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*"Paris doesn't promise love. It dares you to risk it."*

—-
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## Introduction

This is a novel about two people who arrive at the same place at the same time and discover, slowly and against their better intentions, that the place is doing something to them.

Claire Donovan comes to Paris on a literary fellowship, carrying the weight of a second novel that failed to exist and a career she suspects is over. She does not come to Paris for romance. She comes because there is nowhere left to pretend.

Luc Moreau comes home from Syria as a man who has given everything to the work of bearing witness and arrived back in his own city unable to see it. He is in Paris because Paris is where he lives. He is not, for the first time in fifteen years, going anywhere.

Paris, in this novel, is not a backdrop. It is not the city of postcards and promises. It is alive and demanding and indifferent - a city that continues regardless of whether you are present in it. The question this novel asks is not whether two people will fall in love. The question is whether they will be present enough - in the city, in the work, in themselves - to let the falling happen.

The answer is in the looking.

—-
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# ACT I - COLLISION

*Sharp but playful. The city as contested ground.*

—-
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# Chapter One

The flight attendant said *bonne arrivée* to everyone and meant it for no one, and Claire Donovan stepped off the plane at Charles de Gaulle at six forty-two in the morning with a carry-on bag that had lost a wheel somewhere over the Atlantic and the distinct, unshakeable feeling that she had made a significant mistake.

This was familiar. She felt it every time she did something large. It was the tax on doing anything at all, and she had been paying it long enough to recognize the symptoms: the tight chest, the sudden inventory of everything that could go wrong, the quiet voice in the back of her mind that said *you could turn around*. She had never turned around. She had learned, over thirty-one years, that the feeling was not information. It was just weather.

The terminal was aggressive with light - the particular fluorescent assault of airports at hours when light has no business existing. It landed on everything flatly and without mercy, turning the faces of the other passengers a shade of grey that made all of them look vaguely unwell. She probably looked the same. She had slept for perhaps three hours on the plane, in the fitful, incomplete way of someone who did not sleep in public places but had tried because eight hours was a long time to be awake and thinking about everything she was going toward.

She followed the signs for *Bagages* and then for *Sortie* because the baggage, which included her second-best rolling suitcase and a box of books she had shipped two weeks earlier and hoped to God had arrived, would not be here. The books were already at the apartment - or they were supposed to be. The suitcase would come through the carousel eventually. She found the carousel and stood at it with her carry-on wedged between her feet, in a row of people who had all been awake too long and were staring at the empty belt with the vacant intensity of people waiting for something they had no power to speed up.

She checked her phone. A text from her agent, Pam, sent at midnight New York time: *bon voyage! so excited for you!* The exclamation points were Pam's native punctuation, used at all registers of emotion, which meant they conveyed nothing specific. Midnight in New York meant Pam had been awake, which meant Pam was anxious about something. Given that Pam's anxiety was usually about manuscripts and their fates, and given that Claire did not currently have a manuscript in motion that would warrant midnight anxiety, the anxiety was almost certainly about something having nothing to do with Claire. She did not respond. The belt started moving.

Her suitcase arrived, intact, which she took as a modest omen.

—-
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The RER B line into Paris: every other person on the train appeared to be a student, carrying far too much in the particular hopeful way of students who had packed for every eventuality and would spend their first month abroad discovering which eventualities were not the ones that arrived. Claire sat with her carry-on wedged between her knees and her suitcase in the overhead rack and watched Paris emerge from underground.

It was September, which in the brochures was supposed to mean something particular. Warm light, slow evenings, the city returning to itself after August when the French decamped collectively and left the capital to tourists. What it meant on the RER B line at seven in the morning was grey skies and a platform at Gare du Nord full of people who walked at the speed of people who had a Tuesday to get to and were already slightly behind.

