Webb.”

Webb came into the kitchenette. She took a coffee cup from the rack. She turned the kettle on. She did the small institutional movement of a senior captain at the kitchenette door of the senior FO open-plan area at quarter past ten on a working Monday morning, which was the movement of a woman who had been at this kitchenette ten thousand times in her career and who was now, at fifty-eight, at the institutional position where she was the one most of the others in the kitchenette were trying not to be visibly aware of.

She did not look at Maya for the first thirty seconds. She made her coffee. She turned the kettle off. She poured. She added the milk from the fridge. She returned the milk. She turned to face Maya.

She said —

“Come and find me when you have an hour next week.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Webb said —

“My office. The hour can be any hour you have. The third floor.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Webb did not, in the saying, do the small institutional thing senior captains did at the close of an instruction to a senior FO, which was to nod and turn and leave. She stood for a further three seconds at the kitchenette with the coffee cup in her hand and looked at Maya. The looking was not the institutional looking of a senior captain at a senior FO. The looking was the looking of a woman who had been Maya's mentor for the previous three years and who had read, in the same way the operations directorate's algorithm had read, what the cohort had been producing in the working hours of the previous eight weeks.

She said —

“The Cape Town turn is on Thursday.”

Maya said —

“It is.”

Webb said —

“Come and find me before then.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Webb left the kitchenette.

Maya stood at the kitchenette counter with the cup in her hand and the kettle going cold behind her and the kitchenette door closing behind Webb's retreating shoulder. She did not move for a moment. The not-moving was the small specific moment in which the body registered what the institution had just done.

The institution had read.

The directorate's algorithm had read. Hollis had read. Webb had read. None of the three readings had named the thing being read. The institution did not name. It observed. It paired women on the working data of their cockpit hours; it sent senior check captains to kitchenettes at quarter past ten on a Monday morning to ask senior FOs to come and find them before a Cape Town turn on the Thursday. It did the reading. It did not, in the doing, say what it had read.

Webb had been a training captain for nine years. Webb had run the previous course's route check. Webb had read, at the operations directorate's office on the third floor of the training annex on the Tuesday after the failure had been written up, the Maya who had failed the route check by the margin Webb had reviewed with her and who had not, in the eighteen months since, taken any further training with Webb at any working closeness. The not-taking had been a working choice both of them had made. Webb had not pushed. Webb had taken the institutional cadence the senior FO had set after the failure and had honoured it.

Webb had broken the cadence this morning.

The breaking was the institutional doing the institution did when the institution had read something the institution thought the senior FO needed to hear about before the senior FO walked onto a revenue flight as captain-in-training in three days' time. The breaking was the breaking. The breaking had been done in the kitchenette of the senior FO open-plan area at quarter past ten on a Monday morning of week eleven with the cup in Webb's hand and the cup in Maya's hand and the institutional courtesy of the institutional courtesy.

Maya walked back to her desk with the cup.

She did not, at the desk, look across the desks at the desk next to hers. Imogen was at her own desk reading something on the screen. Imogen had not seen Webb at the kitchenette. Imogen would not, at this stage of the working morning, register the small institutional accumulation of the previous fifteen minutes.

Maya sat. She set the cup. She opened her desk computer.

She thought, in her father's voice, in the Lahori inflection of his English —

Beti, jab institution dekhta hai, woh kuch karta hai. Daughter, when the institution sees, it does something.

He had said it to her at the kitchen table in Bradford in the autumn of 2014, when she had come home with a small specific working concern about the airline's reading of her promotion file. He had said it without weight. He had said it as the working truth of a working life inside an institution. The institutional reading was the institutional reading. The institutional doing was the institutional doing. The two were not, by any reading he had given her, separable.

He had said something else, that afternoon at the kitchen table in Bradford. He had said it after the first sentence and before the second cup of tea had come. He had said —

Aur jab woh dekhta hai, tum bhi dekho. And when it sees, you see too.

Maya had been twenty-nine. She had been newly on the senior FO conversion list. She had nodded at the sentence at the time without absorbing it. The Maya at the desk at twenty-three minutes past ten on the Monday morning of week eleven of the second command course absorbed it now. The institution had seen. She was being asked, by the institution and by the institution's chosen delegate from the kitchenette at quarter past ten, to see what the institution had seen.

She would.

Webb had asked her to come and find her before Thursday.

She thought, drinking the tea — which had now gone half-cold while she had been not moving at the kitchenette and which was, at the desk at twenty-three minutes past ten, the half-cold the carrier's open-plan kitchenette tea always became at this stage of any working morning — about what Webb was going to say.

She did not, at the desk, model the conversation. The modelling would have been the working work of a woman who knew what the conversation was going to be about and who needed, at the desk on the Monday morning of week eleven, to prepare for it. Maya knew. The not-modelling was the discipline. The discipline was the small institutional honesty of a senior FO on a command course three weeks from the route check.

She would go and find Webb on Wednesday. Wednesday would be the day. Wednesday was after the Cape Town brief on Tuesday and before the Cape Town turn on Thursday. Wednesday was the gap. The gap was where Webb wanted her. The gap was where Webb would say the thing the institution had sent Webb to the kitchenette to say.

She drank the tea cold.

She did the work the desk required of her until lunch.


CHAPTER 15


Thursday evening at Heathrow, the Cape Town departure at twenty-one fifteen. The aircraft was G-VICA again, the same B777-300ER they had taken to Singapore, by the standard institutional habit of the operations directorate of putting the same airframe on the cohort's line training rotations where the fleet allocation permitted. Hollis in the jump seat. Maya in the left. Imogen in the right. The cabin manager on the outbound was a man called Felix Andersson, no relation to Helena, who Imogen had flown with three times in five years and whose pre-flight briefing had been, all three times, the kind of pre-flight briefing the airline used in the cabin crew training programme as the demonstration example of how a senior cabin crew member ran a brief.

The departure was on schedule. The push-back at twenty-one-oh-five, the taxi to runway 27R at twenty-one-twelve, the take-off clearance at twenty-one-fifteen on the second. Maya advanced the throttles. The aircraft accelerated. V-one. Rotate. V-two. The wheels left the ground.

Imogen, in the right seat, ran the standard supporting actions. The standard departure profile. The standard climb to the standard initial cruise. The standard fuel check at the standard waypoint. The standard cabin update at the standard interval. The standard cockpit communication at the standard cadence.

The cockpit was the cockpit.

Hollis, in the jump seat, was the institutional presence the institutional presence had been on the southbound to Singapore three weeks earlier. Imogen had been registering, in the small specific institutional register she had been carrying since the kerb conversation at the close of week eight, the precise institutional weight of the not-being-a-presence. The not-being-a-presence was, by every working measure available to the right seat at the climb-out over Hampshire at twenty-one twenty-eight, the institutional weight of a check captain who was watching at the level the check captain was watching at and who was not, in the watching, going to be modifying what he was watching by participating in it.

Hollis said his first sentence to the cockpit at twenty-two-fifteen, when the aircraft was at the standard cruise altitude over the Channel. He said —

“Clean climb-out.”

He said it without inflection. He said it to neither of them directly. He said it in the standard way Hollis said the standard institutional comments at the standard institutional cadence at the start of the working hours of a check flight, which was the cadence at which the institutional comments were notes in the working record and not feedback to either of the pilots in the working seats.

Maya, in the left seat, said —

“Thank you.”

Hollis did not, in the next two hours, say anything else.

Imogen, at the right seat, registered the not-saying. The not-saying was the institutional baseline. The institutional baseline was the institutional baseline at which the working hours of the cockpit had to deliver themselves at the standard the check captain was now watching at, which was a standard the check captain was not going to lower for the working comfort of either of the senior FOs in the working seats. The standard was the standard.

She delivered the standard.

Maya, in the left seat, delivered the standard. The two of them delivered it for the next twelve hours and forty-three minutes of the flight, in the cadence they had been operating at across the previous eleven working weeks. The cadence had been named, in the kerb conversation on the Wednesday evening of week eight, as the pact's working language. It was holding now — across Europe and North Africa and the equator and the southern Atlantic toward Cape Town. It was, by the measure of any flight Imogen had taken in nine years on the long-haul, the most disciplined working language she had operated in.

Hollis, in the jump seat, said five further sentences across the twelve hours. The five sentences were the five sentences. Two of them were the cadence-marks Hollis used on a check flight — cruise climb confirmed and descent profile noted. Two of them were small specific notes on Imogen's right-seat supporting calls. One was a small specific note on Maya's command of the cabin update at the seven-hour mark, when Maya had asked the cabin manager for a more detailed cabin status report than the standard cadence the cabin manager was offering, and Hollis had said — at the standard volume of a check captain delivering a small specific note from the jump seat — that was the right ask, Khan.

Maya had said —

“Thank you.”

The cockpit had continued.

The cockpit had been the cockpit for ten and a half hours when the aircraft began the descent into Cape Town at five-fifty local on the Friday morning. The descent was standard. The approach was standard. The landing on runway 19 at Cape Town International at six-twenty-three was the cleanest landing Maya had put down at the airport in her career. Hollis in the jump seat did not, on the rollout, write anything in his tablet. Imogen had been registering the not-writing across the fourteen working hours on the southbound — Hollis had been writing for the first three hours and not-writing for the previous eleven. The not-writing was the institutional reading the check captain made when the working hours had reached the standard at which the check captain had nothing further to add.
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The crew hotel was the Cape Grace, the airline's standard Cape Town crew hotel since 2011, a four-star establishment on the V&A Waterfront the airline had been using through three successive partner-rate agreements with the operator. Imogen had been to the Cape Grace seven times in her career. The room she had been allocated on the seventh floor was the standard double the airline's senior crew were allocated. The window faced the Waterfront. The view was the standard view of a working day in early November on the western side of the city, the harbour, the Table Mountain across the basin in the haze of the morning.

She did her layover routine. She ran along the Waterfront promenade at the standard six-kilometre distance her layover running covered in the standard forty-eight minutes. She showered. She slept for three hours. She woke at midday local. She read the second half of the book on post-war hospital architecture in the standard hour the layover allocated to reading. She had a small late lunch at the hotel's standard lounge service. She ran a small administrative task on the operations app — the next month's roster bidding was open until Sunday, and she had not yet bid — and she submitted her bids. She walked the V&A Waterfront for an hour. She returned to the hotel at five.

She had dinner at seven.

The hotel restaurant was on the ground floor, with the standard hotel-restaurant configuration — small tables, a long bar along the back wall, a high-windowed front elevation onto the Waterfront. The restaurant did the South African wine list the airline's senior crew had been recommending to each other on the crew chat for years. Imogen had been eating dinner at the restaurant on every Cape Town layover she had taken since 2018. She had a small institutional preference for the table by the third window, which had the best of the view across the basin to the Mountain.

She walked in at seven on the second.

Maya was at the bar.

Maya was on the third stool from the left, in the standard layover dress of a senior FO at dinner in the hotel restaurant at the start of an evening, which was the standard navy jumper and the standard dark trousers and the standard low-heeled shoes the airline's senior crew had been wearing to layover dinners for two decades. She had a small plate in front of her and a glass of red beside it and her phone on the bar's marble. She was eating. She had not seen Imogen come in.

Imogen stood for two seconds at the maître d's station.

The two seconds were the two seconds in which she considered, by the working terms of the pact the kerb conversation at ten-forty on the Wednesday evening of week eight had agreed to and that the rooftop pool at six-sixteen on the Saturday morning of the previous Singapore layover had complicated and that the briefing room at ten thirty-three on the Wednesday evening of week eight had taken to the wall and that the kerb conversation had then restored to the working language, whether she was going to walk back out of the restaurant. The restaurant had a second floor with a smaller dining room she had eaten at twice on previous layovers. The second-floor dining room was open. The walking-out-and-up was the working option the pact's terms could have asked her to take.

She did not take it.

She did not, in the two seconds, give herself any institutional account of the not-taking. The not-taking was the body's working decision. The body had decided. The body had been deciding, on the institutional measure of the pact's working terms, since the rooftop pool. The body was now in the maître d's station of the Cape Grace hotel restaurant at seven-oh-three in the evening of the Friday of week eleven of the cohort's command course, and the body was, by the institutional measure of any external observer the restaurant would have produced, the body of a senior FO on a layover deciding which table to take at the dinner she had been deciding on since five.

The maître d', a woman in her thirties whose nametag read Naledi and who Imogen had been recognised at the door by since 2019, said —

“Good evening, ma'am. Table for one?”

Imogen said —

“Yes. The third window, if it's free.”

The third window was free. Naledi walked her to it. Imogen sat. The table was the table. The view across the basin to the Mountain was the view across the basin to the Mountain at the standard angle the third window gave the view at seven on a November evening, the lights of the harbour beginning to come up, the Mountain in the failing light of the last of the day. The table was three rows in from the bar. The bar was at her right shoulder if she turned her head ninety degrees. She did not, in the sitting, turn her head ninety degrees.

Naledi brought the menu. Imogen read it. She had been reading the menu, in some version of its institutional configuration, on Cape Town layovers since 2018. The menu was the menu. She ordered the standard fish dish and a glass of the standard red. Naledi took the order. She left.

Imogen sat at the table. She did not, at the table, do anything an observer at the maître d's station would have registered as a thing other than the small composed actions of a senior FO at the third window of the Cape Grace hotel restaurant at seven-oh-six on the Friday of week eleven. She drank her water. She read the room. The restaurant at seven-oh-six on a Friday was the restaurant of a working hotel at the start of its standard dinner service, half-full at the tables, the bar at her right shoulder with the standard four or five solo diners along it. The standard.

She did not look at Maya.

The not-looking was the discipline. The discipline was the working pact. The working pact had been agreed at the kerb on the Wednesday evening and had been restored after the briefing room at ten-forty and had been the working language of the cockpit on the southbound. The working language was holding. The working language was, by the working measure of the restaurant at seven-oh-six in the evening of the Friday of week eleven, fluent.

She ate her fish.

She drank her red. She drank her water. She had a small dessert which was the small dessert she had been having at the standard Cape Grace dinner since 2018. She paid the bill at quarter to nine. She did not, in the paying, look at the bar. The not-looking had now been the discipline at the table for an hour and forty minutes. The discipline was the discipline. The discipline was holding.

She stood. She picked up the small handbag she had brought down from her room. She walked the three rows of tables back to the maître d's station. Naledi was at the station.

Park was at the bar.

He had come in at quarter to nine on the small institutional knowledge that the cohort had been allocated the same Cape Town hotel for the working week's stagger of layovers and that Park, who had landed his own Cape Town turn that evening at eighteen-forty, had come down to the bar at the standard cadence Park came down to the bar at the close of a working flight. He was at the second stool from the left. Maya was at the third stool from the left.

He had been talking to her for some institutional length of time the length of which Imogen, walking past the bar to the maître d's station, could not give an account of. He was leaning, at the small careless cadence Park leaned at, toward the third stool with his right elbow on the marble of the bar and his coffee in his left hand. Maya was, by the working measure of the third stool, not leaning back.

Park, seeing Imogen at the maître d's station, lifted his coffee cup at her — the small institutional acknowledgement of a cohort peer registering another cohort peer at the bar of a layover hotel at quarter to nine on a Friday evening of week eleven.

He said, at the volume the bar required —

“Carrington. You two again.”

He said it the way Park said most things, which was without weight and without a clear sense of what he had just said. He had said you two because the two of them were at the standard institutional Cape Town hotel at the same hour of the same working layover. The again was the again of a man who had been registering the cohort's pair-flying for the previous eleven weeks at the institutional level of the senior FOs of the cohort who had been reading what the cohort had been doing in the cockpit.

The you two was the institutional reading.

Imogen said, at the volume the bar required —

“Park.”

Park said —

“Goodnight, Carrington.”

Imogen said —

“Goodnight.”

She did not look at Maya at the bar. Maya, on the third stool, did not look at her. The not-looking was the working language. The working language was the working language. The not-looking was holding.

Naledi said —

“Goodnight, ma'am.”

Imogen said —

“Goodnight, Naledi. Thank you.”

She walked out of the restaurant into the lobby. The lobby was the lobby. The lift bank was at the far end. She walked toward the lift bank.

She heard, behind her, the small specific sound of a bar stool being moved against the floor of the bar, in the small specific timing of a person at the bar standing up at the moment another person at the restaurant left the room. The sound was, by every working measure the lobby of the Cape Grace at eight forty-six in the evening of the Friday of week eleven would have applied to the sound, the standard sound of a solo diner at the bar at the end of the bar's standard early evening service.

Maya was a pace behind her at the lift bank.

Imogen, at the lift bank, did not turn. She pressed the call button. She waited. The lift indicator was at the third floor. Maya was a pace behind her at the standard institutional distance of a senior crew member arriving at the lift bank a moment after another senior crew member. The distance was the distance.

Maya said, at the standard volume of a senior FO in a hotel lobby at eight forty-six in the evening of a layover —

“Night, Carrington.”

Imogen said —

“Night.”

The lift came. The doors opened. Imogen got in. She turned to face the lift's standard mirror at the back wall. Maya followed her in. She stood at the standard institutional distance the lift's standard configuration permitted. Imogen reached forward and pressed the seventh-floor button. Maya pressed the eighth.

The doors closed.

The lift rose.

Neither of them, in the seventeen seconds the lift took to reach the seventh floor, spoke. Neither of them looked at the other's reflection in the standard mirror at the back wall. Imogen, at the standard institutional position by the lift's button panel, did not turn her head ninety degrees toward Maya, who was at the standard institutional position by the lift's right-hand wall. The standard institutional positioning was the standard institutional positioning. The not-speaking was the working language.

The lift stopped at the seventh. The doors opened.

Imogen stepped out. She did not turn back at the threshold. She walked the corridor of the seventh floor to her room. The lift doors closed behind her at the standard institutional cadence the Cape Grace lift doors closed at, which was the cadence of a hotel that had been operating since 1996 and that had not, in the previous thirty years, updated the cadence.

She let herself into her room. She closed the door.

She did not, for the first thirty seconds inside the room, do anything an observer in the corridor would have registered as a thing other than the small composed actions of a senior FO entering her layover room at eight forty-eight in the evening of the Friday of week eleven. She set her handbag on the small writing desk by the window. She took off her low-heeled shoes. She walked to the window.

The Waterfront at eight forty-eight in the evening of the Friday of week eleven was the Waterfront, the lights of the harbour, the silhouette of the Mountain against the last of the November light. She stood at the window. She did not, at the window, do anything for two minutes.

She thought, in the steady kitchen Italian her mother had taught her —

Hai mangiato. Lei era al bar. Hai pagato. Sei andata. È venuta dietro. Avete preso l'ascensore. Non avete parlato. You ate. She was at the bar. You paid. You left. She came behind. You took the lift. You did not speak.

Questa è la disciplina. This is the discipline.

She closed the curtain.

She went to bed.


CHAPTER 16


The northbound from Cape Town departed at twenty-three forty local on the Saturday evening. The aircraft was G-VICA. The cabin manager on the inbound was a woman called Pretumi Naidoo, who Maya had flown with twice in three years and whose pre-flight briefing was the kind of pre-flight briefing the carrier had been promoting senior cabin crew on the basis of since 2019. The departure was on schedule. The push-back at twenty-three-thirty, the taxi to runway 01 at twenty-three thirty-six, the take-off clearance at twenty-three forty on the second. Imogen advanced the throttles. The cohort was rotating left and right seat on the line training block; Imogen had been allocated the left seat for the northbound. Maya was in the right.

