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      It starts subtly enough: Hey, nice lead, son; you gotta real flare for words. Try covering this. Write it up for me, will you? And you do, you get the front page, and a byline, and you find out that people read this stuff. They talk to you, they write you letters, they answer your words with theirs, sometimes in another article, always in print.

      Or maybe it starts this way: maybe you have a handsome face, and someone puts you before a camera, and you see how wonderfully serious you look, how authoritative even at the ripe old age of 22, and you like your face better when you’re standing in the rippling wind of a hurricane, screaming into a microphone. Somehow your hair looks neat even though it’s blowing across your eyes; somehow your cheeks look rosy even though they’re windburned; somehow your lips look just kissed even though they’re chapped. You may not be articulate, but who is in the middle of a hurricane? Does it matter? You look good, you feel good, and when you get back, you hear: Hey, nice story, son. You got real flare. Try covering this. Make it interesting for me, will you?

      After a while, the beginning stories—the moment we got hooked—all sound alike. We talk about beginnings because they’re easiest, the sweet memories, sun-kissed, dappled, all the clichés. We tell them for the same reason romance writers write about the engagement and not the marriage. The marriage is ugly, it’s work, for godsakes, and private, and hard to admit to. The engagement, the flirtation, is the only thing we can still smile about.

      We sit in cold rooms in hotels all across the country and talk to each other, hands wrapped around warm coffee cups. No donuts for us—we think about weight, we think about speed, we think about our futures even now—but there’s always lots of coffee drinks. My favorite meeting room is in Seattle, in the basement of a hotel with its own coffee bar.

      We sit down there and we talk and we go through our steps, and we think about quitting—some of us even do—but we have it different from the other groups, though we try to model on them. It’s tougher for us. First of all, not one of us is anonymous, except maybe the print guys. Most of us didn’t lose home and family and career—most of us didn’t have home and family to begin with and we’re all here because of the career. It’s not an addiction per se: you don’t find us in any of the books, and no psychiatrist will look on us as a hard luck case.

      But we are: dear God, we are.

      [image: ]

      We divide our lives into beginnings, defining moments, and epiphanies. My epiphany came one year and five days ago, at 11:38 p.m. We had just gone off the air, and I’m screaming at the news director. He’s fifty-five, been in this B-Share market damn near since it became a market, and has a few—very few—ideas. He’s also got a wife, kids, and three grandkids whom he insists on seeing on the weekends. He’s where he’s at, where’s he’s always been, and where he’ll remain.

      At the time, I felt sorry for him.

      He hadn’t aired the footage. We damn near got killed reeling it in, the entire story was wrapped tighter than my grandmother’s ass, and he lops 30 seconds out of the middle, the heart and soul of the piece.

      At least, that’s what I’m screaming at him. This was Emmy-winning shit—no lie there—and he wouldn’t air it, not from me, not from my cameraman Howard, and we both have more Emmys on our shelves than he ever would, from B-Share and A-Share or any-Share markets. More Emmys and more awards, including one I got when I was at C-fucking-N-N, not to mention the print awards that started it all, like the Pulitzer that got me out of print and into television forever.

      I run through this tirade—I can feel the muscles bulge in my neck and my face grow so hot that I must have looked like a steamer about to blow—and through it all he stands there, taking it, even when a tiny wad of spittle hits him on the chin. And when I’m done, when I’ve said everything a man can say to his boss and still keep his job, he says to me:

      “Cal, this isn’t Iraq.”

      That stops me cold and I ask him what the hell he means. Instead of answering, he takes me into film editing, and he plays the footage.

      In those thirty seconds, I see not the camera angles and the images, but what was happening in that chopper—Jesus. Howard and I, we were in heaven.

      We get there just as the firefight started—accident pure and simple. We were heading to another story, one sixty miles away, and the boss wanted overhead footage, so we were able to commandeer the chopper for half a morning’s work. Instead we’re flying over Jefferson school playground as the shooting starts.

      I see the little girl go down, then scream at Howard and he trains the camera on the fleeing children, panic evident in their every move, the teachers and the assistants pushing children down or inside or around. We go live with that, a few seconds of terror, and me saying what you always say in those situations—it’s horrible, it’s terrible, we don’t know who the victims are, or if we have victims at all, even though our second helicopter pass shows a six-year-old girl lying flat on her belly and a pool of blood seeping out from underneath her.

      The shooters, we learn, are a couple of rival gangs, and the school is in the middle of the disputed turf, and scattering children shot hits every major news outlet from ABC to CNN to FOX. We go national with that, with a lot of it, actually, as the entire area turns into one big firefight.

      The cops show up with armored vehicles and their own choppers and a SWAT team and we’re all told to clear the area, which we do, but not without one final shot: the glory shot—two gang members taking it in the head as they run toward the school.

