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The Voice at the Tower


The air at the base of the Eiffel Tower smelled like cold metal and roasted chestnuts. October in Paris had that thin, brittle light that made everything look older than it was.

Claire stood on the Champ de Mars, hands buried in the pockets of a coat that was too thin for the wind. Six years. She’d counted the months at first. Then the years. Now she just counted the times she’d almost booked the flight and cancelled.

She told her editor it was for a travel piece. _“Paris in autumn. The quiet season.”_ That was half true. The other half sat heavy in her chest, something she hadn’t named since the phone call that ended with a policeman’s voice and no more sound.

The tower rose above her, latticework cutting into the pale sky. Tourists moved around her in clusters, laughing, taking photos, pointing. No one looked up for long. No one stood still the way she was standing still.

She hadn’t been back since.

The last time she was here, Thomas was alive. He’d been here for maintenance on the south pillar. He loved the height. Said it made him feel like the city belonged to him for a few hours. She’d waited on a same bench, a paper cup of coffee going cold in her hands, watching him disappear into the steel.

He never came back down.

The memory hit without warning. Not a picture. A sound. The hollow ring of the phone. The way her knees gave out on the kitchen floor in Lyon.

Claire swallowed and forced her eyes to the present. To the blue tarps of the souvenir stalls. To the child running past with a pink balloon.

_A voice said go back._

She’d heard it three weeks ago, lying awake at 3 a.m. in her apartment. Not Thomas’s voice. Not exactly. But the cadence was his. The certainty.

She didn’t believe in signs. But she’d booked the ticket anyway.

Now she was here, and the tower looked the same, and she felt nothing except the wind and the old, familiar ache that had learned to live in her ribs.

Claire exhaled. The breath fogged in the air.

She was back. And she didn’t know what she was supposed to do next.

She didn’t mean to fall asleep.  

The hotel room was too quiet, the bed too soft, and the jet lag had been pulling at her since landing. One minute she was staring at the ceiling, counting the cracks in the plaster. The next, she was back on the south pillar.

It was always the south pillar.

In the memory, the sky was clear. Too clear. Paris stretched out below them, flat and indifferent. Thomas had his harness on, laughing about something the foreman had said. He looked smaller up there than he did on the ground. Like a kid playing on a jungle gym.

“Don’t look down,” he’d told her that morning, kissing her forehead. “You’ll get vertigo.”

She hadn’t. She’d stayed at the base, watching through binoculars she’d borrowed from a tourist. She watched him move like he owned the air. Confident. Untouchable.

Then the sound.

Metal on metal. A sharp, wrong crack that cut through the noise of the city.  

Her binoculars slipped.  

She saw him fall for less than a second. The rest was blur and screaming and hands pulling her back.

She woke up sitting bolt upright in bed, heart hammering against her ribs like it wanted out. The hotel room was dark. The curtains were drawn. Outside, Paris was silent.

Her hands were shaking.

Six years, and it still happened like that. No warning. No build-up. Just the memory dropping into her like a stone down a well.

She swung her legs over the side of the bed and pressed her palms to her eyes. Breathe. In. Out. The therapist’s voice in her head, thin and useless against the memory.

_A voice said go back._

She’d told herself it was sleep deprivation. Stress. The apartment in Lyon had been too quiet, too full of things she hadn’t thrown out. Photos still on the mantle. His coat still hanging by the door because she couldn’t decide what to do with it.

Paris wasn’t closure. Paris was the place it happened.

But here she was.

Claire stood up and crossed to the window. She pulled the curtain aside a fraction. The Eiffel Tower was lit up in the distance, golden against the night. It blinked, once, twice, on the hour. Tourists would be taking photos. Posting them with captions about love and magic.

She turned away.

The voice hadn’t been a dream. It had been too clear. Too deliberate.

_Go back._

She didn’t know if she was obeying it, or punishing herself.  

But she was here. And tomorrow, she would go to the tower.  

She had to see if the voice would speak again.

Night at the tower was quieter.  

The crowds thinned after ten, leaving only the stragglers and the ones who couldn’t leave. The kind of people who came to Paris and needed to stand under something bigger than themselves and feel small for a while.

Claire came at 10:47.  

She told herself it was because the queue was shorter. That was a lie. At that hour, the tower’s lights sparked to life every hour on the hour, and she wanted to see it alone. She wanted to see if it still hurt the same way.

The bench was where she remembered it.  

Iron slats, cold even through her coat, positioned so you could watch the south pillar without moving your head. She sat down carefully, like sitting too hard might crack the memory open.

For ten minutes, nothing happened.  

