
STILL

Some Things Cannot Be Undone

A Novel

Aly Sam


Table of Contents

Title Page

STILL

Copyright © 2025 Aly Sam | All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,

Publisher

Cover design by Aly Sam | Paperback & eBook version is available for all major platforms

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

STILL

[image: ]


Some Things Cannot

Be Undone

A Novel

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Copyright © 2025 Aly Sam

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,

[image: ]


distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means electronic,

mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise without the

prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of

brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews,

or as permitted by applicable law.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Publisher

[image: ]


Aly Sam

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Cover design by Aly Sam

Paperback & eBook version is available for all major platforms

[image: ]


This novel began with a question: what does one lie, told by

someone you trust completely, actually cost across a lifetime?

It is a story about Paris and London and the specific quality of

light in both cities. About photography and architecture and the

way some people spend their whole lives making arguments, in the

only language available to them, for the importance of paying

attention.

Above all it is a story about looking. About the people who teach us

to see. And about what we owe them and ourselves when they are

gone.
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I remember the exact moment I stopped being careful.

It was a Tuesday in June the kind of Paris evening that makes you

believe the city was built specifically for you. The air was warm but

not heavy, carrying that particular smell of the Seine mixed with

bread from a boulangerie somewhere around the corner. I was

sitting outside Café Oberkampf with a glass of Sancerre I hadn't

ordered yet paid for, watching the street the way you do when

you're twenty-eight and the world still feels like it's mostly good.

I wasn't looking for anything. That's the part I keep coming back

to, even now. I wasn't looking for anything at all.

Thomas walked in late. He was always late not rudely, not

carelessly, but in the way of someone who stops to notice things

other people walk past. He told me later he had stopped on the Rue

Saint-Maur to watch a old man teach his grandson to tie a shoelace

on the steps of a building. "He did it so slowly," Thomas said. "Like

every loop mattered." That was Thomas in a single sentence. A man

who thought every loop mattered.

He was there because of Camille.

Camille Dufort my best friend since the first week of university,

when she had knocked on my door in the residence hall holding a

bottle of cheap Bordeaux and said, with complete sincerity, "I don't

know anyone here and you have kind eyes." I had laughed so hard I'd

let her in. That was ten years before that Tuesday in June, and in

those ten years she had been the most constant thing in my life.

More constant than my mother's approval. More constant than my

own ambitions, which shifted and sharpened with every passing

year. Camille was simply always there warm, funny, fiercely loyal,

the kind of friend you stop being grateful for because you can't

imagine life without them. Like oxygen. You don't thank the air.

She had called me that afternoon. "Come tonight. A few people.

Thomas will be there you'll like him, Elise, I promise, he's not like

the others." I had asked what others. She had laughed and hung up.

So I went. Because Camille asked. Because it was June. Because the

Sancerre was cold and the evening was soft and I was twenty-eight

years old and had recently decided to say yes to more things.

Thomas arrived, scanned the table, and sat down across from me.

Not beside Camille, who had waved at him from the end of the

table. Across from me. He looked at me the way people look at a

painting they weren't expecting to stop for briefly confused by their

own attention.

"You must be Elise," he said.

"Camille talks about you," I said.

"She talks about you more." He said it simply, without

performance. A fact, not a line. I noticed the difference. I always

noticed the difference.

He was not what I expected. I had imagined, from Camille's vague

descriptions, someone artistic in an obvious way paint-stained

fingers, deliberate scruffiness, opinions about cinema delivered like

verdicts. Thomas was none of that. He was quietly dressed,

unhurried in his movements, and he listened in a way that most

people don't anymore. Not waiting for his turn to speak. Actually

listening. When I talked about my work I was two years into a

position at an architecture firm, working brutal hours, loving every

minute of it he leaned forward slightly, and his questions were the

kind that made me think rather than just answer.

We stayed at that table long after the others drifted away. Camille

left around midnight, kissing me on both cheeks, whispering "I told

you" against my ear with tremendous satisfaction. I barely noticed

her go.

Thomas and I walked along the Canal Saint-Martin at one in the

morning, the water black and still, the iron footbridges reflected

beneath us like something from a dream. We talked about

everything and nothing with the ease of people who have somehow

already established trust without knowing how. He told me he was

a photographer not the fashionable kind, not the kind who

photographed models or campaigns or curated his portfolio for

Instagram. He photographed ordinary life. People waiting for

trains. Hands holding coffee cups. Windows with their lights on at

night. "The small dignities," he called them. "The moments people

don't perform for anyone."

I remember thinking walking beside this quiet, unhurried man

along a dark canal in the city I had lived in my whole life that I had

never felt so immediately known.

I told myself it was the wine.

It wasn't the wine.

