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Time is no substitute for talent

There is a well-known saying that if you give a monkey a typewriter and
an infinite amount of time then it will eventually produce the complete
works of Shakespeare. In 2003, the staff at Paignton Zoo gave a
computer to six crested macaques and categorically proved that what you
actually get is five pages of the letter ‘S’ and a broken keyboard. Time, it
seems, is no substitute for talent. But can talent substitute for time...?

The book you are about to read was written over the course of a single
day in October 2019. For those unfamiliar with the concept of Novel-in-
a-Day, it’s simple:

- A skeleton of a plot is worked out in advance of the day

- That plot is broken into sections, which are divided amongst the
participants randomly

- The writers have most of the rest of the day to write and return their
chapters, working with no knowledge of the wider story or their place in
1t.

I hope you enjoy reading the book as much as we loved putting it
together.

Tim
October 19, 2019
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chapter one
Jacqueline S Miller

KATE INVITED ZOE ALONG on the spur of the moment.

“Why don't you come away with me tonight?”

“Where?”

“Paris.”

“Tonight? Oh, I couldn’t...”

“Why not?The hotel’s booked. All you’ll need are your
toothbrush and some euros. Two can stay as cheaply as one.”
This was not quite true as Kate was relying on Zoe to share
the bill. Kate had been extravagant this month and overspent
on two pairs of shoes and a bridesmaid’s dress for her cousin’s
wedding. That was the problem with working as a buyer of
men’s fashions — she rarely managed to get any discounts for
herself, and she wouldn't want to be seen dead in the women’s
fashion on slutdress.com, their other internet site.

Zoe squinted at her from the fuzzy image on the cracked
screen of Kate’s mobile phone.

“But it’s such short notice,” Zoe said, indecisively twirling a
lock of her brown hair between her fingers. “And you know
how much I hate travelling.”



“It’s only to France. We’ll be there in a couple of hours and
it should be fun. Don't you think we deserve a break after the
terrible week we've both had?” Kate used her most wheedling
tone of voice. “Just think of all the fashion we’ll see on the
Champs -Elysées. And it will be good to have a change of
scene — or even a change of Seine.”

“How will be get therer”

“On the Euro Express. I'll email you the details and you
can book your ticket.”

Kate and Zoe arrived at the Gare du Nord several hours later.
The train had been delayed at Kings Cross with many stops
along the track while they waited in the ominous darkness.
Zoe had clutched Kate's hand anxiously. She had suffered
from post traumatic stress disorder ever since the deaths of
her parents five years ago in a fatal car crash, and it seemed to
be getting worse. Kate sympathised but believed Zoe could
only overcome her fears by facing up to them.

“Don't worry, we’ll soon be there,” she said while they
waited for the train to start moving. Kate began discussing
fashion to distract her. “My boss wants me to find some
Gothic lines for our Halloween feature. It's going to be all
cloaks and long boots this season, and that's only for the
men.”

“As long as it's not cloaks and daggers)” Zoe said,
nervously smoothing the frayed knees of her denim jeans.
“I've been designing the posters for the women’s fashions. I'm
interested to see how they do things in France.”

Now, feeling tired and bedraggled, they dragged their
weekend cases across the station forecourt at the Gare du
Nord.

“I'm so glad we made it to Paris,” Zoe confessed. “Every



time the train stopped I imagined the English Channel gushing
through the ceiling of the train and drowning us!”

Crowds of tourists loitered near the station exit.

“Excusez moi s’il vous plait,” Kate said, pushing through
the crowd just as a flash of lightning lit up the black Parisian
sky. “I'm glad we didn’t fly here. There’s a storm brewing,”

Huge raindrops clattered onto the cobblestones outside.

“We need to get to our hotel before it gets any worse,”Zoe
said and pulled her suitcase over something hard and bumpy.
The case toppled over and split open, spilling clothes and
toiletries onto the ground.

“You’ve run over my foot!”

These words were spoken in English but in a strange
accent, possibly French but perhaps not, Kate thought.
Someone must have been watching them, or listening,

While Zoe clambered around collecting her things and
stuffing them back into the case, Kate looked up at whoever
owned the unusual voice and the injured foot.

He had long dark hair which framed a pale angular face.
His eyes were hidden behind dark glasses and he wore a black
cloak and high-heeled boots over tight leggings. Kate studied
his clothes with interest. They were precisely the type of
garments she had been instructed to buy. Goth wasn’t her
style, of course, but clearly there was a market for it.