The aircraft climbed. The standard departure profile out of Cape Town. The standard initial climb. The standard cruise at flight level three-five-zero across the South Atlantic on the standard transit toward Lagos and the equatorial sector.

The cockpit was the cockpit.

The cockpit had been the cockpit for four hours and twenty minutes when the cabin call came. The call came on the standard cabin interphone at three-fifty-two in the morning UTC, the small institutional buzz the interphone made when the cabin was calling the cockpit at a working hour the cabin did not, by the standard cabin protocol, ring the cockpit at unless the cabin had something to report.

Imogen, in the left seat, said —

“Cabin. Cockpit.”

Pretumi's voice came through the interphone. Pretumi's voice was the voice of a senior cabin crew member at the working centre of a cabin emergency at three-fifty-two in the morning of a long flight, which was the voice Maya had heard, across her career, exactly seven times. The voice was clear. The voice was unhurried. The voice was carrying, at the level of the voice's small specific working cadence, the information that the cabin had what the cabin had.

Pretumi said —

“Cockpit, this is Pretumi. I have a passenger in 32K with a suspected stroke. Male, fifty-two, with the standard set of presenting symptoms. The cabin first responder is with him. We have an offered doctor from 14C who is now with the patient. Doctor is recommending immediate descent and diversion to nearest. Standby for full report.”

Imogen said —

“Copy. Stand by.”

She put the interphone down.
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The cockpit ran.

Maya did not, in the moment of the interphone going down, look across the cockpit at Imogen. The not-looking was the working discipline of two senior FOs running a medical at three-fifty-three in the morning of a long flight over the equatorial Atlantic. The working discipline ran the cockpit. The cockpit ran the medical.

Imogen said —

“You run the medical. I have the aircraft.”

It was the call the left seat made when the medical called for the captain-in-training to delegate the cockpit's command attention to the medical's working management. The left seat was the captain's seat. The captain's seat was, in tonight's left-and-right configuration, the seat Imogen was in. The call she had made was the call. Maya took the medical.

Maya picked up the interphone. She said —

“Pretumi. Cockpit. Maya. I have the medical. Imogen has the aircraft. Run me through the assessment.”

Pretumi ran her through the assessment. The patient was male, fifty-two, business class, on the right side of the aircraft at row thirty-two. The presenting symptoms were the standard for a left-side stroke at the moderate end of the spectrum, with the additional complication of a previous cardiac history the patient's wife had named in the first thirty seconds of the cabin response. The offered doctor at 14C was a consultant cardiologist from a hospital in Johannesburg, returning home from a conference in Cape Town, and was now at the patient's side. The cabin first responder was the standard responder Pretumi had brought with her at the cadence the cabin protocol asked. The patient was, by the doctor's read at three-fifty-four UTC, in the clinical position that required descent and diversion within the one-hour window the airline's medical protocol gave for a stroke event in flight.

Maya said —

“Copy. Stand by. Cockpit will give you a diversion airfield in three minutes.”

She put the interphone down.

She picked up the company line. The company line was the secondary radio to the carrier's operations control centre, the standard radio link the cockpit used for company-level operational decisions in the working hours of long flights. She dialled the standard frequency. The duty operations controller in the carrier's twenty-four-hour operations centre at Heathrow picked up at the standard cadence the centre picked up at, which was eleven seconds.

Maya said —

“Operations. Speedbird Charlie Foxtrot. Medical event in cabin. Stroke. Doctor recommending immediate descent. Aircraft is currently at flight level three-five-zero on routing Cape Town-Heathrow, position estimating five-degrees north thirty-degrees west in eighteen minutes. Request nearest suitable diversion.”

The duty controller said —

“Speedbird Charlie Foxtrot, operations. Standby.”

The standby was the standby. Maya, in the right seat, did the working work of the right seat of an aircraft running a medical with the left seat flying. She did the standard cabin update. She told Pretumi the cockpit was three minutes from the diversion airfield decision. She put the interphone down. She picked up the company line again. The duty controller was back at twenty-three seconds, which was the standard cadence the controller returned at when the controller had used the standby to consult the medical desk and the flight planning desk and the airfield ops desk.

The duty controller said —

“Speedbird Charlie Foxtrot, operations. Nearest suitable is Dakar Léopold Sédar Senghor. Runway sufficient. Medical infrastructure adequate. Handling agent confirmed available. Distance from your present position approximately three hundred and fifty nautical miles north-northeast. Estimated flight time forty-five minutes. Operations recommends diversion to Dakar.”

Maya said —

“Copy. Diverting Dakar.”

She put the company line down.

She turned to Imogen.

“Dakar. Three-fifty miles north-northeast. Forty-five minutes. Begin the diversion.”

Imogen said —

“Copy.”
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The diversion was the diversion.

Imogen turned the aircraft onto the heading the diversion required. She began the descent profile the flight management computer calculated. She ran the standard descent checklist at the standard cadence with Maya in the right seat running the standard cross-checks. The aircraft descended through flight level three-three-zero. Through three-one-zero. Through two-niner-zero. The diversion was the standard published diversion the carrier's senior crew had been training to fly on the standard published syllabus for years.

Maya, in the right seat, ran the cabin. She kept Pretumi on the interphone at the standard cadence the cockpit kept the cabin on at a medical, which was every three minutes. Pretumi reported, at the four-minute mark, that the patient's vitals had stabilised at the moderate-severity baseline the doctor had been asking for. The doctor was, by Pretumi's report at the seven-minute mark, satisfied with the stability and was recommending the standard inflight management of a stroke patient at the moderate-severity baseline for the duration of the descent.

Maya, in the right seat, ran the company. She gave the operations control centre the standard updates at the standard cadence the company asked for at a medical diversion. The operations centre relayed, at the standard cadence the operations centre relayed at, that the Dakar handling agent had been confirmed, the medical handling at the airfield had been confirmed, the parking stand had been allocated, the customs and immigration handling for an emergency medical had been activated.

Maya, in the right seat, ran the cabin PA. She delivered the standard medical-diversion PA to the cabin at the seventeen-minute mark, when the aircraft was at flight level two-three-zero and approximately twenty minutes from Dakar. The PA was the standard institutional PA the carrier had trained its senior crew to deliver in the working hours of a medical diversion, which was the PA that told the cabin the aircraft was diverting for a medical, that the medical was being managed, that the diversion airfield was Dakar, that the ground time at Dakar was estimated at two and a half hours, that the cabin should prepare for landing in twenty minutes. She delivered it in the standard institutional voice the carrier's senior crew had been trained to deliver it in.

Imogen flew the aircraft.

Imogen flew it through the descent and through the approach and through the ILS into Dakar runway one-eight on the heading the diversion approach required. The landing was at four-forty-three local on the Sunday morning, twenty-one minutes after the diversion had been initiated, in the precise institutional window the operations centre had calculated.

The taxi to the parking stand was eight minutes. The shutdown was at four-fifty-one. The paramedics were at the aircraft door at four-fifty-three. The patient was off the aircraft at five-oh-two, in the standard medical handling cadence the airline had been delivering at Dakar for years.

The aircraft sat at the stand.

The aircraft would sit at the stand for two hours and fifty-eight minutes, by the standard refuelling-and-paperwork window the carrier's flight planning desk had calculated for the diversion turnaround. The cabin was secure. The cabin crew was on the standard ground-time protocol. The flight deck was on the standard ground-time protocol.

Maya, in the right seat, with the engines shut down and the cockpit at the standard quiet ground configuration and the dim cockpit lighting at the standard ground level and the small specific quietness of an aircraft on the ground at a diversion airfield at five-oh-three in the morning local on the Sunday morning of the close of week eleven, looked across the cockpit at Imogen.

Imogen was at the left seat with her hands on her knees. She had taken her headset off. She had set it on the small ledge above the centre console where the headset rested at the standard ground configuration. She had not moved her hands from her knees since the moment the engines had wound down. The not-moving was the small specific work of a body that had flown the aircraft from flight level three-five-zero in the equatorial Atlantic into the standard ILS approach into Dakar runway one-eight in the standard twenty-one-minute window, and the not-moving was the work the body was doing while the body returned to the working baseline.

Maya watched her for a moment without turning her own head.

She had been watching Imogen at the level of the right seat's peripheral attention for the entire twenty-one minutes of the diversion. The watching had been the standard cockpit watching of a right-seat pilot watching a left-seat pilot fly a working approach in working hours of working stress. The watching had also, in the small specific frame the cockpit had given Maya to do it in, been the closest sustained working observation Maya had had of Imogen's flying since the briefing room at the simulator centre had been the briefing room at the simulator centre at the close of week eight.

Imogen had flown the diversion at the standard. The standard was, by every working measure available to the right seat at the parking stand at Dakar at five-oh-three in the morning local on the Sunday morning of the close of week eleven, the standard at which the airline's data would, when the airline's data read the diversion, read the left seat as having flown.

The data would also read what the data was now going to read. The data would read, in the recorded cockpit audio of the moment Imogen had said you run the medical, I have the aircraft, the institutional delegation a left-seat captain-in-training made when the working circumstances asked her to make it. The data would read, in the recorded cockpit audio of the moment Maya had said Pretumi. Cockpit. Maya. I have the medical, the institutional acceptance the right-seat senior FO made of the delegation. The data would read the working hours of the diversion as the working hours they had been.

The data would not read what the data was not in a position to read. The data was not in a position to read the small specific cadence with which Imogen had said the four words I have the aircraft at the moment three-fifty-three on the Sunday morning of the diversion, or the small specific cadence with which Maya had said the seven words I have the medical. Imogen has the aircraft into the company line a beat later. The cadences were cadences. The cadences were, by the working measure of the two senior FOs in the cockpit, the cadences of two pilots who had been flying together for eleven working weeks and who had, in the working hours of the diversion, been operating at the working level of two pilots who had been flying together for ten years.

Hollis was in the jump seat. Hollis had not, in the diversion, written in his tablet. The not-writing had begun at the moment Imogen had said you run the medical, I have the aircraft and had continued through the descent and the approach and the landing and the taxi and the shutdown. Hollis was now writing. He was writing fast. He was writing at the standard cadence Hollis wrote at the close of a working event the working event had given him to write about, which was a cadence the cohort had not, in the previous eleven weeks of the course, seen him sustain for longer than thirty seconds.

Maya said —

“That was good work, Imogen.”

She said it at the standard volume of two senior FOs in a cockpit at the parking stand of a diversion airfield at the standard quiet ground configuration. She said it without inflection. She said it in the working English she had been carrying through the cockpit's working hours for eleven working weeks, in the dry small register she had returned to at the briefing room kerb at ten-forty on the Wednesday evening and at the lift in the Cape Grace at eight forty-six on the Friday evening and at every working moment in between.

Imogen, turning her head a half-degree to the right, said —

“You too.”

She said it back. She said it at the same volume. She said it without breaking the eye contact, which Maya had not been holding because Maya had said her sentence to the windscreen and Imogen had returned her sentence to the windscreen, and the two of them were both, by the institutional measure of the cockpit at five-oh-four on the Sunday morning at the parking stand at Dakar, addressing the standard quiet ground configuration and not the other person in the cockpit.

The standard quiet ground configuration heard both sentences. The standard quiet ground configuration did not, by the institutional measure of the standard quiet ground configuration, register the sentences as anything other than the standard institutional courtesy of two senior FOs at the close of a difficult diversion. The standard quiet ground configuration was the institutional witness.

Hollis, in the jump seat, with his pen at the tablet, did not look up.

The not-looking-up was the institutional witness of the institutional witness.

He continued to write.

Maya watched the small specific cadence of his writing. The cadence was the cadence a senior check captain wrote at when the senior check captain had read something the senior check captain was going to put on the institutional record.

Hollis said, without looking up from the tablet —

“Debrief at the hotel at oh-nine-hundred.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Hollis continued to write.
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She found Maya in the hotel corridor at twenty past ten on the Sunday night.

The hotel was the small business hotel in the Almadies district that the airline's relocation desk had block-booked for the diverted crew. Imogen had been in her room since seven. She had eaten the small institutional sandwich the airline's emergency-stop allowance covered. She had texted Charlie a working line about the diversion at eight. She had then, at twenty past ten, walked down the corridor to the ice machine at the end because the room's minibar was not working and the water in the bathroom tap was the lukewarm of a hot country's mains.

Maya was at the door of her own room.

Her room was four doors down from Imogen's. She had her hand on the door handle. She had her key card in her left hand. She had not, by the look of her, been about to turn the handle when Imogen had come round the corner from the lift. She had been standing at the door.

She was not in uniform. She was in the soft grey jumper and the soft black trousers she had been wearing at the rebriefing.

Imogen, with the empty ice bucket in her left hand, stopped at the corridor.

Maya did not see her for two seconds.

The Maya at the door of room 412 was a Maya Imogen had not, in eleven working weeks, seen. The face was working at something. The hand at the door handle was the hand of a woman who had not, by some institutional measure the corridor at twenty past ten could not give Imogen the precision of, been able to open the door. The hand was holding the handle. The hand was not turning it.

Maya was holding it the way a body held a fixed object when the body was using the object to hold itself.

Then she registered Imogen at the corridor.

She did not, in the registering, do the face Maya did at the working hour. She did the small specific thing the face had not done at any working hour Imogen had seen it at across the working weeks of the course. She did not put the face back together fast enough.

Imogen saw the not-fast-enough.

Maya saw her seeing it.

For one second, neither of them moved.

Then Maya said, in a voice Imogen had not heard in her career —

“I can't open the door.”

She said it at the small volume a person used at twenty past ten on the Sunday night of a working diversion in a hotel corridor in a country she had landed an aircraft into thirteen hours earlier with a passenger having a stroke at row thirty-two and the company on the radio and the diversion at the margin of what the published procedure had been calling clean.

Imogen set the ice bucket on the carpet.

She walked the four doors down the corridor to where Maya was standing.

She did not say anything.

She held out her hand for the key card.

Maya gave her the key card.

Imogen tapped the card at the door. The lock clicked. She pushed the door open. She handed the card back. Maya took it. She did not move from the corridor.

Imogen said, low —

“Do you want me to come in.”

Maya, looking at her, said —

“No.”

Then, after a pause —

“Yes.”

Imogen walked in.

Maya followed her. The door closed behind them on the slow institutional weight of a hotel door at twenty past ten on a Sunday night.

The room was the small standard institutional twin Imogen had been allocated in her own room four doors down. The bed nearest the door was made. The bed by the window was unmade — the airline's standard institutional turn-down had not been done at this hotel, or Maya had been on the bed in the hour since she had come up from the rebriefing.

Maya stood in the middle of the room.

She had her arms at her sides. She had the key card in her left hand. She was not, by every working measure available to her standing in the middle of the small twin room at the airline's overflow hotel in Dakar at twenty-three past ten on the Sunday night of week eleven, holding it together.

She said —

“The man at row thirty-two.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Maya said —

“His wife was at row thirty-three.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Maya said —

“She was the same age as my mother.”

She did not, in the saying, do anything visible to the room. The visible was the body holding. The not-visible was the cracking. The cracking had been the cracking the corridor had been the working hour of. Imogen could see it now in the small specific composure Maya was unable, by the working measure of the hotel room, to put back.

Imogen said —

“Maya.”

Maya said —

“My mother is sixty-six. My father has been dead twenty-three months. My mother is at the flat in Wembley. She does not have the second person in the kitchen with her any more.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Maya said —

“I was the captain.”

Imogen said —

“You were.”

Maya said —

“I made the call.”

Imogen said —

“You did.”

Maya said —

“I made the call and the call was clean and I diverted to Dakar and the doctor at 14C went into the airport ambulance with the patient and the patient was, by the read of the doctor at 14C, going to be alive at the close of the Sunday. The call was the right call.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Maya said —

“I cannot, by the working measure of the working hours since the call, put the woman at row thirty-three back into the part of the working hour where the working hour does not have her.”

She stopped.

She was not crying. She was at the body of a woman who had cried, in some private working hour before Imogen had come around the corner of the lift, and who had stopped. The eyes were the eyes of the after.

Imogen, looking at her, did the only working thing the body knew to do.

She walked the small distance across the small room to where Maya was standing. She did not, in the walking, give herself any institutional account of the walking. The walking was the walking. She stopped at the closer-than-collegial distance the briefing room of week eight had asked them to stop at. She did not, this time, lift her hand.

She put both arms around Maya.

Maya was, for two seconds, rigid in the configuration. Then she was not. Her face came down to Imogen's shoulder at the place where the dark wool jumper met the collar of the shirt. Her hands came up and closed at the small place at Imogen's back where the hands of a person being held closed on a person doing the holding.

Imogen held her.

Neither of them said anything.

The hotel room held the configuration for some length of time Imogen would not, later, be able to give a clean account of. The body of Maya against the body of Imogen. The breath of Maya at the place of Imogen's collarbone where the breath was warm and uneven. The institutional weight of the small twin room at the airline's overflow hotel in Dakar at twenty-six past ten on the Sunday night.

Maya, against Imogen's collarbone, said —

“I am sorry.”

Imogen said —

“You are not.”

Maya said —

“I am not, at the working hour, in the working register.”

Imogen said —

“You are not required to be.”

Maya said —

“The pact.”

Imogen said —

“The pact does not cover this. The pact covers the working hours. This is not the working hour.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

She did not, in the saying, move from the configuration. She stayed at Imogen's collarbone with her hands at Imogen's back and her breath at the place where the breath was. Imogen kept her arms where they were.
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She stayed for forty minutes.

She did not, in the forty minutes, do anything she would later be able to give an account of as a working choice. She sat on the edge of the unmade bed when Maya, eventually, sat. She drank the small glass of water Maya poured at the institutional cadence a host poured a glass of water for a person who had come into her hotel room at twenty past ten on the Sunday night of week eleven. She listened to the small further sentences Maya gave the hotel room — about the mother in Wembley, about the kitchen Maya had not been to in three weeks, about the working accumulation of the months since the eighteenth of March of the previous year that had been, by Maya's own measure, eleven months and twenty-six days of the accumulation a body had been carrying without the language to set down.

She did, in the small private accounting of the hotel room at eleven past eleven on the Sunday night of week eleven, register that the pact had not, in the configuration of the previous forty minutes, been the pact. The pact had been a working language. The forty minutes had not been the working language. The forty minutes had been the register that was not the working language.

Neither of them, at any point, named the not-covering.

At eleven past eleven Imogen stood. She picked up her empty water glass. She put it on the small institutional table by the door. She said, at the working volume —

“Goodnight, Maya.”

Maya, from the edge of the bed, said —

“Goodnight, Imogen.”

She used the first name.

Imogen, with her hand on the door handle, did not turn back. The door closed behind her. She walked the four doors down the corridor to her own room. She picked up the ice bucket from the carpet where she had set it at twenty past ten. It was empty. She walked into her own room. She closed her own door. She set the ice bucket on the table.

She sat on the edge of her own bed for some length of time she would not, in the morning, be able to give an account of.

She had, by the working measure of the working hour, broken the pact.

She did not regret the breaking.

She also knew, in the small private accounting of the bed in her own room at twenty past eleven on the Sunday night of week eleven, that the breaking had been the breaking and that the working language was, after the breaking, going to be a working language that was carrying the breaking inside it for the next ten working weeks of the course.


