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He tells himself he’s only going to clean the bag.

That’s the lie that gets him to unzip it.

The canvas has the sour, old-sweat smell of field use — dust ground into seams, the faint metallic tang of something that leaked once and dried. He sets it on the kitchen table anyway, because his apartment is small and the table is where decisions happen.

The bag gives a soft sigh when he opens it, like it’s relieved.

Inside: notebooks. A ziploc bag with rolls of exposed film in canisters. A lens cap that isn’t his. A crumpled press credential in Cyrillic, which except for Nick Randall, USA,  he can’t read. A torn packet of instant coffee. Band-Aids he doesn’t remember packing.

At the bottom, under the dividers, the battered Nikon with its dented lens hood.

He doesn’t take it out right away.

He runs a finger along the inside pocket where he keeps spare batteries and small amounts of cash. It’s empty. The last morning when it was still dark he’d used the batteries in his headlamp so he could find his way to the transport van. He gave the remaining cash to a French journalist who was staying on. They said they’d stay in touch when he got home. As if “home” meant the same thing it did before.
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