She had been to Paris twice before, briefly, in transit: once at twenty-three en route to a book event in London that had been more intimidating than she'd expected, and once at twenty-eight with a man she had since separated from, a trip that had lasted four days and that she filed under the heading of *things that seemed romantic and then weren't*. Neither trip had given her the city. She had moved through it the way you moved through things you were passing through.

This was different. She was going to be here for a year, which was either too long or not long enough, she couldn't tell yet. She looked out the train window at the city materializing from underground, the backs of buildings, the October-approaching light, the specific quality of a French September morning, which was cooler than she'd expected and more serious, and she tried to feel what she was supposed to feel. The new beginning. The reinvention.

She felt tired. She felt her suitcase three seats away. She felt the particular blank quality of someone who has not yet arrived at the thing they are arriving at.

The automated French voice announced her stop. She collected herself and went.

—-
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The apartment was in the Marais, which the fellowship information packet had described as *vibrant and central*, which it was, in the way that being inside a working kitchen is vibrant and central. The street was narrow. The street was always going to be narrow - every street in this part of Paris was narrow, which she had known intellectually and had not fully understood until she was trying to navigate a suitcase with three wheels through a crowd of people who walked as though they had invented walking and were mildly offended by everyone else's interpretation. The wheels caught on the gaps between cobblestones repeatedly, each catch requiring a jerk of the wrist that was going to be a bruise by noon. She tucked the broken side under and dragged it at an angle, which worked better and made her look like someone moving a small rebellious child.

The rue des Rosiers was the address - she knew it as a historic street, the heart of the Jewish quarter, a place with a complicated past that had become a complicated present, the kind of street that had been many things and was still in the process of determining what it was next. The building was identified by a green door with a brass handle that had been polished so often it had gone slightly soft at the edges. The door required a code and then a physical key, a two-step process she had memorized from the email three times over, and which her hands, at seven forty-five in the morning after eight hours in economy, interpreted as a complex philosophical puzzle. The code: six digits. The key: specific direction, gentle, not forced. She got it on the third try, which felt like failing but was probably fine.

The entry hall was cool and smelled of old stone and something floral - not fresh flowers but the memory of them, the accumulated scent of generations of flowers that had been brought here and faded and been replaced and faded again, layered into the plaster. There was a bicycle locked to the stair railing with the proprietary ease of something that had been there long enough to stop being surprising. Above her: four flights of stairs. No elevator, which had been flagged in the packet under *Practical Notes* in a font size that suggested the committee was used to fielding complaints about it, and which she had read and filed under *concerns for later* and later had arrived at seven forty-five on the morning of September 12th.

She was on the third floor. She looked at the stairs.

She started climbing.

She was halfway up the second flight when the door to the first-floor apartment opened.

The woman was perhaps seventy-five, possibly eighty - it was difficult to say, because she had the quality of someone who had passed out of the age-range where age was the most interesting thing about her face. She was wearing a housedress of dark blue cotton and the kind of expression that had learned, over many decades, to withhold its first impressions until there was more data to work with. Her white hair was pinned with the precision of someone for whom precision was a habit of character rather than an effort. She looked up at Claire on the stairs with the frank, unhurried curiosity of someone who had been watching arrivals and departures from this building for long enough to have developed a taxonomy of them.

"Mademoiselle Donovan," she said. Not a question - she'd been expecting this, had probably heard the wheels on the cobblestones from inside.

"Oui." Claire shifted the bag on her shoulder, which was beginning to make its weight known. "Madame Renaud?"

"The previous tenant left the keys with me." She produced them from the pocket of the housedress - two keys on a plain ring, no fob, no label, no decorative anything. She held them out with the neutrality of someone completing a transaction. "He was a cellist. He practiced at unreasonable hours. You are a writer?"

"Yes."

Madame Renaud appeared to consider this. The consideration was brief and not reassuring. "Writers are quieter," she said, which Claire could not determine was a statement of fact or an instruction to be quieter. Perhaps both. "The boiler is on a timer. Hot water in the morning until nine, and again in the evening from six. If it makes a sound like a conversation between two people who dislike each other, there is a number on a card in the kitchen. Call it."