CHAPTER 17


Monday morning after the Cape Town turn. The staff café at eight twenty-five. Maya had come into the operations annex at eight on the first day of week twelve and had done the standard administrative work of a senior FO at the start of a working week, which had included the standard close-of-rotation paperwork from the diversion and the standard medical-event report the airline required from a captain-in-training within seventy-two hours of a diversion event. She had completed the paperwork at the desk by ten past eight. She had walked from the senior FO open-plan area to the staff café at twenty past. She was at the counter at twenty-five.

She had the flat white in her hand and the small institutional sandwich for breakfast at her left elbow when Tom Bennett came in behind her.

Tom Bennett. He had been at the carrier as long as Maya could remember — a senior captain when she had been a cadet, a senior captain across the eleven years she had been a working pilot, and at sixty-one in the small institutional category of senior captains who had been on the roster long enough to have flown with most of the people in the building. He was, by every measure Maya had ever taken of him, the standard senior captain at the carrier — the small charm, the small impatience for the bureaucracy, the ability to be on terms with almost any working pilot or cabin crew member he encountered.

He had not, in the eleven years, said a sentence to Maya that had not been the kind of sentence senior captains said to senior FOs at the counters of staff cafés.

He said —

“Khan.”

Maya, at the counter, turning, said —

“Morning, Captain.”

He said —

“Tom.”

She said —

“Tom.”

He had been telling Maya to use his first name for the previous five years. She had been not using it for the same five years. The not-using was not a thing she had decided. It was the small institutional habit of a senior FO whose father had brought her up to use the rank of the senior captain as the standard address until the senior captain had earned, by some accumulation Maya had not yet — in five years of being told otherwise — registered Tom Bennett as having earned, the first name. She used the first name back this morning because Tom had said it and the volley required the return. The using did not, by any measure available to her at the counter at eight twenty-five on the Monday morning of week twelve, mean she had moved her reading of him.

Tom ordered. He took his coffee from Anwar. He stepped to the side of the counter and waited for Maya to take her change. He waited because he was going to talk. The waiting was Tom's standard institutional waiting.

She took her change. She stepped beside him. He said —

“Heard you had a diversion on the Cape Town.”

Maya said —

“We did.”

Tom said —

“Stroke?”

Maya said —

“Stroke.”

Tom said —

“Dakar handled it?”

Maya said —

“Dakar handled it.”

Tom said —

“Good. They have a decent setup at Dakar. Better than people give them credit for. Better than Lagos at the moment, by some way.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Tom drank his coffee. He said, in the casual easy register of a man who had been talking at counters for forty years and who was, this morning, in the casual easy register of a senior captain talking to a senior FO on a command course about the working hours of the working week —

“I had my last rotation Sunday. Sydney with Alex Shaw. Cara Doyle was on the back as senior cabin crew. The three of us ran it the way three old hands run a rotation, which is to say without anyone needing to say anything to anyone else. Quietest twenty hours I've done all year. Bloody marvellous.”

He drank his coffee.

He did not, in the saying, notice anything about the woman he had said it to. He had said it as the small institutional small talk of a senior captain at the counter of the staff café at eight twenty-seven on the Monday morning of week twelve. He had said the names because they were the names of the two working colleagues he had been with on his last rotation. By the cadence at which Tom had said them, they were two names in the casual easy register of a man drinking his coffee at the counter.

Maya said —

“Glad to hear they're still flying.”

Tom said —

“They're not going anywhere.”

Maya said —

“No. Quite.”

Tom drank his coffee.

He said —

“Alex was asking after your course, actually. She'd heard you were back on the assessment. Said to send her best when I next saw you.”

Maya said —

“Send her mine.”

Tom said —

“Will do.”

He looked at the clock above the café entrance. He said —

“Right. Brief in ten. Good luck on the working week, Khan.”

He picked up his coffee. He left.
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Maya stood at the side of the counter with her flat white in her left hand and the small institutional sandwich in her right and the small institutional weight in the centre of her chest that had not been in the centre of her chest at eight twenty-five and was, at eight twenty-eight, the weight she had not let herself carry consecutively in eighteen working months.

She did not, at the counter, do anything an observer at the café would have registered as a thing other than the small composed action of a senior FO at the side of the staff café counter at eight twenty-eight on the Monday morning of week twelve. She walked to the table by the third window. She sat. She set the coffee down. She set the sandwich down. She opened the sandwich packaging at the standard cadence she had been opening sandwich packaging at this table for seven years.

She bit the sandwich.

She did the accounting.

She did not do it on the Piccadilly Line this time. The carriage was not available at eight twenty-nine on a Monday morning at the staff café. The table by the third window was available. The table was the table. She did the accounting at the table.

The Crosswinds residue.

She had not used the word Crosswinds in her own head since the November of last year, when she had been doing the post-bereavement debrief with the airline's wellbeing officer and had named the previous rotation as the working context of the working hours she had been carrying through her father's stroke. The name had been the name. The name had been an institutional name the wellbeing officer had asked her to give. She had given it. She had not used the name since.

She used it now.

Crosswinds was the name of the rotation she had flown with Cara Doyle in the spring of last year. Crosswinds was the over-wing aisle at row twenty-three of a 777 at the cruise over the Andaman Sea at three-fifteen on a Tuesday morning. Crosswinds was the Singapore hotel lift at six-twelve on a Thursday morning in May. Crosswinds was the morning in Hong Kong on the Friday at quarter past five with the dim of the city coming up at the hotel window and the small specific weight at her hip where Cara's hand had been at the lift the previous evening and where the hand had stayed, at the level of the body's small specific catalogue, for the four months between the rotation and the months of bereavement leave that had followed her father's stroke in March.

Crosswinds was the rotation Maya had not let herself think about consecutively for eighteen months.

Crosswinds was, at the table at the staff café at eight twenty-nine on the Monday morning of week twelve, the small specific weight at the hip the body had just registered, in the four seconds between Tom's Cara Doyle was on the back as senior cabin crew and her own Glad to hear they're still flying, as the weight she was carrying.

She had not let herself notice the weight in eighteen months.

The not-letting had been the work. The work had been working. The work was no longer working at the table at the staff café at eight thirty on the Monday morning of week twelve, because the work was being measured against the working hours of the previous twelve working weeks, and the previous twelve working weeks had been the weeks of the integration profile and the briefing room at the simulator centre at ten thirty-three on the Wednesday evening of week eight and the parking stand at Dakar at five-oh-three on the Sunday morning of the close of week eleven and the small specific weight at the right shoulder of Imogen's index finger at the seam of the epaulette of her uniform jacket.

Two women.

The same hip. The same shoulder. The same body.

She thought about Cara at the table at the staff café, in a way she had not thought about Cara at any working hour in eighteen months. She thought about the over-wing aisle at row twenty-three at three-fifteen in the morning over the Andaman Sea — Cara senior cabin crew on the rotation, Maya stepping out of the cockpit at the standard cadence to use the cabin toilets. Cara had been at the galley at the back, restocking the tea-and-coffee tray. Maya had stopped at row twenty-three for the small institutional acknowledgement a senior FO gave a senior cabin crew member at the centre of a long flight. The acknowledgement had been longer than the cadence asked for. Cara had said something. She had said it with the institutional smile she gave to passengers — but she had not, in the saying, taken her eyes off Maya for the small specific length of time the smile was meant to require. The length had been registered.

She thought about the lift in Singapore at six-twelve on the Thursday morning. The standard crew-hotel lift at Marina. Empty when Maya stepped in at the seventh, descending to breakfast. Stopped at the fourth. Cara had stepped in. The two of them alone for the four-floor descent. Stopped at the second — the doors opened, a maintenance crew member at the threshold stepped back to let the lift continue, the doors closed. Cara had not moved from the right-hand wall. Then at the ground floor, with the doors opening on the lobby, Cara's right hand had come forward and rested on Maya's right hip where the skirt's pleat sat against the bone. Less than two seconds. Then released. Cara had stepped out first.

She thought about the morning in Hong Kong on the Friday at quarter past five. The hotel room had been the standard hotel room. Maya had been at the window. The dim of the city had been coming up at the standard cadence the dim of Hong Kong came up on a clear October morning. The body had carried, in the muscles of the right hip where Cara's hand had been at the lift the previous evening, the small specific weight that had been at the hip for the four months between the rotation and her father's stroke and that had, in the four months, become the working catalogue of the body's small specific working memory of Cara Doyle.

She had not, in the morning in Hong Kong, acted on the weight.

She had not, in the four months that had followed Hong Kong, acted on it either.

She had not, in the eighteen months since the stroke, let the weight be a weight she was carrying.

The weight was a weight she was carrying.

Maya, at the table at the third window of the staff café, did not do anything an observer at the café would have registered as a thing other than the small composed action of a senior FO eating her breakfast sandwich. She drank her coffee. She finished her sandwich. She crumpled the sandwich packaging into the standard small institutional configuration the carrier's recycling bin required for crumpled sandwich packaging.

She thought, in her father's voice, in the Lahori inflection of his English, the sentence he had not said to her at the kitchen table in Bradford on any working morning of his sixty-eight working years and that she was, this morning at the table at the staff café in Heathrow, hearing in his voice for the first time —

Beti, do cheezein ek saath le jaani parti hain. Yeh galat nahi. Yeh mushkil hai. Daughter, sometimes two things have to be carried together. This is not wrong. This is difficult.

He had not said the sentence. He had not been at any kitchen table at the moment the sentence would have applied to Maya's working life. He had been dead since the eighteenth of March. The sentence was, by the working measure of Maya's own working English at the table at the staff café at eight thirty-two on the Monday morning of week twelve, the sentence she had given herself in his voice because the voice was the voice the sentence needed to be in.

She would carry both. She would carry the hip and the shoulder. She would not, by the small precise honesty available to her at the table, pretend that the carrying was a thing she had not, by the carrying of both, done.
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Imogen had come into the staff café at half past eight with her own sandwich and her own coffee and the small administrative thought that she would do her week-twelve administrative work at the staff café rather than at her desk. She had not seen Tom Bennett at the table-by-the-third-window. She had not heard the conversation. She had only, on coming round the corner from the counter, seen Maya at the table-by-the-third-window with her hands flat on the laminate and her coffee untouched and her face at the cadence the face was at on a Monday morning of week twelve when a small specific thing had been said at the table that the small specific thing had not been said at any previous table.

The face was not the face Maya gave a working table.

Imogen, who had been reading the face of Maya Khan at the working edge for twelve working weeks, read the small difference instantly.

She walked to the table.

She sat down opposite her.

The sitting down was not a thing the pact had permitted in eleven working weeks.

The pact had permitted shared cockpits and shared briefing rooms and shared lift rides at the standard institutional distance the working environment had asked them to be at. The pact had not permitted the table opposite at a staff café at eight forty-three on a Monday morning. The pact had specifically not permitted it. The sitting down was a breach of the pact at the working hour of week twelve at the staff café.

Imogen did it.

She did not, in the doing, give herself an institutional account of the doing. The account was not available at the working hour. The doing was the doing.

Maya, at the table, looked at her.

Imogen said —

“Morning.”

Maya said —

“Morning.”

Imogen unwrapped her own sandwich. She did not, in the unwrapping, say anything to Maya about the table or the sitting or the breach. The not-saying was the working language. The working language had not been the working language for the four seconds it had taken her to cross the staff café from the counter to the table.

They ate their sandwiches.

They did not, in the eating, exchange more than the four words morning and morning and, when Imogen stood at nine-oh-three to walk out of the café, see you at the brief. Maya had returned the see you at the brief. Imogen had walked out.

She did not, at the doorway, look back at the table.

The breach was the breach. The breach had been four seconds plus the sandwich-eating. The breach was a thing Imogen had not, in the working sixteen minutes between the breach and the brief, been able to give herself an institutional account of. The breach was at the working register of the body, not the working register of the working language.

She thought, in the steady kitchen Italian her mother had taught her, walking the corridor from the staff café to the briefing room —

Ho fatto una cosa.

I did a thing.

She had done it.

She was not, by the small precise honesty available to her at nine oh four on the Monday morning of week twelve, going to undo it.

She picked up her coffee. She walked to the bin by the door. She dropped the packaging. She walked out of the café.

She had a sim brief at nine.


CHAPTER 18


She went to find Webb on the Wednesday afternoon of week twelve. The Cape Town turn debrief had run for an hour on the Tuesday morning at briefing room 2A. Hollis had given Maya and Imogen the institutional reading of the diversion at the length the diversion had asked for. He had used the word clean four times. He had used the word captain on Imogen twice and on Maya once. He had said, at the close of the debrief, that he would be putting the rotation's working data into the assessment record at the standard institutional cadence, and that the assessment panel would be reading the data at the panel's next scheduled session on the Thursday of week thirteen. He had let them out at ten forty-five on the Tuesday morning.

She had spent the rest of the Tuesday at the desk. She had done the standard administrative work of a senior FO between line training rotations, which was the standard mid-block paperwork and the standard mid-block self-evaluation form and the standard mid-block wellbeing questionnaire. She had eaten lunch at the table by the third window of the staff café alone. She had not, at the lunch, registered the table as the table she had done the accounting at on the Monday morning. The table was the working table at the staff café.

She had gone home at four-thirty. She had eaten the standard small dinner she ate on the standard working evenings of working weeks. She had read for an hour. She had slept at ten.

She had woken on the Wednesday at six. She had done the standard working morning. She had been at the desk at twenty past eight. She had done the standard morning administrative work. She had taken a coffee at ten-fifteen. She had eaten lunch at twelve-thirty at the standard small lounge table in the senior FO open-plan area she ate at when she did not have time to walk to the staff café. She had returned to the desk at one. She had done the standard early afternoon work until two-twenty.

She had stood at two-twenty. She had picked up her jacket from the back of the chair. She had walked from the senior FO open-plan area on the second floor of the operations annex to the lift. She had ridden the lift to the third floor. She had walked the corridor of the third floor to the training annex. She had walked the corridor of the training annex to the row of senior check captains' offices on the south side of the floor. Webb's office was the fourth door on the left. The door was closed. The standard institutional name plate on the door read CAPTAIN SARAH WEBB / SENIOR CHECK CAPTAIN. The standard institutional engagement light beside the door read green, which was the institutional code for available.

Maya knocked.

Webb's voice came through the door. The voice said —

“Come in.”

Maya opened the door.
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The office was the office. Maya had been in it three times in three years. The window faced east, with a view of the gate the airline's first aircraft taxied past every morning at six-twenty when the schedule was on time. The desk was the standard the carrier had been providing senior check captains since 2015, with its swivel chair and the bookshelf along the right wall. Working manuals on the top three shelves; on the fourth, a small collection of personal items — a framed photograph of Webb at the controls of a 1980s Boeing 737, taken at the moment of her first captain's landing at Manchester in 1989; a small ceramic cup from a layover hotel in Tokyo that Webb had been using as a paperweight since 1994; a row of ornamental books on the working hours of senior commercial pilots that Webb had been collecting since her cadet days.

Webb was at the desk. She had her tablet open. She had a coffee at her right elbow. She had a second coffee, untouched, at the small side table by the chair on the visitor's side of the desk.

She said —

“Khan. Sit down.”

Maya sat. She took the coffee at the side table. The coffee was the standard institutional coffee Webb made on the small machine on the side table behind her desk. The coffee was warm. The coffee had been made, by the standard institutional cadence of Webb's office practice, in the eight minutes between the moment Webb had seen on her schedule that Maya's two-twenty time was approaching and the moment Maya had knocked on the door.

Webb said —

“How's the course.”

Maya said —

“Fine.”

Webb said —

“How's Carrington.”

Maya, looking at her, said —

“Fine.”

Webb drank her coffee. She did not, in the drinking, do anything Maya would have registered as a thing other than the standard institutional drinking of a senior check captain who had just asked the second question and who was now waiting for the second question to be answered properly. The waiting was the silence of three seconds. The three seconds were, by the standard institutional measure of Webb's office, the three seconds of the standard institutional invitation.

Maya did not, in the three seconds, answer further.

Webb set the coffee down. She did not, in the setting, change her expression. She did not change the working volume of her voice. She continued at the same institutional cadence she had begun the conversation at.

She said —

“I'm asking you because I trained you. I trained you in 2022 on your senior FO conversion. I ran the route check on your first command course. I sat with you at the operations directorate office on the Tuesday after the failure and walked you through the data. I have been your mentor in some institutional sense for three years. I am also, at the working position of senior check captain, the senior check captain who is going to be reading the data of your second route check in seventeen days. I am telling you this so that you know which of the institutional positions I am speaking from. I am speaking from the position of the mentor I have been to you for three years. The senior check captain position will resume on the Thursday of the week after next when the route check is taken. Between now and then, I am at the mentor position. Do you follow me.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Webb said —

“I am going to say something to you that my training captain said to me in 1994. I have wanted, since 1994, to be in a position where I could say it to a senior FO at the working point in her career at which my training captain said it to me. I have not, in the thirty-two years since, said it to anyone. The reason I have not said it to anyone is that the conditions under which my training captain said it to me are not the conditions that have been in the room with any of the other senior FOs I have trained. The conditions are in the room with you. The conditions are in the room because the conditions are what the institution has been reading since week eight. The institution has read what the institution has read. The institution does not name what the institution reads. The mentor names. The senior check captain does not. I am at the mentor position.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Webb said —

“The command will change your life.”

She paused. She drank her coffee.

She said —

“The command will not, in any working measure of working measure, accommodate what else is in your life when you take it. The command takes everything. The taking is what the command is. People who think the command can be held next to a relationship — any kind of relationship, including the one with yourself — are people who have not yet held the command for long enough to find out. This is not a moral statement. This is the working data. The working data is what the airline has been collecting on the captains in its senior commercial fleet since the airline began collecting the data. The data is the data. The data shows what the data shows.”

She set the coffee down.

She said —

“My training captain said this to me in 1994 because I was at the working point in my own career at which the data was about to begin applying to me. I was three weeks from my command route check. I was at the moment my mentor had read what my mentor had read. I had a person in my life at the time who was, by every working measure available to me at the working point I was at, the person I had been waiting in my adult life to find. The training captain said the sentence to me. The training captain did not, in the saying, tell me what to do. The training captain told me what the data was. I made my own working decision on the basis of the data.”

She did not, in the saying, look away from Maya.

She said —

“I am not, this afternoon, going to tell you what to do. I am telling you what the data is. The data is what I have given you. The working decision is yours.”

She paused.

She said —

“I am also not telling you this to discourage anything between you and Carrington. I do not have a working opinion on what is between you and Carrington. I have read what the institution has read. I am at the mentor position. The mentor's position is to put the data in the room with the senior FO who is at the working point in her career at which the data has begun applying. The data is now in the room. What you do with the data is yours.”

She drank her coffee.

She said —

“Now tell me about the diversion.”
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Maya told her about the diversion.

She told it as the senior FO told a working diversion to a senior check captain at the senior check captain's institutional invitation. She gave the institutional facts in the institutional order. The medical call at three-fifty-two UTC. Pretumi's voice at the institutional cadence the institutional cadence at the working centre of a cabin emergency. The doctor at 14C. The patient at 32K. The descent decision. The diversion to Dakar. The company line. The handling. The standard twenty-one-minute window. The landing on runway one-eight at four-forty-three local. The taxi to the stand. The medical handover. The three-hour ground time. The northbound continuation. The arrival at Heathrow at the standard early evening on the Sunday.

