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Epigraph

The real beauty and power of forgiveness
 is that it can deliver the future to us.

RICHARD HOLLOWAY, On Forgiveness








Dedication

For Liza

Who made me climb Table Mountain
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Nadine hears the parrots. So picturesque in the evening, floating over the courtyard while she sips tequila and deciphers the days notes, the birds make the hot dawn intolerable. Two thin pillows cannot block the cacophony. Nadines sheets press against her body. She remembers the warm lips of a local journalist, but wakes alone.

A room at La Hacienda Solita includes breakfast. Slowly, Nadine makes her way to the wooden table outside the kitchen. She orders eggs, beans, coffee, and juice from the girl. The juice arrives in a ceramic glass filled with ice cubes, and Nadine drinks it, though she should not. The girlno more than tenstands next to the table, her bare feet callused. She watches Nadine.

There is a communal shower. Nadine uses Pert Plus shampoo, bought in an American Rite Aid on her way back over the border: she was in a Laredo police station when the news of the twelve dead boys came in.

Nadine travels light: a comb, shampoo, lotion, lipstick. Two T-shirts, two pairs of pants, lace underwearher one indulgence. She has an apartment in the Associated Press compound in Mexico City, but hasnt been there in a month.

On the dashboard of her rental car, Nadine finds a rubber band. She pulls her black hair back with both hands, affixes the band, and puts on sunglasses. She opens her topographic map. Today, she will find and interview the boys families. The mother of one boy told a local TV reporter that her son had worked in a seafood restaurant. Her large, two-story home and expensive clothes told a different story.


The cars air-conditioning is broken. Nadine punches the radio on and begins to drive. Her Spanish is good; languages have always come easily to her. She plays the music loudly and hums along. Its a song about a man who wronged a woman. If you come back to me, the man sings, I will never stray again. She thinks of the journalists spicy cologne, his breath against her ear as they swayed to jukebox melodies at the cantina. She smiles. It took half a bottle of Herradura and a few kisses to get directions to the boys tiny village.

Nadine drives slowly down the narrow streets. Men unlock metal doors and heave them upward, exposing bright fruits and vegetables, rows of shirts, videocassettes. Women sweep the sidewalk and children walk to school, holding hands. A donkey cart blocks Nadines way, then lurches down a side alley.

Finally, she reaches the outskirts. Passing squat homes protected by latticework concrete, Nadine accelerates. The air blazing through her open window is little comfort. She heads toward the mountains. Ian made her promise to wear the bulletproof vest, but Nadine reasons that having it in the backseat is good enough. Its heavy and bulky, and for Christs sake its got to be a hundred degrees.

Nadine reaches the place shes marked on her map with an X and pulls off the road. At a gas station, she fills the car and takes out her list of names. The man behind the counter, old and overweight, looks at Nadine without expression. He sells her a warm Coke. When she asks to use the bathroom, the man gestures with his hand. She walks behind the store, positioning her feet on either side of the fetid hole.

The village does not have paved roads, and Nadines head begins to hurt as she drives over uneven ground. She sees a group of  men gathered outside one thatched-roof home. The men stare as Nadine approaches. Nadine slows the car and tries a smile. She is met with stone faces.

The thoughts flood herSomething is wrong. You should have told Ian where you were going. You should not have come alone. Back away, put on the vestbut the thoughts will fade. Nadine sets her jaw and keeps driving.

The men look at one another, at the approaching Honda. By some consensus, they rush the car, and Nadine tries to stop, to reach the locks. It is too late, but she grabs the gearshift, smoothly putting the car in reverse.

As she presses the gas, a tall man wearing a Cookie Monster T-shirt opens the passenger-side door. His sweat smells metallic as he climbs in the car. He unlocks the drivers-side door, reaching across Nadine. The door is opened from outside. Two men drag Nadine out of the car and into the street. She fightsclawing at the men with her fingernails, screaming that she is periodista, a journalist. Their fists hit her stomach, and then her rib cage.
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Nadine woke in a blue-and-white hotel room. There was a mini fridge by the bed, a painting of a sailboat on the wall, and a telephone with instructions in English. The window framed a familiar ocean. Nadine closed her eyes, then opened them. Her body ached. Her left arm was bandaged, so she lifted the phone with her right and dialed 0. A womans voice answered, saying, Oh my Lord!

Hello? said Nadine. Where am I?

She heard footsteps on a staircase, and then the door opened. Oh, honey, said a stout woman with a mushroom cap of blonde hair.

