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FOR JEANIE


Je t’aime. Je t’adore. Now. Forever.
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“Well I was always taught well, taught well


To be the strong one and keep it inside


But sometimes I sit beside the freeway


And howl out at the dark, dark sky”


Bruce Hornsby, “Fortunate Son”










PROLOGUE



Paris
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July 14, 2017


My late father, Master Sergeant Calvin Jones, impressed on me that it was essential to always tell the truth, no matter the personal cost. He didn’t know he was forming me into a journalist, or that he was shaping me to tell this story. Seriously, he was just one of those straight-arrow Army types who believed that George Washington really did chop down a cherry tree but at least he told the truth about it. My father could only see the world in terms of truth and lies, good and bad, them and us.


True story: I cheated on a geography test in seventh grade. Only once. I hadn’t studied, and it looked like Dean Mottola was breezing through the quiz, so I looked over and stole his, although I ought to have known even then that Iran and Iraq were not interchangeable and that Saudi Arabia was not to be found in Europe. Dean Mottola was an idiot, and I was an idiot for copying his answers.


I cheated, and I got caught, and when I tried to lie my way out of it, my father beat my ass.


But it wasn’t the whupping that made the biggest impression. It was the way my father’s face crumpled as I tried to spin my ridiculous tale, as though I had failed him as well as my geography test.


Because I had.


Because I had.


I learned to tell the truth.


And to associate with a smarter class of people, for God’s sake.


I didn’t tell my father another outright lie until the biggest one, the ongoing one: that I didn’t worry about him when he deployed to Iraq.


Truth: I worried about him every time he deployed, every day of his life.


Truth: I worry about him to this very day.


I went to see him in country one time, a year or so before he died. I had arrived three days earlier, hadn’t been embedded with my unit yet, and I hitched a ride from the Green Zone in a Bradley with some guys I found out were heading to Fallujah. I was technically off the reservation and could have been sent home. This was not the unit I was going to be embedded with, just some decent Joes who wanted to help a guy see his father who was a career non-com, “one of the good guys,” as they put it.


I found my dad walking a shattered street with his men, checking house to house. He wasn’t surprised to see me; he was upset.


“You shouldn’t have come here, Cal,” he told me, right after he shook my hand. “This city is a powder keg. And if you get blown up, your mother will give me holy hell when I get to heaven.” Anne Johnson, my mother, passed when I was small, and exists now mostly in old photos and in the moment before I drop off to sleep.


“Assuming you even get to heaven,” I told him.


His boys thought that was funny.


“True that,” one of them said.


My father was right, of course. Just being in Iraq put me in danger every damn day. The network was spending something like $15,000 a month on my life insurance policy, and it got more expensive as the country became even more dangerous for journalists. Some bean-counter at Aetna was already pretty sure that I was not going to survive this assignment, and going to the Anbar Province was an astonishing risk. Fallujah was the worst, even early on, and it got worse still, as you will hear. But I’m glad I went. I’d do it again, even though I caught holy hell from the network when I returned. My producer, Callie, threatened to replace me. Said there were a lot of people who would kill to be where I was.


“Or get killed,” I told her, which shut her up.


It was worth it.


If I hadn’t gone to Fallujah that day, I’d never have known that my father was proud of me.


“This is my boy,” he said, introducing me to everyone we met, to his other boys and to Iraqi commanders and to the occasional shopkeeper. “He’s here to tell the world about what’s going on. He’s here to tell the truth.”


Well. True that.


That was over ten years ago. A lot has happened since that day, some of which I will have to tell for you to know the whole story. To understand what happened in Paris and before, and, maybe, after.


But all of it will be true.


You have my word.


As I write this, I live in Paris. Maybe I always will, although it’s too early to say where telling this story is going to leave me, if the city is going to feel to me like a place I lost myself or found myself.


But you probably already know: this story isn’t going to leave me or you where it found us, because that is the truth of all stories worth telling.


They always take us someplace else, always leave us trying to figure out what just happened.


So turn the page.


I’ve got a story to tell you, and it’s time we got started.










1.



London
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July 9, 2016


Saturday


I shouldn’t be here.


And by “here,” I didn’t just mean the third floor of Selfridge’s Department Store on London’s Oxford Street, where I stood surrounded by wealthy Arab women in lavish veils and ornate burqas shopping for lingerie, although that had me feeling plenty uncomfortable. I haven’t had many great experiences with Arab women. Many of them wanted me dead.


Some of them have said so to my face.


But that wasn’t it, wasn’t what I was thinking, exactly. It was more like:


I shouldn’t even be alive.


A couple of days earlier, I had been face-down on a Dallas street, bullets flying over my head, people getting shot.


And someone died right in front of me.


Again.


Thinking about everything I had seen—or trying to stop thinking about it, I guess, which was what I had been doing for days—was maybe why I was standing, frozen, a lacy purple bra dangling from my hand for a length of time that probably made me an object of conjecture for others in the lingerie department.


Which was to say, a room full of Arab women covered head to toe in gorgeous fabric and, apparently, sporting push-up bras and lace panties beneath those coverings.


I didn’t think I could be any more disconcerted by Arab women, but I discovered that, actually, once you added that fact, I could.


Someone slid in beside me and spoke: “You are buying this for your mistress, yes?”