Webb listened. She did not, in the listening, write. She drank her coffee at the standard cadence she had been drinking her coffee at since Maya had sat down. She nodded at the institutional moments the institutional cadence asked her to nod at. She did not, at any moment in the telling, return to the conversation that had preceded the telling.

Maya finished the diversion at three-oh-five.

Webb said —

“Good. You ran it well. The institutional record is as you say. The assessment panel will read the data on Thursday next week.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Webb said —

“The route check is on the Saturday of the week after that. You will fly it with Carrington. Hollis is the check captain. The route is JFK out and back. The institutional cadence will be the standard cadence.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Webb said —

“That is all. Go.”

Maya stood. She picked up the coffee cup. She walked to the door. At the door she turned. She said —

“Captain.”

Webb said —

“Yes.”

Maya said —

“What did you do in 1994.”

Webb looked at her.

She did not, in the looking, do anything Maya could read as a thing she had read on the woman across the desk before. The look was a new look. The look was the look of a woman who was, by every working measure available to her at the desk at three-eleven on the Wednesday afternoon, considering whether to answer.

Webb said —

“I took the command.”

She did not, in the saying, add a sentence to the saying.

Maya said —

“Thank you.”

Webb said —

“Go.”

Maya left the office. She closed the door behind her. The latch clicked.
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She walked the corridor of the third floor of the training annex back toward the lift at the standard cadence she had walked the corridor on the way in. She did not, in the walking, do anything an observer in the corridor would have registered as a thing other than the small composed action of a senior FO walking back from a meeting with a senior check captain at the standard institutional cadence.

She rode the lift to the second floor.

She walked the corridor to the senior FO open-plan area. She did not, at the doorway of the open-plan area, do the small institutional scan a senior FO did at the doorway, which was the scan for the friend of the desk or the working colleague of the desk. She did the other scan. She looked, before she looked at anything else in the room, at the adjacent desk.

The adjacent desk was empty.

Imogen was not there. Imogen, by the schedule Maya had registered on the working calendar at the desk on the Tuesday morning, was in a sim session at three until five. The chair was empty. The desk was empty.

Maya registered the absence at the small specific weight the absence was at in her chest.

She had not, at any working hour of the previous twelve working weeks, walked into a room looking for Imogen Carrington before anything else in the room. She had walked into rooms knowing Imogen was likely to be there. She had walked into rooms expecting Imogen to be there. She had walked into rooms registering Imogen's presence at the moment the registering had been required. She had not, at any working hour, looked for her first.

She had looked for her first now.

She sat at her desk.

Maya did not, at the desk at three-twenty-three on the Wednesday afternoon of week twelve, do any of the working work the desk required of her for the rest of the afternoon.

She did the accounting.

She did it at the desk. The desk was the working desk of a senior FO at the senior FO open-plan area on the second floor of the operations annex at three-twenty-three on the Wednesday afternoon of week twelve of the cohort's command course. The accounting had three columns.

Column one. Webb had said the sentence — the sentence her own training captain had said to her in 1994 at the working point in her career when the data had begun applying. Webb had taken the command. She had taken it on the basis of the data the data had given her. She had been a senior check captain at sixty-one, the airline's first female training captain, by every measure since 1994 a successful working captain in the carrier's senior commercial fleet. The data had been applied. It had delivered the outcome it had delivered. Webb had said I took the command without adding a sentence.

Column two. The not-adding was the data point. Webb had not, in the not-adding, told Maya whether the person in Webb's working life in 1994 had stayed. Webb had not told Maya the outcome of the working decision Webb had made. Webb had told Maya she had taken the command. The not-adding was the data Webb had given Maya at the office door at three-eleven on the Wednesday afternoon. The not-adding was a complete data point. The not-adding said what the not-adding said.

Column three. She would think.

She would think.

She would not, at the desk at three-twenty-three with the working environment of the senior FO open-plan area at its standard institutional cadence around her, write column three. The thinking would take what the thinking took. The thinking would, by every working measure available to her at the desk, take the seventeen working days between the Wednesday afternoon of week twelve and the route check on the Saturday of the week after next, and the thinking would deliver, at the end of the seventeen working days, the working decision the thinking would deliver.

She opened her desk computer.

She did the work the afternoon required of her until five.


CHAPTER 19


The last line training rotation before the route check. The Singapore turn at the close of week thirteen. The aircraft was G-VICA again — the operations directorate had a habit, by now well-established, of putting the cohort on the same airframe across the rotations of the line block. Hollis in the jump seat. Imogen in the right. Maya in the left.

Maya was at the briefing room at Heathrow at six-twenty for the eight-thirty departure brief. The room was the small carpeted box at the far end of the briefing block at Terminal Five, with the long oak table and the fold-down screen at the front and the small kitchenette at the rear where the kettle was always going. She had her flight bag at her shoulder. She had her folder under her left arm. She had her phone in her right hand.

She walked into the room.

Cara Doyle was at the back.

She was running the cabin pre-flight with the six crew gathered round her in the loose half-circle senior cabin crew gathered their crew at — cabin positions, meal service responsibilities, the standard questions. She had a tablet in her right hand and a clipboard in her left. Her hair was up in the high knot she had worn at the airline since cadet days. She was in the navy uniform the carrier had updated in 2022 — the one Maya had not seen on her since the working hours of the Crosswinds rotation in the May of the previous year.

Cara had been twenty-nine in the May of the previous year.

Cara was thirty now.

Maya, at the door, did not do anything an observer would have read as more than the small composed action of a senior FO walking into a long-haul briefing room. She passed the back of the room at the working pace. She did not exchange a glance. The not-exchanging was the choice of a senior FO who had not yet decided what the cadence of the rotation was going to be.

Cara had not seen her.

She was at the centre of her brief. She would not turn for the next eleven minutes.

Maya walked to the cockpit side of the table. She set her folder. She set her flight bag. She sat at the second chair from the left — the chair the captain-in-training sat at on a line training rotation. Imogen came in two minutes later and sat at the chair beside her. Hollis came in three minutes after Imogen. He sat at the third chair. He opened his folder.

The joint section — the five minutes where cockpit and cabin met to coordinate — was at oh-eight-hundred. Hollis ran the cockpit pre-brief at his usual cadence. The brief was the brief. The brief took its time. Maya did the standard cross-checks. Imogen did the standard cross-checks. At oh-seven-fifty-nine Hollis closed the folder.

He said —

“Cabin in.”

Cara walked her crew to the cockpit side of the table. She was at the front of the six. She set her tablet on the table. She set her clipboard. She nodded the nod at Hollis, which Hollis returned. She nodded the nod at Imogen, which Imogen returned. She nodded the nod at Maya.

Maya nodded back.

Cara's face did the small precise thing Cara's face did. It was the face Maya had seen across briefing rooms and crew galleys and cabin doorways for the eight years of their working overlap — the face of a woman whose register did not, by any external measure, give anything away. At the May rotation of the previous year, in the galley of a 777 at three-fifteen on a Tuesday morning over the Andaman Sea, it had registered something. It had not, that morning, declared what. Today the face was the same face.

Cara said, at the volume the senior cabin crew used at the joint section —

“Good morning, flight deck.”

Hollis said —

“Morning, Cara.”

Imogen said —

“Morning.”

Maya said —

“Morning.”

Cara ran the cabin pre-brief. The passenger count. The special handling requirements. The meal service timing. The crew rest schedule. She delivered all of it at the careful pace she had been delivering cabin briefs at across the working long-haul rotations of the previous eight years. Hollis took notes. Imogen took notes. Maya took notes.

At oh-eight-oh-five Cara closed the briefing. She picked up her tablet. She picked up her clipboard. She nodded the closing nod at the flight deck, which the flight deck returned. She turned her crew. She walked them out of the briefing room. The door closed behind them.

Maya did not turn. She did not breathe in any way the briefing table would have caught. The body had been carrying, in the working hours of the previous nine minutes, a small specific weight at the right hip — the weight she had not noticed being at the hip since the staff café on the Monday morning of week twelve when Tom had said Cara's name.

The weight was at the hip. The weight was holding. It was, by the small precise honesty available to her at the briefing table at oh-eight-oh-six, the weight she had known the weight was going to be at the moment Tom had said the name.

She had been ready for the weight to be at the hip.

She had not been ready for the working composure of the woman who had been at the front of the cabin briefing — who had, in the small precise reading available to a senior FO who had been reading working composure at briefing tables for nine years, given Maya the courtesy of the cadence and nothing more. The not-more was the gift. The not-more was the small precise honesty of a senior cabin crew member who knew what rotation she had been the senior crew on, and who was, this morning at the briefing table at oh-eight-oh-five at Heathrow Terminal Five, choosing to deliver the working hours at the working cadence and not at any other.

Cara had chosen. Maya, beside Imogen at the briefing table, had registered the choosing.

Hollis closed his folder. He said —

“Off we go.”

They went.
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The flight was the flight.

G-VICA pushed back at oh-eight-thirty-five. The taxi to runway 09R took twelve minutes. The take-off clearance came at oh-eight-forty-seven. The aircraft climbed out of Heathrow into the mid-morning haze of late October over the Thames valley. The standard departure profile. The cruise climb. The cruise across Europe and the Middle East and the Indian subcontinent and the descent into Singapore at twenty-three-twelve UTC.

Six hours into the cruise, Cara brought coffee.

The cockpit coffee was the airline's signature cabin ritual on the long-haul. The senior cabin crew member brought coffee at the six-hour mark on every long-haul rotation the airline ran. Three coffees on a tray, the careful choreography the carrier had been doing on this rotation across every long-haul flight in its forty-year history.

Cara came in at fifteen-twenty UTC.

She had the tray at her right hip with her left hand at the rim for the steadying. She brought it to the small ledge above the centre console where the cockpit coffee rested at the standard cadence.

She passed Hollis his coffee first. Hollis took it with the standard nod. She passed Imogen hers. Imogen took it with the standard thank you. She turned to Maya.

She held the third coffee in her right hand. The third coffee was the one she had set aside on the tray. Maya turned in the left seat. Cara handed her the coffee. As she handed it across she said, at the volume of a senior cabin crew member delivering coffee to a captain-in-training at the working centre of the cruise —

“Good luck on the route check, Khan.”

She had used the surname. The surname was the working address between a senior cabin crew member and a senior FO at the working centre of a rotation. The surname was, by every working measure, the cadence the cockpit had asked her to use.

The surname was also, by the small precise reading available to Maya in the moment of taking the coffee, the conscious not-using of the first name Cara had used at the galley of the 777 at three-fifteen on a Tuesday morning over the Andaman Sea in the May of the previous year. Cara had said Maya at the galley then. The May had been the May. The May had been a different May. The Cara of fifteen-twenty-one on the Thursday afternoon of week thirteen was using the surname.

Maya, in the left seat, said —

“Thank you, Doyle.”

She used the surname back. The use was the working language of the airline doing its work. The use was also, in the small precise reading available to both of them in the moment, the conscious return of the courtesy Cara had just delivered. The two surnames were the two surnames. The two surnames were, by every working measure the cockpit at fifteen-twenty-one could give them, the resolution of a question both of them had been carrying without naming for the eighteen months between the morning in Hong Kong at quarter past five and the joint section of the cabin briefing at oh-eight-oh-five at Heathrow.

Cara withdrew the tray.

She turned. She walked the small walk back to the cabin door. She closed it behind her at the careful pace she closed cockpit doors at.

The cockpit door closed.

Imogen, in the right seat, drank her coffee.

Imogen had not, in the coffee delivery, registered anything more than a senior cabin crew member's standard coffee for a flight deck at the centre of a long-haul cruise. She did not have the data. She had not been at the galley at row twenty-three on the Tuesday morning over the Andaman Sea in May of the previous year. She had not been at the lift in Marina at six-twelve, nor at the window of the Hong Kong hotel room on the Friday morning. She was not, by any measure available to the right seat at fifteen-twenty-three, carrying weight on the woman who had just brought the cockpit coffee. The cabin was the cabin. The crew was the crew.

Maya, in the left seat, held her cup for a long moment without drinking it.

The cup was warm in her hand. The cup was the cardboard cup the airline's cabin crew had been delivering on long-haul cruises for the previous six years. The cup was one of the small steady objects of her professional life. The body, separately, registered the small unspecific weight at the right hip — the Crosswinds site, eighteen months on, briefly active. The activity was brief. The activity was over by the time Maya raised the coffee to her mouth.

The hip settled.

The cockpit continued. The cruise continued.
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The landing at Singapore Changi was at twenty-three-twelve UTC on runway 02L. The taxi to the stand took eight minutes. The shutdown was standard. The crew handover at the gate was standard. Cara was at the gate desk doing the cabin handover paperwork at the cadence she did the paperwork at.

Maya walked down the jet bridge at the working pace of a senior FO at the close of a long-haul rotation. She passed Cara at the gate desk.

She did not, in the passing, exchange anything further.

Cara did not, in the passing, exchange anything further.

The not-exchanging was the closure. The closure had been delivered at fifteen-twenty-one UTC on the cockpit coffee. It had been delivered cleanly. The closure was the closure.

Maya, walking past the gate desk into the terminal at oh-seven-twenty Singapore local on the Friday morning of week thirteen, with Imogen at her right shoulder and Hollis a pace behind, carried the closure out of the terminal and into the working hours of the route check that was now eight working days away.

She thought, in her father's voice, in his Lahori-accented English —

Beti, jab koi cheez chhod jaati hai, woh chali jaati hai.

Daughter, when a thing lets go, it goes.

He had said it to her at the kitchen table in Bradford in the year before his back had gone. He had said it about a working colleague he had been at odds with for a working year and who had, at the close of the year, retired from the carrier and had not been at the carrier since. He had said it as the small truth of a working life inside a carrier. Things let go. The letting-go was the letting-go.

Cara had let go.

Maya carried the closure out of the terminal into the crew bus that took them the fifteen minutes to the Marina hotel. She slept for four hours in her layover room. She ate the small layover dinner. She did not, on the layover, see Cara at any working hour. She did not, in the working hours of the layover, register Cara at the level of the register she had been registering Cara at in the working hours of the cockpit on the outbound.

She did not register Cara because, at twenty-two-oh-eight on the Friday evening of the layover, the body did something else.

The lift had come down to the lobby. Maya had taken it down to the lobby because the small layover restaurant was off the lobby and she had eaten there because she had not wanted to eat in the room. She had eaten alone at the third window of the small restaurant. She had paid the small institutional bill at twenty-two-oh-six. She had walked back across the lobby to the lifts. The lift had opened. She had stepped in. She had pressed the button for the twenty-eighth floor.

Imogen was crossing the lobby toward the lift.

She was in the dark wool coat over the navy shirt and the navy trousers she had also been wearing at her own small layover dinner at her own ground-floor restaurant in her own twenty minutes between twenty-one-forty-six and twenty-two-oh-seven. She had taken a different restaurant. She had not, by any working measure, known Maya was in the building's other restaurant on the same floor at the same hour. The two of them had eaten alone in two different rooms at the same hour without knowing.

The lift doors began to close.

Imogen's body, walking the last six paces of the lobby, did not consult her on what it was going to do. Her right arm came up between the closing doors. Her left foot turned a quarter-degree at the working pace of a body that had decided to do a thing before the working part of the mind had decided whether the doing was permitted.

She stepped in.

The doors closed behind her.

Maya, at the standard right-hand wall of the lift with the buttons at the panel beside her, did not, for one second, move.

The lift had two people in it. They were standing at the closer-than-collegial distance the working lift of a working hotel forced two adults to stand at in a small commercial lift at twenty-two-oh-eight on the Friday evening of a working layover.

The lift began to climb.

Imogen had not spoken. Maya had not spoken. The button for the twenty-eighth floor was already lit. The button for Imogen's floor — the twenty-fourth, by the institutional habit of the airline's senior FO room allocation — was not lit. Imogen, at the lift wall opposite the panel, lifted her right hand without looking at Maya and pressed the twenty-fourth.

The button lit.

The lift continued to climb.

Maya, looking at the floor indicator above the doors, was conscious of her own pulse at her throat and the small specific weight at the right hip and the heat coming off the body to her left and the absence of working English the configuration was operating in. The configuration was the configuration. The configuration was four working seconds at floor twelve, four working seconds at floor sixteen, four working seconds at floor twenty.

She did not look at Imogen.

Imogen did not look at her.

The lift reached the twenty-fourth floor. The doors opened. Imogen stepped out. She did not turn back at the threshold.

The doors closed.

The lift continued to the twenty-eighth.

Maya, in the lift in the four seconds between the twenty-fourth and the twenty-eighth, registered the absence of Imogen the way the body registered an absence the body had been, in the previous four-floor configuration, reading the presence of at the small precise cadence the body reads such things at. The absence was loud. The absence was, by the working measure of any working measure available to the lift at twenty-two-ten on the Friday evening of the layover, the loudest absence Maya had been in for sixteen working weeks.

The body had acted.

The body had acted without the working language.

The body had acted in the four working seconds between the closing doors and Imogen's right arm.

Maya, in the lift, did not, in the registering, do anything with what had just happened. The not-doing was the working language returning. The working language was the working language. The working language was, by every measure available to Maya at the lift at twenty-two-ten, the only available register for what had happened in the four working seconds at the lobby.

The lift reached the twenty-eighth.

She got out.

She was carrying the closure.

The closure had work to do, by the small precise reading available to her at the layover dinner at the small hotel restaurant at twenty-one-fifteen on the Friday evening of week thirteen, in the working hours of the route check that was eight working days away.

The closure did the work the closure was doing.

Imogen, at the layover restaurant for her own working dinner at the third window of the ground-floor restaurant, did not see Maya at any working hour of the layover either.


CHAPTER 20


The route check was on the Saturday of week fifteen. JFK out and back, with the standard turnaround at Kennedy of three and a half hours and the standard cabin manager and the standard cabin crew and Hollis in the jump seat. The aircraft was G-VICA again, by the operations directorate's habit of running the cohort's working assessments on the airframe the cohort had been flying the line training block on. The departure was scheduled for fourteen-thirty Heathrow on the Saturday afternoon. The return was scheduled for the turnaround back into Heathrow at oh-seven-twenty on the Sunday morning. The schedule allocated the cohort the Sunday afternoon for the post-rotation recovery and the working week beginning at oh-eight-hundred on the Monday morning of week sixteen for the institutional waiting period in which the assessment panel would read the data.

Imogen had been at the operations annex since oh-eight-hundred. The Saturday morning at the operations annex on the morning of a route check was the Saturday morning the carrier had been running for senior FOs on command course route checks for years. The cohort had been allocated the standard briefing rooms. The cohort had been allocated the standard pre-route-check medical screens — the short consultation with the airline's occupational health desk to confirm the senior FO was fit to fly. The cohort had been allocated the standard pre-route-check schedule walks with the assessment office staff.

Imogen had completed the schedule walk at oh-nine-fifteen. She had completed the medical screen at oh-nine-forty. She had eaten the small pre-rotation meal at the cohort's rest room at ten-oh-five. She had been at the senior FO open-plan area on the second floor since ten-thirty, doing the pre-rotation paperwork and waiting for the eleven-forty-five departure briefing.

Maya was at the desk beside hers.

They had said the morning when Imogen had arrived at the open-plan area. The morning had been the morning. The morning had been the working language. The working language had been holding for the four working weeks between the close of the Singapore rotation at the close of week thirteen and the Saturday morning of the route check. The four weeks had contained: the post-rotation working week of week fourteen, in which the cohort had been at the operations annex doing the post-line-training paperwork and the pre-route-check theory revision; the working week of week fifteen, in which the cohort had been at the last-week-before-the-route-check cadence the carrier had been training senior FOs into for years as the preparation cadence for the assessment.

