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  Paris, November 13, 2015. You love your wife so much that you decide to prove it to her by spending a romantic weekend in Paris together. After a magical day of museums, Bohemian neighborhoods and accordion music, you have dinner in an equally magical restaurant where food is served in the dark. You decide that the perfect day will culminate in a rock concert by her favorite band in a famous Parisian venue, the Bataclan.


  


  Days later, Paul Hébert, a French journalist covering a story in Iraq for an American newspaper, tells in first person the circumstances of his abduction by a jihadist group. Kneeling in a row of prisoners, the terrorists are about to behead him. Paul is facing the last seconds of life as he tries, desperately, to find a way to escape the inevitable.


  


  With his wits and his vast knowledge about cinema as his only weapons, using his sense of humor as his main source of strength, Paul strategizes an absolutely insane plan to build a fantasy around the jihadists and escape from certain death.


  


  Three months after, Paul wakes up safe and sound in a hospital; however, he does not remember anything about what happened during his captivity. The public has followed his kidnapping and Paul has become a celebrity. But the circumstances of his release are a mystery. On his cell phone, Paul finds a video where he sees himself hooded and dressed as a terrorist, proclaiming the threat of a devastating bomb in the heart of the United States.


  


  The threat is real, to deactivate the bomb Paul will have to follow his own footsteps and rebuild his insane plan of escape. However, with every discovery of his forgotten past, he will find a new threat in the present. It is the beginning of a psychological odyssey, filled with obstacles that will take Paul from Houston to Washington, and finally to Paris, to the very night of the ISIS attacks where he will understand that his fate is tragically linked to that of the couple in love.


  


  The fact is that nothing and no one, not even himself, is what it appears to be.


  


  With a surprising end, The Prisoner is a novel built around an ingenious delirium, with the mechanics of suspense that will surprise the reader again and again and will force him to plunge into the dark depths of the human soul where love, hate, desire for revenge and the fight for survival are revealed as the real engines of history.


  

  

  Paris

  Infinite love


  


  


  


  


  You have dinner in absolute darkness, and it is such a strange feeling not being able to even see your fork while it stabs the meat of a mouth-watering whisky marinated steak. Its smell envelops you even before it reaches your palate.


  “Ding ding,” say the utensils when they touch.


  Sparkly laughter from the table next to you.


  “Mmmmmm,” you hear from the front.


  That’s the voice of your wife.


  “I guess you like your food.” you say, smiling, however invisible your smile is in the darkness.


  Your wife laughs, she is enjoying herself. Listening to her laughter from the other side of darkness is too wonderful to put into words.


  “A lot,” she answers, and her voice makes you shiver just as before.


  That’s precisely the idea, in complete darkness, in full obscurity (you prefer the term obscurity to darkness, as obscurity seems to be way darker than darkness) senses sharpen, the meat tastes better, the salad, even the drink, although what you really feel sharpening is the feeling of love, love that overwhelms you when you hear your wife’s voice, even more sensual when you cannot spy her with your eyes.


  The mushroom cream… What’s the point of talking about it? Who could even imagine that such an amalgam of flavors could divest from simple fungi?


  Your wife, however, has opted for the chicken with pasta, more Italian, more Mediterranean. You, tonight at least, especially after such a day, feel fascinated by eating your food as French as possible.


  That said, you have to be very careful not to spill the glass of wine whenever you want to take a sip of your Pinot Noir Bourgogne.


  It has been a wonderful day, and this evening is simply delicious. Today was not the first day that you spent in Paris with your wife, but it is certainly the best, by far.


  You arrived around noon to the proud, vast, and crowded East station, where, lulled by the echoes of the birds, the sun slips in and curves, as if to caress the place from the inside, after a train ride of a couple of hours, which passed in a breeze of cafe latte and waiters that were so polite that sometimes your wife, who is not French, had to contain her laughter.


  A taxicab took you to the magical, bohemian district of Montmartre and it did indeed hold its magic. It was hiding behind every corner, waiting for you to cross it to be utterly amazed by it, and both of you cruised every street from one to the next, the narrow and the winding and those uphill, until you reached the neighborhood where the street painters were crowded together. Among paintings and the sweet aroma of coffee, you spied the Eiffel Tower from the top of a mountain.


  The story goes like this, when they inaugurated the Basilica of the Sacred Heart, crowning this magical Montmartre district, many people were outraged, and the owner of Moulin Rouge went up running to the Church, yelling “There lives the devil! The Devil!”


  To what some people answered, “Actually, dear gentleman, the devil is at the Moulin Rouge!”


