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AUTHOR’S NOTE


While set in real places, this book is a work of fiction. The characters, events, companies and institutions are products of the author’s imagination and should not be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual companies or people is unintended. In the few instances where well-known names are used—such as with the renowned French restaurant Taillevent—the related characters, incidents and dialogue are entirely fictional and are not intended to depict any actual people or events.




Reporters should not ordinarily engage in outside activities and jobs. That is especially true of connections with government, which compromise the newspaper’s fundamental mission of independence and objectivity. Any deliberate violation of this policy will be regarded as a firing offence.


—THE NEW YORK MIRROR HANDBOOK ON STYLE








Prologue

A FUNERAL

MAY 1996



Arthur Bowman’s funeral was a Washington event, as finely choreographed as Bowman could have wished. It was held at St. John’s Church, an austere structure across Lafayette Square from the White House. The church was almost full. The vice president was there, along with four members of the cabinet and several dozen senators and congressmen. They were sitting up front near the family, but for once they were the passive observers, and we, the journalists, were the real actors. The whole of the newspaper seemed to have gathered. The publisher and the executive editor and the demigods had flown down from New York, but hundreds of others had come, too—reporters, copy editors, assignment editors, news aides—all the ranks in our newspaper army.


I was sitting in the front row between Edwin Weiss, the executive editor, and Philip Sellinger, the publisher. Weiss had asked me to read something at the funeral. I was the last person from the newspaper to have seen Arthur Bowman before he died in Beijing, and I had accompanied his body back to Washington. The executive editor said it would symbolize continuity at the paper: a beloved colleague departing, the younger generation ready to take over.


As we waited for the service to start, you could hear a low buzz in the church, gaining in intensity as the minutes passed, as people leaned toward each other to share bits of Washington gossip, trade information, discuss the personalities who were there and those who weren’t. By the time the rector rose from his chair and walked to the lectern, the sound was almost a roar.


“‘I am the resurrection and the life, saith the Lord,’” he began, and the buzz of voices suddenly died away. The mourners fumbled in their prayer books for the Order for the Burial of the Dead. Who knew Arthur Bowman was an Episcopalian? That was another of his secrets. I looked over my shoulder at the congregation. All the people I cared about in the world seemed to be gathered under the dome of the church. Several rows back was Annie Baron, my ex-girlfriend, already dabbing at her nose with a handkerchief. When she saw me, she tried to smile, but a tear rolled down her cheek. She arched that long neck away from me and, in the same motion, swept a few strands of hair back from her forehead. She was an actress, even in her grief. The rector continued his intonation: “‘We brought nothing into this world, and it is certain we can carry nothing out.’”


There was an overwhelming silence. It was my turn to speak. The rector nodded to me, and I rose and walked to the lectern. I had dressed soberly for the funeral—in a blue suit, white shirt and blue tie—but I suspect I still looked like a California kid: skinny, just under six feet tall, sandy brown hair combed over the top of my head. I was thirty-seven years old; I didn’t yet look damaged or unhealthy enough to be a reporter.


I had expected that I would feel nervous about speaking before so many famous people, but I felt a perfect, unworldly calm. A part of me was still back in China, kneeling over Arthur’s broken body, wiping the blood from his mouth as he gasped for words and breath before he died. The ringing in my ears was the ambulance siren on Chang’an, the Boulevard of Eternal Peace, sent by the men who had murdered him.


Philip Sellinger looked up at me expectantly. There was an odd sparkle in the publisher’s eyes. His best friend had died, but his newspaper survived. I cleared my throat. For that moment I stood on the bridge of this ship of the dead, which was carrying all of us—Arthur and me and our hundreds of colleagues—into our vision of the afterlife. We journalists were the last believers in the god of history. We were its secret priesthood, and though we liked to pretend otherwise, we really did think we were better than ordinary people. We struggled to maintain a divine impartiality, but so often, as in Arthur’s case, we got corrupted somewhere along the journey—caught up in the events we tried to cover.


“For those who don’t know me,” I began, “my name is Eric Truell. I accompanied Arthur to China on his last reporting trip, and I was with him when he died.” I paused. That was enough to say. Any more and I would begin to tell lies. “The Bowman family has asked that I read a favorite psalm, which Arthur had marked in his Bible at home. It is Psalm One Hundred and Two.”


I cleared my throat again and began speaking—slowly, evenly, the way the rector had told me to do. Like so much of Arthur Bowman’s life, the funeral was a form of theater, and I wanted to play my assigned role as well as I could. “‘Hear my prayer, O Lord; let my cry come unto you. Do not hide your face from me in the day of my distress.’” My voice was strong, clear, unreal. People’s faces were turned toward me with attention and expectation. “Incline your ear to me; answer me speedily in the day when I call. For my days pass away like smoke, and my bones burn like a furnace. My heart is stricken and withered like grass; I am too wasted to eat my bread.’”


I had practiced reading the psalm over a dozen times, but until I spoke the words aloud I hadn’t fully understood what a sad, desperate passage it was. The members of the congregation didn’t seem troubled. They mostly had the blank, tolerant looks of irreligious people waiting for the mumbo jumbo to be over. “‘I lie awake; I am like a lonely bird on the housetop. All day long my enemies taunt me; those who deride me use my name for a curse. For I eat ashes like bread, and mingle tears with my drink.’” I stopped for a moment and looked at the audience. I wondered if I was the only one who could hear Arthur’s voice speaking these desperate words. There were a few more verses—happier ones with the boilerplate about God smiting enemies and tormentors—and then I was done.


I returned to my seat. Ed Weiss squeezed my arm as he made his way up to deliver his eulogy. When he reached the lectern, he gripped it tightly on either side and gazed out at the audience. Even at sixty, he was a man of sharp edges—hard cheekbones, a nose that hooked slightly like an Indian chief’s, all that gray hair, swept back on his head—and then the surprise, that lovely, soft smile. He was smiling now, in a way that could only reassure the audience of mourners. This was his flock, more than the rector’s. He removed a written text from his pocket but laid it down, unopened, and began to speak.


“Here is how I remember my friend Arthur,” he began. “It’s a hot afternoon in Phnom Penh, during the height of the war in Cambodia. A group of us have gone to the airport to try to catch a flight out to Thailand. We’re sitting on the floor of the terminal behind the sandbags, smoking cigarettes. Every few minutes, a shell lands near the airport. We’re tired, dispirited, feeling sorry for ourselves. After a while a two-engine plane circles the airport and lands. It’s the weekly flight from Bangkok, the one we’ve been waiting for. They open the door and out walks a guy in a white linen suit—the most beautiful suit you’ve ever seen—carrying a bottle of champagne. And, of course, it’s Arthur. He walks straight across the tarmac, ignoring the screech of an incoming round that lands a few hundred yards away. When he gets to the terminal, he looks at all of us, peering out over the sandbags at him like a bunch of gophers. ‘Hello, lads!’ he says. ‘Don’t tell me you’re leaving.’ He pops the cork and hands the bottle of champagne around.