Imogen had not, in the four weeks, been alone with Maya in a working space.

The not-being-alone had been the work of the pact. The pact had held. The pact had been holding since the working language had been restored at the kerb at ten-forty on the Wednesday evening of week eight. The pact had been holding through the Cape Town rotation and the Dakar diversion and the briefing-room debriefs and the Singapore rotation with Cara on the back and the four working weeks since. The working language was the working language. The working language was, on the Saturday morning of the route check, the language they were operating in.
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The departure briefing was at eleven-forty-five at briefing room 2A. Hollis ran it. He gave them the pre-route-check brief the carrier had been giving senior FOs on the morning of their command course route checks for years. The brief took its time. The brief closed at twelve-thirty.

Hollis said —

“See you at the aircraft.”

He left the briefing room.

Imogen and Maya did the pack-down. They walked from the briefing room to the cohort rest room. They took the rest period at the rest room until thirteen-thirty. They walked from the rest room to the gate.

The aircraft was at gate B43. G-VICA. The same airframe the cohort had been flying the line training block on, by the institutional habit. The cabin crew was at the gate doing the pre-rotation handover with the cleaners. The cabin manager was a woman called Helena Andersson, the senior cabin crew member who had been on the Singapore line training rotation at the close of week six. Imogen had been pleased, on the schedule walk at oh-nine-fifteen, to see the pairing the assessment office had made. Helena was the cabin manager.

The route check began at fourteen-thirty on the second.

It was the route check. The route check the carrier had been running on senior FOs at the close of the command course since the airline had begun running command courses. The check captain was in the jump seat. The cabin was a cabin. The route was a route. The weather was the weather. The senior FOs in the working seats were the senior FOs in the working seats.

Imogen flew the right seat at the cadence the right seat flew at on a route check. She made the supporting calls. She ran the cross-checks. She made the cabin interphone calls at the cabin cadence. She kept the check captain in the jump seat informed at the cadence the right seat kept the jump seat informed.

Maya flew the left seat at the cadence the left seat flew at on a route check. She made the command decisions. She ran the command communications. She did the command cross-checks. She kept the check captain in the jump seat informed at the cadence the left seat kept the jump seat informed.

Hollis wrote.

He wrote on every working hour of the working flight. On the climb. On the cruise. On the descent. On the approach. On the landing. On the taxi to the stand at JFK. On the ground handling. On the turnaround. On the departure from JFK. On the eastbound cruise back across the Atlantic. On the descent into Heathrow. On the approach. On the landing at oh-seven-twenty on the Sunday morning. On the taxi to the stand.

Maya made one decision Hollis wrote a longer sentence about on the eastbound, somewhere over Newfoundland at five-twelve UTC, when air traffic control offered a deviation to a more northerly track for fuel savings. The track had been the eastbound track. The deviation had been offered for the fuel saving. The fuel saving was the fuel saving. The standard captain on the eastbound at the working hour of five-twelve UTC would have taken the deviation.

Maya declined.

She declined on the data the data had given her at the moment of the offer, which was that the deviation would have taken the aircraft to the northerly track at the cost of the fuel saving but at the cost of putting the aircraft into a band of convective activity the Newfoundland sector was carrying at the cruise levels that morning. The cost of the convective activity was the working cost of the working hours of a working flight at the cruise.

Maya weighed the fuel saving against the convective activity. The weighing took fourteen seconds. Maya delivered the standard response to air traffic control —

“Speedbird Charlie Foxtrot, negative on the deviation. Maintaining the current track. Thank you.”

The air traffic control unit acknowledged. The aircraft continued on the track.

Hollis, in the jump seat, wrote a longer sentence at five-twelve UTC than he had written on any working hour of the route check up to that point. Imogen, in the right seat, registered the writing. Imogen did not, in the registering, do anything an observer would have read as a reaction. The registering was the registering. Imogen would, on the data of the convective activity at the Newfoundland sector that morning, have made the same call Maya had made.

The route check was the route check. The route check was the seven hours and four minutes of the outbound flight and the three hours and twenty-two minutes of the JFK turnaround and the six hours and forty-eight minutes of the return flight. The route check was the working hours of two senior FOs at the working centre of the assessment that was going to deliver the data the assessment panel would read on the Thursday of week sixteen. The route check was, by every working measure available to Imogen in the right seat across the seventeen working hours of it, the cleanest cockpit she had been in in nine years.

The not-cleanest had been the briefing room at ten thirty-three on the Wednesday evening of week eight.

The cleanest was now.
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Hollis ran the debrief in the briefing room at oh-eight-twenty on the Sunday morning. He ran it at the cadence the check captain ran the post-route-check debrief at. He went through the working hours of the route check at length. He did not, in the running, deliver any reading of the data. The reading was for the assessment panel. The reading would be delivered by the head of training on the Tuesday of week sixteen, in the email the head of training delivered the route check results in.

He closed the debrief at oh-nine-ten.

He said —

“Go and get some sleep. You've both earned it.”

He picked up his folder. He picked up his tablet. He left the briefing room.

Imogen and Maya did the pack-down. They picked up their flight bags. They left the briefing room. They walked the corridor of the operations annex to the lift. They rode it down to the ground floor. They walked the lobby corridor to the staff exit. They stepped out of the revolving door into the air at oh-nine-fifteen on the Sunday morning of the close of week fifteen.

The bench was outside the staff exit.

The bench was the small bench the operations annex had placed by the staff exit for the smokers and the early-shift coffee drinkers and the senior crew who wanted to sit for a moment at the close of a rotation before walking to the car park. Imogen had sat on the bench perhaps fifty times in nine years. She had sat on it at the close of difficult rotations and at the close of easy rotations and at the close of working days the bench had served as the working transition between the working environment and the working life outside it.

She did not sit.

Maya did not sit.

They stood at the bench. The October-into-November Sunday morning at oh-nine-sixteen was the cool damp morning of the autumn. The air was the air. The light was the light. The staff car park at the far end of the staff road was the staff car park.

Imogen looked at Maya across the small bench. Imogen did not, in the looking, do anything an observer at the bench would have read as more than the looking of two senior FOs at the close of a rotation.

Maya returned the looking.

Imogen said —

“Tuesday.”

Maya said —

“Tuesday.”

Imogen said —

“Whichever way it goes.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

They did not, in the standing, do anything an observer at the bench would have read as more than the small composed action of two senior FOs at the close of a working route check pausing before going their working ways. The pause was the pause. The pause was the pause two senior FOs took at a bench at the close of the most important working rotation of their working careers.

The not-saying-anything-else was the not-saying. The not-saying was the working language at its most disciplined. The working language was holding. The working language was going to hold for, at most, the next two working days. The two of them, by the small precise honesty available to each of them at the bench at oh-nine-seventeen on the Sunday morning of week fifteen, knew this.

The knowing was not a thing either of them named.

The knowing was a thing both of them carried into the turning points of the respective routes home.

Imogen turned to walk to the staff road.

In the moment of the turning, the body did the small specific thing the body had done at the lift in Marina at twenty-two-oh-eight on the Friday evening of week thirteen. The right arm came up by an inch. The left foot turned a quarter-degree toward where Maya was standing rather than where the staff road was. The body wanted to do the thing the body had done at the lift.

Imogen did not let it.

The not-letting was the cost of the bench at the working morning. The not-letting was a thing she would feel in the muscles of the right arm for forty minutes after the tube had left Hatton Cross. The not-letting was the working language at its most expensive.

She walked to the staff road. She walked toward the tube. She did not turn back at the turning point of the route.

Maya turned. She walked to the staff car park. She walked toward her car. She did not turn back at the turning point of the route.

She also, in the turning, had felt the body do something the body had not been given permission to do. She also had not let it. She also, walking the staff road in the opposite direction at oh-nine-eighteen, was feeling the not-letting in the muscles of the back of the right shoulder where the not-letting had cost her.

The pact had been held through the route check. It had been the working language of the cockpit from fourteen-thirty on the Saturday to oh-seven-twenty on the Sunday morning. It was holding still. On the bench at oh-nine-sixteen, it was the language they had agreed at the senior FO desks on the Monday of week three and that had carried them through the previous twelve working weeks. By the small precise honesty available to each of them at the turning point of the respective routes home, it was the language that was going to be carrying them through, at most, the next two working days.

The email from the head of training would land on the Tuesday.


CHAPTER 21


Tuesday morning. Eleven oh seven.

The email landed in Maya's inbox at the kitchen table at eleven oh seven on the Tuesday morning of week sixteen. The subject line was Command Course — Route Check Outcome — Confidential. The sender was the head of training's executive assistant on behalf of the head of training. The body of the email was the airline's standard template.

Maya read the body.

The body said that Captain Maya Khan, on the basis of the route check data of the Saturday and Sunday of week fifteen and the assessment panel's review on the Thursday of week sixteen, had been recommended for command qualification on the airline's B777 fleet. The recommendation had been accepted by the head of training. The formal letter of command qualification would be issued by the operations directorate within five working days. The cohort's results were listed at the foot. Of the eight senior FOs who had taken the route check, six had been recommended. Two had been scheduled for re-checks in the spring intake. Park was one of the six. Reyes was one of the two re-checks. Hanson was one of the six. Davies was one of the six. Alvarado was one of the two re-checks. Tarrant was one of the six. Imogen Carrington was one of the six.

Maya read the email a second time.

She did not read it a third. The email was the email. She had not, at any hour between the bench at oh-nine-sixteen on the Sunday morning of the close of week fifteen and the kitchen table at eleven oh seven on the Tuesday morning of week sixteen, allowed herself to take as a foregone conclusion the outcome the data had been delivering. She had not let herself name it. She had not let herself rehearse what she would do at the moment it arrived. It had arrived.

She did not, for a long minute, do anything with the email.

She sat at the kitchen table with the phone in her hand and the coffee cup at her right elbow and the cat — the marmalade neighbour who came in through the kitchen window most mornings — on the chair opposite, watching her at the careful cadence the cat watched her at on a Tuesday at eleven oh eight. She sat with the email and the kitchen and her own hands on the table and the slow recognition that she had just become, by the airline's measure, a captain.

She thought, in her father's voice, in his Lahori-accented English —

Bas. Ho gaya.

That's it. It's done.

He had said the two sentences to her at the kitchen table in Bradford on the evening in 2018 she had been confirmed on the senior FO conversion. He had said them the way he had said most things, which was without weight. He had not been at the kitchen table at eleven oh eight on the Tuesday morning of week sixteen of her second command course. The voice was the voice. She had been carrying it since the eighteenth of March of the previous year.

The cat watched her.

She put the phone face down on the table.

She finished her coffee.
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She did not text Imogen for an hour.

She washed the coffee cup. She put it on the draining board. She walked to the bedroom. She stood at the window. The Hounslow Tuesday morning at eleven fifteen in early December was the grey of the autumn-into-winter Maya had been looking at out of the bedroom window for seven years. She did not, at the window, register the grey. She walked back to the kitchen. She drank a glass of water. She walked to the living room. She sat on the sofa. She did not put on the television. She sat for some length of time she would not later be able to give an account of.

At twelve fifteen she texted —

passed. you?

She sent it.

She put the phone face down on the sofa beside her.

Imogen texted back at twelve seventeen.

passed.

A pause. A minute. The next text came at twelve eighteen.

can i come over.

Maya read it.

She did not, in the reading, do anything an observer at the sofa would have read as more than the small composed action of a woman reading a text on her sofa on a Tuesday afternoon in early December. The text was the text Imogen had carried, in the silence the pact had been agreeing to maintain through the working hours of the assessment, for sixteen working weeks.

The assessment had delivered.

The silence was no longer the silence.

Maya wrote —

yes.

She sent it.

She put the phone face down on the sofa.
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Imogen arrived at seven.

She arrived at the door of the flat at seven on the second. Maya, who had spent the seven hours between twelve eighteen and seven not doing much of any account she was prepared to give, opened the door.

Imogen was in the navy uniform.

She had come from the training centre. The schedule for the working week had her at the centre for a routine briefing in the late afternoon — the kind of brief the carrier scheduled for senior FOs in the days between the route check email and the issuance of the formal letter — and she had finished the briefing at five-forty and had not, in the interval, changed out of the uniform. Her hair was in the high knot. Her face, at the door of the flat in West London at seven on the Tuesday evening of week sixteen, was the face of a woman who had been holding herself together for the eight hours since the email had landed and who was, on Maya's threshold, no longer required to.

Maya stepped back from the door.

Imogen stepped in.

Maya closed the door behind her.

Neither of them, in the moment of the closing, did anything that an observer in the corridor would have read as more than two senior FOs entering a flat. The lights of the corridor were on. The kitchen was at the end of the corridor. The bedroom was the second door on the left. The living room was the first door on the right. A small flat in Hounslow that a senior FO had been living in for seven years.

Maya walked toward the kitchen.

Imogen followed her.

Neither of them, in the walking, said a word. The not-saying was the discipline of the pact. The pact had been the working language for sixteen weeks. The working language was, in the moment of the walking, the only language available to either of them.

Maya put the kettle on.

She did the reflex of a woman who had been a host in West London for seven years and who had, at the arrival of any visitor, put the kettle on. The action was the action. The action was, by the small precise honesty available to her at the worktop with the kettle going on behind her, the only working action she was capable of giving herself.

The kettle started.

Imogen had not moved from the middle of the room.

Maya turned from the kettle.

They stood. They stood in the kitchen at the geometry of two adults in a small kitchen in West London at seven oh four on a Tuesday evening in early December with the kettle going on behind one of them. The kettle did its kettle thing. The cat — who had come back from his afternoon travels at six-forty and was now on the windowsill above the worktop — watched the two of them.

Imogen said —

“Maya.”

Maya said —

“Imogen.”

Imogen took one step. Maya took one step. The kettle was doing its kettle thing behind them and was, in the moment, irrelevant.

They stopped at the closer-than-collegial distance the briefing room had asked them to stop at on the Wednesday evening of week eight, with the difference that there was no laminate table between them tonight and there was no laptop and there was no four-foot envelope the working environment had imposed on the configuration. There was the kitchen. There was the worktop at Maya's right hand. There was the cat on the windowsill.

Imogen lifted her right hand.

She lifted it the way she had lifted it on the Wednesday evening of week eight — slowly, with her eyes on Maya's face. Her hand came up. The hand did not, this time, stop at the index finger. The hand was the open palm. The palm was warm.

She placed the palm on the right shoulder of Maya's jumper.

The shoulder was not in uniform tonight. The jumper was a soft grey wool one Maya had been wearing in her own kitchen at evening hours for some weeks. The seam of the epaulette was not there. The cloth was the cloth of a soft grey wool jumper. The palm of Imogen's hand was on the place where the seam would have sat if the jumper had been the uniform jacket. The palm was at the wrongness of the gesture — the wrong cloth, the wrong texture, the absence of the epaulette and the four bars that would, by the email at eleven oh seven that morning, now be the four bars Maya was qualified to wear.

The wrongness was the gesture.

Imogen said, low —

“I'm not waiting anymore, Maya. I will go now if you want me to. I will stay if you don't.”

Maya, looking at her, said —

“Stay.”
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Imogen kissed her.

It was the released version of the briefing room.

Four months and three weeks of working language gave way at the mouth. Imogen's mouth on Maya's mouth. Maya did not, in the first second, know what to do with her hands. Then she knew. Her hands came up to Imogen's waist and pulled. Imogen made a sound against her mouth — small, involuntary, the small noise of a body that had been holding for sixteen weeks and that was, in the mouth of another body, no longer holding.

The kettle clicked off behind them.

Neither of them noticed.

Imogen pulled back a fraction of an inch. She was looking at Maya. Her eyes were grey, with the small darker grey at the edge of the iris Maya had been registering at briefing tables for sixteen weeks. Her hand was at Maya's jaw. The thumb was at the place where the jawbone met the muscle.

Imogen said, against Maya's mouth —

“I have been thinking about this since week two.”

Maya, against Imogen's mouth, said —

“I have been thinking about it since the briefing room.”

Imogen said —

“Week two.”

Maya said —

“Briefing room.”

They kissed again. The second kiss was the deeper kiss the first kiss had been pointing at. The mouth, the small weight of Imogen's hand at the jaw, the careful attention of two women who had been holding the working language for sixteen weeks and who were, in the moment, no longer holding it.

Maya took Imogen's hand from her jaw. She kept it in her own hand. She led her out of the kitchen, down the corridor, to the second door on the left. The corridor was the corridor of a flat in Hounslow at seven oh seven on a Tuesday evening in early December.

The bedroom door was open.

She led Imogen in.
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The bedroom was the bedroom Maya had been sleeping in for seven years. The bedside lamp on the right was on at the low setting. The curtains were drawn.

Imogen stopped at the foot of the bed.

She took off her uniform jacket. Slowly. The jacket came off. She set it on the small chair by the wardrobe. The navy trousers came off next. The white shirt third. Each piece set on the chair with the small specific care of a woman who had been wearing the uniform for nine years and who was, in the bedroom of another woman for the first time, putting it down.

Maya did not move from the side of the bed.

The watching had been the work of sixteen weeks. The watching tonight was different. The watching tonight was undisciplined. The watching tonight was the watching the pact had not been permitting. Maya could feel her own pulse at her throat. She could feel her own breath at a cadence the kitchen had not asked her to breathe at. She could feel the heat of her own skin under the soft grey wool.

Imogen turned to face her.

She said —

“You too.”

Maya took off the soft grey wool jumper. She took off the soft black trousers she had been wearing in the kitchen. She set the jumper and the trousers on the small chair beside Imogen's clothes. She was at the dark grey bra and the dark grey briefs she had been wearing on most evenings of the previous month.

They stood at the foot of the bed.

Maya could see, in the dim, the small specific things sixteen weeks of working environment had not permitted. The small darker place above the navy bra where Imogen's pulse was. The small fine hair at the inside of the upper arm. The line at the hip where the briefs sat against the skin.

She could feel her own body answering.

The body had been answering, in small institutional increments, since week two. The body was answering now without increments.

Imogen said —

“Come here.”

Maya came.
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Imogen kissed her at the foot of the bed.

The third kiss was deeper than the second. The second had been deeper than the first. Maya's hands were in Imogen's hair. The high knot was coming loose under her fingers. She did not, in the kissing, give it permission. The hair was coming down anyway.

Imogen moved her down to the bed.

She put her hands on Maya's hips and turned her and lowered her. Maya let her. The letting was the work. The letting was the permission the pact had not, until tonight, been able to give.

Imogen lay down beside her.

On her left side. Maya on her back. Imogen's left hand at Maya's face, resting against the cheek. The palm was warm. Maya could feel her own breath against it. The breath had stopped being something the working environment had instructions for.

Imogen's right hand came down to the right shoulder.

She put her mouth on the place where the seam of the epaulette would have sat. The mouth opened. The mouth was the mouth that had said you are going to wear it, Maya in the briefing room at ten thirty-three on the Wednesday evening of week eight. It was at the right shoulder now.

Maya, beneath her, said —

“Imogen.”

Imogen, with her mouth on the right shoulder, said —

“I know.”

The mouth moved down.