  It was these streets on which you brag about your love that Picasso walked — that’s precisely what you thought as you reached the Tertre square. Once there you’d like to have run with all those pictures, but you understood that, in reality, you were taking them with you, for they were illuminated by the smile of your wife, who walked among the painters as the best work of art that had ever been completed on that miraculous hill.


  You walked with her, and her words sounded like the murmur of water, and you felt that you were orbiting around her eyes. You thought about kissing her but you had something better in mind, a perfect kiss at the end of the day, when your wife would feel completely overwhelmed by the memory of a day in Paris.


  Right after that, you dived under the City of Light riding the subway, catching the line that would take you to the Seine station, and inside that underground train a short man that you figured had bad breath, played enthusiastically a tune by Edith Piaf, so typical as it was French, as decadent as wonderful. No one looked to the man, only your wife; you could not stop staring at her, feeling her fascination at every note, every feeling.


  


  She does not regard the floor


  and her loving eyes


  and her long and strong artist fingers


  reach your soul.


  


  When you were a child you used to make fun of the accordionists in the subway, but this afternoon you felt blessed by the presence of that short man, with grey hair and a receding line.


  You were so happy inside that subway that you even wondered who you were. Were you really you, or were you playing a role to hold on to happiness? Were you really so in love with your wife or were you trying to convince yourself that you were just to maintain the illusion of an untouchable, perfect happiness? You remembered then that your tendency to overanalyze makes you miss real life, and this was a day to reflect on afterwards, not as it occurs, and you remembered also that in the company of your wife you don’t pretend anything, you don’t play any kind of role, in fact, it is only with her that you feel like you can act on autopilot, and the you that moves by itself should be, by logic, the closest thing to the real you.


  That’s it —you concluded— we are who we are when we don’t think, when we don’t notice ourselves, when we don’t pay attention to who we are, or what we are doing, That is so much the ultimate truth that, afterwards, we are unable to remember ourselves, as if what happened happened without us, that’s maybe the reason why it is so hard to be oneself, because trying is failing — and with that last thought you decided to stop thinking and devoted yourself to live the day from within, not from the outside.


  So you left the subway with your arm over her shoulder as you arrived to the San Michel station, right in Paris downtown, next to the Seine river, where you came across the green kiosks, with used books, books that have gone from one Parisian hand to another. Some are so old that they very well might have been read by the misaligned eyes of Sartre, and they may treasure a wisp of smoke from his very pipe; around those very books, as ornaments, postcards, and replicas, all of them next to the calm waters of the river, waters without memory, waters that ran bloodstained too often, they were always able to flow into their own oblivion, those same waters where Grenouille, the main character of The Perfume, was able to capture scents that came to him as a dull echo from the river mouth on the English Channel.


  Then you had time for a couple of hours visit to the d’Orsay museum, two hours that were two seconds with Monet, with Renoir, with Degas…


  … with Van Gogh…


  And you both spent half an hour in front of your favorite painting, Bal du Moulin de la Galette, a painting by Renoir painted precisely in the Montmartre district, where you had been a few hours ago, and looking at the painting, enraptured, you believed that you could hear the waltz music that had captivated its characters and put smiles on their faces, smiles that are happy at times, smiles that carry a heavy burden of melancholy at others, and you found a face that you didn’t remember having seen before, and your wife found yet another, and together you made up a story for both of them. Those were stories filled with rhetorical devices, synesthesias, hyperbatons and, of course, hyperboles.


  “And now,” you told her, as you stepped out of the museum, “we will have dinner in a very special place.”


  Your wife, simply, raised her eyebrows and tightened her lips, expectant.


  “The restaurant Dans Le Noir,” you told her, “where food is served in complete darkness, in complete obscurity.”


  “In the darkness?” She answered, with the smile of a little girl.


  “That’s right, before you enter the dining room they let you check out the menu and order your food but, when you go in, lights out!”


  And that’s how you ended up having dinner with your wife in the shadows, guessing how her smile looks, among ding dings, among whispers… They say lovers are never hungry, but this steak doesn’t need hunger for you to lose your head about it.


  Even the silence is delicious, a silence that you would love to cut with a knife —a simple slice of silence— and bite into it, or save it for later, when you need it.


  You want to kiss her, but you feel that the perfect moment hasn’t arrived.


  “Sweetheart,” you tell your wife then, “How would you like to finish the day off with a bit of rock and roll?”


  You cannot see her face, but you imagine her smile on the other side of the shadows.


  “Ok, honey, where do you want to go?”


  “You wouldn’t believe who’s playing here in Paris, tonight.”


  “Who?”


  “Eagles of Death Metal.”


  “Are you kidding me? Where?”