The voice was soft, low, humorous, beautifully inflected, and it shook me out of my reverie. The formal syntax suggested English was not her first language, although the accent was classic Oxbridge.


I looked to my right, where the speaker stood, herself covered head to foot in black. Her Selfridge’s badge, pinned to her shoulder, read “Anna.” Two brown eyes twinkled back at me.


I don’t know if it was her words—or her eyes—but I momentarily lost command of the English language. I put the bra down, then picked up another so my hands had something to do. “What? Um, no. I mean, I don’t have a mistress. No. A girlfriend. I guess. Yes. A girlfriend.”


Her eyes drifted languidly left and right to see if she was needed elsewhere, then she began refolding the lacy underthings in front of her.


“Perhaps you should be very certain of that before you make any purchase.” Her eyes indicated the white push-up bra with breathtaking lace décolletage I was now holding. “Everything here is … expensive.” I guessed she was comparing my worn jeans and battered combat boots to my choices in lingerie and finding them wanting.


I sighed, nodded.


“That is how she prefers things,” I said.


She was Kelly McNair, who made her debut in Houston before coming to Dallas to do interior design and generally enjoy life. We’d been dating for two years, more or less, and I didn’t feel that I knew her any better than I did on our first date. Perhaps she’d say the same of me. I’m not easy to know, and it’s probably better if you don’t get inside my head and poke around too much.


“We make a nice-looking couple,” she liked to say, which was true enough.


I was on TV; she was pretty enough to be on TV. Maybe she felt like that was enough.


“Will you marry her? This girlfriend with expensive tastes?”


Anna was still folding lingerie. She picked up one of the bras in front of her, held it up, turned it side to side, shook her head, set it down.


I shook my head along with her. “No. I don’t think so.”


She looked left and right again, still satisfied that nobody needed her more than me at that moment, and so she turned to look at me full on.


“Do not marry someone you do not love,” she said. Two fingers on my forearm were punctuation. I could feel their imprint after her hand moved, after she turned her attention back to the lingerie.


“What?” I felt stunned, as though she had tased instead of touched me.


“Do not marry someone you do not love,” she repeated. It sounded as if she might have some personal knowledge of the situation.


“Um, okay,” I stuttered. “I mean, well, it doesn’t look like anyone is getting married. I’m going to Paris to start a new job. The girlfriend is staying in Texas.”


“Oh, Paris,” she said. I could hear the smile, although I could not see it. “You will meet someone there.”


“Of course,” I said. “I have seen that movie.”


A voice growled across the room: “Anna!” and both of us jumped.


An older Arab woman—guessing by her voice—clad head to foot in black, stomped across the room, looked at me with all the menace that two eyes can deliver, and took Anna by the arm. Judging by the heaping armful of lingerie, she was ready to check out. I looked right back at her, disdain for disdain.


I had seen those eyes before in the Anbar Province when American soldiers took someone’s son or husband or grandson away. When I followed a squad through a shattered front door to find a family quailing, on their knees, but one strong mother or grandmother fixing these invaders—fixing me—with the evil eye.


The woman and Anna spoke to each other in Arabic. I understood a little. Enough to know I’d been insulted. Anna pulled her arm gently free, soothed the older woman, who offered me another scorching look and turned toward the checkout desk.


“Goodbye, American boy,” Anna said over her shoulder as she walked away. “Remember what I told you.”


“Boy?” I wanted to say.


When I was just a boy, I spent three summers lifeguarding. I saved people who were drowning. When I became a man, I stood alongside soldiers in combat so I could tell their stories. I’ve seen men, women, and children blown to pieces. I just held a man as he died, and that was not an action for boys, let me tell you, sister.


But what I said, instead, in creaky but technically correct presenttense Arabic, was “I thank you, Anna. Actually, I will purchase these.”


And I followed her and the glaring woman to the checkout desk to spend a substantial part of my first paycheck from the new job in Paris.










2.



Paris
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July 11, 2016


Monday


Rob, my new boss and my old friend, had proposed we meet at Harry’s New York Bar to celebrate my first day on the job. He said it was one of his favorite bars, and it might be a nice way for this American to step into Parisian life. I agreed. I had read about Harry’s in a James Bond story, “From a View to a Kill.” The 16-year-old James had told his taxi driver to take him to “Sank Roo Doe Noo,” as the ads have advised French-illiterate English speakers to do for a hundred years, and there had commenced what Bond described as “one of the memorable evenings of his life,” culminating in the loss of both his virginity and of his wallet.


I took the Metro from my new apartment on the rue Edmond Valentin, in the Seventh Arrondissement near the Eiffel Tower. I had already discovered that if I took to a chair on my sixth-floor balcony I could see almost the entire Tower, although I don’t think the network’s insurance provider would approve, and honestly, I could see plenty of the Tower without climbing. Heights got to me.


I stepped off the subway at the Opéra Garnier, loitered for a few minutes on the front steps of the baroque gilded opera house people-watching, then made my slow and tentative way down through the narrow streets to 5 Rue Daunou carrying my notebook and my battered paperback of Ian Fleming’s For Your Eyes Only to read while I waited, because I expected to wait.


