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            What the eyes see and the ears hear, the mind believes.

            —HARRY HOUDINI
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            PARIS. 8:44 A.M.

         

         A siren wails, far away.

         Kate Moore is lingering in front of school, her daily dose of sidewalk-swimming in a sea of expat moms, gossip and chitchat and a dizzying ping-pong of cheek kisses, usually planted on both sides of the face but sometimes three pecks, or for some lunatics four separate kisses.

         It’s an international school. All the parents are transplants from dozens of different countries, with different ideas about what constitutes the proper sequence. It’s an etiquette minefield, is what it is. And etiquette has never been Kate’s forte.

         She cocks her head, trying to discern if the siren is approaching or receding, an instinctual habit—a professional obligation—of assessing potential levels of danger. Here in Paris, at this hour, sirens are unusual. This city is less noisy than other global capitals, London or New York, Mumbai or Hong Kong. And much less than where Kate lived before here: Luxembourg, perhaps the least noisy capital in the world; and Washington, which doesn’t even make the cut of the twenty most populous US cities.

         But Kate has traveled plenty. For her job, dispatching her to far-flung destinations in Latin America and Europe. And for the past few years for adventure, driving around the Continent in their aging station wagon, with their EU driver’s licenses and bilingual kids.

         Other metropoli have all seemed like more aggressive aural assaults than Paris, with more insistent car horns honked more frequently, more idling trucks and unmufflered motorcycles, jackhammers and pile drivers and bass-heavy music blaring from souped‑up sound systems, fire trucks and ambulances and police cars in hot pursuit, the unmistakable urban sounds of urgency, emergency.

         It’s in the mornings when Paris feels especially hushed, and in particular this slice of the septième, sleepy cafés on the quiet corners of narrow streets, well-dressed women depositing well-groomed kids at the towering green door of the school’s fortress-like façade, forbidding stone walls from which no sounds can escape, nor for that matter children.

         The siren grows louder, nearer.

         A curbside fence prevents the kids from running into the street, getting hit by cars. Every school’s sidewalk is lined with these fences, festooned with locked‑up bicycles and kick-scooters decorated with decals of football clubs, pop singers, flower petals.

         The kids are absolutely safe in there.

         
            *

         

         After the Charlie Hebdo massacre, sirens began to take on a new significance, triggering more vital concerns. Then the November attacks ratcheted up the tension further, and then again the Champs-Élysées shooting, these events produced a permanent propensity to generalized panic.

         Sirens no longer suggest a multicar pile‑up on the périphérique or a gangland shoot-out in St-Denis—somebody else’s problem, somewhere else. These days, sirens could mean a nightclub shooting, hostages in a grocery store, a madman in a museum. Sirens could mean that Kate should storm into school, drag out her children, initiate one of her emergency protocols, go-bags from the linen closet, the always-gassed‑up car in the garage, speeding out of the city toward the secret farmhouse in the Ardennes, or the airbase in the Ruhr, or somewhere else, anywhere else.

         These days, sirens could mean anything.

         It’s what everyone is talking about, the shopkeepers, restaurateurs, hoteliers. Tourism is down. Locals are wary. Customers scarce. Soldiers and police patrol the streets in threes and fours, heavily armed, flak-jacket clad. Not only near the ministries and embassies, the busy commercial boulevards and the famous monuments, but everywhere, soldiers are loitering even here, on sedate residential streets.

         The military has become a permanent presence, the new normal. Sharpshooters have taken positions in the latticework of the Eiffel Tower, the flying buttresses of Notre-Dame, the neoclassical roof of the Arc de Triomphe. Everyone is getting used to it.

         This is how a police state happens, isn’t it? An emergency that never subsides. Everything is getting worse all the time, so the far-right steps in and promises to solve it all—the taxes, the unemployment, the poverty and immigration and terrifying violence out in les banlieues, Balkan gunrunners and Albanian drug dealers and Corsican mobsters.

         The police suit up, and never stand down.

         People are talking about getting out of town, buying a crumbling pile of château in the country, starting a biodynamic vineyard or an eco-friendly bed-and-breakfast. Or to hell with it, leaving France entirely, moving to Zurich, to Helsinki or Lisbon or Edinburgh, places that are immune, or seem to be.

         Kate hears a second siren, coming from another direction.

         The other moms seem to be oblivious to the noise, nattering about nothing. Kate tunes them out, scans the bulletin board next to her, pushpinned with notices for kids’ activities, community meetings, nannies, holidays, the week’s lunch menu—symbols for organic, for local, for vegetarian—next to the list of every kid’s allergies, right out there on the sidewalk for anyone to see.

         The goodbyes begin. With all this cheek kissing, it takes forever to say hello and goodbye. Like adding a whole new category of daily chore, now every morning you have to iron a shirt, mop the kitchen floor.

         “What time would suit tonight?” asks Hashtag Mom. “And what shall we bring?” Hashtag Mom never lived anywhere except New Jersey until she was thirty-one, when she moved with her global-banker husband to London, then Singapore, then Paris. Somewhere along the way, she apparently started pretending to be British.

         “Bring nothing,” Kate says, “except your good company. Everyone’s coming at seven.”

         “Lovely.” Hashtag Mom leans in for her final air-kiss. For Hashtag Mom, everything, always, is hashtag lovely.

         As much time as Kate needs to spend kissing all these women, she’s increasingly unwelcome to kiss her own children, not in public, especially not the mortified older one. But Kate is confident that her younger boy is just going along with that pose because that’s what younger siblings do; she knows that Ben still wants his mother’s kisses. So she sneaks them onto his head when Jake isn’t looking, an open secret right there in a crowd.

         The sirens are closing in.

         Now other people finally begin to react, to tilt their heads, dart their eyes, searching for whatever proximate threat might be attracting the police.

         Cautionary tales, the things you hear: the aroma that turns out to be a ruptured gas main, the staph infection that over the weekend becomes an amputated leg. Lessons in vigilance, the things you could’ve done, should’ve done, if only you’d been worried enough, if you hadn’t been so lazy, so selfish, if you’d had the courage to follow your fear from the very first flush. But it’s only in hindsight that you see it clearly: this was one of those moments.

         Everyone turns in unison, to where the narrow street ends at a broad boulevard, glimpses through the gap of a convoy zooming past, motorcycles followed by squad cars followed by armored trucks then more motorcycles sweeping up the rear, all those dark-blue vehicles with lights flashing, a thundering herd galloping in the direction of the river, the museums, the presidential palace, it’s all just over there, spitting distance.

         Shooting distance.

         It’s terror that’s amassing in Kate, a sense that something is very wrong.

         Maybe it’s finally here: payback for all her mistakes. Her parenting mistakes and filial ones, her professional mistakes, matrimonial, her wrongdoings in every segment of life. She wakes up every single morning prepared for it to happen, for her life to be assailed.