  “In a very famous venue, it’s called Bataclan.”


  And you remember that it is Friday, the day of Venus, the aphrodisiac day, and that it is the 13th, and that thing about Friday the 13th bringing bad luck in Anglo-Saxon cultures, but you are not an Anglo-Saxon, nor is your wife.


  *   *   *


  


  So you get to the Bataclan venue and the expectation is immense and you are amazed that there are so many people, and that so many Parisians even know about one of your favourite rock bands, a band, you thought, that few souls knew about, and those few souls were supposed to be American.


  Wrong!


  It is a beautiful venue; it looks like a cabaret, with those boxes on the second level, and the red light bulbs — they seem like lights from a Circus — red as the blood that the Seine River forgot about. Many times you have wondered if your wife simply pretends to like the bands you like, to simply agree with you, but then you see the expectation in her eyes and you understand that she likes to vibrate with rock music as much as you do.


  You find Eagles of Death Metal fascinating because they are literally what you have come to expect from a damn rock and roll band, without experiments, without any desire to save the world, without voice harmonies and not even the slightest intention to revolutionize popular music. Its only intention is to rock the house with songs that are every damn thing they feel like making a song about. One of those bands that are sadly so rare these days.


  They start the show with one of your favourite tunes —I Only Want You— that always reminds you of Prince, but with a faster tempo.


  “This is like a droided up Prince,” you tell your wife. You don’t know if she got the joke or not, but she is exultantly smiling.


  You are in the third row, a mere seven fucking feet from the stage. I Only Want You ends explosively.


  “Ladies and gentlemen, are you having fun?” screams Jesse Hughes, the singer.


  “Tonight, if you are willing, you could be possessed by the spirit of Rock and Roll! Are you willing? I love you all so fucking much!”


  Complexity begins, that’s a song from their latest album, your wife is literally screaming the lyrics. Tomorrow she will have a sore throat, you think and you smile.


  Fuck —you think, and the truth is that you cannot stop thinking, in spite of your own advice—. A couple of hours ago I was listening to Edith Piaf and now I am in front of fucking Eagles of Death Metal.


  And so it goes, among people jumping up and down, in the middle of this garden of happiness, one song comes after the next. A perfect day in the heart of Paris, crowned by a memorable gig together with the person you love the most in this world.


  This is, hands down, the happiest day of your life.


  *   *   *


  


  When the first gunshots start ringing in the Bataclan venue, in the middle of that instrumental section of the song “Kiss the Devil”, there is a moment of perplexity. Your wife looks at you, confused. What is that sound? Fireworks? Problems with the sound system?


  You look in all directions. Eagles of Death Metal stop playing, and the only thing you can hear from the stage is a distressing, confusing silence.


  Confusion is not that bad, certainty is a lot worse.


  Your imagination resists about one or two seconds more than most of the others. Even when you see the first Kalashnikov you still entertain the possibility of everything being an elaborate set up, part of the show. Even after the first screams and the first gunshots.


  However, when you see the blood cruising through the air, and the first people around you falling to the ground like flies, free falling, as if the floor had opened under them, then you know that Death is dancing around you, anxious to touch you and hug you into its darkness.


  “¡Alah Akbar! ¡Alah Akbar!», — screams one of the armed men as he shoots at the crowd indiscriminately.


  As if new holes opened up on the floor, more and more lifeless bodies fall around you, stabbed by the bullets.


  Your eyes set for a second on the sound control panel located in the rear of the venue, and you see buttons from the mixing deck flying in the air, inscribing parabolas through the smoke, crashing with blood that also flies through the air, through the smoke.


  You look to your right and see a big man, his arms around a group of people; he is making a human shield to save the lives of a few youngsters.


  You would do the same for your wife. That’s when you understand that you have been frozen for two eternal seconds, as if your feet were nailed to the floor. It is right then when, cheered by a new burst of gunfire, you go into action.


  It is called survival instinct — your subconscious takes control over your body and you don’t decide anything anymore. It is as if an invisible force has taken over your muscles, thinks at the speed of light and makes sure to save your life. You just let it do its work.


  You give yourself over to your subconscious, even more when you corroborate that, yes, your subconscious loves your wife better than it loves you. Your wife, who you had forgotten about for a long second, looks overwhelmed by the absurdity of the situation. You grab her arm as you sense another body collapsing next to you. Its life gets away and you pull your wife, tugging her arm as if she were a rag doll and you run frantically towards the stage.


  You slide like a cat, running and ducking, your wife is still next to you, your right hand tight around her arm, she is screaming. Gunshots, gunshots, more shots, as a blanket of Death expands around you.