I had never even been to Paris before I agreed to go to work for Rob. Truth to tell, if not for him, I would not have come. He’d told the higher-ups at his network that I had two years of French (which I did, indeed, in high school) to accompany the Arabic, Kurdish, and Pashto I’d picked up during three years’ reporting in Iraq and Afghanistan. And Spanish, from growing up with bilingual kids on the base and doing news in Dallas, Texas, for a solid decade. Who better, he asked the higher-ups, to report on terrorism in Europe?


Well. I could have named a dozen people without stopping to think, all of them also more stable than me at this moment. But the timing was good—I had nothing to look forward to where I was—and I did want to work with Rob again.


If he ever arrived, since he was always, always late.


Harry’s was all but empty at midday. I was supposed to arrive at 2, but as I stepped to the door of the bar at 2:15, Rob texted to say he was running late, 2:30 maybe. I suspected 3. Inside, the bartender, dressed in a white jacket, black tie, and white apron, leaned onto the bar talking to a young Arab woman with long lashes. She was wearing form-fitting running clothes and had a dog leash draped across her lap. A couple of beefy Americans, man and wife, maybe, sat in a booth at the back drinking what looked like a Bloody Mary and a French 75, both drinks reputed to have been created at Harry’s.


I was disappointed. I had expected Harry’s to be a party out of Scott Fitzgerald. Drinks should be flowing, a piano should be playing—didn’t Gershwin write An American in Paris here?—but this was just a dark and frankly tiny bar that was not dissimilar to the dive where I used to drink after work in Dallas with my cameraman, Ted.


I took a seat at the polished bar, two chairs down from the woman. She glanced over, then turned back to the bartender. I flashed back to Anna in London, the almond brown eyes, sure, the fact that she was Arab. Saudi, maybe, but very Western. She was wearing yoga pants and an oversized white top, with the straps of an athletic bra peeking at her shoulders. That middle-aged shopper in Selfridge’s would have slapped her silly for showing so much skin.


“Monsieur? What can I bring you?” the bartender asked, bringing me back to now. His English was accented. Eastern Europe. Maybe one of the former Soviet states. He had a thick black moustache, and unruly dark hair, cut short and spiky. The name badge on his apron read “Frederick.”


“An Old Fashioned, Frederick,” I told him. “With Bulleit, if you have it. And bring me another every fifteen minutes until my friend arrives.”


Frederick raised an eyebrow. He knew from long experience that this was not a recipe for a successful afternoon.


“Always late,” I sighed. “Our longstanding deal is, I drink on him. One drink every fifteen minutes. If he doesn’t want to pour me into a taxi, he’s got to arrive in some reasonable amount of time.”


“Very good, monsieur,” he said. “But almost you have to drink the whisky sour if you are going to sit on that stool,” he said, indicating with his head as his hands washed glasses in the sink. “It is Mr. Hemingway’s.”


“Oh,”I said, looking down at my seat. “Really? Ernest Hemingway?”


“Oui. Thirty whisky sours Mr. Hemingway would drink on an afternoon. Then he would go back to work.” He wiped his hands on a towel, ready to serve.


“What? Thirty?” I looked down at the stool beneath me. It all seemed frankly impossible. But—Mr. Hemingway. “Okay. Whisky sour, then. You do have Bulleit?”


He nodded and pulled a glass from behind the bar and the bottle from a shelf behind him. I checked my phone. Nothing from Rob yet.


“Quelle heure est-il?” the woman asked me, leaning across the stool separating us.


I thought hard and stammered out, “Il est deux heures vingt.” I’m not sure even my high school French teacher would have known what I was saying.


She found my bad French charming for some reason. “Américain?”


“Oui.”


“I wasn’t sure,” she said. She indicated my James Bond. “I thought perhaps Anglais.”


“Pardon,” I said with a wry face. “Je parle un peu.” I was laboring. And her English was a lot better than my French.


“It’s okay,” she said. “I prefer to speak English.”


“I also speak some Arabic,” I told her. “But your English is excellent.”


“It should be.” She looked up from her drink and smiled at me, the camera pushed in slow on her face, and it was in that precise moment, I believe, that I was lost. Her lips were so beautiful that I had to concentrate to make sense of the words she was forming: “I have been living in the States for ten years.”


“No kidding,” I said, trying to keep my voice from shaking. I felt tased again. “Where?”


The bartender set down my whisky sour and I looked over at her. “Can I get you something?” She was sipping at a French 75—served in a tumbler rather than a flute—but had drunk almost none of it.


“No thank you,” she said. “I’ll have to go back soon.” She made a sour face, as did the bartender. She ticked the following off on her fingers. “I went to Phillips Exeter Academy. Then Stanford. I did my Master’s degree at Rice. Global Affairs.”


“Wow,” I said.


She shrugged. Maybe it didn’t seem such a big deal when you were the one who had done it. “Can you understand me?” she asked in Arabic.


“Yes, very well,” I told her in return. She nodded.


“Nadia,” she said, offering her hand. A crisp, short shake. Her nails were red, lacquered. Her hand was as beautiful as the rest of her.


“Calvin,” I said. “Cal.” I let go her hand.


She leaned a bit in my direction. “How did you learn Arabic, Calvin?”


“I was a reporter in Iraq,” I said. “During the last war. I spent three years in the Middle East—” I tried to remember. “Whew. That was ten years ago.”