Im sorry, said Nadine. Who are you?

Oh dear, said the woman. Didnt your daddy tell you?

Nadine had not spoken to her father in months, maybe a year.

Where am I? said Nadine.

Why, honey, said the woman, youre at the Sandy Toes Bed and Breakfast.

Nadine touched her temple. The last thing she could remember was a man who smelled like rust. Youve been in a terrible accident, the woman said, putting a fat hand on Nadines wrist. Thank goodness you had your daddys card in your wallet.

Nadine stared at the hand.

Hell be here any minute, said the woman. By the way, my name is Gwen. Nadine did not answer. Gwen bit her lip and then released it, leaving a bright pink spot on her tooth. Your daddy and I are in love, she informed Nadine.

Is there room service? asked Nadine.


What?

Is there room service, said Nadine, at the Sandy Toes Bed and Breakfast?

Well, said Gwen, of course there is.

Id like a tequila on the rocks, please.

Its the middle of the day, dear, said Gwen.

A ham sandwich, as well, said Nadine.

Nadine had not seen her father, Jim, since her journalism school graduation a decade before. After the ceremony, Nadine had taken him to the Oyster Bar for dinner. It was her favorite restaurant: dark, smoky, and, to Nadine, glamorous. She ordered oysters and an expensive bottle of wine.

I think youll like this, said Nadine when the waiter began to pour.

Ill have a Coors, said Nadines father, covering his wineglass with his palm. He looked around at the businessmen and well-heeled New Yorkers. Jim wore jeans, a green windbreaker, a cap that said FALMOUTH FISH.

So Ive decided, said Nadine. Im going to Cape Town.

Cape Town?

Ill be freelancing, of course, but maybe itll lead to a job with the AP, or the Times. People are fighting the pass laws, standing up to the government. Remember that kid from Nantucket? Jason Irving? He was killed outside Cape Town last month. Everything is changing in South Africa. Theres so much to write about.

Jim sighed. That kid from Nantucket, he said. Poor kid comes home in a coffin. This is your role model?

Dad, said Nadine, leaning toward him, I could be in South Africa for the fall of apartheid!

Nadine, said her father, for all I know, youre speaking Chinese.


Come on, Dad, said Nadine. Dont you get The New York Times? I renewed your subscription, I thought.

Im busy, honey, said Jim. I get home late. Its just so much paper.

So much paper.

The waiter returned with a tray of oysters and horseradish sauce. Flown in this morning, he said, from Buzzards Bay. He stepped back with a smile and a nod.

If oysters is what you want, said Jim, Ive got a rake and a pair of waders for you in the garage.

Nadine looked down at her napkin. I wish you could try, she said. She swallowed. Its not that Woods Hole isnt great. I just

What about working for the Cape Cod Times? said Jim. Your mom used to read the Cape Cod Times. 

Nadine sighed. She drained her wine and poured another glass. For forty minutes, they talked about housing prices on the Cape, the new pizzeria on Main Street, and the traffic problem at the Bourne Rotary. Declining dessert, Nadine gave her father a quick embrace, walked him to his Midtown hotel, and took the six train downtown. At McSorleys, she argued passionately about the future of Romania with a grad student who smoked unfiltered cigarettes. They agreed that Ceauşescus regime was on the verge of collapse, and then pressed against each other in a dim corner, the boys tongue hot in Nadines mouth.

She moved to Cape Town the following week.

Ten years later, her father stood before her, his hands in what could have been the same jeans. Hey, now, Deanie, he said, reaching out to touch Nadines hair.

What am I doing here? said Nadine.

You were in some Mexican hospital, said Jim. You were beaten real bad. Your wrist and ribs got bunged up, youve got a nasty concussion.

How long

Youll be in Woods Hole awhile, said Jim.

Woods Hole? said Nadine.

Jim put his arm around Gwen. You can stay here as long as you need. Gwen and I own this hotel. We open for business in May, soon as the summer folks get here.

The Sandy Toes, said Gwen. I thought of the name.

So the closest airport is Hyannis? said Nadine.

What? said Gwen. She looked nervously at Jim.

Nadine, said Jim, you likely cant feel it, but your wrist is still very weak. Not to mention head trauma. You were attacked, Nadine, by Mexican thugs. 

Mm-hmm, said Nadine. She reached for the phone, murmuring, So Logan would probably be just as easy, or Providence

You cant go anywhere! said Gwen. Youre very ill, dear!