  The fact that she is screaming is quite wonderful, because her screaming means that she is alive, you will worry about the humidity you feel in your stomach later, it could be your blood, but it can also be the blood of other people.


  Another man dies under the bullets as he shields two people from them. Another act of love right in the centre of Hell.


  More gunshots break in like the barks of Death as you duck in front of the stage, and you get away behind a group of young people through an emergency exit, on the left side of the stage.


  You find a flight of stairs and finding them and going up them is the same event. More than ever you feel that, more than going up the stairs, an invisible hand holds you under your shoulders and pulls you up.


  a door,


  a hall,


  another door,


  Blood running on the floor, smoke and dozens of faces, dozens of subconscious that, just as yours, try to keep their bodies breathing.


  You see it in every face. Those people are not people, they are a pure, condensed desire to survive and if they do survive, they will never be the same people they were before. All these young people are not and will never again be worried about their studies, their professional careers, or how their boss is an asshole, all these faces are now primitive, these are prehistoric men and women running from a mammoth, running from beasts, jumping from one branch to another, curling up deep inside a cave. They are only willing to die saving the lives of others.


  Die for other lives.


  A door opens.


  Seconds after you are inside a dressing room, with two dozen people as hysterical as they are quiet. A forty-something year old lady is bleeding to death; a boy, that could very well be her son, is putting pressure on her wound, another teenager is holding a bottle of champagne as a weapon. Some are making a barricade with chairs in front of the door. You hear the rapid breathing of them all, but no one says a word, they have developed a community as solid as lead, and no words are needed to get organized, you remember right then that these men and women are primitive.


  Gunshots come and go from the outside; it is then that you understand that you are all doomed, because there is no exit from that dressing room other than the door through which you came in, the door through which shots are heard. You look at the others, not at their faces but at their very eyes, and your message without words is this; when those savages break into the dressing room, we will reduce them flesh to flesh, jumping over them as if we were armoured, some of us will die to save the rest, but curdling down in a corner of this room will only guarantee a sure death for all of us.


  You see that the kid that was helping the lady by putting pressure on her wound is hiding behind a curtain. A distant explosion makes the floor tremble. We will crush them is the answer you read in those eyes, and you allow yourself to contemplate a glimpse of hope in your heart. You will very likely end up dead, but you will keep your wife behind this mass of people and you will save her life.


  Your wife will survive.


  Right then you look for her gaze and you find it rigid, almost empty, as if it were made of glass, holding on to a thin blade of life, and now you understand that the humidity on your stomach came from her blood.


  Life evades her as a trembling flame in the wind, and you wish to enjoy now one of those slices of silence that you wanted to save a couple of hours ago, but your wife does not leave in peace, she is dying among nervous breaths and echoes of gunshots.


  Her death is so inevitable, so irremediable, that you don’t even ask her to hold on to life, you simply let her go with the sweetness that you are able to make up as you don’t know how to say goodbye. You wish you could find the words to tell her that you worship her, that your love for her is infinite, that if she wouldn’t go, you could, both of you, overcome any obstacle, win any battle, that today you fell in love with her half a dozen times, that you wanted to eat her lips in the museum, that you inevitably smile even when you text her, that you wanted to caress her hair when the sun pulled out those very well-hidden red tones from it, when you were coming out of the station, that you spend your days dreaming about your nights with her…


  But words don’t come out of your chest. And she goes, your wife, your lover, and your spouse, as a half poem, as a verse without an end.


  Night is all that is left for you, but not the kind of night under the stars, only that Night that ends but there is no sunrise.


  It is now, when you feel the weight of her lifeless body in your arms, that you realize that you haven’t kissed her all day.

  









  

  

  1

  Before. Iraq

  The inevitable


  


  


  


  


  I am about to snuff it.


  I wonder what kind of stupidity got over me when I thought it a good idea to take a job as a reporter in Iraq. My name is Paul Hébert. I am 40 years old. I am a journalist and a writer (well, the writer part is debatable, especially when the people arguing about it are the only three readers that bought my novel on Amazon and who have given it one star with less than kind comments, but that doesn’t matter anymore…) It is amazing how many things you don’t give a fuck about when you are about to die.


  I am going to die. I don’t want to die. Please.


  For years I have been afraid of the emptiness in life, of not having anything to give to the world — some kind of legacy, a reason to live — but of course I have a reason, fuck. Sure there are reasons to live. Now, in fact, I would be just fine living a bearable life, without glory or ceremony, without leaving any legacy, or even leaving a mark, without luxuries. I would have enough just breathing and going back to a day just like the one before, without big revelations, without great anything, just staying alive.