“I haven’t been back for many years either,” she said. “I enjoyed being away, I think.” She looked closely at me. “Did you like it? Being in Iraq?”


“It did not work out so well for me,” I confessed. Understatement is your friend. “But I did like waking up to the muezzin calling people to prayer, that is, if there were no snipers in the minaret. I did meet some people I’ll never forget.”


And I did get a headful of carnage I’ll never forget. But there you go.


This was not a topic that invited further discourse. Neither of us cherished our memories of the Arab world. We sat in silence for a bit. Frederick clanked some dirty glasses in the sink. I sipped at my drink, took surreptitious glances at her, tried not to gaze directly at her bare shoulder for fear it would strike me blind.


“What do you like about James Bond?” she asked, at last, nodding at my book. It was a step backward, but it was at least a step. “The beautiful women? The brave man of action? The gadgets?”


“I like Bond in the books,” I said. “And the Daniel Craig movies. He is brave. But broken. That’s where the bravery is.” I nodded. That sounded right. “He’s broken, but he goes on.” But Jesus, no more of that. At least not without about five more whisky sours. I put the book under my notebook. Another dead end. “What are you going to do with global affairs? That was at the Baker Center, right?”


“Baker Institute. James Baker, yes.” Now she took a big sip of her drink, made a face, sighed. “I was to begin work on a PhD at Georgetown this fall. I wanted to make a difference somehow.” She offered a smile that was simultaneously rueful and heartbroken. “Then my father called and said I have been educated enough. It is time.”


I took another sip. “Time?” That sounded ominous. “What does that mean?”


She looked across at me and her eyes were sparkling, this time not in a good way. I looked away quickly, down at the bar, down at the bronze rail beneath my feet. “He meant that it was time for me to marry. That he had at last completed all the arrangements. That’s why I’m in Paris.” She sighed. “We’ll have a ceremony here in Western formalwear. It’s all the rage now, apparently. Take pictures on the Alexandre III Bridge or somewhere after in my Elie Saab dress so everyone can see how elegant his bride is.” Now she looked down at the bar and said quietly, “I hoped to change things for my mother and sisters in Saudi. Now I’ll go home and put on the burqa and make babies and no one will ever hear from me again.”


Quel dommage. I was stunned. In the course of a minute, she had gone from gorgeous, brilliant, and available to unhappily married. But sadly this wasn’t the first Saudi girl I’d ever met who’d been sent to the States to increase her marriage value. It was a thing.


And the last thing I needed was to take on someone else’s pain. I should take a step back. Or, better, two.


“It sounds bad,” I said, shooting for breezy. “But maybe he’s a decent guy.”


“Maybe,” she said. “It would be nice to know before I marry him.” She took a big gulp of her drink, returned it gently to the bar, stared at it, into it, maybe. “Everyone else gets something from this. I don’t see any way it works out well for me.”


And breezy or not, I had to agree.


We sat for a moment in silence. Life is heartbreaking, as I know better than most.


My phone buzzed and I took a glance. “T here in five,” was Rob’s text. I predicted ten. But that meant he had, at the very least, left the office.


“Nadia,” the barman proclaimed sadly, checking his watch, “it’s time, my sweet.”


She sighed and slid off the seat. “Merci, Frederick.” She took up her dog leash.


I turned to her, and although it would have been better to just let her walk out, I truly wondered, and so I asked: “What kind of dog do you have?” It had broken my heart to leave Grace, my loving Golden Retriever, behind in Texas, even though my aunt and uncle would be better parents than I had ever been. As bad as things may be, I thought, at least this Nadia has a dog who loves her.


She stopped beside her chair, looked up at me, and shook her head gently like I was an ignorant child.


“I don’t have a dog,” she said.


She could read the confusion in my face, looked down at the leash, smiled sadly. “I’m staying now with his mother at the Four Seasons on George V.” She pronounced it “Sank,” as in Sank Roo Doe Noo. “When she first arrived in town, I told her that I had kenneled my dog on the Left Bank. And every day, I tell her I am leaving the hotel to walk her.”


That was pretty audacious. “I’m—aren’t you afraid that she’ll find out?”


She shrugged. What did it matter? “My mother-in-law doesn’t want to talk to me,” she said. “She’s very traditional.” She pursed her lips and decided. “I think, actually, that she hates me. She seems happy to see me leave the suite every day. She’d probably be happier to see me dead, but Ali seems to like my profile.”


“Ali. Your—”


“Yes,” she said. “Ali. My future husband. He’s 44.” She shrugged those beautiful shoulders, sighed. “Not ancient, at least. A prince, one of the great houses, richer than God, to my father’s great relief. He needs the money.” She reached over, emptied her drink, set the glass back down with a thunk. “I hope that works out for him.”


“Have you met Ali?”


She shook her head and turned to go. This was not a subject she wanted to discuss any longer.


I indicated her leash. That part, at least, was brilliant. And some part of me couldn’t bear to see her walk away.


“There’s no dog,” I said, putting it all together. “But you leave the hotel and you come here?”


“Not often enough,” Frederick said. He was drying glasses and putting them away.