“Needless to say, none of us left Phnom Penh that day. How could we, once Arthur Bowman had arrived? Our editors would have just sent us back, once his stories began to appear in the Times. I can imagine the cables we would have received from the foreign desk: ‘Times fronting Khmer Rouge massacre. Why we unhave?’” There was a ripple of laughter from the back of the church, where the old-timers were sitting. “There was a lot the Mirror unhad in those days, but we wanted to be a great newspaper. So the first thing I did when I came home to become foreign editor was to conspire with Phil Sellinger to woo Arthur from the Times. It was the best hire we ever made.


“Nobody was a better war reporter than Arthur, because nobody was a better reporter, period. He breathed a story in whole, swallowed it, devoured it. There was something overwhelming about his energy and appetite. It might be after midnight and long past time to go to bed, but Arthur would still be there at the bar, wanting to share one more story, throw down one more drink. You’d stay in bed the next morning until ten trying to sleep it off, and when you finally got downstairs and looked for Arthur, the desk clerk would say he left at seven-thirty to go interview the prime minister—an interview he had somehow forgotten to mention the night before, when he was telling you his life story.”


Weiss stopped speaking and looked up at the perfect white rounded arches of the church, and down at Bowman’s black coffin. He shook his head sadly and muttered something under his breath that sounded like “Shit.” He took a white handkerchief out of his pocket, blew his nose and then continued.


“People told Arthur so many things over the years. Too many things, I sometimes suspect. Especially after he came back to Washington to be our diplomatic correspondent. I look out at the distinguished officials who have come to pay their respects to Arthur, and I ask you: Was there anything that Arthur Bowman didn’t know? Was there any policy position, internal power struggle, or personality clash that Arthur hadn’t heard about? Most of what he knew wound up in the Mirror, where it belonged. Not all of it. But most of it.”


The executive editor smiled. The publisher, sitting two seats away, laughed and shook his head, and other people chuckled, too. That was one thing Arthur was famous for: he knew all the secrets. I seemed to be the only one who didn’t think it was funny, but that was my problem.


“Arthur Bowman was a great man. He deserved better than what he got. To die like that, so far away …” Ed Weiss paused, and I thought he was just catching his breath. But he looked down at the coffin, choking back tears that had suddenly come to him, and put his fist in the air. “Good-bye, dear friend!” he said gruffly, biting his lip to keep from crying any more.


All around the room, people were weeping now. I think I was the only dry-eyed person in the church. But I knew too much.


Philip Sellinger, the publisher, spoke next. He was a thin man, with tightly curled silver hair and those sparkling blue eyes. There was so much emotion in the room, I wondered what he would say. Arthur had been his best friend since college. He had cried on the phone when I called from Beijing with the news. But he was perfectly calm now, talking about his friend as if he were sitting in the next room.


“I would like to share with you a letter Arthur Bowman sent me several years ago,” he began. “I had so many communications with Arthur over the years, but of all of them I think this was my favorite.


“‘Dear Philip,’ he wrote, ‘I hate to bother you about something as trivial as this, but the accounting department is refusing to reimburse me for some expenses on my recent trip to Europe. They seem particularly unhappy about a bill at Mirabelle’s restaurant in London that came to approximately two thousand three hundred dollars.’” He paused, and a few of the mourners began to laugh. “‘Between us, Philip, let me explain what happened. My guests on this occasion were two very senior members of the British Foreign Office and their wives. Because of their immense value to the newspaper over the years, I wanted to show them an especially good time. As always with the Brits, it was the wines that caused the problem. We had a good white Burgundy with the fish course, a Bâtard-Montrachet, I think. And a particularly good claret, a 1982 Léoville-Las-Cases. My guests suggested a Sauternes with dessert, and the inevitable bottle of port, and it all added up. I’m embarrassed that the final bill was so large, Philip, but I don’t have to tell you the importance of maintaining relationships like this. I wish it could be done inexpensively, but good journalism costs money. As ever, Arthur.’”


Sellinger stopped and smiled. By now the whole of the church was laughing. This was a side of Bowman people had gossiped about for years, but rarely discussed. “Here is my esteem for Arthur Bowman,” the publisher continued. “I took the expense form and wrote a note to the accounting department in the margin: ‘Charge this to publisher’s account. Mr. Bowman is worth every penny.’ I’m not sure anyone but me will ever know how profoundly true that was. My debt to him is incalculable. I miss him more than I can say.”


When Sellinger finished, we sang an old Anglican hymn—“Time like an ever-rolling stream bears all its sons away”—and there were some final prayers. They asked the pallbearers to come forward, and we carried Bowman’s coffin to the hearse outside. Ed Weiss took me by the arm after we had laid the coffin in the long black Cadillac and spoke in my ear. “It was like a torch being passed, watching you read that psalm,” he said. “That was my only consolation today.”


We turned back toward the church. It was a spring afternoon, and the air was soft and fragrant. Colleagues from the newsroom were coming toward me, to shake my hand. For the first time all day, I felt like crying. Not for Arthur, but for myself. Looking at this gathering of my dearest friends—all grieving over a man who, they devoutly believed in their hearts, represented the great traditions of our newspaper—I could not imagine ever telling them the truth, about Arthur or about me.


But so much has taken place in the months since Arthur Bowman’s funeral, I realize now that I have no alternative but to tell the story as it really happened. And the truth here will be disturbing to many people.





I

PARIS

MAY – JULY 1994






1



At the time I now regard as the beginning of this story, I was working as the Mirror’s bureau chief in Paris. I had been there two years and I was getting bored. I think that may have been a factor in what happened later. Boredom is ordinarily the fuel of journalism; it is the dry powder that, under the right circumstances, ignites into the flame of curiosity that connects a reporter with his story. We need that burst of energy, because despite what people think, journalism is often quite dull. Reporters spend most of their time waiting for things to happen: for a meeting to end; for one of the cops to give you a fill; for the shelling to stop so you can go outside and see what’s left of the city. And we usually accept the waiting and the passivity; it’s like a launchpad before liftoff. But too much boredom can spark too much heat—creating a passion to connect with the story that is consuming, unbounded, uncontrollable. And I suspect that’s what happened in this case.


It was May 1994, two years before the funeral in Lafayette Square. I was driving to a suburban town east of Paris along the Marne River to interview a French scientist named Roger Navarre. The press spokesman for his company had called me a few days before, claiming that their man had discovered a new technique for regenerating brain cells. He made it sound like a new polio vaccine—something that could cure Alzheimer’s disease, prevent Lou Gehrig’s disease, mend severed spinal cords. Our science editor said it would certainly be newsworthy if true—though he doubted it, since the findings hadn’t been published in any of the U.S. medical journals yet—but he wanted to make sure nobody else scooped us. That’s a strange idea when you think about it—the notion of “scooping” another newspaper about a lifesaving scientific break-through—but that’s the way the news business works. At the very least, the science editor said, I would get a nice drive in the country and a feature story about the French biotechnology industry. And I was happy enough to do it; there wasn’t much real news in France that the paper cared about anymore. I had been spending most of my time looking for Lifestyle stories about food and wine and French movie stars—and waiting for a plane to crash or a ferryboat to sink, which would at least get me on the front page for a day.