The man undoubtedly had a certain ‘je ne sais quoi’ about
him, Kate thought. She apologised in English, forgetting her
schoolgirl French for the moment. She stared blatantly at his
clothes and a scuff mark on the front of one of his boots.

“I like your clothes,” she said. “I'm sorry my friend ran
over your toe with her case.”

The man hesitated, then threw back his head and laughed.
Kate couldn't help noticing that his teeth were yellow and



crooked.

“Merci,” he said. “And I adore your blonde hair.”

Zoe was staring at the man too. There was something
about him which she didn’t like.

“It’s not really blonde. She dyes it,” she said irritably and
nudged Kate’s elbow.

Zoe bent down to examine the bent wheel on her case. “I
think a screw’s missing.”

“Could you direct us to Le Metropolitan Hotel?” Kate
asked.

“But of course. Le Metropolitan is on the 17th
Arrondissement,” the man said, propelling Kate out into the
night air. A gust of wind blew his cloak, causing it to flap
wildly away from his body. Kate glimpsed an ornately
embroidered velvet suit and a cream cravat. “Turn left and first
right and it's there.”

“Thank you,” Kate said, while Zoe scowled at them both
and pushed her way past into the night air.

The man drew his blood red lips back into a broad smile.
“Merci. The pleasure is all mine” He made a flamboyant
gesture with his gnarled, yellow hand. “Au revoir, mes petites
tilles!”

“Come on!”Zoe called, impatiently pulling her rickety
suitcase over the cobblestones. There was a lull in the storm
which proved to be temporary as it broke again into full force
a few metres from the hotel.

Bursts of thunder and lightning occured in rapid
succession and huge raindrops pelted down on the two
English women. At last, they reached the brightly lit foyer of
Le Metropolitan. A blast of warm air greeted them, together
with the smell of aromatic food from the hotel restaurant.

They trundled up to the reception desk, leaving a trail of



puddles in their wake on the marble floor.

The Gothic man was standing by the reception desk.

“Why, hello again,” he said.

Zoe ignored him, while Kate secured their room number
and key from the receptionist.

Kate turned and smiled at the cloaked stranger. She felt
grateful for his directions to the hotel and intrigued by the
large feathered hat he now wore. In the bright light of the
foyer she could appreciate the full glory of his elaborately
embroidered suit. His cloak appeared to be of pure silk with
an unusual sheen that resembled green and red sparkles.
Reaching out she touched his cloak, surprised to find it bone-
dry, despite being worn in the pouring rain.

He grabbed her wrist and smiled, then drew her hand to
his lips and kissed it.

“Mademoiselle is most charming,” he said.

“Oy, get off her!” Zoe yelled, pulling Kate away from his
grasp. “Don't you have anywhere else to gor”

“I was just checking that the pretty little English misses
arrived safely,” he said. ““ Paris can be such a dangerous place,
my dears.”

He laughed and tipped his hat at them.

“Au revoir.”

Kate watched him saunter towards the exit, but Zoe turned
and hurried in the direction of the elevator.

In the lift the women were silent until they reached their floor.
“Do you think he followed us from the station?””Zoe asked
as they entered their room.
“He can't have. He was in the foyer before we arrived.”
“But he knew we were coming here. He's creepy!”
“He was just being polite. The French have different



customs to us — like kissing everyone on both cheeks.”

“You're too trusting,” Zoe said.

“Not really. I loved his clothes — especially the hat. I
wanted to ask him where he bought everything, but you kept
interrupting. You were rude.”

“No I wasn't. He was being a creep.”

“He looked elegant. That whole Gothic look is very ‘Now’,
like I told you.”

“Was he a Goth?” Zoe asked. “He looked more like a
Zombie.”

“No, definitely not a zombie.” Kate hesitated — she didn't
like to say what he might be. “Anyway, what do you think of
the room?”

Zoe shrugged. “Not much. Why is there only one bed?”

“Because 1 originally booked for myself. I didn’t think
youwd mind.”

“There's not much I can do, especially as you're paying! At
least it's a double. Bagsy I get the side near the radiator.”

Zoe sat on the bed gingerly and tried the mattress. “ It
teels hard. Not much bounce. I wonder how many thousands
of people have slept in this bed?”

