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  HE WOKE IN THE sky, descending.




  In the first moments of return he forgot where he was and startled to see the pale floor of cloud below. He was not himself. His head propped to one side and his neck aching, briefly he watched

  the sky as though it was a screen awaiting a film. The density of cloud, the sense of it being packed and firm, was unsettling.




  Across his chest his arms were folded like wings, rested or redundant. It was cold. In low light about him others, sleeping with mouths agape, appeared posed as in a tableau, a shut-eyed

  sky-choir singing on mute as they plunged through cloud.




  There had been an apology for the extreme coolness of the air, but he had missed it. He fingered the ache in his neck, astonished at the chill. In the dim light the backs of his hands were

  rivered a pale blue.




  From behind a hostess arrived. A tall woman with blonde hair curled on top of her head, she wore the unreal expression an amateur draws on a first portrait. Her eyebrows were pencilled, her eyes

  green things you could not imagine capable of sight and there was not a single crease in the skin of her face.




  ‘Sir?’




  ‘Aren’t we nearly there?’




  ‘Very soon now, sir. Blanket?’




  ‘No, thank you. I think I’ll just get the heart pumping.’




  In the hostess’s eyes there was the mildest incomprehension.




  ‘The heart. Blood. I’ll walk up and down, I think.’




  ‘You don’t wish the blanket?’




  ‘No. Thank you.’




  ‘We will have fasten seatbelts soon.’ Coolly she viewed him, then walked away.




  Raphael Newell stretched his arms before him. It was, he thought, as though he had dreamt himself frozen. The dream had been so well done that he felt like an iceman. The plane steadying, the

  seatbelt sign still off, he stood at the head of the long cabin and looked down toward the rear. The seats were mostly empty. The passengers – businessmen and women, some tourists –

  preferred to sit singly in their own rows, or one took the aisle seat and the other the window, like pieces at the start of a game. As Ray moved through them toward the far galley, he paid little

  attention. He concentrated on the aches in his ankles and in not stumbling, but later he would recall a grey-suited Japanese dreaming with hands clasped between his knees, a pretty raven-haired

  woman in beige turtleneck, lipsticked mouth open as if for a kiss. There was a bald man in his late sixties with big black-framed glasses scowling in sleep, and mumbling something in German or

  Dutch that was perhaps a woman’s name.




  At the end of the aisle a bearded young man in a black wool jumper and hiking boots was blowing into his hands. He appeared prepared to arrive in the middle of rough terrain. To Ray he made what

  he must have considered the International Sign for Cold, arms crossed and his hands making a small slow up-and-down flapping.




  ‘Very cold,’ said Ray, stupidly.




  The air was so intensely air-conditioned their breaths appeared before them.




  ‘Ya.’




  Ray tramped his feet and turned his head over one shoulder and then back over the other, stretching as it instructs in the Safety Guidelines for International Travellers.




  ‘Any colder we die here,’ said the hiker, ‘plane of dead people arrive.’ He blew in his hands, and stooped down to look out the window, which still revealed only cloud

  below. ‘First time for you in Norway?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘You are a skier?’




  ‘No, I’m not. Actually I’m just . . . visiting,’ Ray said, because you don’t tell another man you are flying to Oslo for love.




  But above the dark beard the hiker’s eyes glittered. ‘Me too,’ he said. ‘Her name is Olga.’




  There was no time for Ray’s surprise. The seatbelt light came on and the hostess came sweeping down the aisle toward them, disapprovingly, as though they were pieces of litter previously

  attended to but somehow fallen onto the ground again.




  ‘You must return, sirs,’ she said sternly.




  ‘Just stretching. Get the blood going, it’s very cold.’




  ‘You must return and sit down. We are there.’




  ‘There? Are we? I didn’t hear the announcement.’




  With a series of flickerings, the lights came on and heads stirred. Returned to his seat, Ray watched compulsively the descent through cloud. It seemed a dense damp cloth, a thick substantial

  hemming between heaven and earth, not at all the thin wispy thing sentimentalists imagined. Minute after minute passed and still there was no end to it. It was blind and grey and relentless, and it

  occurred to Raphael Newell then what it would be like to be trapped within a cloud, to have no earth or sky appear, but always to be plunging desperately on in vain. The thought bloomed like black

  ink blotted. What if they were lost inside it? He touched his tongue to his lips; he held his hands. It was absurd. Of course they weren’t, get a grip on yourself, Ray. Yet there was only the

  thick unforgiving cloud. Any moment now they would come out of it, and be returned to the world. Only they weren’t. The descent and the cloud both endured. Ray turned from it and shut his

  eyes to think of the face of Helena Lund. But fear and falling robbed him of concentration.




  Droplets of moisture appeared on the window travelling horizontally, the world falling sideways. What if out of the cloud at last there loomed a mountain? He wanted to cry out. Ray

  wanted to shout that things couldn’t end like this, that he was living now for love, and had abandoned all else. He wanted to call out to God from the place He had hidden through all of

  Raphael Newell’s life and say, not now, You cannot kill me now, You can’t.




  He wanted to shout, but he didn’t. He stared out the window and moved both hands through his dark hair. He pulled the shirt collar wider.




  It’s like bloody gauze, he thought. There was a huge gauze curtain from floor to ceiling and he had run into it and from his thrashing to be free it had fallen on top of him, releasing

  spiders of fear. His panic found this image and made it vivid. Why were they not emerging from cloud? How deep could it be? He leaned toward the aisle to see if the hostess was alarmed. Strapped in

  her pull-down seat she stared ahead with perfect blankness. Other passengers too were anxious now. The whole plane had come alive.




  Ray unsnapped his seatbelt to stand as though to shake off spiders, as though there might be air just above, for one insane moment thinking he might put his mouth against the air-vent and suck

  until the sky became blue.




  ‘Sit down, sir. Sit down now!’




  ‘I cannot breathe.’




  ‘Sit. You must sit! We are there.’




  ‘We are nowhere,’ he said, ‘look!’ And as he was pointing to the window the cloud like a curtain was pulled and suddenly revealed were vast dense forests of snow-powdered

  pine, and beyond them, in the approaching evening, the lights of Oslo.
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