It was a bright spring afternoon, the kind that reminds you that France is still worth the trouble. And I was on the road, which in itself was a small antidote to my boredom. I had the window of my Renault down—the Paris bureau still had a car, even though we didn’t have any news—and I was sailing along through the Bois de Vincennes, past the tall shade trees that guarded the edge of the park. On the seat next to me was a stack of scientific papers my news aide had gathered, summarizing the latest developments in neurobiology. Forty-eight hours before, I had known absolutely nothing about these subjects. I still knew nothing, really, but over the years I had developed a powerful ability to fake it, if given the smallest amount of raw material. We journalists are skilled impostors; that is one of our trade secrets.


The car radio was on; the French announcer was rattling away the day’s news. Sports scores, the latest from the Balkans, a bulletin about police being summoned to deal with a disturbance in the Rue Lamennais, off the Champs-Élysées. All of it sounded far away. I was driving too fast, which is almost required in France, and I was feeling a sensation I often have when I’m on the way to a story—a sense of possibility, a sense that the familiar is about to give way to the unexpected. The chance of such encounters—even when becalmed on the glassy sea of boredom—was what made my job bearable. That was the game of journalism—waiting patiently for your shot, and then nailing it—and I had always been proficient at games, ever since I was a boy in northern California.


*

We’re all shaped and misshaped by the experiences of our childhoods. Mine was happy and uncomplicated, which was itself a kind of burden—the burden of lightness. People with emotional scars know they have to be wary; they learn to ration their passions; they know what will hurt them. Nothing in my childhood taught me those lessons. My father was a professor of medicine at the University of California at Davis, and I grew up in the never-again idyll of California in the 1960s and ’70s. We had a big house and a pool, a horse for my sister and a tennis court for me. And what I mostly did until my eighteenth year was to hit tennis balls. Thousands of them, pounding them down the line, crosscourt, forehand, backhand, slice, topspin. Over and over, boom-boom-boom-boom, until I could place a tennis-ball can anywhere across the net and stand a reasonable chance of hitting it. That was how I spent my youth. Height-Ashbury and its convulsions were over the mountains and into another solar system. I lived in the sun-kissed Sacramento Valley, hitting yellow tennis balls and picking oranges off the trees in our backyard.


My first great adventure was going away to college—all the way to Stanford, ninety miles across the bay. The university accepted me partly because of my tennis, but I also tested well, and they wanted to be nice to my father, who had gone to Stanford Medical School and still lectured there occasionally. The day I arrived in 1977 to begin freshman year all I was really thinking about was making the tennis team and playing in national tournaments. But I was like so many kid athletes—I had been wound so tight for so many years, I was ready to pop.


And so I did. By the spring of freshman year, it was clear that life had more to offer than hitting small yellow balls. My internal spring went unsprung with amazing suddenness—certainly amazing to my parents when I told them in April that I had dropped off the freshman team. But it was the right thing to do. I had realized in those first few months at Stanford that while I was an adequate college player, I would never be a superstar. And, in truth, I was ready for bigger challenges than hitting those damned tennis-ball cans.


Like all college students, I read poetry—do we ever really read poetry again, after college?—and I cried with my girlfriend, Annie, every time we read “Ariel” together. But men do not live by poetry alone, except when they’re trying to get laid, and I began to realize that I missed sports—not playing them, but being around them—so by the end of sophomore year I had begun writing sports stories for the Stanford Daily, and then regular news stories, which I loved more than anything I had ever done. There was a cleanness to news-writing, a directness that reminded me of what I enjoyed about tennis. One night when I was sitting in the Daily office, the president of Stanford had a heart attack, and I was asked to cover it because I was fast and didn’t make mistakes, and we were approaching deadline. And I nailed the story. I was totally, completely, in the zone. I worked the next summer for a small newspaper in the Bay area, the Santa Rosa News-Herald. By the time I graduated, I knew precisely what I wanted to do, which was to work for a great newspaper and write stories forever. Boom-boom-boom-boom. Set them up and knock them down. I applied for internships at the Times, Post, Journal and Mirror; the first offer I got came from the Mirror.


I was a good reporter, but more important than that, I was lucky. I started in Metro, like everybody else. I had been covering Long Island for two months when a black teenager was beaten to death in a white neighborhood. I was a twenty-one-year-old white guy from California—too new to New York not to ask everybody the obvious questions—and the minute you read my stories, you knew exactly what had happened. The folks in that neighborhood just hated black people, and they had pounded that poor kid until he was a bloody pulp. My stories ran on the front page for a week. There were more good assignments after that: a corruption scandal in Long Island City; a fabulous homicide in which a state court judge strangled his wife with a garter belt and nylons she’d gotten as a gift from her lover; a series about bad cops in the New York City police department.


And then in 1983, the paper needed someone to go to Beirut in a hurry, and I volunteered, and suddenly I was covering a war where they were putting pieces of U.S. marines in body bags. I was as lucky as those dead marines were unlucky. I was writing, doing, being—no gap between thought and action—and the paper was putting it all on page one. I was just twenty-four, much too young to be a foreign correspondent, but I was doing the job, and they let me stay. After four years in the Middle East, they sent me to Hong Kong, and four years after that to Paris. It wasn’t until I finally got to Paris—which was supposedly the great prize for having done so well—that I began to feel ordinary and bored. I was out of the zone, thinking too much about what I was doing. I had this feeling I’d already done all the French stories before: Algerian immigrants in Marseilles; trade wars with the United States; French politicians and their mistresses; the arrival of the Beaujolais Nouveau. It was a nonjob, really.


I missed the old days in Beirut and Hong Kong, where every morning there was the strong likelihood that someone completely bizarre would walk in off the street, unburdening me from the ordinariness of my life and introducing me to the strangeness of his or hers. That ever-present possibility of release had drawn me to the news business in the first place, and sustained me ever since. It was the perfect job: it offered a chance to consort with people at the far edges of life—people who broke all the rules—without actually having to break any myself.


*

After a forty-five minute drive, I approached the walled complex of the research center where Roger Navarre worked. Looming above the barbed wire was a sign displaying the words unetat, s.a., the name of the French conglomerate that owned the biotechnology facility. Unetat was the hottest company in France that year. It had been privatized in the late 1980s and was devouring every high-tech business it could find. The company was headed by a charismatic man named Alain Peyron. The press said that he was making business “sexy,” which in France was a reliable proxy for success.


At the gate a uniformed guard asked for identification; after checking my name in his computer, he gave me a Unetat security pass. The French were obsessive about security, especially where technology was involved. I suspected they were flattering themselves—who would want to steal anything from France?—but it was part of the intense conservatism of that society. For all their supposed liberality, the French loved rules. Inside the building I was stopped again, asked once more for identification, and finally cleared to meet the press officer, a fussy-looking man who was dressed in a wool sweater, despite the warm spring day.


Navarre was waiting for me in his lab. He was dark and thin, with the bright eyes and sallow complexion of a man who lived indoors. He shook hands shyly, and seemed embarrassed by his keeper, the press officer, who was already blathering about how the doctor was “a miracle worker” whose research was going to save the world. When the press man began talking about Wall Street’s potential interest in the lab’s discoveries, the scientist raised his hand and cut him off. He was a gentle man who didn’t like being marketed. When I asked to see some of his experiments, he looked very relieved.


