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CHAPTER ONE

Platform Nine

ZURICH HB - 21:38

ARA LENZ REACHES platform nine with two minutes to spare
and her coat buttoned wrong, which is how she arrives
everywhere after a long day of other people’s words.

Eight hours in a glass booth above a conference room. Trade
ministers, a pipeline, three delegations who did not trust their
own interpreters and so had hired her to sit beside them and
turn their German into French and their French into German
without letting a single thing she heard leave a mark on her face.
She is good at that. It is most of the job.

The night train is long and dark blue and ticks quietly in the
cold, like something that has been running and has only just
stopped. Her carriage is near the front. Sleeper, compartment
fourteen, lower berth. Vienna by half past six. She has booked it
for the same reason she always books it: nobody can call you into
a meeting on a train.

The corridor is narrow and smells of coffee and wet wool. She
is turning sideways to let a family pass when a man comes the
other way, fast, head down, a grey scarf pulled up to his chin. His
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shoulder hits hers. Her bag swings off her arm and lands on the
floor between them, spilling a scarf, a folder, a lipstick, her
phone.

“Entschuldigung,” he says, already crouching. His hands are
quick. He scoops everything up and presses it back into her
arms, folder, scarf, phone, and he is gone down the corridor
before she has finished saying it is fine.

She notices only two things about him, and she will think
about both of them for the rest of the night. He is not wearing
gloves, though his hands are red with cold. And he does not get
off the train.

BUCHS - 23:02

THE PHONE BUZZES AS the train slows for the border.

Mara is lying on the lower berth with her shoes off and the
blind half down, watching the lights of a petrol station slide past.
She reaches for the phone without looking, the way you do,
thumb already on the screen.

The lock screen is wrong.

It takes her a moment to understand why. Her own phone
shows a photograph of the lake at Neuchatel, taken the summer
she stopped smoking. This one shows nothing. Plain black. Same
model, same grey case, same small crack in the corner of the
glass, which is the detail that makes her sit up, because the crack
on her own phone came from a pavement in Brussels and she
would have sworn it was hers alone.

There is a message on the screen. No name, only a number
with an Austrian code.

Sie hat das Telefon.

She has the phone.

Mara reads it three times. Her job has trained her to hear the
shape of a sentence before its meaning, and this one has a shape
she does not like: short, flat, a report rather than a question.
Someone is telling someone else that a thing has happened.
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The train jolts and begins to move again. Outside, the petrol
station gives way to fields and then to nothing.

She goes through the bag. Folder, scarf, lipstick, purse. No
second phone. She checks the floor, the berth, the pockets of her
coat. Her own phone is not here. It is somewhere on this train, in
the pocket of a man with cold red hands, and he has this one
instead, or rather he has given this one to her.

Not dropped. Given.

THE CONDUCTOR IS A tired Austrian woman in her fifties with
reading glasses on a chain. Mara finds her in the little office at
the end of the carriage, filling in a form.

“A man,” Mara says. “Grey scarf, dark coat, no gloves. About
my height. He boarded in Zurich. I think we have each other’s
phones.”

The conductor looks at her over the glasses, then down at the
passenger list. She runs a pen along it slowly, carriage by
carriage.

“Every berth in this carriage is a couple, a family, or a woman
travelling alone,” she says. “There is no man on his own.” She
taps the list. “Except you are travelling alone, in fourteen. Is that
right?”

“Yes.”

“Then perhaps he is in another carriage.” She says it kindly,
the way you speak to someone who has had a long day. “Leave
me your name. If someone hands in a phone, I will find you.”

Mara gives her name. Walking back along the corridor, she
becomes aware that she is counting the compartment doors as
she passes them, the way she counts exits on a plane. Ten.
Eleven. Twelve. Thirteen.

Fourteen is open a hand’s width. She is sure she closed it.

FELDKIRCH - 23:41
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NOTHING IN THE compartment has been touched. She checks twice.
Bag on the berth, shoes on the floor, coat on its hook. The blind is
exactly where she left it.

She sits down on the berth with the wrong phone in both
hands and tells herself the obvious things. That the door has a
bad catch. That a man in a hurry grabbed the wrong phone and
has not noticed yet. That a text in German from an unknown
number is not, in itself, a threat.

The phone buzzes again.

This time it is a photograph. It takes a second to load, the
image filling in from the top in grey bands. A train corridor, at
night, taken low, from the level of someone’s hip. A row of
compartment doors. One of them is open a hand’s width. The
number on it is fourteen.

Under the photograph, a second message arrives.

Zwolf Minuten nach Linz.

Twelve minutes after Linz.

Mara looks at the time. Nineteen minutes to midnight. The
train will reach Linz a little before five. That leaves five hours. It
leaves five hours on a train she cannot get off, with a phone she
did not ask for, in a compartment that someone has already been
inside.

She has spent twenty years turning other people’s sentences
into something safe. She has never once been the person the
sentence was about.

Very carefully, the way she would handle a document she had
not been cleared to read, Mara turns the phone over, puts it face
down on the berth beside her, and gets up to lock the door.

The lock is already broken.