         Maybe it’s today.
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            PARIS. 8:47 A.M.

         

         The biggest concern is safety. A distant second is discretion. But if you are concerned with neither unintentional detonation nor with being noticed, your options multiply immensely.

         There are so many different ways to build a bomb.

         Mahmoud has occasionally wondered if he has hallucinated this whole thing, the past two years, everything. It all seems so real, but is that not what people think when they are hallucinating?

         The bomb that Mahmoud is wearing under his windbreaker is the type that can be easily identified by any layperson, at first glance: bricks of Semtex and a battery-powered detonator connected by wires to a flip-phone, all of it duct-taped to a canvas vest, everything easily visible. Everyone knows what this is. That is the point.

         This bomb can be delivered by foot, then detonated remotely, even if the delivery system is no longer functioning.

         The world has become prepared for this sort of thing, in the sorts of places where it makes sense. Places like here.

         Mahmoud is the delivery system.

         This type of bomb is as close as possible to fail-safe. The only drawback: one person must be willing to die. But what is one death? Hundreds of millions of people die every year. We all, obviously, die. Nearly all of us before we think it is our time, many by surprise. So it is a luxury to know when, exactly.

         Mahmoud will also carry a second device, not as easily recognizable. The police will have their suspicions: Why would a man wearing a suicide vest also carry a briefcase? What could be the point of the luggage? They will be prepared for various possibilities, they will have detectors, sensors, a mobile laboratory. They will guess just from Mahmoud’s body language, from his location, what the most likely scenario is. They will use their equipment to make measurements. Then they will be sure.

         
            *

         

         He sits in the rear of the panel van, GOUPIL ET FRÈRES ÉLECTRICIENS on the dingy side.

         After months of planning, the final arrangements were pulled together hastily. Mahmoud does not understand all the factors, or perhaps any; there is much more to this than anyone is telling him. For all he knows, he has been lied to repeatedly, more or less constantly, about everything.

         Nearly everything. Some things he knows to be true. He has seen proof.

         The problem with the van—although not, in the end, Mahmoud’s problem—is that because the event will happen in a heavily monitored neighborhood, the police will have access to copious surveillance footage. It will take only minutes to procure the video of Mahmoud stepping out of this vehicle, then trace the van’s movements backward through the various state-owned surveillance cameras that are affixed to the walls, streetlights, and traffic lights, as well as the private cameras at jewelers and banks and hotels and ministries, new cameras are mounted every day, ever cheaper and easier to install, to network, to identify a specific timeframe, compress the file, e‑mail it to investigators.

         There is no way to evade surveillance.

         This necessitated complex logistics just to get Mahmoud into the vehicle. A system whose sole purpose was to deliver one man to one spot on one occasion.

         Him, here, now.

         
            *

         

         This tradesman’s van is hand-stenciled with a nonexistent address, a fictional phone number; there is no Goupil in Paris who is an electrician with his brothers. There are no tools in the rear, no supplies, no other passengers. The steel floor is hard, the shock absorbers ineffective. Mahmoud feels every bump and pothole in his tailbone, his spine, even in the back of his head as it clunks and thumps against the side, which he does not much try to prevent, even relishes to some extent. 

         Recently the concepts of pain and death have been consuming his thoughts, especially late at night, when he reaches to the other side of the bed. His hand always comes away empty.

         There are no windows back here. It is weak light that comes through the front windshield, on the far side of the high-backed seats. Mahmoud’s angle does not allow a view of any but the tallest or closest structures, difficult to identify in the whir of whizzing by, set against a small slice of sky.

         Mahmoud cannot tell which direction the van is headed in, cannot keep track of the turns. Even the passing of time has become difficult to gauge. He does not know the exact destination, but he does know it will be in central Paris. All the same to him. He has lived here only a few years, but that has been long enough to learn to hate the whole beautiful place.

         
            *

         

         The van swings around a turn, too fast, and Mahmoud slides on his seat.

         He tries to adjust his tight rubberized underwear. A very uncomfortable garment, but he understands the necessity. In fact he asked for it.

         Mahmoud catches a glimpse of something through the windshield, a tall wide column, nothing on either side of it, just the bright blue sky pierced by this verdigris bronze. He recognizes this structure, it is … he knows this …?

         There are so many monuments here, statues, obelisks, fountains, the French are keen on memorializing events, celebrating themselves. What is this one called …?

         Mahmoud visited many of these sights back when they first moved here, dutifully trekking to one tourist attraction after another. He noticed the looks he received, he observed the security guards, many of them just like him, North Africans, Middle Easterns, dark-skinned men issued uniforms and badges and walkie-talkies, told to keep an eye on anyone who looked like themselves. Jobs to pay the rent, to feed their families, to purchase the things you need, maybe sometimes a few you simply want.

         The driver shifts into PARK, hops out, then seconds later jumps back in.

         Mahmoud wondered if these security guards lost sleep, wracked with guilt about how they earn their livings, about the types of men they had become, men who themselves were subjected to the same injustices and sleights and distrustful looks, all reliable constants, like the gray skies. It was only their absence that surprised—a sunny day, how glorious.

         Today is a sunny day.

         Ah! He remembers the name of this place, that square with the column in the middle, perimeter lined with the most expensive of jewelers, the fanciest of hotels: the place Vendôme.

         It is a relief that he has not completely lost his memory. But then, what does it matter?

         It was not Mahmoud who had wanted to move to France. That had been Neela’s desire, her dream. He had been swayed by her passion, her conviction. For the children, she said. For me.

         And then look what happened. What they did to her.
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            PARIS. 8:54 A.M.

         

         Hunter Forsyth doesn’t register the sound of the siren.

         Later, when he’s second-guessing his decisions, he’ll understand that he did hear this first-wave siren but failed to acknowledge it, standing on the balcony off the formal dining room, which during the year that he has owned this apartment has never, not once, been used for formal dining. He’s ignoring the spectacular view of the Eiffel Tower in favor of the ordinary little screen in his palm, index finger swiping, and swiping, reading this message, dismissing that one, deleting, deleting, responding with single-syllable answers, yes, no, trying to project not only his general level of importance but also his extra-impatience with matters that are below his purview, decisions people should make without consulting him, problems they should solve on their own.

         Today, of all days, nibbled to death by minnows. It’s important to retaliate. Controlled rudeness can be an effective tool.

         Hunter hears a car ignition turn over, and sees the police cruiser pull out of its customary space. The car’s lights start to flash as it accelerates, then the sedan tears around the corner.

         This penthouse is a spectacular apartment—high ceilings and tall windows, herringbone floors and marble fireplaces, the romantic ideal of a Parisian home. On the other hand, it’s just off the Champs-Élysées, with the attendant riffraff crowd, and who the hell wants that? Not Hunter. But when he was looking to buy, he discovered that at any given moment there are only a handful of quality apartments available for people like himself—American businessmen with no titles of nobility or royalty, no above-the-title film credits.