Kate opened her case and took out her own special pillow
and a nightdress.

“Best not think about it. Anyway, a recent survey showed
that the most expensive hotels are the grimiest.”

Zoe scoffed. “I wish I'd stayed home in my own comfy
bed. Is it worth changing for dinner?”

“Probably not. I've a feeling we’ll have to go out for a
meal.”

“Why?”

“Because the restaurant here closes at ten and it’s past that
now. Why don't we have a walk round Paris and then an early



night...”

“It’s too late for that,” Zoe interrupted.

“Then tomorrow we can visit the Louvre and catch up
with the Mona Lisa.”

“I'm not bothered about seeing the original, and I don’t
want to go out in a storm.”

Kate looked out of the window.

“I think the storm’s finished. It's not even raining”
Looking up she fancied a shadow flitted across the moon.

They took the elevator downstairs. The concierge confirmed
that they were too late to dine at the hotel but that there were
plenty of wonderful restaurants open nearby.

Walking down the famous Champs—Elysées, Kate said,

“Isn’t this wonderful. You get on a train and a few hours
later you're in an exciting new capital city.”

“I prefer London,” Zoe declared. “And I can’t be doing
with all these cobblestones.”

But even Zoe was impressed with the brightly lit shop
windows and department stores. They jumped over puddles
and huddled inside their jackets, trying to avoid the spray from
the traffic on the main thoroughfare.

“Wow! Look at this, Kate,” Zoe said, stopping outside a
large window of a department store.

Kate looked. She saw a tableau of mannequins dressed as
witches. They were grouped around a metal cauldron which
was balanced upon a papier-maché fire. Kate studied their
green faces, tall pointed hats, wispy grey hair and grotesque
faces. A stuffed black cat with bright yellow eyes and an
arched, bristly back stood next to the witches. To the left of
him were two ghouls, and at the very end, stood a figure in a
dark cloak. He had long hair which framed a pale angular face.



His eyes were hidden behind dark glasses. The cloak was tied
back with wire so that his ornately embroidered suit was
revealed.

“Amazing!” Kate said. “I told you this Gothic fashion was
all the rage over here. Remind me to come back tomorrow.”

“Not likely,” Zoe said. “That creep must shop here. The
mannequin on the end is his doppelginger.”

Kate rummaged through her bag for her phone and typed
the name of the store. Then, stepping back, she snapped a
photo or two.

When she closed the camera app she glanced back at the
shop window but the figure in the cloak had disappeared. Kate
telt a sharp pang of fear stab at her heart.

With fingers that trembled, Kate scrolled through the
photos stored on her phone. The witches and ghouls were
there, but there was no sign of the Gothic man in the cloak.

Kate glanced at Zoe. Perhaps she hadn't noticed. She
decided not to worry her, especially since she'd been so
nervous on the train coming over. Zoe still suffered from
PTSD, and Kate didn't want to risk making it worse.

They found a little all-night café on the Rue de Blanche. It was
chic with neat little tables and black and red tablecloths. The
food was Nouveau Cuisine, which meant you didn't get much
for your money. Kate had a mushroom omelette while Zoe
had hers plain with a side salad.

The place had been crowded when they arrived, but was
emptying out now. In the corner, Kate espiesd a lone figure
sitting at a table. He wore dark glasses and a cloak. In his hand
he held a glass filled with a red liquid. He smiled at Kate
through yellow teeth smudged with red, and waved a white
gloved hand at her.



“I think we should leave now,” Kate said, praying that Zoe
would not look round and see the Goth. Maybe Zoe had been
right after all and he was some sort of a creep, intent on
stalking them. It was too much of a coincidence that he kept
turning up wherever they went.

“I'll pay,” Zoe said. “I'm beginning to enjoy myself. I think
you're right— we have to face our demons head on.”

Kate thought that Zoe had never said a truer word.

Somehow, despite consulting the sat-nav on Kate’s phone,
they managed to lose their way during the walk back to the
hotel.

“How did we get lost? It was only a couple of turnings
from the Champs-Elysées,” Zoe said as they found themselves
in a dark alleyway filled with rubbish bins.

“Excuse me, mademoiselles. Are you lost? Perhaps I can be
of assistance.”

Their exit had been blocked by the Gothic man in the
cloak and boots, who now stood before them. He had
removed his hat and glasses, and his eyes glowed like red
rubies.