"Thank you."

"The code for the front door changes on the first of each month. I will leave the new code under your door the night before." She looked at Claire's suitcase - the broken-wheeled one, still angled from the street. Something in her expression acknowledged this without commenting on it. "The elevator has been broken since 2019."

"I noticed," Claire said.

Madame Renaud looked at her for one more moment with the unhurried assessment of someone who was in no danger of running out of time. Whatever conclusion she reached, she kept. "You will find everything in order," she said, and returned to her apartment and closed the door behind her, quietly, with the decisive gentleness of someone who had never once in her life slammed a door.

Claire stood on the landing. She looked at the closed door. Then she looked at the remaining stairs.

She went up.

—-
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The apartment was small in the way that French apartments are small: deliberately, almost architecturally, as if the rooms had been designed around the principle that a person needs less space than they think, and that the discipline of small spaces produces a particular quality of attention to what is kept in them. One main room that served as living room, kitchen, and study simultaneously, with the economy of a ship's cabin. A bedroom that fit the bed and a wardrobe and about four inches of movement between them. A bathroom that was private and entirely sufficient and no larger than those two qualities required. The ceiling was high - genuinely high, the old building's height - which saved the smallness from feeling like a confinement and turned it instead into something more like a vertical spaciousness.

The window in the main room faced the street, and it was the first thing she went to, not because she needed to but because it was there and because looking out a window is what a person does when they arrive somewhere new and haven't yet decided what to do with their hands. She stood at it and looked at the rue des Rosiers below: a man carrying bread with the unselfconscious ease of a man who bought bread every morning and intended to keep doing so; a woman on a phone walking fast, speaking in the clipped French of someone relaying information rather than having a conversation; a delivery cyclist threading between two parked cars with the casual confidence of someone who had made this specific calculation so many times that it had become automatic. Paris going about its Tuesday in September with complete indifference to her arrival.

She turned from the window and surveyed the room.

The fellowship had furnished it: a table positioned under the window to catch the light, a comfortable reading chair with a small lamp on a stand beside it, a sofa upholstered in faded sage green that had clearly been comfortable at some point and still made the effort. The kitchen was a galley, four feet wide, everything within reach if you turned around. Functional. Her box of books had been delivered to the corner near the desk - she saw the familiar shipping label and felt the specific relief of something that had crossed an ocean without incident.

She opened the box. The books were in approximately the order she'd packed them, which meant they had not been disturbed much in transit, which mattered because she had a system. She put them on the shelf above the desk: the research reading she'd been doing for the novel she'd planned, the two blank notebooks she hadn't yet opened, a copy of *Giovanni's Room* worn to softness that she'd carried since her junior year of college, a paperback she'd bought at Logan Airport and already read halfway through on the plane. And then, last, from the bottom of the box, a copy of her own book.

*The Glass Harbour*, by Claire Donovan. She had published it at twenty-six, in the year when she had believed, briefly and completely, that this was who she was: the kind of writer who mattered. The reviews had been the kind that felt like approval and functioned as a watch-list. Assured. Luminous. A promising debut. Each of those adjectives carried underneath it the same structure: *and the next one will tell us whether you were real or a fluke.*

She placed it on the shelf with its spine facing out. She needed it visible, not readable. She needed to remember that it existed.

She set up the desk with the careful attention of someone performing an action that had ritual significance: laptop, legal pad, pen, the small lamp she'd bought specifically because the fellowship information packet had noted the overhead lighting was inadequate and she'd learned through two previous attempts at working-from-home that writing under inadequate overhead lighting produced, in her, a specific and building resentment directed at the lighting and eventually at everything else. She plugged in the lamp. Tested it. Good. The pool of light it made on the desk was warm and sufficient.

She opened the laptop. She created a new document.