She inclined her head to him before turning back to me. “Merci, Frederick. Yes. I come here. I sit in cafés. I walk along the Seine. I stand on the Pont de l’Alma Bridge and stare down into the river and think about jumping.” She smiled, as though this was normal talk. “I pretend like no one is making decisions for me for an hour or two.” She turned to go, and said so softly I could scarcely hear, “What does it matter? He arrives on Friday. I marry on Saturday. And then—” Her smile faded. Her head dropped.


She turned back toward the door.


Today was Monday. Bastille Day was on Thursday. And Saturday—


She was getting married in five days.


I slid off of my seat as well. Mr. Hemingway’s stool.


Papa would do something brave, especially after a brace of whisky sours.


“Mademoiselle,” I said, and I touched her gently on the arm just to arrest her progress.


Perhaps my touch and my intervention were unwanted. Honestly, what was wrong with me? Just let her go. She has her heartbreak and you have yours. And yet, I spoke: “Someone in London told me something the other day: ‘You should not marry someone you do not love.’”


She looked at me, and she smiled, sadly, beautifully, gratefully. “That is very good advice, Calvin,” she said. “For someone who has any kind of a choice.” She dropped her eyes and took another step toward the door.


“Nadia,” I said. I fished my wallet out of my back pocket and pulled out one of my new business cards. Again, against my better judgment. Five days. She was getting married in five days. “Take my card. If you need—I don’t know. Someone to talk to.” I held it out. “A friend.”


She looked at it. She looked at me.


“If you need help,” I said. “Call or text my cell. Any time.”


“You have helped me,” she said, and she favored me with another sad smile. “I have decided. I will be James Bond.”


“Brave,” I smiled back at her.


Those eyes considered me, but she shook her head, and her smile did not reach as far as her eyes.


“No,” she said. “Broken.”


But she accepted the card, looked at it, looked back at me.


“Au revoir, Calvin Jones.”


I took her hand again. “Au revoir, Nadia.”


She walked out into the Rue Daunou, the saloon door swinging shut behind her with finality.


And that, I thought is that. I would never see her again.


I climbed back onto my seat at the bar.


“Tant pis,” I said. That’s “too bad,” in French. Just so you know. “It is sad,” Frederick said. He sighed. “I am half in love with that girl.”


“Well,” I said. “She is—lovely.” Those sad eyes, those lips, that formidable mind.


Frederick put his hand over his heart. “More than that, monsieur. She is kind,” he said. “I see many sad people at this bar,” he said. “Many of them are cruel. Angry.” He shook his head, started making my second whisky sour. “That one,” he indicated with his head, “wants to change the world, even though the world never wishes to be changed.” He smiled sadly, slid the drink in front of me. 28 to go. “If she would have me, I would marry her this moment. Today.”


“You should ask her,” I said, indicating the swinging door with my head.


“Ask who?” came a booming voice beside me. “Ask her what? Frederick, how are you?”


“Bonjour, Monsieur Rob,” Frederick said, and he suddenly had a big smile on his face. Rob has that effect on people. “I should have known you are this man who comes always late.”


I slid from my barstool to offer my hand. “Your fame precedes you.”


“Oh, the hell with that,” he said, seeing my proffered handshake. He pulled me in for a man hug. He was the size of a bear now, so I guess let’s call it a bear hug. Then he held me at arm’s length and stared at me for longer than I liked. “You look good,” he decided. “And you look like hell.”


“That sounds fair,” I said. I was physically in the best shape of my life. But I had backslid a fur piece on everything else.


“What happened in Dallas?”


“It was bad,” I confessed. “I’m kindly a mess.” I gave a shaky laugh. “Worst going-away party ever.” I tried to smile, discovered that I couldn’t quite get there. The world still seemed very unstable under my feet.


“I know,” he said. “I know. We’ll get through it. Do you want to talk about it? All I saw was that last broadcast. Holy shit. It looked like you’d seen a ghost.”


I took up that second drink and gulped half of it. “All the ghosts,” I said. I took a deep breath, tried to figure out how to say this. “It was supposed to be an easy last night. Simple shoot. Black Lives Matter rally in downtown Dallas. Peaceful march. Some b-roll and then a live feed back to the studio. Easy last night.” I took another drink, and that was pretty much the end of that whisky sour. “We had already done my going-away party in the newsroom before I went out to shoot. White sheet cake from HEB. Crap frosting. Not even the butter cream. And in piped blue icing, ‘Good luck, Cal.’”


Frederick brought a French 75 to Rob, indicated my almost empty glass with quizzical eyebrows.


“No,” I said. “I’m working.”


Rob raised his glass. “Salud.” I clinked with my empty glass. “How many dead?”


“Five local law enforcement. And the shooter. They blew him up with military ordinance, Rob. Blew him up. It was Fallujah all over again.” My hand was shaking as I set my glass down.


“That bad,” Rob said. He was watching me closely, like he was trying to gauge where I was. He’d be a fool if he didn’t.


“Yeah,” I said. “One of the cops who died bled out right in front of me.” This was the first time I’d said this out loud. The most I had said out loud. There was more I hadn’t said. And probably couldn’t say. I looked across the bar. “Maybe just one more, Frederick.”


“At once, monsieur,” he said.