“Yes, please,” Kate said, noticing how his pointed teeth
gleamed in the moonlight and that he held something in his
hands.

“No, we’re fine...” Zoe began, just as the metal bar
crashed into her skull and sent her flying. She landed in a heap
on the cobblestones.

Kate opened her mouth to scream, but before she could
do so, the monster had grabbed her by the throat. Kate felt
her airways constricting,

“Please don't,” she begged silently, while the monster
emitted a wail so high pitched that only a bat would hear it.



His lips attached themselves to Kate’s throat and he forced
her to the ground.

“Oh please,” Kate cried silently as his fangs ripped at her
throat. “I just need to know where you buy your wonderful
clothes. I mean, are they even French?”

Somewhere in the back of her mind she had a hunch that
he might have bought them in Transylvania...
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chapter two
Keith Blount

ZOE STRUGGLED BACK TO consciousness like some prehistoric
creature clawing its way to the surface after millions of years
fossilised in sedimentary rock. Even conscious, an epoch
seemed to pass before she knew who she was, before she was
more than raw animal awareness.

She lay still, her eyes closed, letting sensation and memory
gather like ants around a fallen apple. Bodily awareness came
tirst: a stiffness so deep it felt as though every muscle had
tensed and turned to stone. She tried to concentrate on
relaxing her limbs. It’s this hotel bed, she thought; it’s too hard.
And Kate must have turned up the air conditioning again: she
was freezing.

Kate.

The memory of the attack came like an electric shock, and
she jerked upright - or as upright as possible. Her nose met a
solid metal ceiling with a sickening crunch, and a searing pain
surged through her skull, soon followed by the rusty taste of
blood pouring over her lips.

This was the first inkling she had that she was trapped
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inside a box.

She opened her eyes to find only perfect darkness. Her
heart became a hammer drill. She tried to reach out but her
arms were restricted by something.

And that was how she found out that she was not only
trapped inside a box, but also sealed inside a bag;

The word “panic” comes from the old god Pan, whose
booming voice was said to be so terrifying that it could make
his opponents lose all reason and take flight. It was as though
his awful voice was booming in Zoe’s ears now, making her
head throb and drowning out all thought, as she gasped for
breath and wriggled, and screamed, flung herself in all
directions, and screamed and screamed, liquid terror coursing
through her spine.

By the time she stopped to catch her breath, her struggle
had revealed to her the dimensions of her prison: the
dimensions of a coffin, metal walls in all directions.

I've been buried alive. The thought was like swallowing
something large and sharp. But her confines were metallic -
who got buried in a steel coffin?

I dead, she thought. This is death. This is what death feels like.
But even as she thought it, she knew it wasn’t true: you can’t be
dead. Being and death are opposites. Whatever she was being -
terrified, cold, trapped - it wasn’t dead. She was in the world,
and her only hope was that someone would let her out of her
prison.

Her nose now feeling like a smashed aubergine, she took
several deep breaths in a vain attempt at calming herself and
tried to work out what to do. If she didn’t get out soon, she
really would be dead. She’d starve. Or freeze.

Shuffling her small body lengthways until she could feel
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the metal wall at her feet, she began to kick and shout for help,
the reverberations of the metal reassuringly loud. Her entire
world became reduced to kicking and shouting and hoping.

She froze. Somewhere beyond her feet, she thought she had
heard a voice, but was terrified she’d only imagined it. She
tried to slow her ragged breathing so that she could listen.
Nothing. She yelled again: “Hello? Help!” Now she could
definitely hear movement. There was a clunk. Then a sliding
sound, like a long drawer being pulled open. She felt herself
moving, sliding along with the sound. Above her, a woman’s
voice, urgent, said something in French.

It now occurred to Zoe that whoever was out there was
probably responsible for doing this to her. In an instinctive
effort to escape, she lurched sideways. The knowledge that she
was no longer in a box was at least some consolation for the
painful landing she made on hard floor after a short fall.

As she groaned, she heard the woman moving above her,
muttering, and then the shushing of a zip. Harsh light made
Zoe flinch and shut her eyes tight. Opening them gradually,
gingerly, she found herself on a tiled floor in a room all sterile
whites and silvers. Crouching in front of her was the woman,
wearing a white lab coat, face mask and mob cap, her eyes a
mixture of concern and shock. Zoe’s first thought was that the
woman was some psychopath preparing to do something
terrible to her. But then she saw the rows and columns of
small steel doors set into the wall next to her. One was open, a
long drawer protruding from it - the drawer from which Zoe
had fallen.