         Compromises were necessary. This place is just a few minutes from the downtown office, which is the European headquarters of Hunter’s multinational conglomerate. There’s another Paris office with far more employees, way out in La Défense, which he visits much less frequently. He doesn’t like it out there.

         With all his long-haul travel, Hunter tries to minimize his commutes. For the on-and-off month per year that he spends here, he’d much rather be somewhere else, maybe out in Passy amid all the Art Nouveau and ossified old ladies, or the Left Bank, not so artsy-fartsy anymore, perhaps now even welcoming to people like him, the kinds of people who can arrange for the local police to serve as private security.

         So why did the cop car just leave?

         
            *

         

         “Colette?”

         Hunter’s efficient, officious assistant hurries from the kitchen, heels clickity-clacking. Colette wears monstrously tall heels that make her legs—her entire figure—look spectacular. The shoes seem impossible to walk in, but she does it with aplomb, as everything. Colette is the most competent human Hunter has ever met. That’s one of the reasons—one of many—that he is utterly, helplessly in love with her.

         “Oui Monsieur?” Phone in hand, ready to answer his every question, cater to his every whim, solve his every problem, those big hazel eyes gazing at him expectantly. It wasn’t until last year when he realized just how beautiful Colette is, and since then he hasn’t stopped kicking himself for how long it took.

         “Do you know why our police just left?”

         “I will find out” is what she says, what she always says, and what she always does.

         In all other aspects of his life, Hunter is supremely confident. But with Colette he feels like a scrawny sophomore with a crush on the prom queen: flustered, hopeless. The more he becomes convinced of her perfection, the more he envisages all that could go wrong. Beginning with his wife finding out, prematurely. Or Colette’s husband.

         She hits a button on her phone, which connects her to the woman out in La Défense whose job it is to find answers for other people.

         Hunter steps back out to the balcony, just in time to see a new car pull up, a strobing blue light on the roof. Both front doors open, and a couple of uniformed policemen climb out of the unmarked car, looking around. 

         “Colette?”

         “Oui Monsieur?”

         Of all the mistakes he’ll make today, this one is perhaps the stupidest, for the most irresponsible reason: he doesn’t want Colette to go to the bother of calling the office, then dialing the police station, then connecting to the operator, then a supervisor, then whoever arranges for Hunter’s not-exactly-legal security detail…. He wants to save her these half-dozen conversations. Why? Because he can’t stop thinking of her as his true love, instead of one of his five assistants. He’s putting Colette’s interests ahead of his own, the inverse of their professional relationship.

         “Forget it,” he says. “A new police car just arrived.”

         “Parfait.”

         She types into her device—fingers flying, greasing the various wheels of her boss’s life—while walking back to her perch at the kitchen counter.

         Then he hears her gasp.

         
            *

         

         The small television on the counter shows police cars amassed in front of a train station, MENACE À LA GARE in big red letters across the screen.

         “A bomb,” Colette explains. “At the Gare de Lyon.”

         His mind jumps to how this will impact him, his today, his tomorrow, when he’ll be flying to Hong Kong. A bomb in a train station on the other side of Paris is not his problem. Not with the police stationed out front, and his bodyguard in the hall, in a neighborhood teeming with military, police, the presidential palace, the US Embassy. He’s safe.

         Tomorrow’s flight will be brutal. What Hunter needs—it’s so obvious—is his own plane. Not some chic little Gulfstream for short hops to vacation spots, but a big jet that could get him from anywhere on the planet to anywhere else.

         After today, he’ll be able to buy one of those planes. After today, he’ll be able to buy anything. Have anything. Maybe even Colette.
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            PARIS. 8:58 A.M.

         

         Kate watches another pair of police cars zoom through the intersection, breaking the peace of the rue du Cherche-Midi still in the process of waking up for business, doors unlocking, signs being turned over to OUVERT.

         It’s easy to become uneasy these days, there’s a general foreboding in the air, plus an extra dread that’s special to Kate: the specter of her career imploding. She keeps hoping that she’ll be able to relegate it to the background, stop seeing it in the stark foreground at four A.M.

         Flashes flood her consciousness, all her worst visions parading through. The life going out of Santibanez’s eyes, slumped against the tree trunk in the dark park in Oaxaca. The surprise of a woman’s pleading face in New York, her blood blooming into the carpet. The hateful, determined look on Julia’s face, drenched in the pounding rain atop the medieval wall of Luxembourg, the muzzle of her gun just inches from Kate’s forehead.

         That seems so long ago, when they were still new to Europe.

         Until she moved to Luxembourg, Kate didn’t have any experience with this variety of high-street retail, the same clerks working the same schedule for years, for lifetimes, closing up for lunch hours, for a whole month during les fermetures annuelles; half the people are gone in August, the other half in July. Back in DC, Kate did her shopping in supermarkets and big-box stores, a hazy blur on Saturday mornings, driving from this parking lot to that in the rain, waiting with other sensible cars in left-turn lanes, the household chores a halfhearted afterthought to distracted parenting and autopilot marriage and faltering career, one that had once been rewarding, exciting, and invigorating but recently had become frustrating, terrifying, and ultimately untenable. 

         One night, Dexter came home from another dispiriting DC day and asked, “What would you think of living in Luxembourg?”

         Just like that: a whole different life. Expats.

         There’s even a name for those traditionalists who take their holidays in August, and another for the upstarts who prefer July. Aoûitiens versus juilletistes.

         Around the corner from home is a squeaky-clean, brightly lit new supermarket, but Kate prefers to shop the traditional way, beginning at the farmer’s market on a boulevard’s shady meridian, the fish guy and the fresh-fruit guy, the onion stall, the potatoes, the olives, the rotisserie meats, the butcher’s yellow chickens and quartered rabbits. Kate is buying a fistful of flowers when everyone pauses to watch a tight caravan of gendarmerie people-movers tear past, big blue vans with red-and-white-zebra-striped accents, blue sirens, ten flics ready to leap out of each, with riot gear and assault rifles over their shoulders plus automatic pistols in their holsters, a lot of armor, a lot of firepower.

         Her phone chimes with an alert, an explanation for all this activity: a bomb threat reported at the Gare de Lyon.

         Another day, another threat.

         She continues her rounds of the commercial street, everything anyone needs, pharmacist and housewares, fromagerie and boucherie, a veritable explosion of health-food stores, bio this and nature that and fresh-pressed juices that all incorporate ginger or echinacea. With the bike-shares and smoking ban and electric-car chargers, the place is becoming California, there’s even a rash of burger joints, the type of fad that Kate thinks of as an American phenomenon, outsize passions for pit barbecue, for craft beer, for stuffing ducks into turkeys into cauldrons of deep-frying oil.