“He didn’t have on body armor,” I said. “Nobody did. The cops were in short sleeves, Rob. It was a hot night in Texas, nobody expected any trouble.” I took this drink from Frederick. “Last one, I swear.” I’m not sure who I was pledging this to. One more gulp. About right to relate at least part of the story. “We were at the back of a patrol car, kneeling at the bumper. ‘Stay down!’ the officer tells me. I’m still live. Producer in my ear, of course, what do you see, what’s going on? The officer steps out from behind the car and gets one through the lung and then one in the neck. He holds up his hand to tell me to stay back even after he’s down. Like I was going to just watch him die.” Rob nodded; he knew. Watching is the worst. “I got pressure on him, but it wasn’t enough. He bled out under my fingertips. Bullets still flying. I couldn’t save him.”


“This fucking world,” Rob said. There were tears in his eyes. Okay, so Rob was a teddy bear now. He was not like this when he was at FOX.


He laid his big hand on my shoulder. “You could have taken a couple more days, Cal. I wouldn’t have minded.”


I let out a long whoosh of a sigh. “A couple more days would not have helped, Rob.” I am not a person who cries. Not at my mom’s death. Or my dad’s. Or any other horrible thing. I just dig a deep hole, drop something into it, shovel dirt over it until it disappears from sight. “Nothing would have helped.”


He nodded again. He knew all too well. You see, we went way back, Rob and me. Rob was on-air talent like me before he stepped up to producing. We reported together from Iraq, lead correspondents for rival networks, but we were under fire together a bunch of times, and both of us saw shit no one should ever have to see.


Rob was with me on July 14, 2007—Bastille Day, I suddenly realize—when I got the news that my father, MSGT Calvin Jones, was killed in a market square in Anbar Province, along with two of his boys and fourteen civilians, by a powerful Improvised Explosive Device.


I needed more than a couple of days when I got that news too.


Then I lost someone else I loved and I kind of completely fell apart, and the network sent me home for a rest, which was both a good thing and a bad thing. The end of something.


Back in Texas, living in my father’s house where every corner held the echoes of that man, I swilled Jack Daniels like it was a magical elixir that could bring him back if I drank hard enough and fast enough.


I did some violence to others in bars and in alleys as a way, I now understand, to do violence to myself. Because, for true, I had my ass handed to me more than once by members of the American armed forces in dives near Fort Hood, and I came very near to permanently damaging my only real asset, my handsome face.


All of which was in the hard-drinking tradition of war correspondents including Mr. Hemingway, I guess.


I could have gone back to the Middle East and been yet another shit-faced face on camera while bullets flew, brave as anything because I couldn’t feel anything.


I might in fact still be drunk, drunk as I felt myself becoming that afternoon on Mr. Hemingway’s stool in Harry’s Bar, which was drunker than I had been for a long long time.


Which is how and where Rob comes back in the story, and why, to tell the truth, I had to come to Paris.


When Rob told me, “I need you in Paris,” I told him, “I’m on my way.”


Because without him, who knows where I’d be?


I had never said this to him, that I owed him my life, although I think he knew.


Rob was still in country while I was drinking myself to death. But when he returned to the States, he flew to DFW, then drove to Killeen, where my father had lived off base, and sat down with me in my dad’s kitchen, where I was already on my fourth or sixth or eleventh drink of the day.


He sat across the table from me then, his dark cold Shiner beer half-drunk in his mug, and at last, after I’d been vomiting out my rage at my father and at Sunni insurgents and at anyone anywhere who thinks God is telling them to blow people up or cut their heads off on camera, Rob set his mug on the table, and he spoke the words he had flown all the way across the world to tell me: “This doesn’t fix anything.”


“What?” I dragged my bleary gaze across the table to him.


“You can drink yourself dead,” he said. “But you can’t drink him back alive. Either of them, actually.”


I raised my head and fixed him with a stare. “Fuck you,” I said.


He shook his head. “This is not what they would want, Cal.”


“Fuck you, Rob,” I said. I got unsteadily to my feet, my chair toppling behind me, and my fists were balled. Rob was not such a good friend nor so enormous yet that I wouldn’t stagger over there and take a swing at him. “What the hell do you know about my father?”


“I know what you told me.” He looked me in the eyes. “That he loved you as well as he could. And vice versa.” He raised his mug, took a drink, wiped his lip with the back of his hand, still looking at me. “Oh my God, this is good. What I wouldn’t give for a Shiner when its 123 degrees over there.” He set the mug back down on the table.


And he said, again. “And so I know, Cal. He wouldn’t want this. To see what you’re doing now. What you’ve become.”


Thus: the moment.


A good friend might tell you something that will make you feel better.


But a real friend will tell you something you don’t want to hear. Even with the threat of violence looming.


Rob was right. I couldn’t go on the way I’d been. And I couldn’t go back to what I’d been. So I quit the network. I took a weekend anchor job at the affiliate in Dallas, where the babies there fresh out of J-school regarded me like I was some legendary pitcher from the bigs, Sandy Koufax, maybe, who had wound up back in Double A. Lo, how the mighty are fallen. And hell, maybe they were right. I was a shadow of my former self.


But for ten years, I went to bed sober most nights.


I let go of some of the anger.


I stopped having the nightmares.


I got up and went to work, met a girl, made some kind of a life for myself.


And, up until my last night on the job, it had all been okay, if only just okay.


“Do you need more time?” Rob asked me now, point blank. “I can make that happen.”