The word morgue floated through her head, for some
reason in large red lettering,

Zoe shrugged herself out of the plastic bag - the words
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body bag chased after morgue - and, still unsure of this woman
crouching before her and cooing at her in French, scrambled
backwards on her hands and heels until she clattered into a
gurney behind her.

Without taking her eyes off the woman - doctor? morgue
worker? - Zoe reached up behind her and used the gurney to
pull herself to her feet. She saw the woman’s eyes widen with
concern before feeling the pain herself. She turned to the
gurney to find its source - a scalpel resting there had lodged
itselt deep into the palm of her hand, splitting the soft flesh
like a boiled tomato.

But the scalpel didn’t matter. She pulled it out without even
noticing the blood that dripped from her hand onto the cool
white tiles of the floor. The pain span off into some foggy
corner of her brain.

The reason her lacerated hand seemed insignificant lay in
what she had seen on the gurney.

What she had seen on the gurney was the naked body of a
young woman. Huge strips of flesh were missing from the
body. Half of the face was swollen purple. A broken rib stuck
out like a new tooth. A section of intestine poked through like
a glistening bald caterpillar.

The bruising and mutilation didn’t make the young woman
unrecognisable, though. Zoe recognised the her. The young
woman was Kate.

Zoe staggered, her knees suddenly weak. Someone had cried
out - an odd, strangled sort of yelp - and she supposed, by
process of elimination, that it must have been her, though it
seemed so distant. She doubled up and vomited a thin gruel of
bile. The woman stepped forward as though to help her, but

she seemed in two minds about it. Zoe saw why: she was still
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holding the scalpel that she’d pulled from her hand. Instead of
dropping it, she held it out in front of her defensively. She
couldn’t think straight; she had some strange notion that the
woman wanted to cut her open. Perhaps that was what the
woman had been telling her in French: “The paperwork’s
done. The death certificate all filled out. You’re officially dead,
so I have to do an autopsy. More than my job’ worth not to.
Just lie down. Don’t make a fuss. There’s a good girl.” Zoe
laughed manically at this idea.

The woman, confronted with a back-from-the-dead patient
wielding a scalpel and laughing manically, wisely calculated that
more help was needed, and edged fearfully around the room
to the door, only breaking into a run once she had the door
open.

Zoe leaned against a wall for support and let herself slide
to the floor, taking pleasure in the streak of blood her hand
made on the white wall. There was something hypnotic about
the blood, the red of it. She found it beautiful.

Across the room, a computer idled, its screensaver showing
the name of the hospital: Hopital Hote/-Dien. Didn’t that mean
the God Hotel? It seemed apt. It confirmed she was in a
hospital and not anywhere more sinister at least. In a mworgue in
hospital, but still...

They thought 1 was dead.

Why would they think that?

She thought of the strips of flesh missing from Kate’s
body and remembered: that insane man. His frenzied attack.
So strong that even the two of them couldn’t fight him off.
And those jagged teeth, tearing at her neck...

She touched her throat now, felt all around it with her
tingertips, but there was no wound, nothing at all. How was
that possible? She remembered vividly the sensation, the
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intensity and purity of the pain, of his teeth sinking deep into
her neck, the hot gushing blood. She pulled up her T-shirt,
which was covered in that very blood, now dried, but there
wasn’t a mark on her body. In fact, underneath the numbness,
the shock and the fear and the grief, she felt surprisingly -
good.

There was something else beneath the numbness and
shock too: some bright new instinct that she’d never felt
before. It was nagging at her to do one thing: escape. The
rational thing, she thought, the sensible thing, would be to wait
for the woman to come back with help. They would tell her
what had happened, put her in a hospital bed. She would tell
the police about the attack.

But she didn’t need to stay in hospital. As the tremors of
fear and shock began to ebb, as she began to thaw, as her
limbs lost their stiffness, she was becoming aware of a new
sense of strength. She wasn’t only uninjured: she felt fitter
than ever. Was that just an effect of the shock? No, she didn’t
need help, and it was too late for anyone to help Kate.
Wherever this new instinct had sprung from, it was insistent
that she should leave, telling her that it would be better to
avoid questions and examinations.