         The longer she lives away from America—has it really been five years?—the less she identifies with her increasingly foreign homeland. The less she can imagine working her entire career for the American government. It was different when she had supreme confidence in the system, in its mechanisms for sorting leaders, for choosing the people entrusted with the privilege—the responsibility—of making decisions. But recent events suggest an institutional failure of epic proportions.

         Yet still she remains over here, following orders from back there. And still she doesn’t know who, ultimately, is giving her the orders. That makes her increasingly uncomfortable. 

         What Kate does know is that her position is growing more precarious by the day, as her past failures are not offset by new successes. As Hayden continues to be disappeared. Peter too. As every day it becomes more possible that her career is over, it’s just that no one has yet bothered to inform her.

         She takes her place on line among the women in the boulangerie, catches sight of her reflection in the store’s window. She’s a well-put-together woman on the early end of middle-aged, a working mom who hasn’t yet succumbed to the inevitable short haircut that French women all seem to adopt somewhere in their forties. That haircut isn’t something she’s willing to admit about herself, not yet.

         Kate wants to look to other people the way she sees herself. She wonders if anyone, ever, has attained that goal.

         Maybe tomorrow she’ll find something new to do for a living. Maybe tomorrow she’ll need to.

         
            *

         

         Kate’s work begins first thing every morning by checking on a handful of persons of interest scattered across Europe, their homes under surveillance, their devices hacked, wifi networks penetrated. She scans these updates before even getting out of bed.

         Then she breakfasts her kids, clothes them, escorts them to school. Kate’s end-of-day professional hours are unpredictable: meetings with assets, with sources who want to be bought a drink, with snitches in need of cash. These obligations tend to arise beginning late afternoon; nobody stumbles across valuable intel when they’re asleep.

         So her mornings are for householding, for making the rounds of her bonnes addresses, for meeting her husband at the café, an important component of her marriage-rehabilitation program. After Dexter’s betrayals, and her own behavior, Kate realized that she couldn’t continue to be a passive participant in her marriage. She couldn’t assume that everything would work out, as if marriage were a perfectly engineered rocket hurtling through the infinite expanse of outer space, with no friction, no resistance, no reason to slow down or veer off-course, to crash and burn.

         There’s ample friction. Also plenty of foreign bodies that exert their own gravitational forces, magnetic attractions, repulsions.

         Somebody needs to be active about keeping this marriage moving forward,  on-course. Kate has lived with Dexter long enough to know that he isn’t going to be the pilot. So she instituted these semi-regular morning dates, eased into their schedules subtly, one proffered invitation after another, until it became a habit.

         Kate is the pilot.

         
            *

         

         She glances at her watch, a guilt-induced anniversary present from Dexter. Are all men so transparent? Or just her own feckless husband?

         The workday ahead of her will probably be uneventful—futile, even. But her dinner party tonight won’t. There’s a point to these relationships, working at them. It has been Kate’s turn to host for a while, a responsibility dodged too long. The guests will be school couples: the inevitable Hashtag Mom and her Hashtag Husband; the charming Dutch couple who look like siblings; the quiet Norwegian banker whose garrulous wife once drunkenly shared that he has a colossal penis—she held up her hands, staggeringly wide—and this subject now comes up every few months, during that portion of a girls’ night when someone invariably admits to some level of dalliance, an innocent crush on the math teacher, a not-so-innocent tryst with a bartender, backroom blowjobs and a brief pregnancy scare—though never Kate’s indiscretion, that never comes up, not to anyone, not ever—and sooner or later someone will ask, straight-faced, “So has anyone seen Olaf’s cock lately?” and they’ll all crack up, double over, trying desperately not to laugh wine-bar pinot noir through their nostrils.

         It’s not a bad life.

      

   


   
      
         

            5

            PARIS. 9:01 A.M.

         

         Dexter Moore hears sirens, somewhere in the distance.

         He glances at his wristwatch: just past the dot of nine o’clock. He looks over his shoulder: once again, no one is waiting. Throngs used to queue up for these half-dozen tennis courts, everyone wearing whites, sipping coffee, leafing through newspapers, chattering away.

         Not today.

         Dexter has played badly this morning, distracted, his mind wandering unproductively around unpleasant subjects, building up his anxiety, degrading his play, a vicious cycle.

         He suspects that the reason these courts have become unpopular is their proximity to the Sénat. Nobody wants to be playing tennis here if a bomb goes off at the legislature, possibly lethal and—worse—deeply shameful, to be killed that way, your Lacoste’d body found under an umpire chair, a sweatband around your wrist. Insupportable.

         “Bon match,” he says to Luc, in what he knows is a poor accent. Dexter has lived in French-speaking countries for a half-decade now, and he really did try his best—private lessons, vocabulary memorization, verb-conjugation exercises—but with limited success. Which is another way of saying: failure.

         “You sure you don’t want to come tonight?”

         Luc looks up from unwrapping his knee brace. “It will be four married couples?”

         “That’s right.”

         Perhaps nothing seems like a bigger waste of a night to a guy like Luc, a divorcé constantly on the make, always hyper-aware of every woman within striking distance, who isn’t wearing a ring, who’s most attractive, who’s most likely to sleep with him. Luc never stops collecting phone numbers and drinks dates and notches on his belt, morning-after regrets and disappointments and exes. He sees his kids only on Sundays, after kicking out Saturday night’s date, burying the condom wrappers deep in the bin where the children won’t see them when they’re tossing away the wrappers of the chocolate bribes, ticking off every divorced-dad cliché in one fell swoop.

         “Merci,” he says with an indulgent smile, “mais non merci.”

         Dexter doesn’t expect Luc to accept. But it’s the invitation extended to the lonely person that’s the nice thing, not the occasion itself. Dexter doesn’t even want to go to his own dinner party, he doesn’t especially like those people from school. And certainly not tonight, with so much on the line today. He’ll be lucky to make it through the afternoon without throwing up.

         “You are ready for today, Dexter?”

         “Yes, I think so.” He looks up from his tennis bag, navy canvas, racquet handle sticking out. “I hope so. Thanks again for the tip.”

         The Frenchman laughs. “Do not thank me yet, mon frère. I promise nothing!” Luc too is a self-employed investor. They met online via a message board, then in person at a freelancers-in-finance meet‑up where everyone was too young at a bar in Oberkampf, a whole neighborhood where everyone is too young. “Can I ask, what size position you have taken?”

         “Enough to be worth it.” Dexter smiles, a look that he hopes is lighthearted, untroubled. “Not enough to break me.”

         If only this were true.

         There are plenty of people in the world who spend most of their waking hours—maybe their sleeping ones too—thinking about money, about margins, about currencies and credit and equity and debt, market share and cost ratios, different ways of considering relative valuation. Dexter never imagined he’d become one of them.