Thomas dismantled that arrangement completely. Not loudly. Not

with grand gestures. Simply by being exactly himself, consistently,

without apology or performance. He brought me coffee the precise

way I liked it without being asked a second time. He remembered

things I'd mentioned once in passing a street in Lyon I'd described

as the most beautiful I'd ever seen, a book I'd loved at fifteen and

months later would mention them again, showing me he had held

them. He never made me feel that my ambition was too much.

Never flinched at my hours, my drive, the way I sometimes went

quiet for days when a project consumed me. He simply waited.

Steadily. Like someone who had all the time in the world.

I started to understand what people meant when they said the right

person. Not perfect. Not without friction. But right the way a key

is right for a lock. The specific rightness of two things made for

each other. That summer was the most alive I have ever felt.

I did not know it was also the last summer I would feel that way for

a very long time.

Camille was happy for us. Genuinely, visibly happy or so I

believed. She had introduced us, after all. She took a particular

pride in it, the matchmaker's satisfaction, referencing it at dinner

parties with a theatrical flourish. "You're welcome," she would say,

raising her glass at us across tables. We would laugh. Thomas

would shake his head. I would feel a wave of love for her so strong

it was almost physical.

That was what I knew then. What I know now is different.

What I know now is that Camille's life was quietly coming apart at

the seams that summer, and that I, who called myself her closest

friend, did not see it. Her relationship with Julien had been

deteriorating for months she'd mentioned it in passing, lightly, the

way she mentioned everything difficult, as though lightness could

keep hard things small. The promotion she'd been working toward

for two years went to someone else in July. Her mother was unwell

in Lyon and Camille was driving down on weekends and coming

back exhausted and not talking about it.

I did not ask enough questions. I was in love. The world had

narrowed, the way it does, to a radius that was mostly Thomas.

I have thought about that many times. About the questions I didn't

ask.

I wonder, if I had if I had sat across from Camille and really

looked at her and said how are you, actually, how are you whether

any of what came next might have been different.

I think about that. I try not to think about it too much.

The lie came at the end of August.

But before I tell you about the end of August, I want to stay here a

little longer. In this June, this July, this last perfect summer.

Because once I leave it, I can never quite get back.

Thomas and I spent a weekend in Étretat in late July the chalk

cliffs, the impossible green of the sea, the little hotels with their

flaking painted shutters. We walked for hours. He photographed

everything,

and I watched him photograph everything, which I had come to

understand was its own kind of intimacy watching someone pay

attention. On the last morning we sat on the beach on a blanket

and he put his arm around me and we watched the light change on

the water for a long time without saying anything.

"I want more of this," he said eventually. Not meaning Étretat.

Meaning everything. Meaning us.

"More," I agreed.

It was the simplest conversation we ever had. It was also, I

understand now, a kind of promise. The kind you make without

realizing you're making it, in the ordinary voice of someone who

assumes the future is available to them.

We drove back to Paris on a Sunday evening, the city rising around

us golden in the late light. I remember thinking leaning my head

against the window, Thomas's hand warm on mine across the gear

shift that I had never been so certain of anything.

I was certain of this.

I was certain of him.

Six weeks later he was gone.
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There is a particular kind of friendship that exists only between

women who have grown up alongside each other not in age

necessarily, but in the more important ways. In appetite. In

understanding. In the slow accumulation of shared references and

private languages that make two people legible to each other in

ways no one else can quite access.

That was Camille and me.

We had a shorthand that confused people at dinner parties. A

single raised eyebrow across a room that communicated entire

paragraphs. We had a list never written down, never needing to be

of things we did not discuss with anyone else. Her father's coldness.

My mother's impossible expectations. The particular loneliness of

being a driven woman in a world that finds driven women faintly

exhausting. We held these things for each other the way you hold

something precious carefully, without being asked, without making

a production of it. I had never, in ten years, doubted her.

I want to be precise about that. Not because I want your sympathy

I am not telling this story for sympathy but because I think it

matters, when you're trying to understand how a lie can work, to

understand the architecture of trust it moves through. A lie told by

a stranger causes damage. A lie told by your closest friend causes

something else entirely. Something that doesn't have a clean name.

It hollows you out. And the hollowing doesn't stop.

July arrived and Paris exhaled into heat. The city does something

particular in July it empties and fills simultaneously. The Parisians

leave, retreating south to their family houses and their beaches, and

in their place come the tourists, who move through the streets

slowly, looking up at buildings the rest of us have stopped seeing. I

had always liked July for this reason. It made familiar things

strange again. It made you look up.

Thomas made me look up.

He had this habit when we were walking together, he would stop

suddenly and take my arm, turning me gently to look at something

I'd walked past a thousand times without seeing. A carved stone

face above a doorway. The specific way afternoon light hit the iron

railing of a balcony. An elderly couple at a café table, her hand over

his, both of them looking at nothing in particular, simply existing in

the same space after what was clearly a lifetime of existing in the

same space.

"Look at that," he would say. Quietly. Not pointing, just directing

my attention with his own.

I looked. Every time, I looked.