She had had a title for eighteen months: *Under the Paris Sky*. She had carried this title through the collapse of the previous novel, through the twelve rejections, through the three months between the last rejection and the fellowship letter. It had existed in a folder she'd called *Next* and had opened perhaps twice. She typed it now as the document title and it felt, for the first time, like something that might actually be attached to a novel rather than a hope.

She put the cursor in the first line.

She sat.

The street noise filtered up through the window she'd left open a crack: the specific acoustic texture of a Parisian street mid-morning, the French conversation that went past at the speed of a language that moved faster than English, a car somewhere, someone's music from an apartment she couldn't locate. The September light came in at the slant angle of a morning that had peaked and was beginning its long afternoon conversation with the buildings. It fell across the desk, across her hands, across the blank first line of the document.

She typed her name. *Claire Donovan.* Then the date, *September 12*. Then the city. She looked at the word *Paris*. She deleted it. She looked at the empty line. She typed *Paris* again.

She stared at the document for eleven minutes, which she knew because the clock in the corner of the screen had become impossible to stop seeing. The small numbers in the corner of a screen were one of the particular modern horrors of trying to write: the documentation of every minute that was not being used.

The second novel had occupied her for two years. It had begun as a story about a woman returning to her childhood home after her mother's death - a premise she'd thought was universal before she understood it was merely common, which was different. Then it had become a story about sisters and an inheritance. Then something more interior, more psychological, the plot loosened in favor of the emotional experience of a woman who was trying to understand something about herself. Then the editor she'd been working with, a good editor she'd trusted, had left the imprint mid-process and the manuscript had been handed to someone new who had a different vision of what it should be. She had tried to reconcile the visions. The manuscript had neither held together nor fallen apart cleanly; it had achieved the worst outcome, which was the middle state: competent, unalive.

Twelve publishers. Not all of them explained themselves, which was actually better, she had decided, than the ones who did. Pam had called on a Tuesday and used the particular register of voice she kept for bad news, the register that was warm and honest and that Claire had learned to recognize in the first syllable. Claire had said she understood. Then she had stood in her kitchen in Brooklyn for a while - not doing anything, not crying, just standing - and then she had sat on the floor, because the floor was where she'd gone when she was twelve and her father had told her her grandmother had died, and the body, it turned out, remembered its places for certain kinds of news.

The fellowship letter had come in December, three months after the last rejection. She had applied the previous year, before the manuscript went out, when she'd thought the novel would sell and the fellowship would be a pleasant addition to a working career. When the envelope arrived she had read it at the kitchen table, in the same chair she'd been sitting in when Pam had called, and she had understood that the timing was the universe's way of saying: *here is the door. You don't have to walk through it. But it's there.*

She had not come to Paris to find herself. She was thirty-one and she had no patience for that formulation, which she associated with a kind of literary tourism that treated other people's cities as backdrops for personal revelation. She had come because she could not write in Brooklyn, where every person she knew knew about the rejection and wore the knowledge carefully, either tiptoeing around it or referencing it with the particular clumsiness of people who wanted to be supportive and didn't know how. She had come because the fellowship paid her rent and a modest stipend and because Paris had no idea who she was or what she'd failed to do, and she needed, very badly, to be somewhere that had no idea.

She closed the laptop.

She stood at the window again. The man with the bread had been gone for twenty minutes. A different man was now locking a bicycle to a lamppost with the focused efficiency of someone who had lost bicycles before and had developed his own protocol. The morning had acquired the particular quality of a Tuesday in a city that was going about its Tuesdays without any special awareness of being observed. Paris, indifferent. Paris, rolling.

She pulled the legal pad toward her. Uncapped the pen. Wrote the date at the top of the first page, the city beneath it, and then underneath that:

*Start here.*

She looked at this for a moment.

She crossed it out.

She put the pen down. She lay down on the bed in her jacket, which she had not taken off since the airport, and she was asleep in four minutes.