Down the slope of the shoulder. Down to the small place at the collarbone. The hollow of the throat — Imogen's mouth at the hollow where Maya's pulse was, which Imogen had been watching at briefing tables for sixteen weeks and which she was now reading with the mouth. Maya made a sound that was not a word.

Down.

Maya's hands found Imogen's hair. The high knot had come loose entirely. The pins were lost. The hair was down against Maya's collarbone and warm and the small clean working scent of it was a thing Maya had been registering in cockpits for sixteen weeks at a distance and was, now, at no distance.

The bra was off. Maya did not know when. Imogen's mouth was on her breast.

Maya's hands came up. Her right hand was in Imogen's hair. Her left was at the back of Imogen's neck. The hair was the high knot. The knot was loose — the pins of the working day having come halfway out at the cadence of seven hours since the morning. Maya's fingers found the loose pins. They came out at the cadence she pulled them out at. Imogen's hair came down. It fell against Maya's collarbone.

Imogen's mouth moved.

Down the line of her ribs. Down to the small concavity at her stomach. Down to the front of her hip where the briefs were still on. Imogen's hands were at the waistband. Imogen's mouth was at the place above the waistband. Imogen had not, in the moving, taken her eyes off Maya's face. She was looking up. Her eyes were at the position from which a woman in the position Imogen was now in looked up at the face of the woman whose body she was working on.

She said, against the skin —

“Maya.”

Maya, with her hands in Imogen's hair, said —

“Yes.”

Imogen took the briefs off.

The briefs went to the floor. Imogen's mouth came down to the inside of Maya's right thigh. Warm. Open.

Maya, on the bed, with her hands in Imogen's hair and her back against the sheet, said something that was not a word.

Imogen did not stop.

The hour was Imogen's. It was deliberate. It was the hour of a woman who had been holding the working language at the volume of the pact for sixteen weeks and who was, now, with her mouth at the place the hour had brought her to, releasing the volume.

Maya felt it building. She did not, in the building, give herself any institutional account of it. She gave herself to it. The body had been holding for sixteen weeks. The body was no longer holding. The room dropped away. The lamp dropped away. The seven years of the working flat dropped away. There was Imogen's mouth and Maya's hands in Imogen's hair and the small narrow shape of Imogen's head between Maya's thighs and the building.

The building broke.

It broke in the way the body broke when the body had been holding itself together at the volume of the pact for sixteen weeks. It broke loud. Maya heard her own voice and did not, for a long moment, recognise it. The voice was the voice of a body that had not made a sound like that with another person in three working years. The body did not, in the breaking, care that the voice was the voice. The body had been waiting to make the sound.

Imogen heard it.

Imogen's eyes had been on Maya's face throughout. Imogen's eyes were on Maya's face at the moment of the breaking. They did not, at the moment, look away.

The eyes were the gift.

Maya, with her hands in Imogen's hair and the loudness still in her chest, said —

“Come up here.”

Imogen came up.

She came up at the cadence she had been moving at. She came up the line of Maya's body — a woman returning. She put her mouth on Maya's mouth. The taste of the hour was on her mouth. Maya kissed her with the taste.

[image: ]


Maya rolled her.

She rolled Imogen onto her back — the cadence of a woman who had been at the measure of the pact for sixteen weeks and who was, in the moment, no longer at the measure. Imogen accepted the rolling. The acceptance was the acceptance of a woman who had been with two women in her life before — both before the engagement, both ten years ago, both unfinished — and who was, in the moment of the acceptance, accepting the rolling with the air of a woman who knew what the rolling was.

Maya gave Imogen what Imogen had just given her.

She gave it at her own cadence. Maya was the woman who, by twelve years on the long-haul, was the woman in bed who initiated. The cadence she initiated at was Maya's — the rhythm of a senior FO who had been in the working hours of intimacy with the women she had been with in those twelve years as the woman whose cadence was.

She took off Imogen's bra. She set it on the chair. She took off Imogen's briefs. She set them on the floor. Imogen was on her back, with her hands at the sheet, and her eyes on the ceiling at the dim.

Maya put her mouth on Imogen's collarbone.

Down to the place at the sternum where the ribs ended and the soft place began. Down to the underside of the left breast. Down. Imogen's hand came up to Maya's hair. The hand was steady. The hand was at the cadence a hand was at when the hand was on the hair of a woman whose mouth was working at the cadence Maya's was.

Imogen made a sound.

The sound was not the loudness Maya had made. The sound was the small specific noise of a woman whose noises were her own. The noise was at Imogen's volume, which was a low volume — the volume of a woman who had been carrying the working language at the volume of the pact for sixteen weeks and who was, in the moment of the sound, releasing the volume at her own cadence.

Maya's mouth moved down.

The mouth was where the mouth had been on Maya. It was the rhythm Imogen had been at on Maya. The mouth was deliberate. The mouth was paying the attention a mouth paid to a body at the hour of an evening. Imogen, on the bed, with her hand in Maya's hair and her eyes on the dim of the ceiling, said the small thing Imogen said at the moment — an Italian word at the cadence the kitchen Italian her mother had taught her surfaced at when the most precise hour surfaced at the most precise moment.

Imogen said —

“Dio.”

Maya, with her mouth where her mouth was, did not stop.

The mouth worked. Imogen, on the bed, with her hand in Maya's hair and the dim of the lamp on the ceiling, came apart at her own pace and her own volume. The coming apart was the slow specific coming apart of a woman whose noises were her own. The coming apart was at the volume of a low precise sound the small specific honesty of the bedroom heard.

Maya did not look away.

The eyes were the eyes.

She came up the line of Imogen's body returning. She put her mouth on Imogen's mouth. The taste of Imogen was on her mouth. Imogen kissed her with the taste.

They lay together on the bed for some length of time the working hour required them to lie at. The sheet was disordered. The dim of the lamp was at the dim. The streetlight outside the curtain at the right of the window was producing the small edge of light at the curtain's edge.

Maya, after a long measure of time she could not, in the moment, give an account of, said —

“The right shoulder.”

Imogen, against her hair, said —

“Yes. I know.”

Maya said —

“Since the briefing room.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

She did not, in the saying, add a sentence. She added the silence. The silence was the silence of two women who had just, between them, done the work the hour had been working toward, and who were, in the moment, lying in the small honesty of the result.

They lay in the dim for a long measure. Maya's head was on the place at Imogen's shoulder where the collarbone met the throat. Imogen's hand was in Maya's hair.

Maya said, against the skin —

“The eighteenth of March of the previous year.”

Imogen did not say anything. She kept her hand where her hand was.

Maya said —

“I was on a Cape Town turn. The southbound. I was a senior FO in the right seat. The captain was a man called Anderson who I had flown with twice. He was a competent captain. He was not a captain I would have chosen to be in the right seat with on the day my father died but he was the captain I was with.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Maya said —

“My mother got the call from the hospital at oh-four-twelve UK time. I was at the cruise at flight level three-five-zero over Lagos. The hospital was the small district hospital in Bradford he had been admitted to at oh-two-forty with the small specific cardiac thing the small specific cardiac thing had been. He was sixty-eight. He had been retired sixteen years. He died at oh-three-fifty-six on the Tuesday morning.”

She paused.

“The airline does not put a call through to the cockpit at the cruise unless the carrier has confirmed the working dispatch of an immediate family bereavement. The working dispatch took the airline an hour and twenty-eight minutes. The call came through to the cockpit at oh-five-forty UK time. I was at the cruise over the equator. I was in the right seat. Anderson took the call.”

Imogen's hand had not moved.

Maya said —

“He handed me the radio. He said — Khan. It's about your father. I took the radio. The carrier's senior duty officer at the operations centre at Heathrow told me my father had died at oh-three-fifty-six and that the carrier was making the standard institutional arrangements for the working bereavement and that they would have a replacement first officer at the gate at Cape Town for the northbound and that they were arranging the return ticket on the seventeen-twenty BA flight out of Cape Town. The senior duty officer was a woman called Eleanor Whitley who I had spoken to in working terms perhaps three times in my career. She delivered the working information at the working cadence.”

She paused.

“I said — thank you. Standing by. I gave the radio back to Anderson. I flew the remaining four hours and forty-three minutes of the cruise. I did the descent and the approach and the landing into Cape Town. I did the taxi to the stand. I did the shutdown. I did the paperwork. I walked out of the cockpit. Anderson said — I'm sorry, Khan. I said — thank you. I walked through the terminal. I got on the BA flight at seventeen-twenty. I was in my mother's kitchen in Wembley at nine-forty the next morning UK time.”

Imogen said —

“You flew the cruise.”

Maya said —

“I flew the cruise.”

Imogen said —

“Why.”

Maya said —

“Because Anderson was not, in my working assessment of him at the cruise, the captain I was prepared to hand the cockpit to. The aircraft had two hundred and seventy passengers. The cruise was the cruise. The right seat was my right seat. My father had spent fifteen years flying out of Karachi and Lahore for Pakistan International Airlines and another fifteen years flying out of Manchester for the regional operator. He had said, at the kitchen table in Bradford on the evening of my senior FO conversion in 2018 — Beti, the aircraft does not know what is happening in your life. The aircraft asks you only for what the aircraft is asking you for. You give it that.”

She paused.

“I gave it that.”

Imogen said —

“Maya.”

Maya said —

“I have not, in the year and ten months since the call, told another working person about the cruise. The airline's bereavement officer asked me whether I needed counselling. I said no. Webb asked me, in the conversation at her office on the Tuesday after the route check failure, what working hours I had been carrying into the working months that had led to the failure. I gave her the institutional version. I did not give her the cruise.”

Imogen said —

“You are giving me the cruise.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Imogen did not, for a long minute, say anything.

Then she said, in a voice that was not the institutional voice —

“I am frightened, Maya.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Imogen said —

“Webb's sentence.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Imogen said —

“I think the next year is going to take from both of us things neither of us has yet given to anything. And I think I am, in the small private accounting available to me at the dim of the lamp at the close of the Tuesday evening of week sixteen, more frightened of what we have just done than of anything else this course has asked of me.”

Maya said —

“I know.”

Imogen said —

“I am also not, by the same accounting, going to undo it.”

Maya said —

“I know.”

Imogen said —

“Stay tomorrow.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

She turned the lamp off.


CHAPTER 22


Six fifteen.

She woke at six fifteen the way she woke in her own bed in Twickenham, which was clean, sudden, the body knowing the hour without consulting the clock. She was not in her own bed. She was in Maya's. The body knew it at the moment of waking. The sheet was different. The pillow was different. The weight of the room was different. The November-into-December Wednesday morning at six fifteen in West London was the grey of the early winter Imogen had been waking to in her own bedroom in Twickenham for the previous three years.

She did not, on the moment of waking, move.

She lay on her left side. Maya was beside her. Maya was asleep. Maya was on her right side, facing Imogen, with her hands tucked at the position the hands were at when the body had been sleeping for some length of time Imogen would not, at the small precise honesty available to her at six sixteen on the Wednesday morning, give an account of.

She watched Maya.

The face was Maya's face at the hour of sleep.

Imogen had not seen the face at the hour of sleep before. The face was, at the hour of sleep, the most undefended version of the face Imogen had been watching. The not-being-seen was the baseline. The being-seen at this hour was the gift.

Imogen thought, in the steady kitchen Italian her mother had taught her —

La sto guardando.

I am watching her.

She did not, in the watching, do anything an observer in the bedroom would have read as more than the small composed action of a woman lying in a bed she had not woken in before at six seventeen on a Wednesday morning in early December.

She thought about the day ahead.

The base allocations would come on the Friday. The base allocations were the outcome the operations directorate would deliver on the Friday. Of the six senior FOs who had been recommended for command qualification, four would be allocated to London. Two would be allocated elsewhere — Manchester and Glasgow, by the pattern of the previous course. The mathematics was a mathematics Imogen had already, in the hours since the email had landed at eleven oh seven on the Tuesday morning, walked herself through.

She would be allocated Manchester or Glasgow.

She did not, in the thinking, do anything an observer in the bedroom would have read as a reaction.

Maya stirred.

She did not wake. She moved a small inch toward Imogen the hour of dawn approaching. Her hand came forward and rested at Imogen's hip. The hand was warm.

Imogen did not move.

She watched.
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Maya woke at seven twenty-three.

She did not stir for some length of time before the waking. Then her eyes opened. They opened when the body had been sleeping at the working hours and was now, with the body of the waking, returning to the working day. The eyes found Imogen's face in the dim.

Maya did not panic. She did not perform any reaction. She held the looking at Imogen's face — the looking of a woman who had been in the position the previous evening had brought her to and who was, on the Wednesday morning, choosing to be in the position.

She said, in the dry Maya inflection that had been the working voice of the working sixteen weeks —

“Morning.”

Imogen, watching her, said —

“Morning.”

Maya did not move. Maya's hand was still at Imogen's hip where the hand had moved to at six twenty-two and where the hand had stayed across the hour between six twenty-two and seven twenty-three. The hand was warm.

Maya said, after a long measure of time —

“Do you want to talk first or after.”

Imogen said —

“After.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Imogen reached across the small space between them. She put her hand against Maya's face. The face was warm. Maya's eyes closed in the small way a woman whose eyes closed when the palm of another woman's hand was at her face at the hour of the morning.

Imogen kissed her.

The kiss was the kiss of the morning. The kiss was the kiss that was different from the kisses of the evening. The evening had been combustion. The morning was something else.

The morning was deliberate.

The morning was the careful attention of two adults in daylight who knew, in the honesty of the morning, that what they were doing was not separable from what they were going to choose. The mathematics of the base allocations was still the mathematics of the base allocations. The Friday email was still the Friday email. The hour of the morning was the hour they had at their disposal.

Imogen took her time.
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She moved, which was slower than the evening had been at. She put her mouth on the right shoulder of Maya's body again — the same place, the same seam-that-was-not-a-seam, the motif of the working sixteen weeks the morning was choosing to revisit. The mouth was warm.

Maya, beneath her, said —

“Imogen.”

Imogen, with her mouth at the right shoulder, said —

“I know.”

She moved down. The mouth at the collarbone. The mouth at the sternum. The mouth at the underside of the right breast. The mouth was deliberate. The mouth was paying the attention a mouth paid to a body at the cadence of a morning the morning was at.

The November light through the small gap at the right of the curtain was the grey of the early morning of the early winter. The light was on the small place at the side of Maya's face where the light was finding her. The face was visible. The face at the hour of the morning was, by the small precise honesty available to Imogen at the position she was now at, the most visible face the morning had ever given Imogen access to.

Maya's hand was at Imogen's hair.

The hand was not at the cadence the hand had been at the evening. The evening had been the cadence of holding. The morning was the cadence of staying. The hand was at the back of Imogen's head with the gentle weight of a hand staying. The hand was saying — — I am here. I am staying. I am, in the hour of the morning, with you.

Imogen, with her mouth at the position the hour had brought her to, kept her eyes on Maya's face. The eyes were the eyes of a woman who had been at the small precise discipline of not-looking for sixteen weeks and who was, in the morning, looking.

Maya, on the bed, with her hand at the back of Imogen's head and her eyes open at the grey of the morning light through the small gap at the right of the curtain, came apart in the slow cadence the morning was at. The coming apart was not the loudness of the evening. The coming apart was the slower noise of a body that had been brought to the moment by deliberate attention.

Imogen heard the noise.

She heard it — lower than the evening, more specific, more sustained.

Maya, after the coming apart, with her hand still at the back of Imogen's head and her eyes still open and the morning light still at its grey, said —

“Come up.”

Imogen came up.

Maya kissed her. The taste of the morning was on Imogen's mouth. Maya kissed her with the taste.
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Maya did the same for Imogen.

She did it at her own cadence. The cadence of the morning was deliberate. The cadence of the morning was two adults who had been at the hour of the evening and who were, at the hour of the morning, returning to the hour with the attention of the morning.

Maya's mouth at Imogen's collarbone. Maya's mouth at Imogen's sternum. Maya's mouth at the underside of the right breast. Maya's mouth moving down. Maya's mouth at the front of the hip.

Maya stopped.

She stopped at the place at the front of the hip where the hip met the inside of the thigh. There was a scar at the place. The scar was a small scar of the kind a body carried from a childhood accident.

Maya put her mouth on the scar.

Imogen, on the bed, with her hand at the back of Maya's head, made the small noise the body made when the body was not, at the hour, prepared to be having a mouth at the position the mouth was at. The noise was the noise of a woman whose scar had been the scar at the front of the hip for the years the scar had been the scar and who had not, in those years, been seen by any woman at the position the scar was at.

Maya said, against the scar —

“When.”

Imogen said —

“Seven. I was at primary school. I fell off the climbing frame.”

Maya said —

“It's small.”

Imogen said —

“It is.”

Maya said —

“Hello.”

She said it the way Maya said most things, without weight. She said it to the scar. The weight of the saying was, by the small precise honesty available to Imogen on the bed at the hour of the morning, the most institutional welcome any part of Imogen's body had been given by any person in the previous ten years.

Maya moved down.

What followed took some length of time Imogen would not, at the working hour of seven fifty-six on the Wednesday morning of week sixteen, with the grey of the early December morning at the kitchen window and the bedroom, be in a position to give an account of.

She came apart at the slow cadence of the morning. The cadence was the slow cadence of a body that had been brought to the moment by the attention of the morning. The noise the body made was the low specific sound the morning heard.

Maya did not look away.

The eyes were the eyes.

The eyes were on Imogen's face the hour of the morning.

The eyes were the gift the morning was delivering.
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They lay on the bed.

The sheet was disordered. The morning light through the small gap at the right of the curtain was at its grey. The clock on the bedside table at the right of the bed read seven fifty-nine.

Imogen was on her left side. Maya was on her right. They were facing each other. Their hands were between them on the sheet.

Imogen looked at her.

She looked at her with the air of a woman looking at the face of another woman in the morning light of a Wednesday in early December at seven fifty-nine. The face was, at the hour of the morning, the face of a woman who had been seen at the hour by another woman whose seeing had been the gift of the morning.

She thought, in the steady kitchen Italian her mother had taught her —

Ti sto guardando. E mi stai guardando.

I am looking at you. And you are looking at me.

Maya said —

“What are you thinking.”

Imogen said —

“Italian.”

Maya said —

“What in Italian.”

Imogen said —

“Ti sto guardando. E mi stai guardando.”

Maya said —

“What does it mean.”

Imogen said —

“I am looking at you. And you are looking at me.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

She did not, in the saying, add a sentence. She said it in the dry small voice Maya said yes in.

Imogen reached for her hand. She took Maya's right hand in her own. She laced her fingers through Maya's.

Maya said —

“What did your mother teach you to say in Italian.”

Imogen said —

“Most things.”

Maya said —

“Tell me one.”

Imogen said —

“Sei un pilota perché ti piace stare in alto. Non per altri motivi.”

Maya said —

“Translate.”

Imogen said —

“You are a pilot because you like being up high. For no other reasons.”

Maya said —

“Your mother said that to you.”

Imogen said —

“When I was twenty.”

Maya said —

“She was right.”

Imogen said —

“She was.”

Maya said —

“My father said the same thing to me. In Urdu. Tum udti ho kyunki tumhein udna pasand hai. Aur kuch nahi. You fly because you like flying. Nothing else.”

Imogen said —

“When did he say it.”

Maya said —

“My first solo. I was nineteen.”

Imogen said —

“He was right too.”

Maya said —

“He was.”

They lay in the silence. The two mothers and the two fathers were in the bedroom in Hounslow at seven fifty-nine on the Wednesday morning of week sixteen. The hands were laced.