What the hell was she doing down next to Guat-e-amala, is what Id like to know, said Jim.

May I make a long-distance call, please? In private?

Deanie, said Jim. Cant you give it a rest?

Ill pay you back, of course, said Nadine.

No, its fine, said Gwen, flustered.

Thanks, said Nadine. She picked up the receiver.

Maybe we can visit later, said Gwen. Jim snorted.

Okay, said Nadine, dialing quickly. Her father and Gwen exited the room, and Jim pulled the door shut with a thud that shook the Nantucket basket on the windowsill.

You are on mandatory vacation, Ian said when Nadine finally reached him. In the background, Nadine heard the sounds of the New York office: typing, shouting, televisions tuned to CNN.

Nadine sighed into the phone. Ive got to get out of here, she said.

Youve been beaten within an inch of your life by Mexican drug traffickers. I talked to your doctor. You cant even use your left arm for two weeks.

You think they were traffickers?

Whoever they were, they didnt want you nosing around, said Ian. Some shopkeeper called the embassy. You were found in a ditch. They could have killed you.

Nadine looked out her window, at the placid sea. A large vessel, the Atlantis, was docked in the harbor. How long? she said.

Six months.

Ian!

Three months. You need to rest.

I know you dont believe me, said Nadine, but I feel fine. I do, really.

Wander along the beach. Have an affair with a lifeguard. Whatever it takes, Nadine. Dont call me until March.

I cant believe this.

Ian was silent. Nadine could picture him stroking his snow-colored moustache. Ive known you a long time, he said, finally. And Ive told you this before. You let the wall come down, you can never go back.

I didnt let the wall down, said Nadine.

Nadine, Im trusting my gut on this one.

What am I supposed to do all winter on Cape Cod?

Write a novel, said Ian. Write a memoir about your hair-raising adventures around the world. If all else fails, watch TV.

Lord help me, said Nadine.

Talk to you soon, said Ian. Not that soon, he added.


Dr. Duarte had olive skin and a rich voice. Nadine hit MUTE but continued to watch Law & Order as he listed her many bruises and lacerations. When can I get out of here? she asked when he stopped talking.

Out of bed? A week, maybe ten days. Im most concerned about the head trauma, and well just have to keep an eye on that.

Nadine lay back and sighed.

Can you turn off the television, please? said Dr. Duarte.

Nadine hit the POWER button as Dr. Duarte told her how lucky she was to be alive, how her body needed time to heal. She nodded, eyes on her intertwined hands. There was a pause, and then Dr. Duarte said, Whats it like?

Nadine looked up, into his brown eyes. Sorry?

Whats it like? he said. What does it feel like, being a reporter, putting yourself in danger? I guess Ive always wondered what that feels like.

You just think about what you need to do, said Nadine. Warnings, they come into your head, but they go away. You do your job. Nadines voice sounded confident. She did not say that some evenings, after her story was filed and she was safe in a hotel room, taking a shower, her legs shook so hard she had to sit down, letting the water rain over her until she calmed.

You get used to being terrified, basically?

Nadine looked out the window. She still remembered the dark winter days of her childhood, the sense that life was happening elsewhere. The thought of staying on Cape Cod was unbearable. Whens the last time you were terrified? she asked.

Senior year, said Dr. Duarte. Right before I called to ask Suze Phillips to the prom. No, wait, my boards. He paused. No, Suze was scarier.


What did she say?

She said yes, said Dr. Duarte. I hung up the phone and almost cried with happiness.

Thats it exactly, said Nadine.

So being a globe-trotting journalist is like asking Suze Phillips to the prom, said Dr. Duarte.

Its like asking her, and having her say yes.

He nodded, pleased. Well, he said, Ill be back tomorrow. I can bring you some books, if you want. Might help pass the time.

Thanks, said Nadine. But Im fine, really.

How many Law & Orders do you think you can watch?

Seven? said Nadine. Maybe eight.

Wow, said Dr. Duarte. My limit would probably be six.

Gwen ministered to Nadine as if she were a child home from school. She made chicken soup and lasagna. She brought gossip magazines and crossword books. She went to Wal-Mart and returned with a nightshirt featuring a grinning cat. Im thirty-five, said Nadine when she opened the bag.

No ones too old for Garfield, said Gwen.

