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    Adam




    It’s cold and grey outside.




    Adam pulls his coat tighter around himself and quickens his pace. In ten minutes, he needs to be at the Opéra Bastille to meet his new director, who has chosen him to stage The Force of Destiny.




    The Force of Destiny… certainly not Adam’s favorite of Verdi’s works, and his silliest libretto by far. But it’s precisely for that reason—the sheer absurdity of its plot, its unfortunately still-relevant machismo—that Adam decided to take on the challenge. A brother chasing his sister for years to kill her, all because she fell madly in love with the wrong man? Adam couldn’t pass that up.




    For nearly twenty years, Adam has worked as a video­grapher, a profession he practically invented. He has always been drawn to women’s issues—drawn and deeply committed, both literally and figuratively. Traveling the world with his camera, which has grown increasingly compact over the years, he has made several documentaries about women who have been wronged, silenced, mistreated, forced into marriage, and separated from those they loved. Women murdered before birth or after. Because what is a woman’s life compared to the smooth functioning of these patriarchal societies? Women are temptresses, women are expensive… women are an invitation to sin.




    From Africa to Iran, Iraq to Afghanistan, even Israel—where he spent several months trying to understand the role of women in Hasidic communities—and the Mormon heartland, Adam has gathered testimonies that prove women are not seen as equals to men everywhere, and that a significant portion of the population doesn’t seem to mind. That’s just the way it is, and it’s not likely to change anytime soon. The proceeds from his footage are partially donated to an NGO struggling to make a difference. It gives him the satisfaction of being useful, but also moments of despair at how much needs to be done to shift people’s mentalities.




    Adam often tells himself it’s a lost cause, that the world is what it is, and that nothing will change it. And why should it, anyway? Why impose our Western way of seeing things at all costs? Adam doesn’t have the answer. He’s simply witnessed scenes he cannot tolerate—intellectually or as a human being. Even physically. And he dedicates the little he has to eradicate that injustice—his time, his talent, and his money—to a cause far too vast for one man. But one too important to ignore.




    So yes, when Boris Lenner offered him the chance to stage this miserable and convoluted libretto, even though he’d never attempted such a thing before, Adam accepted. “Direct the scenes as if it were a film,” his agent suggested, instantly dispelling his fear of failure.




    Adam took up the challenge, determined to emphasize the brother’s madness and society’s complacency to highlight the unacceptable. Even if it meant writing in caricatures. To denounce them.




    Because even though the story is set in the eighteenth ­century—a safe historical distance—and even though the opera premiered in the latter half of the nineteenth century, the metaphor remains painfully relevant today.




    As he turns onto Rue du Pont Louis-Philippe, Adam feels his anxiety rising. He wonders whether he’s up to the task as the time of his meeting approaches. He recalls his agent’s words: “Direct the scenes as if it were a film…” Fine, but what about movement? About directing the singers, who not only have to deliver flawless vocal performances but also act? Move, strike poses, fight at times… would he be asking too much of them? And the music—he’ll have to ensure the tempo of the action aligns with that of the orchestra. Suddenly, everything seems overwhelmingly complicated.




    At the corner of Rue François-Miron, he treats himself to a merveilleux, an airy meringue filled with praline cream. He’s late now, and his hands will be sticky when he shakes his client’s hand. So be it. Energized by the sugar, Adam dashes toward the Bastille.




    The icy wind doesn’t stop him from sweating.




    *




    “Did it go well?” Pauline asks over the phone when he calls her after leaving.




    Pauline. His sweet, exquisite Pauline. His wife of five years, whom he still looks at with the same sense of wonder.




    She was still asleep when he left the apartment, her sleep schedule upended from the hospital shifts she’s been piling up this month. Helping out her colleagues; trying to stay in the good graces of the department head… she’s finishing her psychiatry residency this year and needs to build alliances.




    In addition to his love for her, Adam deeply admires Pauline. For her work ethic and determination. For her nerves, too. It takes a lot to remain unaffected when working with the mentally ill. But Pauline approaches her job with a mix of involvement and detachment. And gentleness, too.




    Thinking of Pauline’s gentleness, Adam feels a flutter in his stomach.




    “So?” she insists. “Tell me!”




    “Well, yes, the meeting went well. Or rather, it ended well.”




    At first, Adam thought they’d never see eye to eye. Used to traditional Italian-style productions, the director had envisioned a classically staged opera. He seemed horrified every time Adam proposed an idea. Setting the story in the present day—why on earth? And in a Syrian family… had Adam lost his mind?




    But Adam stood his ground. The opera would have more impact and be more powerful, if the spatial and temporal distance were erased through contemporary elements. “The stakes need to resonate with the audience,” he emphasized, “or they won’t feel connected.” On this point, Lenner and Adam were in agreement: a successful performance is one where the audience feels the plot could—or might—happen to them.