         His path hasn’t been straightforward. There was the ultimately disappointing Silicon Valley sojourn, then the more satisfying DC years, the complicated detour in Luxembourg. He wonders if Paris will be the longest stage. With their kids in their cosmopolitan school, Dexter in his home office day-trading, his wife doing … what, exactly …? 

         Doing whatever the hell Kate does.

         Dexter has been forced to accept that she’s entitled to her secrets. He’s had plenty of his own.

         
            *

         

         His day: first tennis, now coffee with his wife, then his computer for London’s opening, a couple of hours of trading before lunch, then New York’s bell followed by a tense afternoon, late pickup of the kids from school, and somewhere in there he must scour the city for Ben’s birthday present—something Dexter should’ve bought weeks ago, but didn’t—and finally the dinner party.

         A normal day, just a bit busier. And hopefully a bit more profitable.

         Scratch that: a shitload more profitable.

         Dexter has too much riding on today’s outcome, he understands this in the rational part of his brain, knows that this investment is not a level-headed solution to his myriad and mounting financial problems, and the not-unrelated personal ones. He’s reluctant to even acknowledge the extent of the problems to himself, unwilling to write off his bad choices, situations that continue to deteriorate on an almost daily basis—

         He fights back the sense of doom, the tsunami, the hurricane, the uncontrollable force that threatens everything—

         It’s not uncontrollable, he tells himself. It’s not doom.

         Everything is going to be fine.

         Fine.

         He looks around at the manicured trees and shrubs, the neat tan-pebbled paths, the thoughtful orderliness of it all. When they first moved to Paris, this park was the kids’ favorite place in the world, queuing up for the zip line, scaling the tension-rope climbing pyramid, stopping at the café for juice, for candy, for ice cream. Dexter used to purchase playground tickets by the ten-pack, earning a tiny volume discount. French culture does not embrace discounts, and any markdown sales are generally illegal, except during specifically delineated periods—les soldes—when a blanket of ads proclaims the sorts of modest percentages that wouldn’t even convince American shoppers to slow down on their way to Walmart.

         Then at some point the kids simply stopped asking, “Can we go to the park? Please? Please?” Just like that. Finished not only with this particular  playground but with all of them, with slides and swings and seesaws and sand pits, that whole stage of life was concluded; done and done, no sentimentality.

         Dexter quickens his pace through the tall wrought-iron gates, and turns to watch a police car zoom by at an unusual speed, a terrifying speed, from which he turns just in time to crash sideways into a woman—where the hell did she come from?—her groceries spilling, apples tumbling, potatoes, even her cheese is round, everything in her shopping bag seems to be rolling in different directions across the sidewalk, and Dexter is apologizing profusely, jettisoning his tennis bag, lunging for errant produce.

         “Je suis desolé,” he says, depositing the grapefruit into her bag, one of those big sturdy recycled-material things. Nobody uses plastic anymore.

         “C’est pas grave.”

         “Ça va?” he asks. “Sûr, ça va?”

         Most mornings Dexter doesn’t interact with anyone except his family, sequestered alone in the apartment with his computer. But today there has been Luc and the old man who spoke to him while waiting for the traffic light and now this woman, who stands up, her hands full of round fruit.

         “Oui Monsieur.” She smiles at him. “Merci bien.”

         It’s a nice smile. She’s an attractive woman, in fact she’s beautiful, and Dexter has a vague inkling that he’s seen her before, though he can’t place where, and realizes that he’s trying too hard to figure it out.
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            PARIS. 9:17 A.M.

         

         The van pulls to another stop. This one, Mahmoud suspects, is the final. This one is his.

         Mahmoud was never told the ultimate destination, and he did not object to being kept in the dark. But in the minutes since he identified the place Vendôme, he has been trying to guess where he will end up.

         He has no idea what other elements are involved, what other people, in what other parts of the city, of Europe, the world. He could be one piece of an immense puzzle; he could be a solo operator. In the end, it makes no difference, not to him.

         The driver is dressed like any other Frenchman, the type of outfit that can step out of a van and merge into the pedestrian flow, anonymous, unnoticed. Mahmoud does not even know his name.

         The man turns around. “Nous sommes arrivés.”

         
            *

         

         Mahmoud had been told that it would be a familiar shape, something well known to everyone, and even more well known to him than to most others. Like a riddle. He worried that he would not understand this riddle, that these people had overestimated the breadth of his knowledge, his powers of deductive reasoning, his overall intelligence.

         “Là-bas”—the driver points at the pedestrian passageway through the sturdy building. “Do you know it?”

         Mahmoud nods, of course he knows it, everyone knows it. Now that he is here, it is completely obvious, and he cannot believe he did not figure it out beforehand. Maybe he really is, after all, an idiot, just like his father used to yell at him.

         “Bonne chance.” 

         That is what this guy is telling him? Good luck?

         When he met the driver for the first time this morning, Mahmoud was surprised that he was not from the Middle East, nor Africa, nor Asia. In fact he seemed like an American; spoke French like one too. And he was not the only American involved. For a mission that really did not seem like an American thing.

         Mahmoud does not know how to respond to the man’s good-luck wishes. Thanks? He simply turns away.

         “Hey!”

         Mahmoud looks back. The driver is now facing the other way, reaching toward the passenger seat, then back, extending something through the window—

         Ah, of course! How could he have forgotten?

         This heavy reinforced-steel briefcase is supposedly the only thing that will give Mahmoud any chance of surviving the next few minutes.

         He reaches up, takes hold of the smooth handle of the shiny case. His palm is sweaty, wet—he is growing more nervous with each second—and the metal handle slips through his slick fingers, and both men gasp as the thing falls, clatters to the sidewalk—

         One second—

         Two—

         Three—

         Nothing happens.

         They both exhale.

         
            *

         

         It is just a few steps from the van to the gold-tipped gates at the entrance to the pedestrian passage, where it is cool, dark, moist, echoing with the sounds of footfalls, which are suddenly drowned as a city bus enters one of the roadway bores, filling the space with roars.

         On the far side he steps out into the bright light of the expansive vista, the little arch, the carousel, the trees and flowers, all under a tremendous sky, the Eiffel Tower on the distant horizon. The sky is often visible in Paris, there are many open spaces, the buildings are not tall. It is unfortunate that all this sky is so often gray.

         People had once tried to explain to him about the weather in Northern Europe, but he could not understand it, not until he lived here. 

         Large marble spheres line the sidewalk, as well as square concrete blocks, protection against attack by car, by truck. But there are no closed fences, no police, no security guards, nothing to impede a pedestrian’s progress on this walkway.

         Mahmoud pauses at the lightweight movable fence. This is his last chance to turn around, to wade back into the scrum of vendors from sub-Saharan Africa selling Eiffel Tower keychains and water bottles and selfie-sticks, of pedicabs and tour guides, of every species of hustler preying on tourists who are lost in guidebooks and phones, double-checking the opening hour, wondering why there is such a long queue.