Navarre led me into an adjoining lab and pointed to several cages of mice along the wall. On their heads you could see the remnants of surgery—red wax sealing the holes that had been drilled in their skulls. “These are the miracles,” he said, gesturing to the rodents. “A few weeks ago, they had no memories. We had cut a pathway of neurons in their brains. They were like people with Alzheimer’s disease, who suffer degeneration of this pathway. They could not perform the simplest memory test.”


I jotted down some notes on my pad. I wanted him to think I was paying close attention, but my mind was wandering. His description of the mice with no memories reminded me of a visit I had paid to a nursing home in California several years ago to visit an aging aunt. All those faces staring up dumbly, shipwrecked in an eternal present. At first you wanted to smile or say something nice, but after a while you just wanted to get away.


Dr. Navarre beckoned me toward an experimental apparatus: a large vat about the size of a wine barrel, filled with a milky white liquid, with a small platform in the center just below the surface. In the experiment, the mice were allowed to splash around until they found the platform. Normal mice remembered how to find it, but those with severed brain pathways were lost. They had to search for the platform randomly each time.


“So we gave these poor mice our treatment,” Navarre explained, “and after several months, their memories returned, every one. Here, I will show you.”


Navarre brought a cage containing one of the treated mice to the table. He opened the cage door, removed the mouse and placed him gently on the edge of the vat. The mouse swam very deliberately toward the hidden platform. When this first mouse was safe on its perch, Navarre took him back to the cage and plucked another, who performed the test just as well, then repeated it with a third. “you see!” he said when the last mouse was back in the cage. “They are cured.”


“How did you do it?” I asked. I wanted to be interested. I wanted to listen to this cloistered little man all afternoon, and then write a story about how his mice would change the world. I didn’t want to slip back into ordinariness.


“We gave them a substance called a neurotrophin—a nerve-growth factor—which allowed the severed brain pathway to rebuild itself. This is my cure.” He explained the basic science for me. Neurotrophins were the essential tools of the nervous system. They fed the axons in the brain and spinal cord: without neurotropins, the axons died; with them, even the axons of a severed spinal cord could grow and regenerate. But the brain had a horrible counterpart to these neurotrophins. They were known as “suicide genes,” and they destroyed brain cells and their connections. That was what made Alzheimer’s disease so debilitating, according to Dr. Navarre. But a treatment that could get the life-giving neurotrophins into the brain might rebuild the damaged pathway, and cure Alzheimer’s.


I was nodding, but my concentration had been interrupted. Out in the corridor someone was shouting. A door opened at the other end of the lab, and a security man summoned the press officer. He scurried away, leaving me alone with Dr. Navarre.


“But how did you do it?” I asked again. “How did you get the neurotrophins into the brain? I thought there was a barrier that blocked things from getting in.” In reading my crib sheets over the past twenty-four hours, I had discovered something called the blood-brain barrier, which allowed glucose and some proteins to enter, but prevented passage of most other substances. That was why doctors found it so tricky to treat some brain diseases with drugs.


“This is my discovery,” said Navarre quietly. “I have found a chaperone, which can escort the neurotrophins into the brain.”


“What’s the chaperone’s name?” I asked, still jotting down notes. I wanted this to be a great story, but it was so complicated, and although I was good at pretending, I wasn’t sure I really understood what he was talking about.


“My chaperone is a very unusual protein, known as a prion. No one knows precisely why, but these prions are capable of getting past the blood-brain barrier. So if we can tether a virus that will make neurotrophin to the prion, we may be able to slip it into the brain in large enough quantities to cure these horrible diseases—just as we have cured the mice.” He lowered his voice. “But I must tell you the truth: there is a problem with my solution.”


Dr. Navarre glanced toward the door to make sure the press officer was still outside the room. “My colleagues at Unetat do not seem interested in understanding this problem—they are dreaming of the billions of dollars they will make with a cure for Alzheimer’s disease—but it is quite real. These prions may be lifesaving chaperones, as I hope. But mutant forms also seem to cause the worst brain diseases of all—the spongiform encephalopathies—which can leave the brain riddled with holes. These diseases are quite terrible. The victims suffer loss of coordination and then dementia. My colleagues would be very angry if they knew I had told you this. But it will help you to understand why we are far from having a cure for anything.”


A dark cloud of ordinariness had suddenly descended. Dr. Navarre hadn’t found a miracle, after all. I asked him a few more questions about how his treatment would work, assuming the prion-chaperone idea turned out to be safe. He answered with careful explanations I didn’t entirely understand, and gave me several scientific papers he had written that he said would clarify certain points—which I suspected I also wouldn’t understand. My hopes of getting a story on the front page—or even on the front of the science section—were vanishing. I was actually grateful when the press officer returned.


“I’m sorry,” he said. He had lost his earlier officious self-assurance; his face was flushed and his hand movements were agitated. “We must end the interview. There is a problem in Paris. The police are warning people. Something has happened near the ChampsÉlysées.”


“But he is our guest,” protested Dr. Navarre. “He may have more questions.”


“What’s going on in Paris?” I asked. It sounded like actual news. I didn’t want to be disrespectful to my new friend the scientist, but he and his halfway cure for Alzheimer’s could wait. They were not yet a story, at least not for The New York Mirror.


“I don’t have any details,” said the press officer. “Our people in Paris say it’s serious. They have issued a security alert, I don’t know why. I’m sure it will be on the radio. I’m very sorry. Perhaps you will come back and finish the interview another time.”


I shook Dr. Navarre’s hand, certain that we would never meet again. By the time he solved his prion problem and had a real cure I would be long gone from Paris and onto another assignment. He looked so sad as I walked away, I realized that his laboratory must feel like a kind of prison. I felt sorry for him, left alone with his mice and his keepers. But as my Arab friends used to say, the camel train must move on.


*

As I was walking back to my car the cellular phone in my briefcase began to ring. It was Pascale, my news aide in the Paris bureau. Her voice was shaky. She said she wanted to read me a bulletin that had just moved on the Reuters wire. A dozen hostages had been seized on the rue Lamennais at Taillevent, perhaps the most famous three-star restaurant in Paris. The hostages included members of the restaurant staff, as well as some diners who had lingered too long over lunch. Police had surrounded the building. The identity of the hostage takers and their demands were unknown.


I told Pascale I would be back in the bureau as soon as I could get there. She asked if she could go home early, and I said yes. She was frightened; she had a young daughter—we weren’t paying her enough money to ask her to take any risks.
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All the traffic was going the other way, out of the city. Even in the Bois de Vincennes, the outbound traffic had spilled over into three lanes, leaving just one in my direction. They were fancy cars, mostly—Mercedes and big Citroëns. The radio news was still upbeat—the police had surrounded the building, the situation was under control—but Parisians seemed to know instinctively that this version couldn’t possibly be right. Something dangerous was happening in the center of the city; only fools and poor people would stay in harm’s way and risk the consequences. The traffic jam in this manicured park was a reminder that France, behind its neat hedgerows, remained a Mediterranean country—a place where people knew things without being told, where the official version of events was assumed to be a lie. It was like Beirut in that way; the Lebanese war-lords always seemed to know which part of the city would be shelled on a particular evening, and managed to stay away. The rich people who knew things never got killed in that war, or in any war.