I shook my head. “No. I’m ready to go to work,” I said. “I think maybe I need to.”


“Okay,” he said. “After lunch tomorrow, I’ll take you into the studio. Introduce you around. You’ll have a couple of days to settle in. I’ve scheduled your first shoots for Bastille Day. The military parade, and then that night, the fireworks to introduce you to viewers.” Then something occurred to him, and his lips pursed. “Oh. I do hope you’ve gotten over that fear of heights.”


“I am going to beat you,” I told him, my eyes going wide. “What have you done?”


“Well,” he said, “we’re shooting from the tower of the American Cathedral Thursday night. Best vantage point in the city for the fireworks off the Eiffel.”


“How would you know that?” My heart seized in my chest. “The tower of what? American Cathedral? What is that?”


“I’m on the vestry of the Cathedral,” he said to my uncomprehending face. “It’s my church.”


“I don’t even know where to start on that,” I said. “Your church? Weren’t you an atheist when we were getting shot at?” I glanced at the menu Frederick handed me. “Croque monsieur,” I said, handing it back without having to think about it. Who doesn’t like grilled cheese?


“Salade du chef,” Rob said. “What?” he asked, sensing my disapproval. “I’m watching my calories. Not all of us run marathons.”


“I don’t run marathons,” I said. I had run three or four miles along the Seine that morning, past the houseboats, back across the Pont de l’Alma Bridge, and then walked down the Avenue Bosquet and back to my apartment. “And I don’t eat salad.”


“Fine,” said Rob. “You’re in great shape. At least you won’t be panting when you climb to the top of the tower.”


“Hooray,” I said. “My heart will be pounding with terror instead.” It was already, in anticipation.


“Good lord,” he said, shaking his head. “I thought that would be an easy first day.”


“Okay,” I said. “But I’m guessing it probably won’t be.”


“Oh,” he said. “That reminds me. I know you were dating that society girl in Dallas. But Brigid and I have someone we want you to meet. Allison. Good Anglican girl. Drinks and reads books. You’ll like her.”


For a few minutes there I had forgotten I was dating that society girl.


Kelly. Her name was Kelly.


Because somehow at the moment, my mind was occupied by someone else.


“We’re having dinner with Brigid and Allison tomorrow night,” Rob said. “Okay?”


“I need another drink,” I sighed.


So Frederick smiled, and nodded, and went back to work.










3.



Paris
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July 12, 2016


Tuesday


The old dreams were back.


I hadn’t had them for a long time—for years, actually. But since the Black Lives Matter shootings, and now in Paris, my windows open to the sounds of far-off traffic, sweat soaking the bed, I was back in country.


I was back watching people die.


The night was dark, and all I could see were moving shadows.


And all I could hear was the sound of things exploding.


Boom.


Boom.


BOOM.


The explosions got closer and closer. I told Khalid, my driver, and Waseed, my cameraman, to get down. And in my dream, as they always did in real life, they laughed at me.


“Don’t be so scared, Calvin Coolidge,” Khalid said. He really did say this to me. All the time. He was so proud that he had studied American history. He knew that our President Coolidge was also called “Silent Cal,” and sometimes he called me that instead. It was not entirely inappropriate.


Khalid saved my life a hundred times. Seriously. He pulled me out of riots. He drove us out of jams where men with their faces covered by kafiyas were chasing us, or actually shooting at us. He persuaded people who thought they wanted to kill me to let me go, for his sake, for the sake of the Prophet. He told a sheikh who wanted to kidnap me and sell me to some bad guys that, first, he did not want to split the profits with him, that this would be dishonorable. And second, that his, Khalid’s clan, was bigger, smarter, and tougher than the sheikh’s, and that it would go badly for them if the sheikh made a stupid move now.


“What is he saying?” I asked. They had talked for ten minutes in low voices, and I had only picked up a few words yet that early in my tour. Later, Khalid told me everything, but he knew now I needed to keep my eye on the ball. He smiled and nodded and said, “He says he will talk to you about the insurgents.”


When I complained about the shifting sides, about the dishonesty of so many of the Iraqis we met, Khalid pulled together a pile of videotapes from somewhere and asked me to watch them. They were torture and interrogation tapes from the Baathist prisons, Iraqis who had suffered and died under the gentle ministrations of the Husseins and their flunkies. I had to stop watching. It was as bad as the insurgent beheadings, and I got Khalid’s point.


Don’t judge us, if you haven’t walked in our sandals.


If you or those you love haven’t been tortured in Saddam’s prisons.


Those people were seriously damaged, that whole country was seriously damaged, and I got it, and I forgave a lot, as much as I could, because I know what it’s like to be seriously damaged.


I even got Quisas, the Arabic concept of revenge as justice. “A life for a life,” they would say, and I came to want that myself.


But, in all things, through all the terrible events I reported, I trusted Khalid, and he trusted me.


He was more than my driver.


He was my friend, and I loved him, and I could not live with myself after what happened to him.


In the dream, the explosions come closer, always closer, like the footprints of a giant, pounding his way toward us step by step. The earth shakes. My ears hurt.


And in the dreams, as always, Khalid steps away from me smiling and then disappears in a flash of violent light.


I woke up, panting, still sweating, one of those crazy ooga-ooga French police sirens sounding in the distance. It might have been my head going off. I’d had way too much to drink the night before and still couldn’t seem to sleep. Not a good sign, the drinking or the insomnia.