         Mahmoud knows: the queue is for security, which everywhere is increasingly tight these days, with everything that has happened in Paris, in France, in the rest of the world.

         It is a dangerous time to be alive.

         In truth it is always a dangerous time to be alive. But now it is dangerous for Western Europeans and Americans, not merely for the overwhelming majority of the world’s people who live and die all over the earth in places that are pretty much always dangerous, places where sizable populations are exterminated in genocides, in famines and epidemics, in floods and earthquakes and hurricanes, in civil wars and counterrevolutions and political purges and sectarian strife and tribal feuds and deeply ingrained religious conflicts that have been going on for decades, for centuries, for millennia.

         Yes, these metal detectors make people feel safer. But it is just a feeling, not a fact. In reality, none of these people are safe. There is no such thing as safety for anyone, anywhere. Not anymore.
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            PARIS. 9:18 A.M.

         

         Her arms are growing tired, with the big bunch of flowers, and the bag filled with a heavy dome of bread and a box of assorted gâteaux apéritifs for the obligatory cocktail hour, and fresh fruits and ripe cheeses and a bottle of Armagnac. She dutifully marinated her chicken in red wine, braised it last night, ready to reheat.

         Kate cooks, it’s now something she does, she even owns an apron, which was a birthday present supposedly selected by the kids, though it was probably a not-so-subtle gesture by Dexter; Kate pretended to be overjoyed. She has even started teaching the boys to manage for themselves, nothing complicated, no fingertips shaved off by a mandoline, forearms scalded by burbling oil. Just marinara sauce, grilled cheese sandwiches, those sorts of things.

         She spots Dexter across the boulevard, already installed with an espresso and Le Monde, still wearing his tennis clothes. As he crosses his legs, he kicks over the racquet propped against a chair, then bends to retrieve it and bangs his head.

         Jesus.

         She can’t help but smile. If she didn’t know better, she’d think it was an act.

         They’ve been in a simmering feud for the past few weeks—no, it’s months now, but it was that recent trip to Champagne that really put her over this edge. It was Dexter’s idea to go see the cathedral in Reims, go on a winery tour. Evincing an appalling lack of awareness of how his children want to spend a Saturday. This ill-conceived trip came fast on the heels of a recurrence of Ben’s health crisis, reminding Kate of Dexter’s role in failing to mitigate it, to manage it. Also her own disappointment with herself for not being home to prevent it. Her reason for not being home.

         But day by day, Kate’s anger has been ebbing away. She is once again willing to be amused by her husband. Though not yet willing to let him know it.

         The traffic light changes. Kate steps off the sidewalk, not especially paying attention—

         A flash of danger, coming fast on her left, it’s a truck swerving in her direction, turning onto the rue de Rennes, clearing out of the path of a pack of police cars speeding past, lights flashing but sirens silent, there must be a dozen of them. Kate leaps back, just barely not getting hit by the truck, which careens into the crosswalk, braking but not quickly enough, not before a few people scream as the tires screech and—

         Kate drops her shopping bag, her flowers, and sprints over, ready to help, her mind running through first-responder checklists, don’t move any neck or back injuries, examine pupils, apply pressure to lacerations, tourniquets—

         It’s a dog.

         It’s a brown-and-white springer spaniel, still tethered to its leash, whose other end is held by a natty old woman whose mouth is wide open in horror.

         The driver jumps out of the delivery truck, leaving his door open, and looks around like he’s coming upon the scene as a curious bystander, not his problem.

         The old woman starts to yell at him.

         People are converging from every direction. A young woman kneels to the dog, puts down her motorcycle helmet, wearing tight jeans and tall boots and a distressed leather jacket, cigarette dangling from the corner of her mouth. She examines the dog, who with no warning clambers to his feet and shakes himself off, a full-body electrocution shake, as if he has just emerged from the cool lake, ooh that felt good.

         The old woman bends over to stroke her pet gingerly, checking for injuries, the legs, paws, skull. Staring into the dog’s eyes, as if for signs of a concussion, asking the spaniel to count backward from ten, what’s today’s date, who’s the president.

         A few people have begun to berate the driver, and Kate can hear a hysterical woman phoning the police. But the dog is now wagging his tail, thrilled with all this attention from strangers, normally the morning walks are so uneventful, we just go get the newspaper and then return to the apartment, plop down at the door and wait for something fun to happen, maybe today is cleaning-lady day.

         Kate feels sorry for this truck driver, who’s trying to explain that the police were swarming in his rearview, it was his civic duty to get out of the way, the dog impossible to see down there …

         The guy’s points are valid; some people are nodding in agreement, others are still livid. A middle-aged man with a terrifically hooked Gallic nose has anointed himself moderator, he’s wearing magenta jeans and a puffy vest over his tweed jacket, the outfit of a man who sees his rightful place as the center of anything.

         Kate is finished here. She’s not going to get involved in any police reports about an uninjured dog.

         
            *

         

         “What’s all that about?” Dexter exchanges a peck with his wife.

         “Spaniel got hit by that truck. Dog fine. People up in arms. How was tennis?”

         He grunts, then turns back to the paper, studying up for another day at the computer, in this new career of his, which is not really so new. Kate thinks anything in the past decade is new—new to be a parent, new to live in Europe, new that Dexter is a day-trader. The Internet is new. Cell phones.

         “Hey,” she says, “what’s with this?” She points at his new cap, made by the preferred brand of French outdoors enthusiasts, the requisite head-to-toe outfit to faire de la rando in the Pyrenees or the Dolomites. This brand doesn’t really belong in the wardrobe of the man who’s Kate’s husband; Dexter doesn’t hike, he’s not French, he’s not trendy. “What happened to your tennis cap?”

         In Luxembourg he’d belonged to a club built on the grounds of a noble family’s old estate, a place where the whole village used to come every year for a hunt, back when that things like that went on. The land eventually evolved into a suburban development surrounding a tennis club whose logo is a kneeling rifleman, which makes a small amount of sense if you know the club’s history, but otherwise suggests that the club is a hunting one. 

         “That’s a good question,” Dexter says. “I can’t find it.”

         Kate’s phone vibrates. She doesn’t like being a person who jumps to attention at every electronic interruption, but with all the police zooming around, today is different. Many days, she tells herself something similar.

         It’s a text-message from someone who’s identified in her contacts app as Pierre, at the butcher shop, telling her something she already knows: Undetonated bomb at Gare de Lyon.

         The guy’s name isn’t really Pierre. He’s not a butcher.

      

   


   
      
         

            8

            PARIS. 9:19 A.M.

         

         The driver is trying to look like any other guy killing time in a tradesman’s vehicle, window down, arm on the door, waiting. His orders are to give it one full minute, in case the other man needs to return, for some unarticulated reason.