By the time I was back inside the gates of Paris, it was 3:30 in the afternoon—9:30 A.M. in New York—which meant that the foreign editor, Lynn Frenzel, was probably in her office. I pressed the buttons for the foreign desk, expecting the news aide to answer, but Frenzel picked it up herself.


“I may have a story here today, Lynn,” I said. “Wanted to give you a heads up. It could be interesting.” Never oversell a story. That was part of the code.


“Yeah, I know,” she answered matter-of-factly. “It’s on the wires.” Frenzel had been in a bad mood lately. Her husband had walked out on her, leaving her with a baby at home, plus all the babies on the Mirror’s foreign staff.


“What do the wires say?” I asked. “I’m not back in the office yet.”


“I’m aware of that. I’ve been trying to reach you. Pascale said you were out doing that bullshit story for the science section.” She was really in a bad mood.


“What about the wires?” I repeated. That was another rule among foreign correspondents. Steal everything you can from the wire services. Arriving in a strange city, the first stop for a correspondent was always the local AP or Reuters bureau. It was like connecting to the central nervous system.


“Reuters says there are fifteen hostages inside the restaurant. They’re being held by five people who claim to represent a group called Vert/Vertu, which Reuters translates as Green/Virtue. Can that be right? It sounds better in French. AP doesn’t have the name of the group, but they’re quoting someone who escaped from the restaurant who says that two of the five people holding the hostages are blacks, and that they’re protesting French weapons tests in West Africa. Agence France-Presse is useless. They’re only putting out the police bulletins. Do we know anything about French weapons tests in West Africa? That’s a new one on me.”


“Nope. At least I don’t. I thought they tested their weapons in the South Pacific.”


“Well, I’m sure you’ll find out by deadline. Unless you botch the writing, it stands a chance of making the front.”


“Maybe you should just run the wire story,” I said sarcastically. But she had already hung up.


*

The first police roadblock was on the Rue de Rivoli, near the Louvre. The officer was wearing the dark jumpsuit and shit-kicker boots of the Police Nationale. I showed him my residency permit and my press card and explained that I needed to get to my office on the rue du Faubourg-St.-Honoré, a mile away. He gave me a pass that said presse in bright red letters and told me to put it on my windshield. That got me past another checkpoint at the Place de la Concorde, but I was stopped again along the Champs-Élysées, several blocks from my office. By now, there were few people on the street, except for hundreds of these paramilitary police in their black uniforms.


”Journaliste américain,” I said, waving my press credentials. In many countries, that’s actually enough to get you past a checkpoint. But the French officer shook his head; he ordered me out of my car while his colleagues checked with the Foreign Ministry press department. Someone there must have vouched for me because he wrote me a special laissez-passer that gave me permission to go to my office—which was technically within the forbidden zone because it was near the rue Lamennais.


When I got to my office, I turned on the television. CNN was showing a live shot of the building. You could see the black metal awning, with its neat crenulated edges and the name “Taillevent” over the door of the restaurant. A few police were moving in the foreground, but otherwise the narrow street was empty. The French television networks were showing the same picture. The commentary on all the channels was garbage. Nobody really knew anything.


Pascale had gathered the wires and put them in a neat pile on my desk. Next to them was a stack of clips from the French press about weapons testing in the South Pacific. She hadn’t been able to find anything on the group called Vert/Vertu, and she said in a note that her girlfriend who worked at AFP couldn’t find any record of the group in their files, either. Sweet Pascale. I was glad I had let her go home.


A little before 7:00, another bulletin moved on Reuters summarizing the demands that had been made by Vert/Vertu in a fax sent a few minutes earlier to its bureau in Paris. First, the group demanded that France acknowledge that it had been testing nuclear weapons secretly during the past two years in the deserts of Niger. Second, they wanted the French government to pay ten billion francs in reparations to Niger and the other former French colonies in West Africa. Third, they demanded safe passage from France for the hostage takers. If the demands weren’t met, Vert/Vertu said, it would expose the hostages to radioactive materials it had gathered in the deserts of Niger and brought to the restaurant.


Frenzel called me thirty seconds after Reuters moved its bulletin. “This is a pretty good story,” she said. “Bowman is hearing that the State Department may evacuate the embassy. Weiss says you can have all the space you want. So let it rip.” She sounded almost excited. “This restaurant is near the bureau, isn’t it?”


“A few blocks. The police have closed off the quarter. They gave me a pass to get to the office.”


“Well, keep your head down.” Frenzel was allowed to say that. She had taken a bullet in the leg ten years earlier while covering the civil war in El Salvador.


The French government issued a statement at 7:30 that was broadcast live on radio and television. A spokesman said the charges made by Vert/Vertu were “groundless,” “laughable” and “completely untrue.” The statement said the French government was prepared to negotiate only the surrender of the “enviro-terrorists” and warned that unless they agreed immediately to leave the building, they would “pay a heavy price.”


The French statement elicited a quick response. At 7:45, the door of the restaurant opened and a man in a white outfit was pushed out the door. I watched it live, on television. The man turned out to be an Algerian busboy. He was carrying a written message from Vert/Vertu. He had been told that unless it was read immediately on television, the sommelier of the restaurant would be shot. The Algerian stood before the camera and nervously read from the piece of paper in his hands. The message said that if the French government didn’t meet its demands by midnight, Vert/Vertu would begin exposing the hostages to the radioactive materials it had brought from Africa. “The death of the hostages will prove the truth of what we are saying,” the statement concluded.


This was a hell of a story. I sat down at my computer and began trying to pull something together for the first edition. I cribbed from the wires, from the French and Vert/Vertu statements, from the television coverage, from the clips Pascale had found me. I even threw in a paragraph describing the main dining room where the hostages were being held, based on my one visit to Taillevent. I tried to reach my best contact at the French Foreign Ministry, but he wouldn’t take my call, and the press officer at the American embassy was useless. He sounded nervous about being in the office at all. So I typed—to call it writing would be generous—throwing together shards and snippets of other people’s work, casting an eye occasionally at the live picture of Taillevent on television. That was as close as I came to reality. I finished up my story and filed it for the first edition.


I sat back in my chair and closed my eyes, waiting for that pleasant buzz that comes after filing. But I had a bad feeling in my gut—empty, uncomfortable. I had written a reasonable enough piece of work, certainly no worse than what would appear in the competition. But it was entirely derivative; it had no life. A few blocks away from me a great story was unfolding, and I had covered it passively, from a distance, as if it were taking place on another continent. What had happened to me, in my thirty-fifth year, that I had become so lazy?


I rose from my desk and walked to the windows. My office was on the seventh floor, overlooking the rooftops of the neighborhood. One window looked east down the rue du Faubourg-St.-Honoré, perhaps the most fashionable shopping street in Paris, housing the boutiques of Versace and Hermès and Yves St. Laurent. It was deserted now. Nobody was “licking the windows,” as the French call window-shopping; no cars were on the street. My other window looked southwest across the rooftops to the Eiffel Tower. There was a ghostly glow in that direction, and I realized it must be the flood-lights trained on the small hôtel particulier on the rue Lamennais—housing the fifteen hostages and the unknown terrorists who had seized them. The image of the Taillevent awning was still flickering on my television screen. Surely it was of at least passing interest to the world to know who these people were.