  How can I ask these guys for mercy? I would if that would do anything, but I have seen prisoners begging like children and the only thing they got back was even tougher treatment.


  I have to set the record straight — I have been kidnapped by a terrorist group in Iraq.


  To be precise, these are terrorists of the so-called ISIS or Islamic State. Sure, you have heard of them, they are those nice jihadists that make Al Qaeda seem like a group of naughty schoolgirls. If you are one of those who think that your college teammates were cruel to you, or that your boss is cruel, or that life has treated you with cruelty, you should spend some time over here. These guys are cruelty personified. I will give just one example. When I was in Mosul doing an interview, I met a mother who had traveled there to retrieve her son, captured by the terrorists of the black flag. It was an old Kurdish woman who requested an audience with the terrorists of the Islamic State to beg them for the life of her son, kidnapped months ago. The Islamists invited her to sit and have some rest. Then they offered her tea, rice and meat. When the mother asked again about her son, they laughed and blurted out: “You just ate him!”


  I’m lucky they will only cut my neck. It could be worse, I guess. Some prisoners are buried alive, others are burned to death.


  I am together with the other five lucky ones, in a row, kneeling on the dusty ground under a scorching sun, in the middle of a desert spilling beyond the horizon in all directions. We wear an orange pullover just taken from the dry cleaner (seriously, everything is filthy dirty here, but these garments they have brought us are pristine). Why so much hassle about the costumes? The answer is that we are going to be on TV. Behind every one of us there is a hooded individual, dressed in black, like a ninja. Each one of the hooded men holds in his hand a nice curved sword that would be the envy of any weapons collector. In front of us, one of the terrorists strives to mount a camcorder on a tripod. The guy seems quite disappointed with the light of the sun on our backs. In fact, the backlighting challenges faced by our personal Spielberg are buying us a few extra minutes of life.


  These guys take scenery quite seriously. There are other two cameras, one on each side (three cameras in total) —this is not like the video you make of your dog with your iPhone and a trembling hand. This will be produced, with background music, and will be edited with shot changes, zooms, and before you know it, you will get a travelling in slow motion. The only thing left to do is to have one of the cameramen adjust the microphone on one of these killers.


  “Hold on, don’t kill him yet, I am still not convinced about the angle of the light.”


  You are probably wondering how it is that we are so calm, all five prisoners, waiting to have our heads chopped off like someone who is waiting for a haircut. How it is that we do not yell, or cry and make a fuss? Do we have nerves of steel? Are we the most courageous guys in the universe? Not really. Truth is, when the show started, one of the prisoners did just that: he cried and made a fuss. And that didn’t sit all that well here. They threw him out of the row, ground him to a pulp and then they burnt him alive. In front of us. So, after all, having your head separated from the rest of your body is not so bad compared to being burnt alive. Just ask Marie Antoinette.


  You may be also wondering whom the fuck am I telling all of this to. It is a hobby I have. Call it professional deformation, or call it craziness. As a writer, there is a voice inside me that is narrating everything that happens to me. Not always, of course, but when there is something that is worth telling. I tell myself hey, this could be good material for a novel, and I start to narrate it in my head. I guess this sort of voiceover also helps me withstand difficult times. Seeing everything with perspective, as if it has already happened. Or as if it was all fiction. My personal narrator not only accompanies me in the fucked up moments —also during the good times. It has become a sort of a habit. When I met my wife and we made love for the first time, there was the radio announcer in my head narrating it all for posterity. My theory was that good moments were worth narrating, but the truth is that the narration ends up spoiling the whole experience. I can’t help it; it’s like living in a movie.


  I wish this were just a movie. Looks like our Spielberg has managed to filter out the excess light. Joy! The guys with the Kalashnikovs overseeing the shooting are all smiles. Light, camera, action!


  Shit. I don’t want to die.


  Seen from a broader perspective, this was going to happen sooner or later. Dying, I mean. Apparently no one ever, with or without head, avoids ending up six feet under.