    And if Lenner had entrusted the staging to him, a videographer, didn’t that show a desire to stay relevant? A videographer, by definition, captures the present moment.




    That argument probably won him over.




    “That’s amazing!” Pauline exclaims. “Shall we celebrate this weekend?”




    “Why not sooner?” Adam asks. He’s almost back at the apartment. “I have an errand to run in the neighborhood, and I thought maybe I could take you out for lunch afterward…”




    “But I’ve already left!” Indeed, the sound of metro doors closing can be heard. “I’m heading into a thirty-six-hour shift… see you Saturday!”




    Adam is taken aback. He had pictured spending the afternoon in bed with Pauline. To celebrate his success.




    That’s the problem with their jobs. Between his travels and her shifts, they have little time together.




    And with this new project, the coming weeks won’t make things any easier.




    In the evening, after class, Shirin stops by La Favorite, the café where she and her friends like to hang out. On the heated terrace, over espressos they find too bitter but force themselves to drink to seem grown-up, the teenagers comment on others’ lives on social media. Or post their own, eagerly watching the number of likes each post garners—a barometer of their popularity.




    If her mother knew what she was up to, Shirin thinks, she’d be horrified. Her mother, who has always been the epitome of discretion, never oversharing. But Shirin needs this time as a buffer before facing the barrage of questions her mother will inevitably ask the moment she steps through the door.




    “Did you work hard today, sweetheart?” Irène will ask. “Did things get sorted with your French teacher? And math that test?” Shirin wants to tell her the truth: she skipped the math test and spent the two hours of the exam at the café with Nestor, her current boyfriend. She’d chosen him solely because he shares the name of a Greek king, a hero from the book she’s currently devouring. Because otherwise, Nestor isn’t ­particularly interesting. Plagued by acne, he has clammy hands, and kisses like a slug. But he has a lovely smile that lights up his eyes, and then there’s that name… one that will last as long as The Iliad.




    But Shirin holds back. She knows how much her mother has sacrificed to raise her alone. How many compromises she’s had to make. Starting with putting aside her own grief after her father’s death to focus on her daughter’s, believing her child’s mourning took precedence over her own.




    Amir died when Shirin was eight and Irène was thirty-three, from a massive brain hemorrhage, which they both witnessed.




    It was a Sunday, and they were having lunch in the garden. They had a lovely house back then, on the outskirts of Paris. Amir began making increasingly animalistic groans, his usually handsome and serene face contorting. White, red… Shirin had observed, caught between fear and curiosity.




    She remembers her father suddenly closing his eyes with a kind of final determination. She knew at that moment she would never see his blue eyes again. And she was right. After a week in a coma from which he never awoke, showing no signs of improvement or recognition, trapped in death while his body continued to breathe, he quietly passed away.




    That’s the image she holds of her father: those eyes closing, and then nothing.




    So she won’t tell Irène the truth; she won’t recount how she spent her day. Instead, she’ll assure her that the math test was tough, but she did her best, and that the French teacher finally accepted her late assignment and promised to grade it.




    Reassured, as she does every evening, Irène will kiss her on the forehead and point out the dinner she’s prepared in the kitchen. “You just need to pop it in the oven,” she’ll say, “at two hundred degrees.” Then she’ll head off, her step light, almost cheerful after all these years, to her evening appointments.




    Three clients to massage, who wouldn’t give up her magic hands for anything.




    “I won’t be home late!” Irène assures again.




    The door slams, and the apartment is plunged into a silence that feels like darkness.




    Shirin’s movements slow. Mechanically, she puts away her things, slips into pink sweatpants and teddy bear-shaped slippers. She pops her earbuds in, selects a playlist on her iPhone, and heads to the kitchen, humming.




    Shirin is thirteen, and she is alone.




    *




    “It’s not very good, is it?” Adam says as Shirin downs an unsweetened espresso in one gulp. Sitting at the next table, he couldn’t resist commenting on her childish grimace.




    Without looking up from her phone, Shirin turns off the screen and tilts it toward the voice to see who it belongs to. A tall man, it seems, though she can’t make out much. He’s bundled up in a dark coat, scarf, and hat. The scarf is fun, Shirin notes, with its multicolored stripes. She decides the guy has a sense of humor and that she can talk to him.




    “Adam,” he introduces himself, lifting his hat. Shirin notices he’s bald, and is charmed by the old-fashioned gesture.




    “Shirin,” she replies, extending her hand.




    Adam takes it in his. His hand is warm and soft.




    “You should do what I do,” he suggests, nodding toward his steaming mug. “Switch to hot chocolate. I’ve seen you here before, drinking that stuff you clearly don’t like!” His gaze locks onto hers, and he smiles. “Right?”