         He glances at the phone resting on the passenger seat, next to that bag that he sometimes has to carry around. Forty seconds more.

         This is a risky minute, perhaps the riskiest. He can hear sirens, a whole chorus of them, rushing somewhere. But he knows that it can’t be here that they’re coming, not yet.

         Deep breath.

         Remember the money. That’s what he’s been telling himself, over and over, ever since he signed on to this op. Except there was no signature, obviously. No contract. No record of any sort.

         It’ll be just another few hours. Then he’ll be rich. Or at least no longer broke.

         His phone beeps: the minute is up. He quickly types out the no-nonsense text—Departing Louvre—then shifts into gear. He restrains himself from peeling away from the curb in a scream of burning rubber, and focuses on adding gas incrementally, accelerating slowly, merging into traffic without swerving around too-slow cars, puny Peugeots and effete Fiats, wimpy little cars on their way to nowhere, driven by nobodies, in no rush.

         He sure as hell is in a rush.

         Remember the money, he tells himself. Remember why you need it.

         
            *

         

         Even after his discharge—four long years in Afghanistan and Iraq—he’d continued to spend much of his life abroad, three months here, six there, East Africa, Central Asia, places where his skill set was highly valued in the private-contractor environment. He was decently compensated, and for a long time he’d spent all his income freely. Wastefully. A tricked-out Hummer, which he almost never got to drive. Long weekends in Vegas, in Mauritius; full weeks in Jamaica or Bali. Any new weapons that caught his eye. Doing his part to maintain America’s 1:1 gun-to-person ratio.

         He merges right, into the thick rush hour on the rue de Rivoli, then right again, then takes the first available turn.

         Another turn, and another. He can recite this route from memory, starting at any point along the tight streets of the first arrondissement and into the second and then the ninth, putting distance between himself and the Arab’s drop-off point, away from the confluence of law enforcement and military, from cell-phone cameras and cable-news reporters, from all the potential problems back at the Louvre and the landmarks that surround it, venues where the police are stationed, the army also showing up, erecting roadblocks any minute now, checkpoints, lockdowns.

         They’d plotted this out—they’d plotted everything out, beating it to death—but now that it’s upon him, the route feels improvised, slapdash. He sticks to the minor streets, the sorts that won’t be blockaded. In Paris, minor streets aren’t long-distance ones. So the straight line that he’s attempting to drive isn’t all that straight, the quick escape not terribly quick.

         But straight isn’t the goal. Fast isn’t the goal. Undetected, that’s the goal. Unimpeded.

         The eyeglasses are distracting him, encroaching on his vision from every direction. There’s no prescription to these lenses, yet it still feels like his vision is altered. To acclimate himself, he’d worn these frames a few times around the little apartment, and out in the street, even driving a stolen car along this very route, making all these same turns, at this exact time of day, headed to the same destination.

         But practice is practice. Now, in the real moment, the glasses are bothering the shit out of him. Everything is bothering the shit out of him.

         The eyeglasses weren’t the only thing that had been foisted upon him. He’d been painstakingly wardrobed, precisely haircut and groomed, all choices he would not have made himself. 

         Wyatt is aware of the figure he normally cuts, buff and bicep’d and heavily inked, jaw muscles twitching in stoic toughness, a lean mean fighting machine, a force to be reckoned with; he thinks of himself in these tough-guy tropes, always has. But this whole getup hides his assets, disguises his bearing, makes him look like any other French fag.

         Which he supposes is the point.

         He’s worried, irrationally, that he’s going to run into someone he knows, some hot chick who’ll give him a once-over and ask, “Dude, the fuck happened to you?”

         Remember the money.

         
            *

         

         He did what he could do. He emptied his cash box. He liquidated this and that. When people are selling something to you, they talk about value retention and resale demand; when they’re buying back, though, it’s all depreciation, it’s excess inventory, it’s market downturns, global economic conditions. It’s fifty cents on the dollar. If you’re lucky.

         On the other hand: the hospital costs, the specialists, the medications, none of that is discounted. There are no sales on life-saving surgeries.

         One minute he was swimming in it—trucks and guns, gambling and liquor and coke and carefree casual sex—and the next, nothing.

         Desperate times, they descended in an instant. So he started searching for drastic measures.

         
            *

         

         The job was in Paris. Big European cities were not the type of locale with which Wyatt had operational experience, but thanks to the grandparents who raised him, he did speak some French, which was one of the job requirements. And the payday was an awful lot of cake for a few weeks’ training and waiting, then one day of actual work.

         Today. It would be a long and perilous day, no doubt. Already was, and it was barely nine in the morning. But he’d worked plenty of lengthy dangerous days in his life, and every single one of them had earned him a fuckload less money.

         He’d already been paid the first installment. But that moment—seeing proof that fifty K had been transferred to his Cayman Islands account—turned  out to be the saddest of his life. Because it was when he saw that balance that it hit him: the only way he was going to stop paying—ever—was if his little girl died.

         And no, not if: when. When she died.

         In that dark apartment in Paris, laptop in lap, he cried like a baby, tears splatting down onto the trackpad, wiping them away with the bottom of his T‑shirt, until a window popped up on his screen, informing him that he was going to be logged out of his account due to inactivity.

         “No,” he muttered. “I am definitely not fucking inactive.”
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            PARIS. 9:20 A.M.

         

         Hunter sees another unmarked sedan pull to a stop, a blue light on its dashboard. Two uniformed patrolmen had emerged from the first car, and now a business-suited man climbs from the second, greets the cops. All three men swivel their heads around, scanning every direction, on alert, looking for something. What? Trouble.

         They turn in unison and march to the building’s door, their heads still swiveling.

         A window has popped up on Hunter’s phone: Unable to connect to server.

         “Colette? I’m having a problem with my phone.”

         She squints down, then consults her own device. “Moi aussi.” She shakes her head in disappointment; Colette takes things personally. “Both are not working. I will find out.”

         “And the police seem to be coming inside.”

         “Pardon? Coming inside where? Ici? Maintenant?”

         Hunter nods. He worries that there’s a relationship between the two, the phone problem and the police arrival. He certainly hopes not. Any telecom issue that involves law enforcement is much more serious than rebooting the router. He doesn’t have time for serious French problems, telecom or otherwise.

         His first phone appointment is in ten minutes. His plan is to take this morning easy, slowly, carefully. His jetlag is severe, his nerves are frayed, he’s exhausted. So he’s going to spend the whole morning here, making calls away from the office, giving himself the space to focus on the conversations, alerting VIPs to the news. Trying to stay calm.

         Then he’ll have a light lunch and head to the office, where the press conference is scheduled for three P.M., thirty minutes before New York’s opening and while London is still trading and the rest of Europe still working, ensuring attention across all the financial institutions and media of the Western Hemisphere, and thus maximal trading volume.