  So I try to downplay the issue. But, fuck; dying at forty is not fair. I am in the middle of life. I wonder what kind of absurdity came over me when I thought that accepting a job as a reporter in Iraq would solve all my problems (although, of course, my problems will end now). My life was crap, but it was wonderful crap. It was ruined —about to lose my house for not paying the mortgage and my wife was about to divorce me. I guess my heavy drinking and my behavior over the course of those last few months didn’t help much. Ok, I was bitter. My failure as a writer was consuming me. What did you just say? Failing as a writer is not that serious? Hold on. Spend three years of your life writing a novel —fifteen hours a day, reviewing your work, documenting, while your wife makes all the money by working another fifteen hours in a restaurant as your debt increases every day. Finish your novel after three years of grueling work and spend a fortune printing hard copies and send them to each and every one of the publishing houses in the United States. Wait for an anguishing month for a reply. Make complex probabilistic calculations to understand why no editor answers. Reach the conclusion that, in all likelihood, the probability of the USPS losing your package(s) times the probability that the surviving manuscripts (after the mismanagement by the USPS) get lost in the known bureaucracy that pervades the big publishing houses is unbearably high. Should you go personally and give each and every manuscript to its respective destination? It would cost you a fortune in travelling expenses and it would take you an eternity. So go ahead and print a new set of hard copies of the manuscript (500 pages, double spaced, single sided) and resend all of those packages, this time send it via certified mail (double the cost). And, just in case, include some publishing houses in France, Germany, Spain, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden. Wait for another month without getting any response. Take the criticism from your wife, who believes that you have already wasted enough time and that it is time to find a proper job (uh— writing is a proper job, ask Stephen King). Decide then that you’re going to give a good lesson to all those pushy publishers who haven’t even had the decency of reading your manuscript (because obviously they have not read it, or they would have succumbed to its charms). They will learn when you auto publish your book as an ebook. You can’t wait to see them coming to you at last, pleading for a copyright contract when the ebook has sold a million copies at Amazon. Self publish. Spend a small fortune promoting your Facebook page after uploading a few hundred posts with stunning excerpts from the novel. Check the Amazon sales board (no anxiety, with indifference, once an hour at the beginning, then check every five minutes). Celebrate with a small party when the first sale takes place. Celebrate the second sale with a small party. Celebrate with a small party when the third sale takes place. Realize in utter amazement how sales stop. Wait anxiously for enthusiastic comments from your readers, the comments that will attract further readers. A week after, you get the first reviews. They go like this:


  


  1.0 out of 5 stars Terrible October 1st


  by Matt


  Terrible. I couldn’t read past page 50.


  1.0 out of 5 stars Nonsense October 1st


  by Peter B


  The plot is absurd, delusional, and that could be cool (I guess) if the main character wasn’t a petulant egocentric. One star.


  1.0 out of 5 stars Boooring October 5th


  by John M


  So boring. The synopsis anticipates an action novel but the protagonist spends pages and pages looking at his belly button and talking about himself. Dude, who the hell cares about the problems you have with your underwear?


  


  Litigate unsuccessfully with Amazon so that they withdraw the comments. At sunset, drink a bit of whiskey to withstand so much injustice. Have an argument with your wife about the state of your checking account. Drink a bit of whiskey to withstand so much injustice. Send resumes to all the newspapers in the country begging for a job (remember, I’m journalist). Expect a response that does not arrive (hey, I am starting to think that there is a problem with snail mail in this country). Listen to your wife (who you love and whose support is the only thing that keeps you sane) as she tells you that she cannot stand it anymore and she is about to leave you. Get then a job offer (OMG!) to be a war correspondent in Iraq. The destination was going to be a theoretically safe area. The salary for a month of work amounted to a year’s normal salary. What could go wrong?


  I must have been drunk when I accepted the job (ok, yeah, I was). But it seemed like the only way out of all my problems. Money to get by one more year. I wanted my wife to be proud of me again (when we met she was my first reader: short stories, a young adult novel — I think that was what made her fall in love with me). But things were not turning out the way we dreamt they would. We didn’t even have any children yet. I had to fix it all, no matter what.


  So, yeah, as you can see, I was fucked up. I would give anything to go back to being that fucked up. Marvelously fucked up.


  These individuals around us are shouting the latest instructions for the staging. The sun has descended and begins diving into the horizon. There is something beautiful in that orange sky that makes me cry. Or perhaps it’s just the damn desert sand has gotten into my eyes.


  We need to hurry up, Spielberg, or we will be left without natural light.


  The orange color of my clothing brings to mind something that happened in my childhood that has been tormenting me my whole life. I was twelve years old and my mother had the happy idea of buying me some ridiculous orange pants with little pictures of moles. They look like pajamas more than trousers. My mother insisted on bringing me to school with those pants on. I was a shy kid, and I started being harassed almost immediately. And the harassing kept going for long after that day. For a preteen that was already beginning to pay attention to girls, it was terrible. A trauma by the book. Years later, I still wake up sweating in the middle of the night. In my nightmares, I’m not walking down the street in my underwear, as the rest of the world dreams, I’m wearing my ridiculous orange pants with little pictures of moles. Fuck. Believe me when I say that until recently I was worrying about that episode. But now that I am seconds away from dying I have overcome the trauma. I want to laugh at myself for having spent my life burdened by memories like that one. When everything is going to end, what does it matter if a few kids mocked me when I was a child? Hold on, I have more traumas. I can take this as a chance to overcome them all. When you are facing death, even the toughest humiliation has no importance. I guess I just discovered a foolproof method to overcome all traumas (hey, psychologists of the world, put a knife to the neck of your patients).