—-
[image: ]


She woke at four in the afternoon to a room filled with orange light and a disorientation that took a full minute to resolve. It came back in layers: the jet lag first, then the ceiling that was not her ceiling, then the particular plaster texture of the wall near the window, cream-coloured, with a thin crack running diagonally from the top corner that she registered and filed. Then: Paris. The Marais. The fellowship. September 12th. She had arrived.

She washed her face at the bathroom sink, which had good water pressure, which she noted as something in the column of things going correctly. She changed out of the jacket she'd been wearing for eleven hours. She looked in the mirror briefly, which she did sometimes to remind herself that she was a physical person occupying a physical space, which could be easy to forget. She looked, as she'd expected, like someone who had not slept enough and had been in a different time zone until this morning. That was fine. That was accurate.

She went downstairs. The street received her without ceremony.

She walked for an hour in no particular direction, which was deliberately no particular direction - she had decided on the plane that the first week in Paris would be for receiving rather than directing, for letting the city come to her before she came to the city. This meant following the streets where they led and not consulting the map except when she was genuinely lost, which she defined as being unable to determine which direction the Seine was. She was not genuinely lost. She was merely in the process of learning.

The Marais in the late afternoon: the golden September light doing something specific to the limestone, which she had read about but which reading had not prepared her for. It was warmer than daylight, that light, and less forgiving, and it had the quality of a stage light that had been designed to show everything clearly. The buildings seemed to lean slightly into it. The ironwork of the balconies made intricate shadows on the stone beneath. She walked and looked and stored what she saw in the particular receptive space she had learned to hold open when she was in the pre-writing stage of something - not yet reaching for language, just receiving. The way you held a cup under water before you carried it anywhere.

The streets curved and opened and curved again. She found a small square she hadn't been looking for and sat on a bench for a few minutes and watched the square happen: pigeons, a child with a bicycle, two older women with the posture of people who had been sitting in this square since before the child was born and expected to be sitting in it long after. She walked on. The streets led her north, into the 10th, and she found herself on a bridge over water without having planned to find water. The Canal Saint-Martin, she read on a sign. She stood on the bridge and watched the light go out of the sky, which took twenty minutes and happened very gradually, the gold deepening to amber and then to the specific bruised orange of a Paris evening beginning, and then the artificial lights of the buildings on the canal coming up to meet it. She stood there until the light was gone.

When she got back to the apartment it was past six. The boiler made its six o'clock sound: pipes pressurizing, the building's plumbing finding its evening temperature, a sound that was exactly as Madame Renaud had described it - argumentative, two unhappy parties trying to come to terms. The radiator in the main room hissed and then settled into warmth.

She opened the laptop. The blank document was still blank, title visible at the top, cursor patient in the first line.

The lamp made a good pool of light on the desk.

She wrote one sentence. It was not the first sentence of the novel she had come here to write - not the careful, controlled novel she had spent eighteen months titling and planning and which had sat in the folder called *Next* like an obligation she was afraid to open. This sentence was from somewhere else. It was the first sentence of something she didn't have a name for yet, something that had apparently been forming in the back of her mind during the RER ride and the cobblestoned dragging and Madame Renaud's evaluation and the hour of walking through a city that had no interest in who she was, and it was closer to what she was afraid of and further from what she'd planned, and it scared her in the specific productive way that the right material had always scared her.

She looked at the sentence. She wrote a second one.

She kept writing until the radiator's warmth had filled the room and the street outside was dark and lit and moving with the evening's different kind of traffic, and the lamp was the main light now, and Claire Donovan was doing, for the first time in two years, the thing she had come to Paris to do. Not the thing she had planned to do - something harder, something truer, something that was using her fear as fuel rather than as a wall.

She did not stop to ask whether it was good. Good was a question for later, for the cold morning when the sentences had lost their heat and you could see them clearly. This was a different question, the one that came before: was she here? Was she in it? Was the door open?

The door, apparently, was open.

She kept writing.