Just the hum of the city, the distant clang of the metro, the murmur of French and English and Japanese mixing in the air. The tower blinked above her. 10:48. 10:49.

Then the voice.

Not loud. Not in her ear. It was inside, but not her own. It sounded like it came from the space between her ribs and the cold metal behind her back.

_Go back._

Claire’s breath caught. She turned her head, fast, but there was no one. Just a couple walking past, absorbed in each other. The man’s arm was around the woman’s shoulders. They were laughing about something low and private.

Her hands tightened on the edge of the bench.  

“Thomas?” she whispered. It felt stupid the second she said it. The name hung in the air and went nowhere.

Silence.

She stayed another five minutes, staring at the south pillar, at the exact spot where the metal met the sky. She told herself she was imagining it. Grief did that. Grief made you hear things. It made you see faces in crowds that weren’t there.

But it hadn’t sounded like a memory. Memories were blurry. This had been clear. Deliberate.

_I want you to be happy._

Her chest tightened. The air felt too thin.  

She stood up too fast. The bench scraped against the stone with a sound like a knife on a plate. People glanced at her. She ignored them.

She had to get out of there.

Claire walked. Fast at first, then slower, until she was just moving to move. She didn’t realize where she was going until she stopped.

She was back at the bench.  

Her legs had brought her here without asking her permission.

She sat down again, harder this time. The cold bit through her jeans.  

The tower blinked. 11:00. The lights scattered across the plaza, caught in the wet stone, in the damp shine of her eyes.

She didn’t cry quietly.  

It came up from somewhere deep, ugly and uncontrolled. Her shoulders shook. She pressed her palms to her mouth, but it didn’t help. A sound escaped her anyway, low and broken.

She looked up at the south pillar.  

And for the first time in six years, she let herself remember him falling.  

The binoculars slipping.  

The crack.  

The empty space where he had been.

She tried not to. God, she tried.  

But the image was there, and it wouldn’t leave, and the voice was gone now, and she was alone again on a bench in Paris with nothing but the sound of her own breaking.

She stayed there until the tears ran out.  

Until the tower stopped blinking and went dark.

One week later, she was back.  

Claire told herself it was the last time. That she’d come, sit for ten minutes, prove to herself that nothing would happen, and then she could leave Paris with it closed. She could go home to Lyon and put the coat in a box and stop checking the south pillar every time she looked at a photo of the tower.

It didn’t work like that.

It was 9:30 p.m. on a Tuesday. The air had turned colder, sharper. The tourists were gone, replaced by locals walking dogs and students sitting on the grass with cheap wine. The tower was lit, but it didn’t sparkle tonight. It just stood there, patient and indifferent.

The bench was empty.  

She sat in the same spot. Her hands remembered the iron slats. Her body remembered how to brace for it.

For twenty minutes, nothing.  

Just the sound of the Seine in the distance and the low hum of a street sweeper making its rounds. She stared at the south pillar until her eyes watered. She didn’t think about Thomas. She didn’t think about anything.  

Then the voice came back.

But this time it was different.

It wasn’t a command. It wasn’t a memory she was chasing.  

It was right there, next to her, quiet and certain and unmistakably his.

“I love you!”

The words landed like a hand on her shoulder. Light. Familiar.  

Claire froze. She didn’t turn. She was afraid that if she moved, it would break.  

“And I want you to be happy again.”

The sentence hung in the air. Simple. Impossible.  

She knew his voice. She’d heard it in her sleep for six years, fragmented and distorted by grief. This was clearer. Closer. Like he was sitting on the other end of the bench, speaking low so no one else could hear.

Her breath hitched.  

“Stop,” she whispered. “Please stop.”

But it didn’t stop.  

Because it wasn’t coming from outside. It was coming from the place in her she’d locked away. The part of her that still believed he’d want this for her. That he’d hate knowing she’d been stuck here, alone, for years.

“I can’t,” she said. The word tore out of her before she could stop it.  

The voice didn’t answer. It didn’t need to.  

Tears came fast, hot and sudden. She pressed her palms to her eyes, but it didn’t matter. They ran down her cheeks, down her neck, soaking into the collar of her coat. Her shoulders shook with it.  

She wasn’t crying for him falling.  

She was crying because for the first time in six years, someone had told her it was okay to stop hurting.  

She was crying because for the first time in six years, someone had told her it was okay to stop hurting.  

And it sounded like him.

She didn’t hear him sit down.  

One second she was alone with the sound of her own breathing, broken and uneven. The next, there was a shift on the bench—just enough weight on the far end to make the iron creak.

Claire didn’t look up. She couldn’t. Her face was wet, her eyes were swollen, and the last thing she wanted was an audience.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke.

Then his voice
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