Nadine slept and watched television. Fellow journalists and off-again lovers sent flowers. Nobody called, however: what had happened to Nadine was the thing you didnt allow yourself to think about. All of them were playing a game of chance, and even the best luck ran out eventually. There was a point at which many took a desk job, for love or family. But Nadine, with the exception of Jim, had no family.

As for love, there had been Maxim, shot by a stray bullet in Cape Flats. One love, one bullet. Nadine learned her lesson.






Three

[image: chap]

Woods Hole, Massachusetts, where Nadine had grown up, was a small and strange town. It was located in the armpit of Cape Cod, an old fishing village now populated by drunks and scientists. In the winter, most of the shingled houses stood empty, barbecue grills sheathed in plastic, porch steps hidden by dull snow. Buttery summer gave way to lead skies by November, skies that barely brightened before June. Winter on the Cape was a time of resting, reflection, and deep depression. After two days in bed, Nadine defied Dr. Duartes orders and walked to School Street to visit her oldest friend, Lily.

Holy guacamole, said Lily, opening her front door with her shirt unbuttoned. Nadine tried not to wince at the sound of children shrieking over a loud television.

Its me, said Nadine.

Hm, said Lily.

Can I come in?

Lily folded her arms across her giant breasts, but nodded.

Im sorry, said Nadine, when she was settled into a couch that smelled like pancake syrup and diapers.

So you said, said Lily, on your postcard. Lilys newest babya girl, by the looks of her pink pajamaswas asleep in the crook of Lilys arm, and her two-year-old twin boys were watching a video called Hooray for Dirt. On the screen, a fat man in a construction helmet drove a bulldozer.


It was a year ago, said Nadine. Cant we forgive and forget?

Nadine, said Lily, I have three children under three years old. Theres nothing else to fixate on. Breast milk, crayons, and how much I hate you.

But didnt you have fun in London?

Fun? said Lily. I took a boat ride down the Times. I had half a gross warm beer in some pub. The sun never came out. I went to the Tate museum by myself and I was late for the changing of the guard. I was three months pregnant, Nadine. I missed Bo and BabeI came home a day early.

Thames, said Nadine.

What?

Its pronounced Thames.

Lily bit her cheek and glared at Nadine. The baby had to be six months old, but Lily still looked pregnant. Her hair was pulled into a French braid, and her roots were showing.

Have you lost weight? said Nadine.

Go to hell, said Lily.

Listen, said Nadine. Please. It was an important story. I didnt have a choice. Its impossible to get an interview with Marcos. Its funny, Lily, actually. He wears this black ski mask

Lily widened her eyes and shook her head. I dont know what to say, she said.

I didnt plan on it, said Nadine. I got us show tickets.

Mommy! said one of the boysBo? Babe? Lily ignored him.

Do you know what I had to go through to get my mom to take the twins? said Lily. I left my babies with a senile witch to fly over and see my best friend

Lets have lunch. On me, Lily. We can go up to Boston. I want to tell you all about it. I had to go to this jungle hideout. Marcos comes out wearing a freaking Kalashnikov


Mom-eeee! said a twin.

I need watch Big Bird! said the other.

I need watch Fraggle Rock said the first. Please, Mommy, pleeeease!

Im sorry you got hurt, Nadine, said Lily, but I dont give a flick about Marcos and his kala-whatever.

Its a gun.

Lily expertly changed the tape in the VCR, the baby still asleep in her arm. The boys settled down with their hands in their laps. I dont know who youre trying to impress, Nadine, she said. Im busy, if you dont mind.

Whats gun, Mommy? asked one boy politely.

I need watch Thomas Train! repeated the other.

I need watch Big Bird!

I need gun!

The din was getting to be a bit much. Nadine stood. Lily, she said, my interview was on the front page of The Washington Post.

Lily laughed and sank back down on the couch. Both boys climbed on top of her. The baby slept on. Meanwhile, said Lily, how are the kids, Lily? Do you miss the library? Youre staying home with your children. Thats really wonderful. As she spoke, her eyes filled with tears. She spit out the words. Do you still love Dennis? How do you breast-feed twins? Im interested. Tell me about your life. Youre my best friend, Lily. I care.

Right, said Nadine. I do care, Lily. Your new baby, shes so beautiful.

Whats her name? said Lily, staring at Nadine.

Nadine looked at the sleeping child, her mouth a tiny gum-drop. Jesus, Lily

How old is she? said Lily. Her boys moved around her like squirrels, burrowing into her skin. All hell would break loose, Nadine realized, if Lily had an injured wrist.