—-
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# Chapter Two

The last rolls from Syria had been sitting in the flat file for three weeks.

Luc Moreau knew they were there because he'd put them there himself, in the order in which he'd shot them, labeled in his own handwriting in the careful shorthand he'd developed over fifteen years of field work: location, date, roll number, whether he'd bracketed the exposure. He knew there were twenty-two rolls. He knew that at least six of them contained images that should be developed, printed, and delivered to people who needed to see them - editors, archivists, the agency's curatorial team - and that developing them was the professional thing, the correct thing, the thing he had done without ceremony or hesitation after every other assignment he'd returned from.

He stood in the doorway of the darkroom, one hand on the frame, and looked at the flat file.

He left.

—-
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The building's basement smelled of chemical and old concrete, the specific smell of the darkroom that had been there since before Luc moved in, that he associated with the smell of his work becoming real. The flat file sat against the far wall: four drawers, grey steel, each labeled in the same shorthand as the rolls inside. He had developed perhaps thirty thousand frames in this room over eleven years. He knew the smell of the chemistry, the amber warmth of the safelight, the particular quality of silence at nine in the evening when the building above had settled.

He went upstairs.

—-
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His apartment was on the sixth floor of a building on the rue Lepic, in Montmartre, which meant the stairs and also the view. He had lived there for eleven years, which in Paris meant the apartment was rent-controlled, which meant he would never give it up regardless of how much of his time was spent elsewhere, which meant his address had remained fixed through everything his life had not. Syria. Iraq. Afghanistan twice. South Sudan during the conflict in 2019 that nobody was calling a conflict. Libya twice. Ukraine for six weeks last winter, in the particular kind of cold that came off the plains and had a different quality from mountain cold or city cold, a cold that was simply vast. He had come home from each of these places and the building had been here, and the stairs, and the view.

The apartment had accumulated in the way of apartments when the person living in them is rarely there: around necessity, without decoration. A good espresso machine - the one indulgence he'd decided on at thirty-two when he'd understood that the work would kill him if he stopped taking care of small things. A table that served as desk and dining surface with equal facility. Camera bags in the corner - the large one for the field, the smaller one for the work between field trips, both of them worn to a softness that was not vulnerability but use. Books stacked in no system he could have articulated but which he navigated by the body's knowledge, the hand reaching without thought to the right shelf. On the wall above the desk, a single photograph: the Mekong River at dawn in 2011, silver and enormous, the light just arriving, nothing else in the frame.

He'd taken it on a week he'd taken alone between assignments, telling no one where he was going, booking the flights under the quiet certainty that he needed to be somewhere that had nothing to do with any story he was supposed to be telling. He had stood at the bank of the Mekong at five in the morning and the river had been there and the light had been there and he had lifted the camera and pressed the shutter and the result was the image on his wall - not exceptional by any technical standard, not the best photograph he'd ever made, but the only photograph of his own he'd ever chosen to live with. He'd never been able to explain why this particular image had passed whatever internal test the others hadn't.

He didn't display his work. The prints were in the darkroom drawers, or in the agency's archive, or in the flat files that the publications kept. He knew what the work was. He didn't need to look at it.

He made coffee and stood at the window. Below, Montmartre was conducting its particular negotiation between the version of itself for tourists and the version that was simply a neighborhood. From the sixth floor he could see past the tourist layer - past the place du Tertre and the Sacré-Cœur's white dome visible beyond the rooftops - to the streets that were just streets: the man who opened the newsstand at seven-fifteen every morning with the unhesitating precision of a person who had made this action ten thousand times; the woman from the fourth floor who stood on her landing outside the building's front door for exactly five minutes every morning with her coffee before going inside to begin her day; the two retired men who came to the small square at the end of the street with their chess set and played until the light went, without, as far as he could tell, ever completing a game. He had photographed all three of them in the first year he lived here, when the neighborhood was still new enough to be a subject. Now they were furniture, the furniture of his actual life.