It took only a moment more of self-disgust for the dry tinder to ignite. This was a real story—the kind that offered a chance, as Ed Weiss loved to say, to “cover yourself in glory.” It was worth a little effort. At the very least, I needed to see the building for myself, rather than watch it on the damned television set.


*

It was dark outside when I emerged a little after 8:00 P.M. The café across the street, Le Saint-Philippe, was empty and locked up tight. So was Le Griffon, the fancier place a few doors up. The street had a gentle, upward slope about a quarter mile to the Avenue de Fried-land, a grand tree-lined boulevard that led to the Arc de Triomphe. I had hoped to approach the restaurant that way. But after walking a hundred yards, I saw a cluster of armored vehicles and black-uniformed police gathered at the top of the street. The police were talking, leaning against their buses, smoking cigarettes, waiting for action. It was obvious that route wouldn’t work.


But I knew the neighborhood. I turned left onto the rue de Berri, just past the fancy art galleries and antiques stores, and walked one short block to the rue d’Artois. It rose steeply, past my sometime tailor, Filippo Anselmo, who claimed to make the best suit in Paris for just three thousand francs—unless you were an Arab, in which case he charged you four thousand. I was hugging the walls as I moved up the street, trying to stay in the shadows, but I still hadn’t seen any police. The quarter had emptied out hours ago. At the top of that block, I came to the rue de Washington, a bigger street that ran parallel to the Avenue de Friedland. Everything was called “Élysées” now, as we neared the famous thoroughfare. A hairstylist called “Nuances Élysées.” A Chinese restaurant called “Mandarin Élysées Chinois.”


I was almost there. I needed to be very careful now. I crossed the cobblestones to the far side of the rue de Washington and crept up a long block to the corner of the rue Lamennais. As I neared that corner I saw again the glow of the police floodlights and heard the squawk of their radios. The corner building was a modern stone-and-concrete box housing a private bank; As I neared the edge I heard voices on the other side and smelled cigarette smoke. The voices were chatting about people they knew, and about expensive bars and restaurants, and trips to the United States. They didn’t sound like cops.


I turned the corner. Fifty yards away was the floodlit awning of Taillevent. Just ten yards from me, gathered in a knot with a police escort, was a group of French reporters. One of them looked familiar—a woman named Fabienne from Le Figaro. She spotted me and waved, but the policeman was quicker. He told me I was in a forbidden zone and demanded to see my identification. I showed him my press card and the laissez-passer, but he said they weren’t valid there. He seemed serious about kicking me out when Fabienne and one of her French colleagues came up behind.


“He’s okay,” said Fabienne. “We know him.” The policeman shook his head no, but the other French reporter—an older man who had the official Yves Montand putty face and nicotine-stained fingers—said into the policeman’s ear that it was all right, I could stay, and that was it. So I joined the little circle of hacks and hackettes, and listened in on their gossip. They were talking about a recently resigned Socialist minister of education, who was said to be sleeping with a woman reporter at Figaro—not Fabienne, but a friend of hers. That led to a conversation about another reporter at Le Nouvel Observateur who had been propositioned a few years before by king Hussein, no less. I listened with half an ear, keeping my eyes on the police farther down the street. There were sharpshooters on top of each of the buildings across from the restaurant, and it looked as if a small army was assembling on the Avenue de Friedland. The reporter gossip continued. It wasn’t what I had come for.


“Has anyone tried to get inside and talk to the people holding the hostages?” I asked. The group looked at me quizzically.


“Of course not,” said the older French reporter. He examined me as if I were a bumpkin, just off the bus and in the big city for the first time. “The police don’t want anyone to talk to the terrorists.”


“But I don’t work for the police,” I said. “I work for The New York Mirror.” It sounded even more arrogant in French than in English.


Several of the reporters frowned and motioned with their hands, up and down, in a gesture that translated roughly as “big fucking deal.” I stood back from the group and let them continue with their chatter. More police were continuing to arrive at the far end of the street. It was obvious that at some point something was going to go down. The time to cover this story was running out.


How could I get inside the restaurant? I scanned the row of buildings that adjoined Taillevent. They were all the same height, about six stories, except for the last one, the corner building across from where I stood, which was one story taller. It housed a modeling agency—called, inevitably, “Élysées Models.” If I could get to the roof of that building, there might be a way to slip down one floor to the common rooftop that led up the street to Taillevent. I had no idea how I would get inside the restaurant from there, but it seemed like the only possibility.


I ambled away from the French reporters and their cop friends, back toward the rue de Washington. I crossed the street and walked to the far corner of the Élysées Models building. The windows along the rue de Washington were decorated with the faces of winsome, come-hither women, but the front door was locked. Just past the building was a tiny alley, not much bigger than a walkway, where trash was dumped. It ran only about thirty feet. I looked behind me, back toward the rue Lamennais. Nobody was watching.


Do it! I told myself. I darted into the alleyway and looked for a fire escape. Toward the back of the building was a small metal ladder. I began climbing, waiting for someone to shout for me to stop. But the only sound was the muffled clanking of the metal ladder against the wall of the building. I was frightened, but there was a liberating feeling about taking a chance to get a good story. It was like waking up from a long dream. I had done something like this only once before that I could remember. It was more than ten years ago when I was covering a closed police-corruption hearing in New York City. I had sneaked up to the floor above the hearing room and listened to the proceeding through an air shaft. That story had driven the investigators crazy; they had never been able to figure out my source.


I paused after four stories to catch my breath, then continued the rest of the way. As I neared the top I remembered the police marksmen who were posted on the rooftops across the street. I moved very carefully, pulling myself gently onto the roof and crawling across it toward the end of the Élysées Models building. The light was even stranger up here, a bluish glow from the floodlights, reflected off the streets and the sides of the buildings. I continued my crawl, splayed out on the rooftop. From my vantage, I could look down to the rooftop of the Taillevent building. I saw a large air vent in the middle of the roof and a door that led downstairs. At least there appeared to be a way down toward the restaurant, if I could get that far. I crawled a few more feet to the edge of my building, rose to a crouch and prepared to jump.


In that moment I saw the policeman on the next roof, and he saw me. “Oh, shit,” I said aloud. A spotlight was trained on me instantly, blinding me briefly, and when I could see again, a half-dozen police were moving toward me, putting ladders against the wall of my building—shouting at me to freeze, put down my weapons. “Journaliste!” I cried out. It sounded so limp.


When the first police officer reached me, he hit me with a wooden club and knocked me back down to the roof, which was unnecessary, and when I tried to get up, he did it again. The second blow hurt. I reached up to touch the wound and felt it wet with blood. A more senior officer arrived a few moments later, demanding to know who I was and what I was doing. When I told him I was a reporter and handed him my press card, he studied it for a moment and then laughed derisively. “Connard!” he muttered, a vulgar expression that translates roughly as “Stupid cunt!”


The police officer didn’t know what to do with me, so he radioed his boss, who was in the command post across from the restaurant. This gentleman, in turn, apparently wanted to swear at me himself. So the French police sent me back down the metal ladder to the alleyway, and then back along the rue Lamennais. The little knot of French reporters was still in the same place. As they saw me walk past with my police escort, they shrugged and shook their heads. Several of them actually looked pleased—like trained poodles watching a stray dog carted off to the pound. Fuck them, I thought. At least I wouldn’t end up like that.