Imogen said —

“Maya.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Imogen said —

“I don't know what we are going to do.”

Maya said —

“I know.”

Imogen said —

“I want you to know that I don't know.”

Maya said —

“You said talk after.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Maya said —

“This is the after.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Maya said —

“In a few moments.”

Imogen said —

“In a few moments.”

They lay in the silence. The clock at the right of the bed at the hour read eight oh two.
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At nine, they got up.

Maya made coffee. They drank it in the kitchen, both in the standard dressing gowns Maya kept for guests Maya had not, in the previous two years, had. Imogen was in the navy gown. Maya was in the grey. The kitchen was the kitchen the evening had been in. The kettle was the kettle. The Hounslow Wednesday morning at nine oh three in early December was the grey of the early morning of the early winter at the kitchen window.

The cat was on the windowsill.

Imogen, holding her cup, said —

“We should talk.”

Maya, holding hers, said —

“Yes.”

Neither moved to begin.

Imogen looked at her across the kitchen — two women who had, between them, done the work the working sixteen weeks and the evening and the morning had brought them to, and who were, at nine oh five on the Wednesday morning of week sixteen, holding their coffee cups in the kitchen of a flat in Hounslow with the grey of the early December morning outside the kitchen window, and the conversation they were about to have was the conversation they were about to have.

They drank their coffee.

Maya put her cup down on the worktop. She refilled it from the kettle. She refilled Imogen's. She set the kettle back on the base. She looked at Imogen.

Imogen said —

“Friday morning.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Neither said anything else.

The conversation would,, begin in a few moments.

It had not yet begun.


CHAPTER 23


Nine oh five.

They were at the kitchen table. The kitchen table was the small table at the centre of Maya's kitchen, a square of light pine the previous tenant had left in 2018 and that Maya had not, in the seven years since, replaced. Two chairs at the table — the matching pair Maya had bought from the small furniture shop on the Bath Road in 2018. The chairs were the chairs.

Imogen was at the chair across from Maya. They each had a second coffee in front of them. The first coffees, which they had been drinking standing at the worktop at nine, had been finished. The seconds, which Maya had poured at nine oh four, were on the table.

Maya looked at her across the table.

She did not, in the looking, do anything an observer in the kitchen would have read as more than the small composed action of a woman sitting at her own kitchen table on a Wednesday morning in early December opposite another woman in a navy dressing gown. The looking was the looking she would, at the hour, have to use to do the talking the morning had brought her to.

She said —

“Friday morning. The base allocations come.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Maya said —

“Of the six of us who passed, four will be allocated to London. Two will be allocated elsewhere. Manchester and Glasgow, by the pattern of the previous cohort. The mathematics of the allocations is a balancing algorithm on seniority, fleet hours, route-check score, and base availability.”

Imogen said —

“I know.”

Maya said —

“I am eight months senior to you. I have two hundred more fleet hours. Our route-check scores are within a point.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Maya said —

“So the most likely outcome of the mathematics on the Friday morning is that I am allocated to London. You are allocated to Manchester or Glasgow.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

She did not, in the saying, add anything. The yes was the yes. The yes was the confirmation of the mathematics the mathematics had been running. The yes was the honesty available to her at the kitchen table at nine oh seven on the Wednesday morning of week sixteen.

Maya said —

“I have been thinking about Webb's sentence for two months.”

Imogen said —

“Webb.”

Maya said —

“Captain Sarah Webb. Senior check captain. My mentor since the previous command course. The first female training captain at the carrier. She has been on the B777 for twenty-three years, the previous nine as a training captain. She ran my previous route check. She passed my Cape Town diversion data through the assessment panel last week. She is at the operations directorate's senior check captain office on the third floor of the training annex.”

Imogen said —

“You have not mentioned her before.”

Maya said —

“No.”

Imogen said —

“Tell me.”

Maya said —

“She asked me to come and find her on the Monday of week eleven. I went and found her on the Wednesday afternoon. We had a conversation at her office. She said something to me. She said it in her mentor position. The mentor position, she said, was the position she had been in for three years and was at, in the conversation, until the route check would deliver and would return her to the senior check captain position.”

Imogen said —

“What did she say.”

Maya said —

“She said the command will change my life. She said the command will not, in any working measure of working measure, accommodate what else is in my life when I take it. She said the command takes everything. She said the taking is what the command is. She said people who think the command can be held next to a relationship — any kind of relationship, including the one with the self — are people who have not yet held the command for long enough to find out.”

Imogen, holding her coffee cup, said —

“She said that.”

Maya said —

“She said that.”

Imogen said —

“Why did she say it.”

Maya said —

“She said it because her own training captain said it to her in 1994 at the working point in her own career at which the data had begun applying. She said she had been waiting since 1994 to be in a position where she could say it to a senior FO at the working point at which her own training captain had said it to her. She said she had not, in the thirty-two years since, said it to anyone. She said the conditions under which her training captain had said it to her had not been in the room with any of the other senior FOs she had trained. She said the conditions were in the room with me.”

Imogen said —

“The conditions.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Imogen said —

“And the conditions are.”

Maya said —

“You.”

Imogen, holding her cup, looked at her across the table.

She did not, in the looking, do anything an observer in the kitchen would have read as more than the small composed action of a woman receiving the information the morning had brought her to. The looking was, by the small precise honesty available to her at the kitchen table at nine eleven on the Wednesday morning of week sixteen, the looking of a woman who had been told by the woman across the table that the reading of their working pair had been read at the level of a senior check captain at the third floor of the training annex, and who had been read in the cockpit since the integration of week eight.

She said —

“Go on.”
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Maya said —

“She said she was not, in the conversation, going to tell me what to do. She said she was telling me what the data was. She said the working decision was mine. She said she was not telling me to discourage anything between you and me. She said she did not have a working opinion on what was between us. She said she had read what the institution had read. She said she was at the mentor position. She said the mentor's position was to put the data in the room with the senior FO who was at the working point at which the data had begun applying. She said the data was in the room. She said what I did with the data was mine.”

Imogen said —

“You asked her what she did.”

Maya said —

“I did. At the door. As I was leaving.”

Imogen said —

“She said.”

Maya said —

“She said I took the command.”

Imogen said —

“And.”

Maya said —

“She did not add a sentence.”

Imogen, looking at her, said —

“The not-adding is the data.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Imogen said —

“She did not tell you whether the person she was with in 1994 stayed.”

Maya said —

“She did not.”

Imogen said —

“Or whether she has been with anyone since.”

Maya said —

“She did not.”

Imogen said —

“The not-saying is the data. The not-saying says what it says.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Imogen drank her coffee. She set the cup on the table. She looked at Maya across the table.

Imogen said —

“I have been thinking about Webb's sentence too. You told me about it last week at the desk on the Monday of week fifteen. I have not stopped.”

Maya said —

“I did not tell you about Webb's sentence last week. I have not told you about Webb's sentence at all.”

Imogen said —

“You did. On the Monday of week fifteen at the desk. You said Webb told me something. You did not say what. I did not ask what. I knew that you would tell me when you told me. You told me now.”

Maya said —

“I did not remember.”

Imogen said —

“You said it.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

She drank her coffee. The cat on the windowsill watched the two of them. The grey of the Wednesday morning was at the kitchen window.

Imogen said —

“So. What do we do.”
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Maya did not, for a long measure of time she could not, at the hour, give an account of, answer.

She looked at Imogen across the table. She looked at the navy dressing gown Imogen was in. She looked at the small specific way Imogen was holding her coffee cup — with the left hand at the handle and the right hand at the base of the cup — a position Maya had been registering at the staff café and at briefing tables and at the senior FO open-plan area for the previous sixteen weeks, and which she had not, until the morning at the kitchen table, named to herself as one of the small positions of Imogen Carrington she had been carrying at the small cadence the body carries small positions of another body at.

Imogen said —

“I'll go first if you'd rather.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Imogen said —

“I think we don't try to hold this against the year that's coming. I think we are both about to do something we have spent ten years preparing for. I think neither of us is going to do it well if we are also trying to do this. I think if we are honest about that today, in some other year we will be able to come back to this without anything between us being a wound. And I think if we are not honest about that today we will lose the woman, the seat, or both. I have been thinking this since the briefing room at the simulator centre at ten thirty-three on the Wednesday evening of week eight. I did not, in the sixteen weeks between the briefing room and the kitchen, allow myself to think it consecutively. I have allowed myself to think it consecutively since the route check.”

She paused.

She drank her coffee.

She said —

“I do not think this is a small thing, Maya. I think it is the largest thing I have had in nine years. I also think that if I am going to have the seat I have been working toward, I have to put this down for now. And I think the same is true for you.”

Maya, looking at her, said nothing.

She did not, in the not-saying, do anything an observer at the table would have read as more than the small composed action of a woman receiving the sentence the morning had brought her to. The receiving was the receiving — the receiving of the answer she had not let herself, in the hours since Webb's office on the Wednesday afternoon of week twelve, model.

Imogen had modelled it. Imogen had arrived at the answer the answer was at.

Maya said, after a long measure —

“Yes.”

She said it in the dry small voice Maya said yes in.

Maya said —

“I don't like the answer. I think the answer is right.”

Imogen said —

“I don't like it either.”

Maya said —

“The door doesn't close.”

Imogen, looking at her, said —

“No. The door does not close. The door is set down. The not-closing is what we are choosing. We may, in some other year, walk back through it. We may not. The honesty of today is that neither of us can know.”

Maya said —

“That's an Italian sentence.”

Imogen, briefly, smiled.

It was the first smile of the morning. The smile was the small smile a woman gave when she had been at the working cadence of a difficult conversation and was, in the moment of the smile, releasing it.

Imogen said —

“My mother taught me to think like that.”

Maya said —

“Say it.”

Imogen said —

“La porta non si chiude. La porta si lascia.”

Maya said —

“Translate.”

Imogen said —

“The door is not closed. The door is left.”

Maya said —

“La porta si lascia.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Maya said —

“Say it again.”

Imogen said —

“La porta non si chiude. La porta si lascia.”

Maya said it back. She said it in her own English-accented Italian. She did not, in the saying, get the cadence right. The cadence was Italian. The cadence was Imogen's mother's. Maya was a woman who had grown up in Bradford and who had not, in her adult life, learned a second language at the level the second language asked for. The cadence Maya gave the sentence was a working approximation.

Imogen, at the table, said —

“La porta si lascia.”

Maya said —

“La porta si lascia.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Maya looked at her across the table.

She said —

“When.”

Imogen said —

“Today.”

Maya said —

“Today.”

Imogen said —

“We set the door down today. We do not, in the coming weeks, walk back through the door. We give the year the year asks for. After the year is settled — and the year will, at some point, settle — we look at the door. If the door is still there. If we are still the women the door is still there for.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Imogen said —

“I am not, by any honesty available to me at the table, certain that the door will still be there. I am also not, by the same honesty, certain that it will not. I am at the honesty of the not-knowing.”

Maya said —

“Yes.”

Imogen said —

“That is the honesty I am giving you.”

Maya said —

“I know.”

She drank her coffee. The cat on the windowsill watched the two of them. The grey of the Wednesday morning outside the kitchen window was the grey. The kitchen was the kitchen. The flat was the flat.

Maya said —

“When do you go.”

Imogen said —

“Today is Wednesday. The allocations come on Friday. If I am Manchester I move at the close of week eighteen. If I am Glasgow I move at the close of week eighteen. Either way I move at the close of week eighteen.”

Maya said —

“Week eighteen is in nine working days.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Maya said —

“So.”

Imogen said —

“So.”

Maya said —

“The today is the today. The today is the door being set down. The nine working days between the today and the Manchester are the nine working days the working week will give us.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Maya said —

“We agreed at the senior FO desks on the Monday of week three that we would, at the close of the working course, revisit if we both still wanted to.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Maya said —

“We have revisited.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Maya said —

“And the data has delivered the answer.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Maya said —

“Which is la porta si lascia.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Maya said —

“Right.”

She set her coffee cup down. She did not, in the setting, do anything an observer in the kitchen would have read as more than the small composed action of a woman setting a coffee cup on a kitchen table on a Wednesday morning in early December.

She stood.

She walked around the table. Imogen looked up at her. Maya put her hand on Imogen's hand on the table beside the coffee cup. Imogen turned her hand. They laced fingers.

Maya said —

“Come back to bed.”

Imogen, looking up at her, said —

“Yes.”

Maya led her back to bed.

The conversation had been the conversation. The conversation had delivered the answer. The door had been set down. The setting down had not, by any measure available to either of them, made the day less of a day, or the hour less of an hour, or the small precise honesty of the hours of the morning that remained available to them less of an honesty.


CHAPTER 24


Friday morning. Nine fifteen.

Imogen was at the kitchen table in Twickenham. The cat was on the windowsill. The kitchen was the kitchen. The grey of the early December morning was at the kitchen window over the small back garden Imogen had been not gardening for the previous five years and that the previous owner of the terrace had left in the configuration the previous owner had left it in.

She had been at the table since seven fifteen. She had eaten the small breakfast of a working morning. She had drunk the two coffees. She had done the morning's reading of the post-war hospital architecture book — she was at the chapter on the NHS rebuild programme of the 1960s — and had put the book down at eight forty-five. She had been waiting at the table since eight forty-five.

The email landed at nine fifteen.

She read it. The subject line was Base Allocation — Confidential. The sender was the operations directorate. The body of the email was the standard template the operations directorate used for the base allocation email at the close of every command course intake.

The body said that First Officer Imogen Carrington, on the basis of the data of the route check of the Saturday and Sunday of week fifteen and on the basis of the recommendation of the head of training, had been allocated to the airline's Manchester base for command qualification line training. The body said that the standard relocation allowance would be paid into her bank account. The body said that her first day at the Manchester base would be the Monday of week nineteen. The body said that the operations directorate would be in contact with the details of the handover from the London base to the Manchester base. The body listed the cohort's allocations at the foot. Maya Khan was at London. Park was at London. Hanson was at London. Tarrant was at London. Davies was at Glasgow. Imogen Carrington was at Manchester.

She read the email a second time.

She did not read it a third.

The mathematics was the mathematics. The mathematics had delivered the outcome the mathematics had been pointing at since the Cape Town diversion at the close of week eleven. Maya had been allocated London. Imogen had been allocated Manchester.

She thought, in the steady kitchen Italian her mother had taught her —

Eccola. Sono qui.

Here it is. I am here.

She put the phone face down on the table. She picked up her coffee cup. She drank.

The cat watched her.
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She did not text Maya.

The not-texting was the working language. The working language was, since the kitchen at Hounslow on the Wednesday morning of week sixteen, the working language of the door having been set down. The door was set down. Maya knew. Imogen knew. The not-texting was the small precise honesty of two women who had set the door down and who were, on the Friday morning, observing the setting-down.

Maya would, by now, have read her own email. Maya would know that Imogen was Manchester. Imogen would, by the same hour, know that Maya was London. The two of them knew. The not-texting was the not-texting.

Imogen finished her coffee.

She rinsed the cup.

She put it on the draining board.

She went upstairs to change.

The day was the day of the practical move the allocation had set in motion. She would need to call the airline's relocation desk to confirm the paperwork. She would need to call her mother in Sheffield. She would need to call the small letting agent on Richmond Road who had been managing the terrace's potential let for the previous two years on the understanding that Imogen had been considering renting it out and might at some point ask the agent to act on the understanding. She would need to call Charlie.

She would call Charlie first.

Charlie was the person she had been not-lying to in two years and who, by the cadence of the not-lying, was the person she would, on the working hour of the Friday morning of the close of week sixteen, call.

She would not, on the call, tell him about Maya.
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She called him at twelve fifteen.

She had spent the morning between nine fifteen and twelve fifteen at the small administrative work the morning had asked for. She had called the relocation desk at nine forty-five and had spent twenty minutes on the call. She had called the small letting agent on Richmond Road at ten thirty and had agreed the terms of the let the agent had been waiting on Imogen's go-ahead for two years. She had called her mother in Sheffield at eleven fifteen. The call had taken twenty-eight minutes. Her mother had said all the things her mother said, and had said them in Italian, and had ended the call with the sentence —

Va bene. Sei pronta. Vai.

It's fine. You are ready. Go.

Imogen had said —

Va bene.

She had ended the call.

She had eaten the small sandwich of a working lunch.

She picked up the phone at twelve fifteen and dialled Charlie's number.

He picked up at the second ring.

He said —

“Mo.”

He had been calling her Mo since they had been twenty-six. The Mo was the shorthand of the engagement and of the two years since. The Mo was the small courtesy of a man who had been at the position of best friend for nine years and ex-fiancé for two and who, on a Friday at twelve fifteen in early December, called her Mo.

Imogen said —

“Charlie.”

Charlie said —

“Is everything alright.”

He had said it at the small cadence Charlie said is everything alright at — the cadence of a man who had registered, in the first syllable of her Charlie, the small weight the syllable was carrying. He was, by the measure of the previous nine years, the best registerer of her weights Imogen had ever been in a friendship with.

She said —

“Yes.”

She paused.

She said —

“I got my base allocation.”

Charlie said —

“Oh.”

He said it at the cadence of a man who had been waiting on his best friend's career to deliver the outcome for some months and who was, in the moment, registering that the outcome was about to be delivered.

He said —

“Where.”

Imogen said —

“Manchester.”

Charlie said —

“Right.”

He drew the breath of a man processing the information. He had known the mathematics of the cohort's allocations. He had known that London was statistically likely but not certain. He had known that Manchester or Glasgow was the alternative. He had known. He had also been hoping, on his best friend's behalf, for London.

He said —

“Mo, that is the outcome you have been working ten years for. Manchester or London or Glasgow, it is the seat. I am — I am delighted for you.”

Imogen said —

“Thank you.”

Charlie said —

“When.”

Imogen said —

“First day at the Manchester base is week nineteen. So I move at the close of week eighteen. The agent on Richmond Road will let the terrace. I called him this morning. He had the paperwork ready.”

Charlie said —

“The cat.”

Imogen said —

“The cat comes with me to Manchester. I have called Rachel. She knows.”

Charlie said —

“Rachel will be sad about the cat.”

Imogen said —

“She will. I will bring the cat to London for the weekends.”

Charlie said —

“Dinner at the wine bar tomorrow.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Charlie said —

“Seven.”

Imogen said —

“Seven.”

Charlie said —

“Mo. Are you alright.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Charlie said —

“Are you actually alright.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Charlie did not, in the second yes, press. He had been not-pressing her on her yes for nine years. He took the yes at the volume the yes was at. He did not ask a further question.

He said —

“Seven at the wine bar. I will bring the bottle. You bring the news.”

Imogen said —

“Yes.”

Charlie ended the call.

Imogen put the phone face down on the kitchen table. She picked up her coffee cup. She drank.

She had not told him about Maya.

The not-telling was the second omission of the friendship. The first had been at the kitchen at six twenty-six on the Thursday morning of week eight after the briefing room, when she had texted him about the cat and the gutter and had not, in the texting, mentioned the briefing room. The second was now, at the kitchen at twelve twenty-three on the Friday morning of week sixteen, after the working hours of the Tuesday night and the Wednesday morning and the kitchen conversation and the door being set down, and the Manchester allocation, and the call to Charlie that had been the call.

She thought, in the steady kitchen Italian her mother had taught her —

Due pezzi.

Two pieces. She had hidden two.

The hiding had been clean.