  Don’t think I resent it to my mom. She is a charming and beautiful lady who lives in a small house in Reims, near Paris. Besides our disagreement about the outfit, she has always been a wonderful mother. I’d like to talk to her before dying.


  When I was a child, if something seemed to be going wrong, I simply did not accept it, I closed my eyes tight and quite often my problems managed to solve themselves, as if only because I had not accepted them.


  So I close my eyes tight. This can’t be happening. This can’t be happening...


  I still hear the rough voices around me, giving instructions in Arabic, finalizing the details of our macabre staging.


  Another one of my strategies as a child to get out of unpleasant situations was imagining an alternative reality where everything was as I wanted it to be. I guess that is where my passion for writing comes from — from my desire to shape reality. Fiction has always held every answer — there are always solutions in stories. What would Uma Thurman do if she were in my place, caught in a similar situation in a hypothetical alternate version of Kill Bill? What would Tom Cruise do in this situation in a Mission Impossible movie?


  Each and every problem has a solution. There has to be a way to escape. In a movie I would manage to untie myself (I have my hands tied behind my back), I would beat up the guy behind me, taking his knife and stabbing it in the chest of the terrorist in front of me. I’d snatch his Kalashnikov rifle, shoot the rest of terrorists, clear the way towards the Jeep, find the keys, and get the hell out of here.


  Hollywood: your scripts suck.


  Then, what? Beg for mercy? For these guys compassion belongs to the fourth dimension.


  Ok. I think I have found a way out of this.


  *   *   *
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  Present time. Houston, Texas

  Søren’s despair



  


  


  


  


  The good news is, this must be heaven, or the after world, or the before world, or whatever it’s called, because dead I am, oh yes. There is a deathly silence, and, contrary to what you might think, it’s not dark, but clear, white, and bright — a solar luminosity invading me from all angles.


  So death is not darkness, it’s only silence. Ok. And thus, floating in this sort of white cloud, I wonder, how long am I going to be?


  Right then I hear something, a cacophony of metallic, almost rhythmic sounds, and a diffuse rectangle is taking shape amidst the watery brightness on the other side of the light. As the sounds rise in intensity, and the rectangle begins to take shape and grow, I feel painful stings in my back, arms, inside my neck.


  Did I say pain in my back, in my neck? That can only mean one thing!


  Am I alive?


  I am alive!


  God! I do not know what my situation is, but my happiness for being alive overtakes any fear. I am alive, somehow, but fuck, I’m still alive! I still have the memory of death touching my neck, but I’m still alive!


  Hold on. I have to calm down; I need to focus, to better understand what is going on. Perhaps, although alive, I am just dreaming. Let’s see, I’m lying down, that is my position at least, and the gentle pressure I feel over my body are... sheets.


  I look forward. The rectangle that once seemed diffuse is now perfect, I try to focus my eyes and... Is that me inside the rectangle?


  The metallic sounds I heard are... music. A pop song. The Beatles?


  “You’re awake! Paul!”


  That’s the voice of Beatriz, my wife, I have her next to me. A vase of flowers on the table, a window, the door of what is surely a bathroom. A whiteboard. A television hanging on the wall, Beatriz kissing me. God, I cannot express the joy that feeling the touch of my wife brings me.


  I begin to understand that I am in a hospital in the United States, safe and sound, with my wife hugging me like crazy and my own face on the TV set — Paul Hébert, released from ISIS — on a strip which indicates the stock market share values.


  I am seriously alive.


  That’s everything I need to know, I escaped death. I was about to die and I had an idea, now I remember, I had an idea, something that opened up the possibility of my survival.


  Beatriz is still hugging me and a sharp pain strikes me in the back. Blessed is the pain! I can tell that I feel my thighs, my knees, my toes. Luckily, I’m not paralyzed (less than a minute ago I was happy to be out and out alive, and I am already starting to be demanding, picky, so I don’t want to be paralyzed. It is incredible how spoiled human beings are).


  When Uma Thurman wakes up from the coma in Kill Bill, she stares at her hand and somehow concludes that she’s been in the coma exactly four years.


  “Beatriz,” I manage to murmur. My voice sounds hollow and distant, as if someone else is speaking for me.