My phone was ringing. That’s what had woken me up, and now my head swiveled and I found it on the bedside table.


My ringtone was The Clash: “Rock the Casbah, rock the Casbah.”


If you can’t name it, it has power over you, right? Don’t say “He Who Must Not Be Named.” Call him “Voldemort.”


I picked up the phone to check the call. Rob, I figured. Like him to do an early callout. Parades and fireworks, my ass. But the phone said different: “Uncle Jack.”


This was not going to go well for me. But I answered all the same. Jack was my only living relative.


“What time is it there?” I asked, trying to convey a lightness I did not feel.


“When were you going to tell me?” he asked, a counter question, and clearly he was pissed. “I had to talk to that girl of yours to find out where you went.” That must have been quite a phone call.


“I told you I was thinking about taking the job,” I said. Which was true. I had told him I had an offer. And then he had told me he thought going to Paris was a stupid idea, and that was where we had left it, and then I covered the BLM shooting. I only remembered telling Kelly McNair because she had immediately told me she would come over and visit me.


“What time is it?” I asked.


“Ten,” he said. “I just went off shift.”


“Anything happen tonight?” Easiest way to derail him was to get him talking about the job.


“A couple of traffic stops,” he said. “Broke up a fight between some homeless guys. Got called to a domestic.”


“Anything that would make the news?”


“Nada.” He went silent long enough that I actually pulled the phone from my ear and checked to see if we were still connected.


“Are you okay?” he finally asked. “I know last week must have been—”


“I’m okay,” I said.


“Really?”


Uncle Jack was my only living relative. He was my dad’s younger brother, and a Dallas policeman, and he was actually the one who found me wandering downtown after my live report, my microphone in my hands. It—and they—were covered with blood.


He found me, and he bundled me into his squad car, and he drove me home.


The truth. Well.


“No sir,” I said, shaking my head. “No. I am not okay.”


His answer was immediate. “Do you need me to come over there? ’Cos I will, nephew.”


I actually laughed at that. Jack Jones, in his white Resistol hat and cowboy boots, striding through the City of Light.


“Rob is here,” I said. “That’s a good thing.”


“But—”


“No buts, Uncle Jack. I’m in a bad place now. It happens, as you well know. How are you holding up?” The Dallas Police Department must be reeling. Losing a single officer was a tragedy. Five was uncharted waters, the edge of the world.


“Sweet Baby Jesus, Cal,” he said. “These funerals. They are breakin’ my heart.”


“I know,” I said. I had covered plenty. The police sirens were closer now, and the sounds of traffic through my window were growing louder as Paris began to grow light. “I am so sorry.” We sat in silence. I hadn’t talked about this, but maybe it was time to say it out loud. “Officer Reynolds saved my life. I mean—”


“I know,” he said. He let out a sigh. “He did his job.”


“You go to that funeral?”


“Yup. Wife. Three children. I thanked her for your life. It seemed to mean something.”


“Thank you, Jack,” I said. “I hope I deserve it.” I rolled out of my bed, walked over to the sink, drew a cold glass of water. I was silent long enough that he asked:


“Cal?”


“I’m having the dreams again,” I told him. I drank to the bottom of the glass, and still I was parched.


“Ugh,” he said. “Well, I’d be surprised if you didn’t.” He sighed again. “You know, maybe you should consider another line of work.”


“I was thinking about being a checker in Wal-Mart,” I said. “But that comes with its own distinct set of challenges.”


“Oh my Lord,” he said. “Enormous women in yoga pants.”


“Jack,” I said. I filled my glass again.


“That simply should not be allowed.”


“Go home,” I said. “Hug that wife of yours for me.”


“I worry about you,” he said.


I nodded. “Well. You probably should.”


“The dreams?”


“Khalid,” I said. There was a long pause.


“Son,” he said at last, “you need to let that go.”


I drank, put my glass in the sink. “I know I do,” I said. “Yet here I sit.”


There was no answer to that. I told Uncle Jack I’d call him later in the week, thanked him for checking in, sort of apologized for moving across the Atlantic without telling him. As I was doing that, my phone buzzed with an iMessage, filtered through the wifi maybe: “What’d you get me? Coming to see. Arriv this weekend!”


Jesus. Kelly, texting from Texas.


“What did you tell her?” I asked my uncle.


“Who?”


I waited. Nothing.


“Jack, Kelly McNair just texted me that she’s coming to Paris.”


“Well, hell,” he said. His strongest cuss word. “I just told her that you could probably use some company. And she does seem to miss you.”


“She misses being wined and dined,” I said. “That’s all.”


“That’s as may be,” Jack said. “I just thought it might be nice to have someone to hold right now.”


“Everybody seems to think so,” I admitted. “Rob is trying to fix me up.”


I looked down at Kelly’s message. What should I tell her in response? Don’t bother? See you soon?


I didn’t want to see anyone just now.


My heart was three sizes too small. Like the Grinch.


My uncle laughed and I raised the phone back to my ear. “If you don’t like either one of those, the missus has this sweet little girl from church she’s got her eye on for you.”


“Jesus,” I said.


“Don’t you blaspheme. You could do worse than a girl who says her prayers.”
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