I was led up the street, past the restaurant, to a mobile command post that was parked on the Avenue de Friedland. I tried to look inside Taillevent as we passed, but the curtains were all drawn. Except for the floodlights and the cops outside, it might have been just another evening of three-star dining. Inside the police trailer sat a dark little man in plain clothes, who was barking orders into a telephone. He had the intense, Mediterranean features of the Corsicans who were said to dominate the French security services. He glanced at me and the press card I was waving at him, muttered an oath and told one of his aides to take care of my head wound. It was duly cleaned and bandaged in a medical trailer.


After twenty minutes I was returned to the Corsican commander. He was alone in his trailer now, smoking a cigarette. He asked for my identification.


“I should arrest you,” he said after studying the documents. “You are interfering with the police.”


“I should sue you,” I answered. “My head hurts from where your man hit me.”


“What were you doing on the roof of that building?”


“I was doing my job. I wanted to get into the restaurant to interview the hostages and the people holding them.”


”Fous le camp,” he said, shaking his head. Get the fuck out of here. He told me to wait outside until they found a policeman to escort me back to my office.


*

I stood in the doorway of an optometrist’s shop on the corner of the rue Lamennais, just outside the command post, waiting for my police escort to accompany me home. It was demeaning. The hostages and their captors were only a few dozen yards away from me now. It embarrassed me, all over again, to be so close to the story and yet so powerless to do anything about it. As the seconds passed I thought again of how I might get inside. The only possible way in, it was now obvious, was through the front door—as a guest of the terrorists. But how could I do that?


A mental spark fired in my reporter brain. Inside my coat was the pocket Guide Michelin, which I, like every Paris-based reporter, kept handy to make reservations for the appropriate expense-account meals. I stepped back into the shadows and opened the little red book to the page for Taillevent. I removed my cellular phone gently from my other pocket and punched in the phone number. I waited, trying to think of what I would say if anyone answered. But an instant later I heard a recording saying that the line had been disconnected. I looked in the pocket guide again and found a fax number. I pressed the buttons and waited. From my perch in the doorway of the optometrist’s shop, I was almost invisible. My police escort still hadn’t arrived. The phone rang once, twice.


On the third ring a voice answered. He said he was the sommelier, and he sounded absolutely terrified. I asked to speak to the man who was holding the hostages, and he handed over the phone to someone else.


“Who is this?” asked a deep voice in heavily accented French.


“I’m an American reporter,” I answered. “I’m nearby. I would like to come interview you, to hear about French weapons tests in Africa. You tell me, and I will tell the world.”


“Are you police?” He sounded suspicious, but also curious.


“No. I’m a reporter. And if you don’t decide quickly, you’ll lose the chance to tell your story.”


I could hear him talking to someone else, in quick, frantic bursts of French.


“It’s okay,” he said. “When will you come?”


“Right now,” I said. “I’m fifteen meters away. Go open the door.” I really didn’t have time to think about what I was saying, it happened so quickly.


“Now?” the voice repeated. But the line had gone dead.


Now. I stood in the shadows for another instant. I had that sweet-sickness in my gut that every reporter feels before going into a combat zone. You know it’s a great story, you’re pumped with adrenaline, but you’re also terrified. I was poised in the doorway like a cocked gun, knowing that if I didn’t move quickly, the police would take me away.


Go! It was like jumping off a high dive. You either did it, or you didn’t. A jolt of electricity shot through my legs as I bolted from the shadows and turned the corner into the rue Lamennais. The black awning was fifteen yards away, ten, five. The French police were screaming at me to stop, a siren behind me was sounding, and I heard a gun go off—a warning shot, thank God, and then another. I kept running. The heavy glass door of the restaurant was opening, the screams and sirens outside were getting louder. In a moment, I was inside the door.


“Bravo!” came a voice from inside the restaurant, and then another, and some cheers. The reaction of the people inside—hostage takers and hostages alike—was that I was very brave and very stupid.
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The man who opened the door was a heavyset West African, with skin as dark as a bar of unsweetened chocolate. He escorted me down a paneled hallway into the main dining room, where the hostages were still shouting about my sudden visit. They were gathered in a circle on the floor, their hands tied behind their backs. The group was split about evenly between members of the restaurant staff—dressed in tuxedos or white coats, depending on their station—and diners who had been unlucky enough to have booked a table for a late lunch that afternoon. Facing them on three sides were men holding guns—a spindly black man, an Arab with sunken cheeks and pockmarked skin and a wild-eyed European who looked as if he were auditioning for the part of Jesus Christ.


“Quiet!” shouted the long-haired European guard, and the hostages immediately fell silent. They looked up at me now imploringly, desperately—imagining that I was somehow going to deliver them from their fate.


I surveyed the dining room. It had the feel of a wealthy gentleman’s library, paneled in dark wood with blue banquettes and crisp white tablecloths. The decorations were an eclectic mix that might have come from a French estate: Chinese lamps, dark oil paintings of French lords and ladies, fine old porcelain displayed in wooden cabinets, fresh-cut daisies on each table, and at each place a profusion of china, wine goblets and silver flatware. On a few of the plates you could still see the remnants of the exquisite meals these poor diners had been eating before the terrorists burst in the door and seized control of the place. A silver dustpan and brush, normally used to sweep up crumbs from the white tablecloths, lay askew on one of the tables.


The heavyset African man looked nervously at his watch. A pistol was tucked into his pants, half hidden by the bulge of his stomach. “Now you are here, my friend, what do you want?”


“My name is Eric Truell.” Fear was in my voice. I paused and took a few deep breaths. “I work for a newspaper in the United States called The New York Mirror. I want to interview you. My paper is very powerful. It is read by the president. Here’s my card.” I took a business card from my wallet and handed it to him. My hand was shaking slightly. He looked it over and handed it to a man with light brown skin—he might have been a North African or a Frenchman, it was hard to tell—who had emerged from the back room. He was neatly dressed in a gray business suit and a fine silk tie. He looked at the card dubiously, and then at me. I guessed he and the darker man with the pistol were the group’s leaders. He gave a nod, and then retreated back to the foyer.


“Ask your questions,” said the African.


My mind went blank for a moment. “What is Vert/Vertu?”


“We are a global movement!” answered the big man. His voice boomed like a loudspeaker. “We have many thousands of members. We want radical action to save the environment. Africa is the last frontier. We are the wretched of the earth. We have been colonized, victimized, patronized. Our lakes and forests have been poisoned. We want to save Africa before it is destroyed.”


I was scribbling notes in the reporter’s notebook I had put in my back pocket that morning, as I did every morning. I wrote down what he had said, but it had all the spontaneity of a canned recording. “Why hasn’t anyone ever heard of your group, if you have thousands of members?”


“Because we are secret. We want radical action to save the environment. Africa is the last frontier. We are the wretched of the earth. We have been colonized, victimized, patronized—”


“I understand all that,” I said, stopping him before he repeated the whole speech. “Where are you from, personally?”


“From Africa.” He smiled.


“And what is your name?”


“I have no name; I have every name. You can call me Monsieur Afrique. I am the spokesman for Vert/Vertu. I speak for my continent.”