He had been home for three weeks. The first week had been sleepless - this was standard after long assignments, the body's failure to stop its high-alert state, the eyes opening at two and three and four in the morning into the quiet of the apartment and requiring time, every time, to register that the quiet was safe. The second week had been better. He'd gone back to the gym, where the effort of the body gave the mind something to do, and he'd eaten properly, and he'd called his mother in Lyon on a Sunday and talked for twenty minutes about her garden and whether she was seeing enough of her friends and his cousin's new baby, and she had not asked where he'd been or what he'd seen because she had never asked those questions, which was a grace she had extended to him since his first assignment and which had cost her something he could calculate only in the silence at the end of their calls.

He was, by every observable measure, fine.

He was also not developing the Syria rolls.

—-
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Antoine Leclerc's office was on the rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré, which was further from Montmartre than Luc preferred to travel on foot, but he walked it anyway because he had found, over years of working with Antoine, that it was better to arrive at difficult meetings having already done something with the body. Walking was a way of arriving - of becoming the person who would be present in the room rather than the person who had simply come from somewhere else.

He photographed three things on the way: a woman's red coat against a grey wall in the 9th, the coat such a precise red against the specific grey that it looked designed; a child's drawing of a bird chalked onto the pavement outside a school, large and earnest, the wings spread wider than physics would require; the particular quality of September light caught in the glass facade of a new building near the place Saint-Augustin, light that had been doing something interesting in the glass for the two years he'd watched the building go up and was now, finished, doing that thing permanently. He looked at all three. He pressed the shutter on all three. He deleted all three without looking at the images on the screen, because taking photographs and reviewing them were different operations, and today he did not have the space to review.

Antoine was the kind of editor who made a room feel organized without rearranging it. He was sixty-two, precise in his movements, with the quality of someone who had learned, through long practice, the exact right amount of space to take up in any situation. He had started as a photographer himself - documentary work in the 1980s, Central America and then Southeast Asia - and had moved into editing in his late thirties when he understood that his particular gift was not the image itself but the sequence of images, the argument a body of work could make. He had worked with Luc for twelve years, which meant he'd sent him to difficult places and received him back changed, repeatedly, and had understood both the sending and the receiving as parts of the same responsibility.

He had ordered sandwiches. This was, Luc knew, always the sign that the meeting was going to require time.

"Tell me how you are," Antoine said.

"I'm fine." Luc looked at the sandwiches. "You ordered food. Tell me what you need to tell me."

Antoine smiled - the contained smile of a man who appreciated directness and had long since stopped being surprised by it. He unwrapped one of the sandwiches and pushed the other across the desk. "The Lebanon project. The Beirut commission."

Luc had known this was the subject. He'd known since Antoine's message three days ago: *lunch, my office, not urgent but important.* He'd been aware of the Lebanon assignment for two months - Antoine had mentioned it before Syria, when it was still taking shape. The documentary portrait of Beirut in the years since the port explosion: the rebuilding, the cultural survival, the way a city that had already been destroyed and rebuilt itself multiple times was doing it again.

"Ramos is interested," Antoine said. "He's expressed it clearly. But Ramos isn't the right photographer for this particular story - not because he lacks the skill, which he doesn't, but because this assignment requires a certain quality of looking that he's still developing. The story is about aftermath, not crisis. Recovery. The way a city decides, slowly, to continue being itself. That requires a photographer who has been in the crisis and come out the other side with some understanding of what the other side looks like."

Luc ate some of the sandwich. It was from the good place on the next street; Antoine always bought from the good place. "Ramos is twenty-six," he said. "He's good."

"He's very good. He'll be exceptional. And in five years, or maybe three, he'll be the right person for this assignment." Antoine's voice had the quality it took when he was making an argument he believed in. "Right now, you are."

"When do you need an answer?"