She did not, by the small precise honesty available to her at twelve twenty-three on the Friday morning of the close of week sixteen, feel cleaner about the second hiding than she had felt about the first.

She sat at the table. The table would, by the working measure of the working letting, be the table of a tenant. The table would not be her table. She would, by the working measure of the Manchester allocation, be sitting at a different table at a different kitchen in Manchester from the close of week eighteen.

She thought about the hours that remained available to her between twelve twenty-five on the Friday morning of the close of week sixteen and the close of week eighteen.

There were nine working days.

Nine working days. Nine working days was, by the measure of what she had said on the Wednesday morning at the kitchen in Hounslow, the nine days of the working week she had said she would give the working week the working week asked for. Nine working days was the nine working days the door being set down had asked her to give. Nine working days was nine working days.

She would give them.

She thought, in the steady kitchen Italian her mother had taught her —

Nove giorni. Vanno bene.

Nine days. They are fine.

She rinsed the coffee cup.

She put it on the draining board.

She went upstairs.

She walked into her bedroom. The bedroom would, by the working let, be the bedroom of a tenant from the close of week eighteen. The bedroom was the bedroom — with the small wardrobe at the right wall and the small chest of drawers at the left wall and the small window at the front of the house over the small front garden and the small plane tree at the front kerb the council had planted in 2014 and that had grown, in the eleven years since, to the working height a small plane tree grew to in eleven years on the pavements of West London.

She stood at the bedroom window.

She did not, at the window, do anything an observer at the bedroom would have read as more than the small composed action of a woman standing at her bedroom window on a Friday morning in early December at the close of week sixteen of the cohort's command course.

She thought —

Nove giorni.

She turned from the window.

She picked up the small cardboard box she had brought up from the kitchen on the way upstairs.

She began the packing.


CHAPTER 25


Tuesday of week nineteen. February, the third week. The London base. Heathrow stand 3-12.

Maya in the left seat.

The aircraft was G-VICA, by the operations directorate's habit of putting new captains on the airframe they had been line-trained on. The route was Singapore, departing fifteen oh five Heathrow on the Tuesday afternoon, arriving Changi on the Wednesday morning local. The cabin manager was a woman called Anya Lindholm, who Maya had flown with twice in two years. The first officer in the right seat was a senior FO Maya had flown with three times in the previous three years. His name was Calum Mackenzie. He was thirty-eight. He was a senior FO Maya had been registering across briefing rooms for the previous three years at the small cadence of cordial peer registration — with the difference that the cordial peer registration tonight was the cordial peer registration of a senior FO in the right seat of an aircraft Maya was the captain of.

She was the captain.

She had walked into the briefing room at thirteen forty-five in the captain's uniform. The jacket was the navy jacket of the senior commercial captain. The shoulder of the jacket was the right shoulder of the captain's jacket. The epaulette of the right shoulder was the four-bar epaulette of the airline's gold thread on the navy.

The fourth bar was at the seam.

She had put the jacket on at home at the cadence she had put the senior FO jacket on at most working mornings of the previous twelve years, with the difference that the jacket she was putting on was the jacket of the captain.

She had not, in the putting on, looked at the right shoulder for any length of time. She had buttoned the jacket. She had taken her flight bag. She had walked out of the flat. She had driven the drive to the staff car park. She had parked at row B at the position she had been parking at row B at most working mornings of the previous seven years. She had walked from the car park to the operations annex.

She had walked into the briefing room at thirteen forty-five.

Anya Lindholm at the back of the room with the six cabin crew. Calum Mackenzie at the briefing table at the right of the captain's chair — the chair at the head of the table where Hollis had sat for the working twenty-six weeks of the cohort's command course and which was, on the Tuesday afternoon of week nineteen, the chair Maya was about to sit at as the captain of the flight.

She had sat.

Calum had said —

“Afternoon, Captain.”

She had said —

“Afternoon, Calum.”

The use of the first name was the captain's address to the right-seat senior FO of the captain's flight. Maya had used it at the cadence the address required.

She had run the briefing.

She had run it at the cadence Hollis had been running it at for the working twenty-six weeks of the course. Maya had been at the cadence of the captain at the briefing table on simulator scenarios and on the line training rotations and on the route check, but the Tuesday afternoon of week nineteen was the first cadence of the captain at the briefing table on a revenue flight she was the captain of. The cadence held.

Calum had taken the notes.

Anya had taken the notes.

The joint section had been the joint section. The cabin pre-brief had been the cabin pre-brief. Anya had delivered it at her usual cadence. Maya had taken the notes the captain took at a joint section. Maya had closed the joint section at fourteen twenty.

She had said —

“Off we go.”

They had gone.
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The push-back was at fifteen oh three. The taxi to runway 27R took twelve minutes. The take-off clearance came at fifteen oh five.

Maya advanced the throttles. The aircraft accelerated.

The runway markings of 27R went past the windscreen at the take-off cadence of a B777 at maximum take-off weight at fifteen oh five on a Tuesday afternoon in February. The lights of the runway edge were at the standard position. The air speed indicator climbed. The V speeds came up.

Calum, in the right seat, said —

“V-one.”

Maya kept her hands on the yoke.

Calum said —

“Rotate.”

Maya pulled.

Calum said —

“V-two.”

The wheels left runway 27R at fifteen oh six on the second.

The aircraft climbed.

Maya, in the left seat, with her hands on the yoke at the position the hands were at on the take-off of a B777, made the command call as the aircraft climbed through one hundred feet.

She said —

“Positive rate. Gear up.”

Calum said —

“Gear coming up.”

The gear came up. The aircraft cleaned up. The standard departure profile out of Heathrow. The cruise climb to the initial cruise altitude of flight level three-five-zero over the Thames Valley and the south coast and the Channel transit.

At flight level three-five-zero, with the autopilot engaged and the climb profile complete, Maya looked at her hands on the controls.

The hands were the hands.

The hands were the hands she had been looking at on the controls of B777s for the previous twelve years. The hands were not, at the working hour of fifteen forty-two over the south-easterly transit at the cruise, any different from the hands they had been at the working hours of the previous twelve years.

The right shoulder was different.

She did not look at the right shoulder. She did not need to. The fourth bar was at the seam. The fourth bar had been at the seam since she had put the jacket on at home at twelve fifty. She had been wearing the jacket for three hours. The body knew.

She thought, in her father's voice, in his Lahori-accented English, the sentence he had said to her at the kitchen table in Bradford in the autumn of the year she had been nineteen, when he had brought her to her first simulator session and she had returned home with the pre-flight notes the first session had asked her to take —

Yeh woh kamra hai jahan sab faisle hote hain.

This is the room where everything is decided.

He had said it of the briefing room.

He had not, at the time, said it of the captain's seat. The captain's seat had not been the subject of the sentence at the time. The subject at the time had been the briefing room. The cadence the sentence was at on the Tuesday afternoon of week nineteen at the cruise over the Thames Valley at fifteen forty-two on the hour of the first command flight of Maya Khan's working career was the cadence of the captain's seat. The captain's seat was, by every working measure available to Maya at the hour, the room where everything had been decided.

The room where she had decided.

The room where she was now sitting.

She thought, in Imogen's voice, in the kitchen Italian her mother had taught her, the sentence Imogen had taught her in the kitchen at Hounslow at nine thirty on the Wednesday morning of week sixteen —

La porta non si chiude. La porta si lascia.

The door is not closed. The door is left.

The two sentences sat in the cockpit together. The two sentences did not fight each other. The two sentences sat at the rhythm of two working sentences a working pilot was carrying in the working cavity of her own chest at the hour of the first command flight of her working career.

Maya, in the left seat, at the hour, held both.

[image: ]



The cruise was the cruise.

The cruise across Europe. The cruise across the Middle East. The cruise across the Arabian Sea. The cruise across the Indian subcontinent at the rhythm the cruise was at when the cruise was passing over the point of the cruise that was Lahore.

The aircraft passed over Lahore at twenty-three forty UTC.

Maya, in the left seat, did not say anything. She did not, in the not-saying, do anything an observer at the cockpit would have read as more than the small composed action of a senior captain at the cruise over Lahore at twenty-three forty UTC on the Tuesday evening of the first command flight of her working career.

Calum, in the right seat, did not register that the point of the cruise the aircraft was passing over had any significance to the captain in the left seat. Calum had not, in his three years of working with Maya at the cadence of cordial peer registration, been told that Maya's father had been a Pakistan International Airlines captain who had emigrated to West Yorkshire to fly for a different carrier and had lost his second job to a back injury in 2009 and had died on the eighteenth of March of the previous year at sixty-eight. Calum did not know.

The aircraft passed over Lahore.

Maya thought, in the working English she had been doing the calibrating in, that her father had not, in his lifetime, seen her in the captain's seat of any aircraft.

She thought, in his Lahori-accented English —

Bas. Ho gaya, Beti.

That's it. It's done, Daughter.

He had not said it. He had not been at the hour to be saying it. The voice was the voice she had been carrying in the working cavity of her own chest for the ten months since the eighteenth of March of the previous year. The voice was, at twenty-three forty UTC at the cruise over Lahore on the Tuesday evening of the first command flight of her working career, saying the sentence he had said to her at the kitchen table in Bradford on the evening of her senior FO confirmation in 2018.

He had said the sentence. She had heard him say it. He had said it again at the kitchen table at eleven oh seven on the Tuesday morning of week sixteen when the email had landed. He had said it now at twenty-three forty UTC at the cruise over Lahore on the Tuesday evening of the first command flight of her working career.

Bas. Ho gaya, Beti.

Maya, in the left seat, said nothing. She kept her hands on the yoke. She kept her eyes on the windscreen. She kept the cadence the captain's cadence was at.

She thought, in her own working English —

Yes, Abba. Bas. Ho gaya.

The aircraft continued.
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The descent into Singapore was at the cadence the descent into Singapore was at on the south-easterly arrival at Changi.

The aircraft began the descent profile at the descent point. The aircraft passed through flight level three-five-zero. The aircraft passed through flight level two-niner-zero. The aircraft passed through flight level two-three-zero. The aircraft passed through flight level one-eight-zero. The aircraft passed through ten thousand feet. The ten-thousand check.

Calum said —

“Ten thousand check.”

Maya said —

“Ten thousand check.”

They ran it. The aircraft descended. The approach lights at Changi at the hour came up at the cadence the approach lights came up at on the south-easterly arrival.

Maya, in the left seat, with Calum in the right seat running the supporting calls and the cabin at the cadence Anya was running the cabin at, did the work the captain was at at the hour of the descent into Changi on the first command flight of her working career.

She held the two sentences.

She held the Lahori-accented English of her father. She held the kitchen Italian of Imogen's mother. The two sentences had not, at any working hour of the working twenty-six weeks of the cohort's command course, been in the working cavity of her chest at the same hour. The two sentences were now.

Yeh woh kamra hai jahan sab faisle hote hain. This is the room where everything is decided.

La porta non si chiude. La porta si lascia. The door is not closed. The door is left.

The room was the room. The door was the door. Both were in the cockpit at the hour of the descent into Changi. The room had been decided. The door had been left.

Maya, in the left seat, did the work the captain was at.


CHAPTER 26


Manchester. Runway 23R. Tuesday afternoon, fifteen o’ six.

Imogen in the left seat.

The aircraft was a B737, registration G-EUYC, on the Manchester short-haul route to Amsterdam. The cabin manager was a man called Daniel Ó Súilleabháin, who Imogen had flown with three times in her three weeks at the Manchester base. The first officer in the right seat was a senior FO called Anika Patel who Imogen had been paired with on the Manchester pairing roster for the week.

She was the captain.

The Tuesday afternoon at Manchester at fifteen oh six was the Tuesday afternoon at Manchester at the cadence the Manchester runway 23R take-off was at. The clearance. The advance of the throttles. The accelerate. The V speeds.

Anika, in the right seat, said —

“V-one.”

Imogen kept her hands on the yoke.

Anika said —

“Rotate.”

Imogen pulled.

Anika said —

“V-two.”

The wheels left runway 23R at fifteen oh seven on the second.

The aircraft climbed.

Imogen, in the left seat, with her hands on the yoke at the position the hands were at on the take-off of a B737 at the hour of fifteen oh seven on the Tuesday afternoon of the third week of February at the Manchester base of the airline of her working twelve years on the long-haul she had now, by the cadence of the working career, been Manchester-allocated to for the short-haul of the command qualification, made the command call as the aircraft climbed through one hundred feet.

She said —

“Positive rate. Gear up.”

Anika said —

“Gear coming up.”

The aircraft cleaned up. The departure profile out of Manchester to the east. The cruise climb to flight level three-six-zero over the Pennines and the North Sea.

Imogen, in the left seat, at flight level three-six-zero over the North Sea, with the autopilot engaged and the climb profile complete, looked at her hands on the controls.

The hands were the hands.

The right shoulder of her jacket was different.

She had put the jacket on at the flat in Manchester at twelve thirty. The flat in Manchester was the rental the airline's relocation desk had set her up in for the three months of the command qualification at the Manchester base. The flat was a small one-bedroom in central Manchester on Whitworth Street, which Imogen had been at for the previous three weeks.

She had not, in the putting on of the jacket at twelve thirty, looked at the right shoulder for any length of time. She had buttoned the jacket. She had taken her flight bag. She had walked out of the flat. She had taken the tram from St Peter's Square to the stop at Manchester Airport. She had walked from the stop to the operations annex.

She had walked into the briefing room at thirteen forty-five.

The fourth bar was at the seam.

She thought, in the steady kitchen Italian her mother had taught her —

Eccola. Sono qui.

Here it is. I am here.

She thought, in the same Italian —

Sei un pilota perché ti piace stare in alto. Non per altri motivi.

You are a pilot because you like being up high. For no other reasons.

Her mother had said it to her at the kitchen table in Sheffield in 2008. She had been twenty. Her mother had been speaking to her in Italian about flying for the previous four years. The sentence had been the sentence. The sentence had been the anchor of the working twelve years since.

The sentence was at the cadence the sentence was at on the Tuesday afternoon at flight level three-six-zero over the North Sea on the first command flight of her working career.

She did not, in the thinking, do anything an observer at the cockpit would have read as more than the small composed action of a senior captain at the cruise over the North Sea at fifteen forty on the Tuesday afternoon of the first command flight of her working career.

Charlie had texted her at twelve fifty-five from the pension consultancy office. The text had said Mo, fly straight. She had read it. She had not replied. She had not, since the wine bar at Richmond on the Saturday of week sixteen, lied to Charlie. She had also not, in the previous two and a half months at the Manchester base, told him about Maya. The hiding had been clean. Due pezzi. Two pieces. She would, at some point, tell him.

She had not, in the two and a half months at the Manchester base, contacted Maya.

She would not, in the hour of fifteen forty at the cruise over the North Sea, contact her.

The door was set down. The door was the door.
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The Amsterdam approach was at sixteen fifty local. The approach into Schiphol runway 18R. The ILS. The descent profile. The touchdown at one hundred and forty-two knots. The taxi to the stand at terminal three.

Imogen, in the left seat, at the shutdown, did not, for a moment, move.

The cockpit at the quiet ground configuration of an aircraft at a stand with the engines wound down was the cockpit at the quiet ground configuration. The dim was the dim. The small specific quietness was the small specific quietness.

She thought, in the steady kitchen Italian her mother had taught her —

Il primo.

The first one.

The Schiphol turnaround was an hour and forty minutes. The aircraft would depart Schiphol back to Manchester. The flight back to Manchester would be the second half of the first command flight of her working career.

The first one was the first one.

She thought about Maya.

She thought about her at the cadence she had been thinking about her since the two and a half months at the Manchester base. The cadence was the cadence — the cadence of a woman who had been carrying another woman in the working cavity of her own chest for some length of time.

She picked up her phone.

She turned it on. The phone had been off at the cadence the phone was at on a working flight. The phone came on.

She opened the messaging app.

She found the name. The name was Maya Khan. The thread was the thread. The last text in the thread, from Imogen, was can i come over. dated the Tuesday afternoon of week sixteen. The last text in the thread, from Maya, was yes. dated the same Tuesday afternoon at twelve nineteen.

Imogen wrote —

first one done.

She read what she had written.

She did not, at the reading, do anything an observer at the cockpit would have read as more than the small composed action of a senior captain at the close of the first segment of the first command flight of her working career. She pressed send.

The message went.
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Six hours later. Singapore. Twenty-two thirty-six local. Changi.

Maya, in the left seat, on the approach into Singapore Changi runway 02L.

She had been at the cruise for thirteen hours and twenty-eight minutes. The cruise had been the cruise. The cruise had been clean. Calum, in the right seat, had been the cordial peer at the cadence of the flight. Anya Lindholm in the cabin had been the cabin manager at the cadence of the flight. The aircraft had been the aircraft.

She flew the approach.

She flew it at her own cadence. The autopilot disengaged at one thousand feet on a manual approach into Changi 02L. Maya had her hands on the yoke. The runway lights at the threshold were at the standard position. The PAPI lights were at the standard position. The approach lights were at the standard cadence.

She flared at her own cadence.

The aircraft touched down on runway 02L at twenty-two forty-three local on the second.

The reverse thrust came up. The aircraft slowed. The taxi off the runway at the taxiway. The taxi to the stand at terminal three at Changi.

The shutdown was at twenty-three oh one.

Maya, in the left seat, at the shutdown, did not move for a moment.

The handshake with Calum. The thank-you to the cabin manager. The walk-around of the cockpit. The pack-down of the flight bag.

She walked down the jet bridge at the cadence the captain walked down a jet bridge at at the close of the first command flight of her working career, with the flight bag at her right shoulder and the captain's jacket on her shoulders and the fourth bar at the seam.

She stepped into the terminal at Changi.

She took out her phone.

She turned it on. The phone had been off for the working fourteen hours. The phone came on. The notifications came up.

She read them.

Near the top of the inbox was the message from Imogen.

The message was timestamped fifteen fifty-two UTC. The fifteen fifty-two UTC was the Schiphol stand of the Manchester out-and-back Imogen had been flying at the hour. Maya, in the terminal at twenty-three oh seven Singapore local, was six hours and forty-three minutes after the timestamp.

The message said —

first one done.

Maya read it.

She did not, in the reading, do anything an observer at the terminal would have read as more than the small composed action of a senior captain — with her phone in her right hand and the flight bag at her right shoulder and the jacket on her shoulders and the fourth bar at the seam.

She typed.

and the second.

She pressed send.

The message went.

She put the phone in the pocket of her jacket. She picked up her flight bag. She walked the terminal at the cadence the terminal at Changi was at at twenty-three oh eight on the Tuesday evening of the third week of February.

The terminal at Changi at twenty-three oh eight in early February was the terminal at Changi at twenty-three oh eight in early February. The lighting was the lighting. The moving walkways were the moving walkways. The night population of Changi at the hour was the night population of Changi at the hour.

Outside the window of the terminal, the night over Singapore was the night over Singapore.

Maya walked.

In the uniform of a captain. With the fourth bar at the seam. With the phone in the pocket of the jacket. With the flight bag at her right shoulder. With the working hours of the previous twenty-three working weeks in the working cavity of her own chest. With Imogen's message in the inbox of the phone in the pocket of the jacket. With her own reply in the same inbox. With the door, in the Italian Imogen had taught her at the kitchen at Hounslow on the Wednesday morning of week sixteen, set down rather than closed.

La porta si lascia.

She walked.

The terminal carried her.
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