I was still writing it all down, but inwardly cursing my stupidity. This interview was not worth the risks involved. So far, he had said less than what was in the statement the group had faxed to Reuters a few hours ago. I should at least get the ultimatum in his own words.


“What are your demands, Monsieur Afrique? Tell the world. What will it take to get you to release the hostages?”


“The French must pay reparations to their African brothers. Some of the money they have stolen from us. It is billions of dollars.”


“Ten billion. Is that right?”


He flicked his hand, as if he were brushing away a fly. “The French know how much. Now they must pay.”


“What if they don’t pay?”


“We will kill the hostages. Too bad. Very bad. But the French know. They will pay.” He tried to laugh, as if it were all a joke. I looked down at the poor folks on the floor. I hated to add to their misery, but I had to do my job.


“How will you kill them?”


“We will make them eat what our brothers and sisters in the jungles must eat. The wastes of French nuclear weapons tests. We have brought them from the desert. These wastes have been killing our people, and now they will kill yours, too, unless the French pay us the money.”


At this, one of the hostages—a woman in her fifties, dressed in a Chanel suit and an Hermès scarf—started to moan softly. Her husband began moaning, too, pleading for her life. The captors appeared unmoved, except for the thin black man who had been helping guard the hostages. He moved away from the group and toward me. Monsieur Afrique tried to wave him away, but he was intent.


“I will explain more about Vert/Vertu, sir, so you will understand us better,” he said. “My name is Dr. Obado. I am a professor of biology. I don’t care if you know that. Come with me into the other room, where we can talk.” He beckoned for me to follow. Monsieur Afrique wasn’t happy, but he didn’t stop him.


Dr. Obado sat me down in the outer dining area, a brighter room decorated with beige curtains. He had a wispy, unkempt beard and sharp eyes that were shielded by thick glasses. Where Monsieur Afrique had the easy, languid movements of a man who enjoyed the pleasures of the world, obado had the austere intensity of an ideologue, a man who believed in abstractions.


“I am the founder of Vert/Vertu,” he said ceremoniously. “I am from Abidjan, in the Ivory Coast. My colleague, who calls himself Monsieur Afrique, is from Gabon. He and these other men asked to join me in Vert/Vertu. They know far more about the world than I do, so I agreed. They are the muscle. I am the brain, and the soul. We do not have thousands of members, unfortunately, but we have the strength of our ideas!”


I scribbled notes as fast as I could. This was what I had come for. Dr. Obado explained that for the past two years, the French government had been conducting secret weapons tests in remote areas of West Africa. Most of these tests had been in the deserts of Niger, hundreds of miles east of the capital, Niamey. Before, the French had always conducted their tests in the South Pacific, but now they had decided to use their former colonies in Africa, where the political leaders were compliant and the danger of public protest was less. But the nuclear testing was killing the wildlife, obado said. Women in nomadic tribes who wandered through the test zone were giving birth to deformed babies. Obado had tried to protest quietly, but the French hadn’t listened. So he had formed Vert/Vertu. “And then I met these other gentlemen,” he said, “who convinced me it was time for action.”


“What will you do to the hostages?” I asked. “That’s what the world wants to know.”


“Sir, we have brought here to Paris, to the finest restaurant in all the world, a meal of radioactive poison. It is water drawn from aquifers near the test site. We have brought it in a lead container, so it is harmless for now. But unless the French admit they are conducting the tests—and agree to stop them—we will make the diners and staff of Taillevent drink the radioactive wastes.”


“What about money? Monsieur Afrique said he wouldn’t release the hostages unless the French government paid billions of francs.”


“That is their demand. They are men of the world. I only want the tests stopped.”


I wrote it all down, just as he said it. I looked at my watch and saw that it was already 9:30. If I was going to get something in the next morning’s paper, I needed to finish my interview soon and get back to the office.


“Dr. Obado, I need to ask one more favor. Could I interview some of the hostages, please?”


“Yes, why not.” He led me back into the wood-paneled dining room and the knot of people on the floor. They looked wretched. The elegant woman in the Chanel suit was sobbing quietly. Her husband was pleading with the Arab guard, offering to pay millions of francs if they would let him and his wife go. It was a sorry little lifeboat. Obado spoke to his colleagues and told them he had given me permission to interview some of the hostages.


“Five minutes only,” said Monsieur Afrique. He put his hand on his pistol, to remind himself and me that it was there.


“I’m sorry, folks,” I said in English. “I don’t have much time. Are any of you here from the United States?”


“Yes,” spoke up a man from the center of the circle. I hadn’t noticed him before. He had a round, gentle face, with a fringe of unruly curly hair encircling a large bald spot. He was well dressed, in a linen suit, wearing large tortoiseshell glasses.


“What’s your name and where are you from?”


“George Frankheimer. I’m a lawyer, from Washington, D.C. I’m in Paris on business.”


“How did you happen to come to Taillevent today?”


“Just lucky,” he said with a thin smile. “It’s my birthday. I thought I would give myself a treat.”


“What did you have for lunch?” It was a gruesome detail, given the circumstances, but I thought it would interest readers.


“Poached asparagus with truffle juice and rack of lamb with a purée of green beans. Accompanied by a half-bottle of Gevrey-Chambertin.”


“And for dessert?”


“I was just about to order dessert when these gentlemen arrived. I think I would have had the crème brûlée. But I hadn’t decided yet.”


I wrote it all down. There were moments, even in extremis, when a journalist got to hear the sound of one hand clapping.


“How was the food?” I asked.


“Very good. One of the best meals I’ve ever had, actually.”


I briefly interviewed the wealthy French couple, because they demanded it. He was an industrialist from Lyons and still seemed convinced that he could bribe his way out of there; he even offered me cash to get him out. I also tried to interview the Taillevent sommelier, Henri, who was the ranking employee of the restaurant and was wearing his pin of grapes on his lapel, but he was trembling, poor man, and not up to it. A tuxedoed captain spoke up for the employees. He said stoically that the restaurant was very sorry for the inconvenience its guests had experienced—as if this were all the management’s fault—and that he was also sorry for all the people whose dinner reservations for that night had of necessity been canceled.


I looked at my watch again. More than my allotted five minutes had passed. I asked all the hostages to give me their names and addresses, and wrote down all fifteen very carefully. I promised that someone would contact their families to let them know they were safe. That was the least I could do. Then it was time to go.


Dr. Obado led me toward the door, but on the way out the man with the café au lait skin emerged again from wherever he had been hiding.


“Should we let him go?” he asked. “He knows what we look like. He will tell the police.”


“No, I won’t,” I said emphatically. “I don’t work for the police. I work for The New York Mirror. The only people I’m going to talk to are the readers of my newspaper.”


“Bosh!” he said. “What a fairy tale.”


I turned to Dr. Obado. “Unless you release me, nobody will know your story. The French can tell whatever lies they want about Vert/Vertu. They can kill you like dogs, and nobody will know the truth.” Dr. Obado nodded. He wanted me to make him and his loony group famous.


“My friends, listen to me.” It was the genial face of Monsieur Afrique. “We should let this newspaper boy go. The French will pay us the money, and they will let us go free. I’m telling you. So what does it matter?” He waited for someone to contradict him, and when no one did, he took me by the elbow and steered me back down the long, beige-paneled entrance hall.
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