She stood up and let herself out of the room. Outside, the
corridor was bright with strip lights but empty. The woman
had turned left on her exit so Zoe turned right, winding her
way through a maze of corridors and up two flights of stairs
until she found a fire exit.

It was night. Her breath condensed in the air. Doctors
moved with purpose between the buildings. A patient with a
drip on a trolley sat on a bench nearby, smoking. No one gave
her a second look - she was just another blood-soaked patient.

Checking her purse was still in her jeans pocket, she set off
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to find a taxi.

Back in her room - her and Kates room - at the Radisson Blu 1.e
Metropolitan, Zoe sat at the end of their double bed, head in
hands, waiting for her mind to clear, for the parade of images
to dissipate - razor teeth, Kate’s flayed body, a streak of blood
on a white wall, the dark horror of being on the wrong side of
a body bag. She felt the deep body exhaustion of someone
who had been crying for a long time.

One of Kate’s bracelets lay on the bedside cabinet, large,
silver and Celtic. Feeling a fresh wave of grief, Zoe reached for
it, but it was the strangest thing: its very touch burned her
tingers as though it had only just been taken from the forge.
She dropped it and recoiled. Thinking that it was just the cut
from the scalpel, she examined her hand, but that was strange
too: the cut was gone. She spat on her palm and rubbed away
the dried blood, but there wasn’t even a mark. Next she ran
her fingers over her nose, which she must surely have broken,
but it felt fine.

She went to the bathroom to check. The mirror was above
the sink, but she avoided it at first, scared of what awaited her
there - her nose fe/t fine but it must surely be a mess. She ran
the hot tap and splashed water over her face, ran wet fingers
through her hair. Bracing herself, cringing, she looked at
herself in the mirror.

Except there was no self in the mirror. Zoe’s brain
stuttered and froze at the impossibility of it, like a computer
trying to divide by zero, but there really was something wrong
with the mirror: she wasn’t in it. Her rising panic was quelled a
little when she realised that someone must have replaced the
mirror with a window that looked onto a bathroom identical
to hers, but reversed. And with mirror writing on all the
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bathroom product labels.

The panic returned. The mirror was on an outer wall; there
was no room behind it. She looked away, counted to ten and
looked back into the mirror. There was the glass shower
partition and the shower behind it. There was the shampoo
and soap on a shelf. There were the towels. Only the one thing
was missing from the image.

Almost frantic now, Zoe turned, ran to the shower and
turned it on, again returning to the mirror. Now the mirror
showed the running water of the shower.

The mirror was doing everything that youd expect a
mirror to do. Everything, except that it wasn’t reflecting Zoe.

Zoe stepped into the shower fully clothed, curled up into a
foetal ball, and stayed there until long after the steam had
wiped all reflection from the mirror.

Freshly clothed and smelling of soap, Zoe surveyed the hotel
room. She felt numb, unable to process whatever it was that
was happening to her. On stepping out of the shower, she had
wiped the mirror, expecting to find herself there, to find that
it had been a hallucination, a product of what she had been
through - but still the mirror was obstinate in its refusal to
reflect her.

Perhaps she really was dead, she thought. Perhaps she was
a ghost floating through the world that nobody could see. But
then she remembered that the woman in the morgue had seen
her, and so had the taxi driver. She’d think about it later.

For now;, all she wanted was to get out of there. It was still
dark outside, but that new instinct was telling her that darkness
was exactly what she needed. Something else to think about
later. Retrieving the cash and credit cards that she and Kate
had stashed under the mattress, Zoe left the hotel with no real
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idea of where she was going, and even less an idea of what
she had become.
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chapter three
Ian Philpot

BLURRY. EVERYTHING WAS BLURRY.

It wasn’t just Craig’s vision, which would have made sense
because he had wondered if he put his contacts in the wrong
eyes that morning. It was a sudden and complete
disappearance of sensation and thought. The delineations of
particles and opinion, of self and matter were of no
consequence. The world was formless and empty. This void is
all that is or was or ever will be. Craig was lost to everything.

But there was a noise coming from somewhere. It was
annoying, and it pulled at Craig. The high-pitched whistle was
urgent, but it wasn’t an emergency. His hearing was back, but it
felt distant. He could start to see shapes in the blurriness.
There was light. There were colors and shadows.