"Three weeks. If you say yes, we begin logistics - visas, contacts on the ground, the publication timeline. If you say no, I call Ramos and the story gets what Ramos can give it, which will be good and not what I want." He met Luc's eyes with the direct gaze of someone who had learned, through many years and many difficult conversations, that eye contact was a form of honesty. "That's not a threat. It's the situation."

Luc looked at him. Antoine had the look he got when he was seeing something he'd decided not to comment on yet - a look Luc had been on the receiving end of since his first major assignment, when Antoine had seen something in the contact sheets that Luc hadn't seen himself and had waited six months before saying what it was.

"The Syria work," Antoine said, when Luc hadn't responded. "The agency needs the archive material. The full sequence - not just the best frames, the full documentation. When can I expect the prints?"

"Soon," Luc said.

Antoine's expression did a small, precise thing. "Luc."

"I said soon."

Antoine received this with the quality of someone who had learned when to push and when to wait. He moved on to other business: a potential commission in Morocco that Luc might or might not be interested in, a gallery in Amsterdam that wanted to exhibit the Libya series from two years ago, logistical questions about the agency's new archiving system. Luc answered what needed answering and let the rest accumulate in the space where he stored things he'd think about later.

He left at two without having agreed to anything.

—-
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He went to Café Vernet afterward because he went to Café Vernet after things that required thinking about. It was on the rue des Canettes, equidistant from nothing in particular, which made it his in the way of a place that belonged to no professional or social obligation and was therefore free.

He had been coming here since he was twenty-two and new in Paris from Lyon, a student who'd spent his first weeks in the city understanding that Lyon and Paris were the same country in the way that two completely different things were the same category. He had learned the city from this café, in a sense - had learned Paris's pacing, its particular relationship to the public and the private, the way Parisian social space worked, by watching it through this window for thirteen years. The café had changed owners twice during that time. The counter was different; the tiling behind the bar had been redone; the menu had expanded. The floor tiles near the door were the same - hexagonal, terracotta, worn to a gloss in the traffic pattern near the entrance.

He sat at the table by the window, left of the door. He ordered coffee. He looked at the street.

He did not take out his camera.

He had two coffees and sat for forty minutes and thought about Lebanon. He thought about it in the specific, professional way he thought about assignments: the scope of the story, the access challenges, the publications involved, the visual grammar that aftermath required versus crisis. He thought about what Antoine had said: *the way a city decides to continue being itself.* He understood the assignment. He was competent to execute it. He had done more difficult work in worse conditions.

He sat with the simple fact that he did not feel the pull.

For fifteen years, assignments had exerted a specific gravity on him - the pull of the story that needed telling, of the place where the work could be done. He had learned to trust this gravity, to follow it when it came. He had assumed it was always there, that it was what he was made of.

It wasn't there now. When he tried to locate it - the familiar pressure toward the assignment, toward going - he found nothing. A flat quality, like a compass that had lost its orientation and was spinning.

He left the exact money on the table. He walked to the Métro.

—-
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At nine o'clock he went back to the darkroom.

He stood at the flat file. He did not open it. Instead, from a separate tray on the shelf, he found a single roll he'd shot in the first week home: test frames, he'd told himself. Getting the hands back. He loaded the roll into the developing tank, ran the chemistry in the dark, hung the strip to dry. He came back in an hour.

The strip was technically correct. A doorway on the rue Lepic with afternoon light falling at the specific angle of that hour. The chess players in the square below, the table and the board and the two men's posture. The newsstand man holding up a paper to read the headline, his body language suggesting he found the news unsurprising.

He held the strip up to the light. The compositions were instinctive, correct, the product of so many years of looking that looking had become automatic. The exposures were right. There was nothing wrong with any frame.

None of it had any heat.

He hung the strip and turned off the amber light. He stood for a moment in the dark of the basement before his eyes adjusted. Then he went upstairs.

He sat at the desk. He looked at the Mekong River photograph. He tried to locate, in his memory, the feeling of standing at that bank in 2011 - the particular
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