      We couldn’t have staged it better, that shot. One kid, wearing black and red—they all wear black and red, it seems, except for the ones who claim they’re wearing red and black—does a jerk-back slide-front reminiscent of Kennedy in the Zapruder film and the kid behind him stops just enough to adjust his assault rifle, the move that gets him killed. He falls and lands next to that little girl, the rifle leaving skitter marks in her blood.

      It’s got everything, that shot. It’s got violence and pathos and a cinematic touch that you usually don’t get in TV news. And it’s got award-winning, ratings-getting footage written all over it.

      Of course, we don’t go live with it. Because of the police order, the guys at home base pulled our plug. But we got the film, and we put it in the center of the wrap-up for the 11 o’clock show. I manage to cut the piece, and write and narrate, and am still in my anchor chair by 10:45—this being why I went back down to a B-Share city where you can anchor and report instead of being a desk jockey for the rest of your career. Anchors get famous, but reporters have the Ye-haw Moments, the stories to tell, the lives that make you know you’ve lived.

      So I anchor and smile as I watch the story go over the air—minus the money shot—and I wait until we’re done with our post-show on-air banter before I light into the desk jockey who took my guaranteed Emmy from me.

      I think about all this as I watch the footage, and I say, “Yeah, it isn’t Iraq” in a tone that tells him that I think that he’s the one who doesn’t get it.

      “Cal,” he says, “Parents watch this. CNN puts warnings before stuff this graphic. We’re not that kind of show. We’re half news and half feel-good about the old hometown. We’re the front porch and the town hall and the city center all rolled into one. It’s okay to gossip, it’s even okay to report that Old Man Waters died down the street, as long as you’re not watching him gasp his last breath.”

      “That’s crap and you know it,” I say. “If Old Man Waters’ last breath is good film, you’d run it.”

      “No,” he said. “I wouldn’t. And believe me, our viewers wouldn’t want to see it. That’s not the kind of city we are, and it’s not the kind of place we want to be.”

      I didn’t believe him, but I let it drop—what else could I do? Besides, the next day there was another crisis, without the perfect cinematic moment, I’ll grant you, but in my business there’s always another crisis, always something else to point your camera at and report.

      But it niggled at me, and I found myself dreaming about it, not the Zapruder jerk and slide, but about that assault rifle skittering in a little girl’s blood.

      Later you learn that epiphanies aren’t waking discoveries. They come in dreams, they come in nightmares, they come in those wide-awake visions that no one can shake you out of no matter how hard they grip your shoulder, no matter how much they call your name. The problem with us, the hardcore, is that when you wake from those dreams, those nightmares, you wake alone; there’s no wife, no girlfriend—maybe there’s a sleeping partner who collapsed on you after good sex but even that’s become rarer and rarer. You get too wrapped up in it, in the search, in the hunt. You don’t even care about the story. It used to be the story, when I was in print, back in the nineties. It used to be the story and the series and the award-winning exposé. But now it’s the moment, the moment, we’re always searching for the moment, and when we find it, we’re afraid someone else has it too.

      So I guess it’s not unusual that we would dream in moments, that we would define the knowledge of our hopelessness in a single moment, just as we define our beginnings in a moment, just as we define ourselves in a moment. We lose the sense of flow, and in losing that, we lose the sense of community, and then we lose the sense of self.
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      I didn’t get the front porch analogy. Not until my first meeting about six months after that epiphany. I was on assignment in Las Vegas, and someone told me about the organization, our organization. When I finally found the room, it looked like I had stumbled in on a Gambler’s Anonymous meeting by mistake—shaking hands, thick cigarette smoke, lights so dark none of us looked good—until I realized I recognized all the faces. I sat toward the back, which is where every good reporter sits when he doesn’t want to be seen.

      By the time I found the place, I had already gone through the early steps: I identified the problem, I knew I had a problem, that my life had become unmanageable. I was having trouble with the Higher Power concept—the only thing I could identify as a Higher Power was the moment, the thing that drove me, and I knew, somehow, that wasn’t what the phrase meant.

      We’re different, those of us who come to a meeting. We don’t come in the early stages: we’re performers, secret performers, every reporter is, and we learn not to step on stage too early or we’ll ruin the shot. So we go when we’re ready, and for me, that took six long agonizing months.

      The table I’m sitting at is made of cracked plastic, those eighties bubble tables that used to be found in comedy clubs. The coffee was Vegas coffee, potent and not too bad, with enough jolt to keep you wandering through casinos long past your bedtime, and to think that such wandering is normal. I’m looking at the faces in the room, the speakers, the folks who are giving their testimonials, and I know every goddamn one of them. If I haven’t heard their story before, I’ve seen it, and in a couple of cases, I’d lived it. And it hadn’t bothered me, the moment that caused the other person to have an epiphany. To me, it had been a good piece of reporting or a damn fine money shot or one hell of a story in one hell of a paper. But the reporter, he had
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“[Rusch’s| short

fiction is golden.”

~ John Mark Eberhart
The Kansas City Star
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