         And maximal profit. Today Hunter expects to increase his net worth by hundreds of millions of dollars; today is the day when he finally becomes a billionaire. But it’s going to be a hard day; he’ll be earning every penny. In fact he has been earning the billions of pennies his whole life, but it’s only now that he’ll be able to collect them.

         The sun never sets on Hunter’s empire, thousands of employees in a dozen countries, no time of any day when he does not have active business.

         This is something that poor people—and most Democrats of any socioeconomic strata—don’t seem to understand about extremely successful businessmen like himself: being this wealthy doesn’t mean you can relax. The opposite.

         “Monsieur? The television, now it also does not work.” Colette looks disgusted. “Everything is en panne. I am sorry, I—”

         Ding.

         
            *

         

         What Hunter hopes is that the police are here because of some simple misunderstanding, something that Colette will take care of without even telling him about it. She’ll shake her head, not willing to waste even one second of his time explaining it. Hunter relishes the way she shields him; that’s part of the whole attraction.

         He can hear the guard’s voice on the far side of the closed door. Hunter maintains a twenty-four-hour security detail everywhere, and here at the apartment that means a big stoic guy on a barstool in the hall. His global security chief hires local talent in every country, an interchangeable assortment of beefy men who all seem to wear close-cropped beards or goatees, and skulls that are some level of shaved, and automatic pistols strapped into shoulder holsters. It’s difficult to tell them apart, to keep track of their names.

         At first, the minor comtesse who lives in the other penthouse was scandalized by these thugs who were so presumptively occupying their small shared hall. But Madame was also titillated. She still makes the occasional show of complaining, but probably because she thinks these protests will entitle her to some other concession, some favor, at some future point. She’s the type who has spent a lifetime trading in favors and obligations. Also the type who believes that surviving till old age entitles you to be a complete asshole whenever you want, a quality that Hunter recognizes from his own mother.

         Now he hears heated words from the foyer, an unfamiliar man speaking firmly to Colette, her protests. Then Colette’s heels clacking on the wooden floors.

         Six months ago, the downstairs neighbor complained about the noise, demanded that carpets be installed to muffle footsteps. But Hunter likes the look of the bare wood. Another problem solved by a timely transfer of a reasonable sum of money.

         “Monsieur,” Colette says, approaching quickly. “These men, they are insistent. It is one member of the Parisian police, and one man from your embassy.”

         “The US Embassy?”

         In the foyer, the strangers are standing in uneasy poses around the security guard—Guillerme? Gustave?—who’s glancing from intruders to Hunter to Colette and back. Hunter’s guards have a specific protocol for what to do if the French police ever show up; that’s a foreseeable circumstance. But not in conjunction with an American official.

         “Bonjour,” Hunter says, in French to be polite. Then “I’m Hunter Forsyth” in English, to clarify that this interaction will be on his terms. Everything is on Hunter’s terms; he makes that clear to everyone, all the time. “What can I do for you gentlemen?”

         “Mr. Forsyth, I’m so sorry to bother you. My name’s Tom Simpson.” The guy reaches into his pocket, extracts something. “I’m with the Department of State.” He extends his hand, an identity card. Hunter looks from ID to person to ID again.

         “I’m sorry to inform you, Mr. Forsyth, that we have a, um, situation.” The guy is nervous. “Credible terrorist threats against heavily populated landmarks in central Paris.”

         “You mean the train station?”

         “Well, yes. But additional targets as well. The threats are immediate and active.”

         Hunter instinctively glances toward the windows, the balcony … The sirens. 

         “The police informed us that your regular, um, security detail would be redirected to one of the target sites. The department has assigned two replacements—one has secured the lobby—to come here.” Simpson gestures at the Parisian uniform, still at the elevator. It’s a crowd of large men in a tight space. “We at the embassy thought it would be prudent to join. And perhaps to wait inside?”

         “Inside my apartment? For what?”

         “For the situation to be resolved.”

         There’s something Hunter isn’t getting. “What does any of this have to do with me?”

         The American looks uneasy. “Just a precaution.”

         Bullshit, Hunter thinks. And speaking of bullshit: there’s no way this guy is really from State, is there? No. This must be a CIA officer who’s standing in Hunter’s foyer. Should that make him feel better? Worse? At this point, hard to tell.

         “Okay, I guess. Come on in.” He glances at the phone glued to his palm. Still no signal. Still no wifi. “Colette?”

         “Oui Monsieur. I will try again.”
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            PARIS. 9:22 A.M.

         

         “Bonjour Madame.” It’s one of the morning waiters, in shirt and tie and tightly cinched apron.

         “Bonjour Julien. Comment ça va?”

         Julien shrugs; he’s a fatalist. “Café crème?” He asks every time, a standing invitation for Kate to change her mind, to order something else. But she never does.

         Here on the boulevard St-Germain, waiting tables is not a holding pattern, a job for young people trying to do something else, or figuring out what to try, or for mothers who need to be home in the mornings, or for downsized people, for anyone hoping for something better. At this café, being a waiter is a career, a destination in and of itself.

         “You get everything you need?” Dexter indicates the bulging cloth shopping bag, which when empty Kate carries folded into a little packet in the bottom of her handbag.

         “Not quite. Could you pick up cocktail napkins?”

         “Cocktail napkins?”

         “You know. Little square things.”

         “Where am I supposed to find those?”

         “Probably at that place on the rue Jacob.”

         “Which place?”

         “The place with all the paper napkins in the window.”

         Kate knows where to find things, how to do things, meet people, have a life. Here in Paris, she has made every attempt to fit in. Back in Luxembourg, one of the sources of her discontent was that she hadn’t. She’d held herself apart, and not just apart but above, superior to all those other homemakers, their aggressive parenting, fanatical nesting, competitive entertaining. She’d made no secret of her rejection of it all. 

         Not this time around. Hence the tennis league, the coffees at the café next to school, sitting around, accomplishing nothing more than going to a place for the sake of having a place to go. A concerted campaign to make friends, connections, resources. To be a full human being, complete with all the components of a full life.

         She used to invite people out to breakfast—quick, inexpensive, conducive to her late-starting workday—until she realized that breakfast is not a social occasion in Paris; the only defensible breakfast invitation is actually one to have sex the night before. So she stopped doing that.

         But despite her best efforts, Kate eventually had to acknowledge that she didn’t want to be a stay-at-home parent. It was driving her nuts.

         Maybe two years hadn’t been sufficient to make the momentous adjustments, the wholesale redefinitions. Maybe in those two years she hadn’t been patient enough, dedicated enough, flexible enough. Maybe if she would’ve stuck it out—another year? two?—she could’ve found more fulfillment, more joy, less frustration, less resentment. Maybe she could’ve been happy as a full-time mom, if only she’d tried harder, longer.
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