    Shirin is unsettled. Truth be told, she’s noticed him too, recently. At La Favorite, or around the neighborhood. And she knows he’s been watching her quite a bit. She’s felt his gaze linger on her. From his expression—sometimes amused, sometimes focused, even pensive—she’s sensed a kind of interest, a curiosity. She’s even surprised it took him this long to speak to her. Maybe that’s why, unconsciously, she’s been spending more and more time on the terrace, ordering coffee after coffee.




    “How old are you?” Adam ventures, then quickly backtracks, blushing. “I know, I know, you’re not supposed to ask a young lady her age…”




    Shirin finds it endearing. That he blushes, and that he sees her as a lady. And it scares her at the same time. If she smiles at his compliment, it’s with her eyes lowered…




    “Thirteen,” she answers. And then, for some reason—maybe because he called her a lady and she doesn’t want to contradict him—she proudly adds, “Almost fourteen!”




    “Ah, that’s nice…” Adam comments simply.




    He pulls a card from his coat pocket. When he hands it to her, Shirin feels a wave of uncontrollable fear. She’s gone too far, she thinks. This guy is going to get the wrong idea…




    “I have to go,” she blurts out hastily. “My mom’s waiting for me; she’s probably already worried.”




    Mentioning Irène. Bringing up Mom. Making it clear to this man that she’s still a child.




    Shirin rushes toward the exit. Adam catches up with her in a single stride and slips the card into her pocket.




    “Call me,” he insists with a smile. Then he disappears into the night.




    Shirin watches him go, torn by mixed emotions.




    “Of course you’re going to call him!” Irène exclaims when Shirin shows her the card. “It’s an incredible opportunity that someone like him noticed you!”




    Though she adores her daughter, Irène can’t help but lament her appearance. With her freckled face, wide hips, and oversized chest for her age, she doesn’t find her very pretty. And she feels guilty about it—a mother shouldn’t judge her child’s looks. But no matter how much she tries to reason with herself, it doesn’t help. Only Shirin’s eyes, as blue as her father’s, she finds truly beautiful. But even today, she refuses to look at them. It’s too painful.




    Six years later, Irène remains inconsolable. And untouched. Since her husband’s death, no man has so much as laid a hand on her.




    “I… no, Mom!” Shirin protests. “He scares me, he… he looks at me like… a man!”




    She shouldn’t have shown her mother the card, Shirin scolds herself. But when she came home late last night Irène was already gone, and she felt guilty for missing her.




    There’s an unspoken pact between them. No matter her schedule, Irène gets up to prepare and share breakfast with her daughter. For her part, Shirin always makes sure to be home before her mother leaves for her evening massages.




    But last night, Shirin wasn’t home in time, and she feels bad about it. That’s why the first thing she did after getting up this morning, before showering and getting ready, was to run into her mother’s room, proudly waving the card. As if it alone could make up for her tardiness the night before. Which, apparently, it does.




    “He’s looking at you with a professional eye!” Irène corrects. “That’s completely different!”




    She knows and admires Adam’s work. She discovered it on Arte back when she was married to Amir, and forbidden to work. ”A woman’s role is to take care of her home, her husband, and her children,” her Iranian husband had declared seriously. So she passed the time by watching every cultural program she could find. Irène has followed Adam’s career ever since. That her daughter met him in person represented an incredible opportunity, one she mustn’t miss!




    A sign from God, Irène might say if she believed in God. A sign, at least




    Of course, Shirin should call Adam.




    But not right away.




    For now, she sulks to show Irène her disagreement. And her frustration at knowing that, as always, she’ll end up doing what her mother wants, setting aside her own reservations.




    Something has changed, though. Imperceptibly, Shirin feels elevated by this encounter—or rather, by this attention directed solely and exclusively at her. To the point where she looks at her classmates with a certain disdain— but it doesn’t show; Shirin is a good actress! Especially with the boys.




    Though she dumped Nestor after Stanislas, the most popular boy in the ninth grade, kissed her unexpectedly the other day in front of a stunned schoolyard, now she can’t picture herself with neither of them. Nor with any boy her age, for that matter.




    Her friend Zelda’s incessant chattering annoys her. Especially the way everything revolves around boys. Who cares? Where does it come from, this idea that girls absolutely need boys to exist? And why are they naturally conditioned to think this way from such a young age?




    Shirin and her mother are proof that men are entirely unnecessary. Right?




    It’s Nestor who brings her back to reality and hastens her decision to call Adam. He even makes her feel like she needs to. Cruelly, after what he says to her in front of everyone. As revenge.




    Nestor couldn’t handle being dumped overnight in favor of Stanislas. While he revels in seeing his rival also cast aside now, he hasn’t had the last word. This is an aspect of Nestor’s personality Shirin hadn’t grasped: he loves having the final say. His habit of talking back to teachers and never letting himself be contradicted should have clued her in. But no.