  It is so wonderful to have my wife with me again. I look at her and the butterflies in my stomach come back, I could simply look at her for hours.


  Beatriz has a rounded forehead, if you look at her from the side, you see that her hairline starts when her skin is almost horizontal. It is something too precious to explain with words... What a sorry excuse for writer I am — I am not capable of expressing the most elemental feeling! I remember how I felt looking at her when barely knew each other, when we traveled to Paris together for the first time, when the sun was reflecting on her hair. I was enthralled watching her, as she was leaning on the railing of the bridge, over the river Seine. That magic that had been waning over time comes back to me with an intensity that almost hurts.


  A doctor bursts into the room — a middle-aged guy, with black hair and a goatee so perfect that it looks like velvet. I stare at his goatee like an idiot. I have always wanted to grow a beard, but my beard grows like barbed wire, it’s too uncomfortable.


  “Mr. Hébert, it’s such a joy to find you awake!” exclaims the doctor “You are making my day.”


  I simply smile behind my tears. I’m so excited that I can hardly articulate a word. Beatriz hugs me again.


  “I’ll leave you with the doctor,” she whispers in my ear. I look at her, perplexed “Don’t be a fool, love, I am just going to the cafeteria.”


  “My name is Usnavy, I am your doctor,” the man tells me when Beatriz has left, and he extends his hand. For some reason, I can hardly give him mine, though shakily, I manage.


  Usnavy is the name of the doctor. Now I hear his Cuban accent. He is a funny looking, quite peculiar guy, because he moves as in phases, and stays frozen between those phases. I wonder if he breathes when he is in the middle of those pauses.


  “You don’t worry about nothing, my friend,” he tells me, there’s no doubt that he has realized that I’m trembling with emotion. “You are very well, let me tell you, I understand that these three months have been very hard...”


  Did he say three months?


  The doctor stops sharply, as if he had hit the brakes on his tongue. He reflects for a moment and asks me a question.


  “Paul, what do you remember?”


  I don’t know what to say.


  “All right,” he tells me in a conciliatory voice, nodding gently. “You should know what your name is, right?”


  “Paul Hébert.”


  “How old are you?”


  “Forty.”


  “Tell me about your captivity.”


  The word captivity resonates in my mind, but for some reason it does so in French — captivité.


  Captivité.


  The word creates a cell in my mind, a cell that is built with earthy bricks that block the sunlight... and suddenly, they come to my head. First, the images that I connected with the term captivité when I was a child, like The Count of Monte Cristo, then I see that the walls of the cell, narrowing as they grow around me, and I remember my own captivité in Iraq. Now I remember, I was prisoner, a prisoner in the hands of terrorists.


  “I was about to be killed.”


  And right then I fall back into the center of an infinite desert and I feel the knife pressing my neck, about to tear it. I feel a void deep in my stomach.


  “That’s right,” says doctor Usnavy, nodding again. “You were about to die. Do you remember what happened next?”


  I feel the tears running down my chicks uncontrollably, I am unable to speak. I simply shake my head, the eyes of Dr. Usnavy riveted on me.


  “Mr. Hébert, you were apprehended by members of ISIS,” the doctor insists almost in a didactic tone. “You were kidnapped for three months. After your release…”


  “I was released?”


  “That’s right. You were found here, on American soil. You were freed and somehow you came here, to America. Don’t you remember how? Don’t you remember what happened?”


  I don’t remember what happened. There is some sort of a hole in my mind. For some reason, I can’t look up, I have to keep my gaze down, staring at these sheets, at my left hand.


  “You may be suffering from traumatic amnesia, Paul,” the doctor says. “It wouldn’t be unusual after such an experience as the one you have gone through. Your mind could have blocked some unbearably harsh experiences.”


  Dr. Usnavy scratches his chin as he squints his eyes and pins them on the ground. The guy has some gray hair already, he must be around my age, although people around my age always look to me like they are much older than I. I wonder how I look like right now. I feel that I am freshly shaved without even touching my face.


  “Why were you looking at the palm of your hand, Paul?” he asks me, keeping his meditative expression.


  “Dunno, I was wondering how much time it’s been.”


  “I do not understand you,” he answers, shaking his head gently.


  “There is this movie I like... the main character awakens from a coma after a long time and she is able to tell her age by looking at the palm of her hand.”


  The doctor can’t help displaying a friendly smile that nearly becomes a laugh. He raises his eyebrows and relaxes all of the muscles in his face.


  “Paul, what is happening to you is quite common,” he tells me with an overly affectionate tone. “You have undergone a highly traumatic experience, which would explain your amnesia, which is precisely that: a traumatic amnesia.”
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