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Shadows of Paris




The world outside was a formless expanse of white, an endless, churning sea of cloud that promised nothing and concealed everything. Eleanor rested her forehead against the cool acrylic of the airplane window, the low thrum of the engines a monotonous lullaby that failed to soothe the disquiet in her soul. Below this placid fleece lay the earth—fractured, dense, and teeming with a life she no longer felt a part of. Here, at thirty-seven thousand feet, she was simply suspended between a past she couldn’t outrun and a future she couldn’t imagine.




It had been six months since the silence had taken up permanent residence in her house, six months since the scent of Mark’s coffee had faded from the kitchen and the phantom weight of his arm no longer draped across her in the night. Loss was not a dramatic, crashing wave; it was a tide, slowly, methodically pulling everything out to sea, leaving behind a barren, alien shoreline. Her friends, with their well-meaning calls and invitations, spoke of ‘new chapters’ and ‘fresh starts’. Their words were buoys bobbing on a distant
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SHADOWS OF PARIS

surface, too far to reach. So she had booked a ticket to the one place Mark had always promised they would see together, a final, foolish pilgrimage to a shared dream.

The cabin was filled with the low murmur of other lives. A young couple across the aisle held hands, their fingers intertwined like a promise. A few rows ahead, a baby fussed and was instantly shushed by a mother’s soft coo. Each small act of connection was a quiet accusation, highlighting the stark geometry of her own solitude. She was a single, unattached point in a universe of interwoven lines.

As the plane began its slow, graceful descent, a fissure appeared in the clouds. Through the gap, a sliver of the world revealed itself: a patchwork of green and grey, dusted with the first hints of twilight. Soon, the lights would appear, a sprawling constellation of human endeavour. Paris. The name itself felt like a myth, a place of poets and lovers, of rain-slicked streets and impossible beauty. People came here to find something—or to lose themselves. Eleanor wasn’t sure which category she fell into, or if, perhaps, they were one and the same. A fragile, desperate hope flickered within her, as faint as the first star in the evening sky.*Can a city truly heal us?* she wondered, as the lights of Paris began to prick the darkness below, scattered like shattered diamonds on black velvet. Can its stones absorb our grief? Can its history swallow our own small, insignificant sorrows? The question hung in the recycled air, unanswered, as the shadow of the wing swept over the approaching city

2

––––––––
[image: ]


CHAPTER2

––––––––
[image: ]



The taxi left her on a narrow street in the 6th arrondissement, where the pale stone of the buildings seemed to absorb the last light of the day. Her hotel, the Hôtel de la Sirène, was a modest establishment, its black iron balcony railings fashioned into gentle, wave-like curves. An old man with a kind, weary face handed her a heavy brass key without much ceremony, his silence a comfortable counterpart to her own.

Her room was on the third floor, reached by a winding staircase whose ancient oak treads sighed under her weight. Inside, the space was small but possessed a quiet grace. A floor-to-ceiling window overlooked a hidden courtyard, its glass panes veiled by thin, cream-coloured linen curtains that diffused the muted glow of the city into a soft, watercolour wash. The air held a faint, layered scent of lavender, old polished wood, and something indefinably clean, like rain on stone. It was the scent of a place that had held countless other solitudes before her own.

She set her suitcase on the brocade bench at the foot of the bed and unlatched it. The silence in the room was absolute, a thick, plush blanket that smothered sound. One by one, she began to unpack, the soft rustle of fabric the only disruption. She laid a grey cashmere sweater on the bed, its sleeve still holding the faint indentation of her elbow. She placed a well-worn book of poetry on the nightstand—a book Mark had read aloud to her once on a forgotten Sunday afternoon. Each object was a relic, a small, solid piece of a
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life that now felt porous and unreal.
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There was no one to ask if she had arrived safely. No one to text a picture of the charming, slightly faded floral wallpaper. The weight of this untethered freedom was immense, far heavier than her luggage had been. It pressed down on her chest, a physical ache. She stood in the middle of the room, surrounded by the neatly arranged artifacts of her life, and felt like a curator in an empty museum. The city hummed faintly beyond the window, a vast, indifferent heart beating in the darkness, but in here, there was only the profound, unshakable presence of an absence.A need to breathe air that wasn’t thick with her own memories finally pushed her out the door. She found a café just around the corner, its crimson awning glowing like a welcoming ember in the deepening twilight. The evening air was cool, carrying the layered sounds of the city: the cheerful clatter of cutlery on plates from a nearby bistro, the distant, melancholy sigh of an accordion, and the fluid cadence of French conversation that washed over her without meaning.

Stepping inside the Boulangerie Patisserie, she was enveloped by a wave of warmth and the intoxicating aroma of caramelizing sugar, yeasty bread, and dark, bitter coffee. The space was small and alive. Strangers brushed past each other with murmured pardons, friends greeted each other with kisses on both cheeks, and the woman behind the counter moved with an efficient, practiced grace. Eleanor ordered a café crème in faltering French, her voice sounding thin and foreign to her own ears, and found a small marble-topped



[image: ]

SHADOWS OF PARIS

table near the window.

She watched the life of the café unfold, a silent spectator to a play in which she had no part. And then she saw them. A young couple, no older than twenty, sitting at a table identical to hers. They weren’t speaking, just smiling softly at one another, and his hand was covering hers on the table. It was such a simple gesture, an unconscious expression of belonging.

The sight snagged a memory, pulling it from the depths with startling clarity. She was twenty-four again, sitting with Mark in a cheap diner on a rainy Tuesday. He had just been offered a job in another city, and they were talking about the future, their voices a low mix of excitement and fear. In the middle of a sentence, he had simply reached across the formica tabletop and covered her hand with his. She remembered the warmth of his palm, the familiar calluses on his fingers, the way his thumb had gently stroked the back of her hand. It was a gesture that said, Whatever happens, we are in this together. A silent, solid promise.
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Back in the Parisian café, Eleanor looked down at her own hands resting on the cool marble. They were pale, empty, and suddenly very cold. The young couple laughed at something, their shared joy a bright, piercing note in the warm air. She felt no envy, only a profound and hollow ache. The memory wasn’t a ghost that haunted; it was a phantom limb, a presence so deeply ingrained that its absence was the only thing she could feel. Her coffee sat untouched, a swirl of steam rising from the cup like a fleeting soul.She finally took a sip of the lukewarm coffee, the bitterness on her tongue a welcome distraction. Leaving a few coins on the table, she stepped back out into the embrace of the Parisian evening. The sky was now a deep, velvety blue, and the streetlights cast long, theatrical shadows on the pavement. She walked without a destination, letting her feet lead her past glowing shop windows and the inviting doorways of restaurants she had no desire to enter.

Near the river, a small bouquiniste stall, one of the famous green boxes bolted to the parapet, was still open. Its proprietor, a woman bundled in a thick scarf, watched the world go by. Eleanor was drawn to a display of old postcards, their sepia tones and faded ink whispering of other lives, other stories. She chose one depicting the Pont des Arts before it was burdened with locks and paid with the few coins she had left. As she turned, her purse slipped from her grasp, spilling its meager contents—her room key, a lipstick, and a cascade of unfamiliar euro coins that skittered across the flagstones
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with a metallic chime.
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