    Shirin underestimated Nestor, and today he’s savoring his revenge.




    “Who does she think she is, this fat girl?” he exclaims, mocking Shirin’s superior airs. In front of the entire class, the same one that witnessed her ‘rejecting’ him. That’s what he calls it.




    Nestor has a large vocabulary. And he’s a bit of a drama queen, too.




    The fat girl. Shirin doesn’t think she’s fat, though. She’s indulgent, sure, and she undeniably has breasts and hips, but she’s not fat.




    She resembles the women in her father’s family, in the album in the living room that Irène and she hardly ever open anymore




    But Nestor said it, and in front of witnesses, no less. Even if Shirin doesn’t believe it, it makes it real. For the others, at least. In their eyes, Shirin is the fat girl now.




    She needs a kind gaze to wash away the insult. A gaze ­accustomed to seeing women rather than little girls.




    To her great surprise, Shirin needs to feel the gaze of a man.




    So, that evening, she waits for her mother to leave and leaves a message on Adam’s voicemail.




    “Sweetheart!” Irène exclaims when her daughter comes home from school the next day. “You called Adam? You could’ve told me; what must he think of me?”




    She grumbles, but Shirin can see the call has filled her with joy. Her mother’s cheeks are rosy, a sign she’s excited.




    But why did he call her, Shirin wonders angrily. Why does everything always have to go through her mother?




    “You called from the landline without leaving a number,” Irène explains, as if reading her thoughts. “You’re meeting him at his studio a week from Saturday!”




    Arms forming a crown above her head, Irène twirls and pulls her daughter into a hug. Shirin has rarely seen her so happy, and she resents her even more for it.




    “You don’t get to decide about my life without consulting me!” she shouts. She pushes Irène away, more forcefully than she intended. But she’s truly angry. When will it stop, her mother deciding everything for her?




    “I don’t care, I’m not going!”




    Shirin runs to her room and slams the door twice to show her anger. The second time with her foot.




    She stubs her toe and collapses onto her bed, sobbing.




    “Shirin?”




    Irène is behind the door. Shirin senses her more than hears her. Don’t give in, she tells herself, despite the overwhelming urge to tell her mother off. Otherwise, they’ll be at it for hours, discussing and negotiating.




    Shirin knows she’ll go to the meeting. Of course. But she can’t stand being told what to do, having her actions dictated. This meeting with Adam is her story; he was the one who approached her. He chose her. He didn’t choose Irène. So why does her mother always have to meddle? And decide for her, without consulting her?




    Her mother should have told Adam that Shirin would call him back. Period.




    This meeting is her secret garden. Irène has never known—or never wanted—to respect her secret gardens.




    Shirin feels suffocated.




    *




    Ten days later, Shirin meets Adam at the café below his studio. A week from Saturday, as arranged with Irène.




    Adam hasn’t spoken to Shirin since he called her mother. She hasn’t even spotted him in the neighborhood, despite spending more time than reasonable on La Favorite’s terrace! Alone, most of the time. Her classmates’ gossip interests her less and less.




    As a result, her schoolwork has improved. It’s for the best. Her French teacher has already praised her progress.




    Irène wanted to accompany her. But Shirin argued that she didn’t need a chaperone, and she stood her ground on this point. Relishing her mother’s frustration in the process, who was dying to meet her favorite videographer.




    Well, no. Serves her right!




    Dressed in simple jeans, a loose sweater, and sneakers, Shirin arrives at the appointed time, her stomach in knots and her face flushed. Maybe she should’ve accepted her mother’s offer to come with her, after all? Everything about this café intimidates her, where she’s not here to hang out, but for her first grown-up meeting. And to make matters worse, she doesn’t see Adam. So she stands in the doorway, arms hanging awkwardly. Mortified.




    “Don’t just stand there, my dear!” a waiter calls out, brushing past her.




    Shirin jumps aside. She didn’t like the man’s touch or the tone he used. And this is definitely not the day she wants to be called my dear…




    She considers fleeing when a warm hand rests on her shoulder.




    “She’s with me! Come on, Shirin…”




    Adam seats her at his table. Judging by the camera on the bench, the open laptop, and the half-finished Coke, he’s been there for a while.




    He was watching me, Shirin realizes, annoyed that Adam left her to flounder in the café. Or did he do it on purpose? To test me?




    She also notices the casual way he addresses her.




    Shirin starts to wonder what she’s gotten herself into. No. What her mother has gotten her into.




    “You don’t mind,” Adam continues, “I’ve already taken a few shots. Want to see? Your mom and I agreed on everything…” he adds, thinking it’s a helpful clarification.
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