Chapter 2: The First Call
Quinn Curis was between things.
That was how he had begun to describe it to himself, in the careful language of a man who had learned that precision about failure was its own kind of dignity. Between positions. Between opportunities. Between the version of his life he had planned and whatever came next.
He was thirty-one years old and had been between things for seven months.
The apartment on the third floor of the narrow building in Dupont had seemed temporary when he moved in. It still did. He had not unpacked two of the boxes in the bedroom, not because they contained anything important but because unpacking them would require deciding that this was where he lived now, and he had not made that decision.
He had a routine because routines were how you kept the days from dissolving into each other. He woke at seven. He made coffee. He sat at the kitchen table with his phone and read the morning's news with the particular attention of someone who had once been adjacent to the events being described and was now adjacent to nothing.
He still knew people.
That was the thing he told himself on mornings when the coffee took too long and the news felt like a language, he was losing fluency in.
He still knew people. The contacts were still there. The relationships had not expired, only gone quiet, the way relationships did when you stopped being useful and before you became useful again.
He believed this.
Most days.

The call came on a Thursday at 10:22 a.m.
He was at the kitchen table. The coffee was finished. He had been looking at his phone without looking at anything on it, which was a habit he had developed and disliked and could not seem to stop.
The number was not in his contacts.
He almost let it ring out.
He answered on the fourth ring.
"Quinn."
One word. His name. Spoken with the particular flatness of someone who did not need to identify themselves because they had decided, in advance, that recognition was your problem.
He recognized it anyway.
Lucas Cattell.
He had not spoken to Lucas in two years. He had seen him once, at a reception at the French embassy fourteen months ago, across a room, and Lucas had looked at him with the calm focused attention of a man cataloguing something he intended to return to, and Quinn had looked away first.
"Lucas," he said.
"Are you working?"
Quinn looked at the kitchen table. The empty cup. The two unpacked boxes visible through the bedroom door.
"Between things," he said.
"Good."
It was not said unkindly. It was said as if between things was a condition Lucas had anticipated and found useful.
"I need someone," Lucas said.
"For what?"
"For now, just someone."
Quinn waited.
"That's not an answer," he said.
"It's the only one available at this stage."
Quinn stood. Crossed to the window. looked at the street below, moving with late-morning purpose, indifferent.
"I've heard things," Quinn said.
"About what?"
"About you. That you've been quiet."
"Yes."
"People who go quiet in this city are usually finished or preparing."
"Yes," Lucas said again.
"Which is it?"
A pause.
"Which would you prefer?"
Quinn almost smiled despite himself. That was Lucas. Answering a question by making the question about you.
"I'd prefer to know what I'm being asked," Quinn said.
"You're being asked if you're available."
"For what?"
"For work that requires discretion, proximity, and someone who understands how rooms function without needing to be in the center of them."
Quinn said nothing.
Lucas continued.
"You're good at that," he said. "Better than you've been given credit for. Better than you've given yourself credit for."
It was not flattery exactly. It was more precise than flattery. It was the specific identification of a quality Quinn had and had not heard named before, which was more dangerous than flattery because it felt like being seen.
Quinn knew that.
He stood at the window and looked at the street and told himself he knew that.
"What does it involve?" he said.
"A meeting first. To discuss whether it involves anything."
"When?"
"Soon."
"Where?"
"Georgetown."
Quinn waited for more.
Nothing came.
"That's it?" he said.
"For now."
Quinn looked at the bedroom door. The two boxes.
"And if I say no?"
Lucas paused.
"Then I call the next person on the list," he said. "And you go back to being between things."
It was not a threat. It was simply a description of the alternative, offered without pressure, which was its own kind of pressure.
Quinn understood that too.
"I'll think about it," he said.
"Of course," Lucas said.
He ended the call.

Quinn stood at the window for a long time after.
A delivery truck double-parked. Two women walked past with coffee cups. A man in a suit spoke into his phone with the expression of someone delivering news he had already emotionally processed.
Nothing had registered yet.
It had seen too many men with plans to react this early.
Quinn thought about the last time he had been in a room that mattered.
Eighteen months ago. A briefing he had attended on behalf of someone above him who had canceled at the last minute. He had sat at the edge of the table and listened and understood most of what was being said and contributed nothing, and afterward he had stood in the hallway and known, with the specific clarity that comes from being near something important, that he was near it and not inside it.
He had told himself that would change.
It hadn't.
He went back to the kitchen table.
Sat.
Looked at his phone.
Lucas's number was still on the screen.
He told himself he would think about it.
He told himself he would be careful.
He told himself he understood what kind of man Lucas Cattell was and what proximity to him usually cost and that he was not the kind of person who mistook access for protection.
He believed all of it.
He was already going to say yes.
He had known that before he ended the call, and he suspected Lucas had known it too, which was either the most honest thing about the conversation or the most troubling, and he sat with the question long enough to feel like he had examined it properly.
Then he got up and rinsed the coffee cup and set it to dry.
Outside, nothing had changed yet.
He had made no decision.
He had made every decision.
That was how it always started.