Where am 1?7 he thought. Craig turned his head, and he
recognized the table, the couch, the kitchen. This is my
apartment, but what time is it? He walked into the kitchen and
blinked hard as he looked at the digital display on the
microwave. 5:12. He looked to the window. It was the
afternoon.
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The whistle got suddenly louder, and he turned to see a pot
of tea steaming. He reached to take the kettle off the heat, but
there was something in his hand—his phone. It showed that
he was on a call. He raised the receiver to his ear and said,
“Hello?”

“Monsieur? Are you zere?” the accented female voice
asked.

“Yes,” said Craig with a crack in his voice. He cleared his
throat and said, “Excuse me. Yes. Yes, I’'m here.”

“Are you all right?” the woman asked.

“I—,” Craig started, but there was a sudden, cool sensation
and a slight itch on Craig’s cheek. He wiped it with his hand
and felt something. He pulled it away from his face and saw
teams. I’z crying, he realized. “I—I don’t know.”

“I’'m very zorry for your loss,” said the woman, “but...”

She continued talking, but Craig wasn’t listening. He was
remembering what had happened just moments before
everything got blurry. It was like recollecting something that
was distant in his mind, and the memory hit him along with
the emotions. The woman on the phone was French. She said
she was with the police prefecture in Paris. She had told him
that his sister, Zoe, was dead.

Craig took a deep breath and sniffed his runny nose.
“Excuse me a moment,” he said, his voice cracking again. He
put his phone down on the kitchen counter and wiped his
hands against his eyes. He took another deep breath and
straightened his posture. Nof now, he thought. Focus. He turned
off the heat under the teapot and flipped the cover over the
spout to stop the noise. He turned on the faucet at the kitchen
speak and ran some cold water. He put his hand in the stream
to sense the temperature, and he ran his thumb across the tips
of his other fingers as the water cascaded over them. It was
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smooth and comforting. When it was cool enough, he leaned
over the sink and splashed the water on his face. He grabbed a
kitchen town and padded his face. He pulled open a kitchen
drawer and rooted around for a pen and notepad.

“Okay,” he said picking up his phone, “what do I need to
do?”

Craig stood at the gate counter in Heathrow Airport as the
agent typed into his computer. Craig pulled the piece of
notepad paper from his pocket and looked at his notes.

Zoe and Kate dead

Won't share details over phone

Need 1o identify bodies and get belongings

Hop on flight — tonight or tomorrow — go to morgue

If tonight, ask for Claire Lanrent

“Mr. Evansr” said the gate agent. “I’ve been able to place
you on this flight, and I’'m sorry for your loss. If you just have
a seat, we’ll begin boarding in just a few minutes.”

Craig opted to stop by the bathroom instead of sitting, and
thought about the earnest sentiment of the gate agent. Sure,
he said he was sorry for Craig’s loss, but it was spoken like it
was part of his script—a courteous but insincere routine that
someone in that line of work has to say from time to time
without any real meaning behind the words.

Craig splashed cold water on his face in the bathroom. It
helped to stifle his growing numbness and his frustration with
the gate agent. He looked in the mirror as he grabbed some
paper towels to wipe off the water dripping down his face. He
caught eye contact with his reflection, and he realized he was
the last of his family. This pudgy face with a big nose and
thinning hair was the best the Evans family had left in the
world because it was all that was left. He was solely

responsible for the legacy of his family, the last of his kind.
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“Now boarding Group 4,” Craig heard from a speaker over
his head as he stepped out of the bathroom.

He walked into the queue and considered the simple things
he knew about his parents. He had plenty of memories of
them and felt a connection to them, but they had died in a car
crash so many years ago that he didn’t feel the same grief and
sadness that he felt for his sister. She had so much going for
her, so much potential. She was destined for great things.

“Wondering how you’ll ever get through this?” asked an
accented voice behind him. Craig silently turned and saw a
woman behind him. She was about his age, and her accent was
American. “It will take longer for us to get on board that we’ll
be in the air.”’

“Yeah,” mumbled Craig,

“Once the plane gets to cruising altitude, we’ll start our
decent,” she said with a smile. She was short and blonde and
incredibly friendly for a stranger. But she was American and
had no idea what had happened to him, so he didn’t fault her
for her intrusion.

“Yeah,” Craig said with a stronger voice this time. He
reached into his pocket for his boarding pass and he felt the
notepad paper.