It is a strange thing, to be taught to see again by another person. It

changes you in ways that persist long after they're gone. Even now,

years later, I will stop on a street sometimes caught by a shaft of

light, a reflection, a face and feel the echo of his arm through mine.

Feel him saying look at that. Everywhere I go in this city there are

small Thomas-shaped ghosts, standing still at the corners of my

vision.

I have learned to live with them. I have not learned to not notice

them. Camille and I had lunch every Thursday. This was a ritual we

had maintained through relocations and relationship upheavals and

professional crises and every other variety of disruption that life

delivers in your late twenties. Thursday lunch. A rotating cast of

restaurants in the 10th and 11th arrondissements, always with wine,

always running long, always ending with us sitting over the dregs of

our glasses talking about things we hadn't meant to say.

In early July she arrived late, which was unusual. Camille was

chronically, almost pathologically punctual she considered lateness

a form of arrogance, a statement that your time mattered more

than someone else's. When she slipped into her chair twelve minutes

after our reservation time, flushed and slightly breathless, I noticed.

I noticed but I didn't press.

She looked tired. Not surface tired not the kind of tired that a

good night's sleep addresses. The kind that settles behind the eyes

and doesn't shift.

"Julien and I had an argument," she said, before I could ask. She

picked up the menu and looked at it though we both knew what we

were ordering. "It's fine. It was nothing."

"What kind of nothing?"

"The loud kind." She smiled. The smile didn't reach the behind-hereyes tiredness. "You know how it is."

I thought I did. I said something sympathetic and inadequate the

kind of thing you say when you believe, wrongly, that the person in

front of you has the situation under control. She changed the

subject smoothly. Camille was very good at changing subjects. It

was a skill I had always admired in her this ability to redirect a

conversation so naturally that you didn't realize you'd been

redirected until you were already somewhere else.

We talked about Thomas instead. She wanted details not invasive

ones, just the warm, friend-interested kind. How was it going. Was

he good to me. Did I see a future.

I told her yes to all three in different ways. She listened with what I

read as uncomplicated happiness for me. The smile that reached her

eyes this time. The genuine nod. The "I knew it, I knew it from the

moment I put you two in the same room." I believed her. Of course

I believed her. Why would I not believe her?

What I did not know then what I would not understand until much

later, reconstructing everything with the merciless clarity of

hindsight was that July was the month Camille's life began to come

apart in earnest. Julien ended things on the fourteenth. Bastille

Day. She told me a week later, over the phone, lightly. "We called

it. It's fine, Elise, honestly, I think I knew for a while." I offered to

come over. She said no, she was good, she was going to Lyon for

the weekend to see her mother. I should enjoy my summer.

I enjoyed my summer.

The promotion came through or rather, didn't in the third week of

July. She mentioned it in a text. "Got passed over. Apparently

Laurent 'brings more to the table' which I think means Laurent

plays golf with Bertrand on Sundays. C'est la vie." A shrug emoji. I

sent back something outraged on her behalf. She replied with a

laughing face.

I did not call. I sent a message.

I have gone over this many times. I sent a message.

Her mother's diagnosis came that same week. A thing with her

heart manageable, the doctors said, with medication and care, but

frightening in the way that any news about a parent's mortality is

frightening, the first glimpse of a future you haven't let yourself

imagine. Camille drove to Lyon on Friday evening after work and

came back on Sunday night and on Monday she was at her desk

and she told no one, as far as I could determine, about any of it.

She didn't tell me until August.

By August it was too late. But this is July. I want to stay in July a

little longer. I want to stay in the part where I still had everything.

Thomas and I had developed, by mid-July, the easy rhythms of two

people who have decided without declaring it, without making it a

thing to be in each other's lives in the continuous, daily way. He

cooked on Tuesdays. I made coffee every morning with a focus he

found faintly hilarious. We argued about films with the passionate,

slightly absurd intensity that film arguments demand, and neither

of us ever fully conceded, and this became its own kind of intimacy.

He had a studio apartment in the 11th small, warm, every surface

occupied by cameras or books or prints drying on a makeshift line

he'd strung between two hooks in the wall. It smelled like developer

fluid and coffee and him, a combination I came to associate so

completely with safety that years later I would catch a ghost of it

somewhere a darkroom, a particular brand of coffee and feel my

chest contract with something I had no clean name for.

I spent more nights there than at my own apartment. This

happened gradually, then suddenly, the way all important things

happen. One morning in late July I woke early, before him, and lay

in the gray pre-dawn light listening to Paris wake up outside his

windows the first delivery trucks, the distant clatter of a café

opening its shutters, a bird somewhere doing what birds do

regardless of human suffering or human joy. Thomas was asleep

beside me, one arm thrown over his eyes, breathing slowly.

I looked at him for a long time.

I thought with the clarity that arrives sometimes in early mornings

before the day's noise fills everything up I am going to love this

man for a very long time.

I thought it the way you think things when you're
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