“Are you going to do anything fun?” she asked. She
seemed so kind that Craig didn’t want to tell her the truth. But,
at the same time, he couldn’t think of a good lie.

“No,” he simply said. “Are you?”

She made a face that showed she was interested in why he
gave the answer he did. “Me neither,” she replied coyly. “It’s
my first time, so 'm doing boring things like visiting the Eiffel
Tower, the Louvre, Musee d’Orsay... Definitely not fun
things. This trip is all serious. I’'ve made myself a rule that I'm
not allowed to smile once we land.”
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“That sounds like a strange rule.”

“I’'m an American,” she said. “I don’t want to stand out. Is
there anything the natives loathe more than an American in
Paris?”

“Do you speak any French?” he asked.

“I know a little from studying in high school,” she said. “I
think it’s enough to get me by.”

“I'm glad I caught you then,” he said. “Whatever you do,
don’t speak French to French people. They really don’t like
that. They all know English, so there’s really no need to try to
get by on what you learned in school.”

“Excuse me, sir?” said a voice from another direction. It
was the gate agent. Craig had made it to the front of the line,
and it was his turn to scan his boarding pass.

“Sorry,” Craig said as he realized he was holding up the
line. He proceeded forward, leaving the nice, blonde woman
behind him as he walked into the gangway. Being alone in a
narrow walkway reminded him of his current situation. The
sadness returned and so did the numbness.

Craig found his seat and saw the blonde woman pass his
seat.

“Have a good flight,” she said with a warm smile.

“Thanks,” Craig mumbled. He thought to say, “You too,”
but she was already too far away.

There was a buzz in Craig’s pocket, and he pulled out his
phone. There was a text message. He hunched over his phone
as he read the screen.

From Jane Peterson: “Hey! Just finished with a client
dinner. Still want me to drop by?”

Craig let the weight of his torso pull him forward until his
head hit the seat in front of him. He felt the seat’s occupant
shift, and he immediately apologized. “So sorry.”” He sat back
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and began typing a reply.

“I’'m not at the flat. Got a call from Paris Police. Something
happened and Zoe...”

He froze and considered all of the different ways to end
the message. “Passed away?” “Is gone?” “Is no longer with
us?” After a minute of overthinking it, he typed “.is dead,”
and hit send. Moments later, his phone rang, It was Jane. Craig
sighed and answered it.

“Hi”

“Craig, I'm so so sorry,” she said. “What happened?”

“I...,” he started, but he struggled to find the words. He
hadn’t received details from the police. The tears began to well
in his eyes, and he knew he would begin sobbing if he had to
keep talking.

“Ladies and gentleman,” started the voice of a flight
attendant over the plane’s PA system, “at this time I would like
to ask that you turn off and stow all large electronic devices
and put your phones into airplane mode.”

“I need to go,” Craig said with a sniffle.

“Are you on a plane?” Jane asked surprised.

“Yes,” he said. “They asked me to identify her and collect
her things, so I went to Heathrow and got on a plane.”

“Craig—"

“I need to go,” he said cutting her off. “The plane is taking
oft.”’

“You should have told me. I could have—"

“I need to go,” he said again. “I’ll call you when I land.”

“Okay,” she said. “I love you. Bye.”

“Bye.”

Craig opened his phone’s settings to put the phone into
airplane mode. Before he could tap the button, a new message
came from Jane—it was a heart emoji.
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Craig spent the flight thinking about all of the
responsibilities he now had. He had to figure out how to get
Zoe’s body back to London and make her final arrangements.
But then there was a flood of other things—he would have to
talk to her landlord, her boss, her credit card companies. He
would have to tell each of them the same story over and over
and over. Then he realized that maybe he wouldn’t have to tell
her boss since her coworker Kate had died too. Maybe her
family would tell their employer, so they would be expecting
his call and he wouldn’t have to go over the details again.

He remembered when he and Zoe had gotten together at
his apartment shortly after she started the job.

“Promise not to laugh,” she said to him with her eyes wide.

“Promise,” he said with a smile.

“No,” she said as she hit him on the arm. “You really need
to promise me that you won’t laugh.”

“I promise,” he said. “Wait, you’re not going to be a
graphic designer for an underground brothel, are you?r”

Zoe sighed. “You’re not far oft.”

Craig laughed. “Can you a