Lily, said Nadine.

Flick you, said Lily, cutting her eyes toward her boys, to make sure they hadnt heard her swear. Come on, sweetie peeties, lets make some peanut butter and jelly.

Flick me? said Nadine.

You heard me, said Lily. She placed the baby in her bassinet and took one boy in each hand. In the kitchen, she bent over the counter. Nadine watched Lilys back for a while, then turned and walked slowly out the door. Her head ached, and she felt weak. The wind whipped and tangled her long hair. Nadine stood on the snow-covered lawn and gazed at the line where the ocean met the slate-gray sky.

Clearly, it was time to start smoking again.
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On Water Street, Nadine headed for the Woods Hole Market. She walked across the drawbridge, her right hand wrapped in the long sleeve of her fathers coat, left arm bound to her chest. The coat would be perfect for work, she thought. It was warm and had enough pockets for a notebook, pen, and plastic bag. Nadine kept her passport and plane tickets in a ziplock and close at hand. Until the year before, Lily, who had been the reference librarian for the Woods Hole Public Library, had sent a small Moleskine notebook with information about every place Nadine was headed: a hand-drawn map of Ciudad Vieja with a history of the Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unity, tips on finding the best cheeseburger in Tulum.

Nadine and Lily had grown up like sisters, as they had no siblings of their own. Jim worked late at Falmouth Fish, so Lilys mother would take Nadine in after school, feeding her Chips Ahoy cookies and strawberry milk. On Sunday, his day off, Jim took Nadine and Lily hiking along Sandy Neck Beach. Though both girls dreamed of being detectives like Nancy Drew, Lily fell for Dennis and went to Cape Cod Community College. Nadine went to Harvard and then traveled four continents before NYU journalism school.

Until the twins were born, Nadine and Lily still wrote and called constantly, reveling in the differences between their lives. But something changed after Lilys frightening childbirth. The babies were early and sickly, and Nadinetraveling with the Zapatistascouldnt make it home in time to help out. By the time Nadine visited, Lily had already become someone else. She wasnt interested in Nadines stories or the La Reliquia mezcal Nadine had brought from Mexico. Nadine spent the weekend cold and miserable, trying to feign interest in Bo and Babes sleeping patterns and weight percentiles. There was a new alliance between Lily and Dennis, too. Where once Lily had laughed about his dream of a McMansion and six kids, now she seemed to have bought in hook, line, and sinker, showing off her mini van and giant TV. Was Lily happy? Nadine couldnt bear to believe it. She drank the mezcal herself on the bus back to Logan and made out with the man next to her on the flight to Mexico City, fondling him under the thin polyester blanket.

Nadine missed the Moleskine notebooks.

She bought a pack of Merits and made her way back to the Sandy Toes, jumping when she heard a loud rapping sound. It was someone inside The Captain Kidd, pounding at the window to get her attention: Dr. Duarte. He came outside wearing a yellow T-shirt with a salmon printed on it, his arms folded across his broad chest. Nadine, he said, what are you doing out here?

I could ask you the same.

He nodded quickly, his cheeks turning red from the cold. When he spoke, his words were frosted. Left my coat inside, he said. Nadine, Im serious. You need to be in bed.

Youd have to buy me dinner first.

He looked bewildered. Its a joke, said Nadine. Im sorry. Im going back right now. I just needed

Some cigarettes?

Nadine looked down at the pack, visible through the plastic bag.

Anyway, said Dr. Duarte. Please go home, Nadine. I dont need a dead woman on my conscience.

Jesus, said Nadine. Im not that bad off. Im headed back to Mexico next week.


The hell you are, said Dr. Duarte.

I want a second opinion.

All right, said Dr. Duarte. You need to lie down and eat. Go home and get in bed. Ill bring you some fried clams in an hour.

Nadine blinked.

Onion rings or fries? said Dr. Duarte.

I dont

Its freezing, Nadine. Give me an answer.

Onion rings.

Fine, said Dr. Duarte. See you soon. He raised his bushy eyebrows and smiled, then darted back into The Captain Kidd.

At the front desk, a package from La Hacienda Solita waited. Inside, Nadine found her dirty backpack. She sat on the floor and emptied the pack with her right hand: rubber sandals; Pepto-Bismol and antibiotic tablets; three tamarind candies; a roll of toilet paper; condoms; a jar of Nescaf (when coffee was hard to find, she stuck her finger in the jar and sucked the crystals off); a Nalgene bottle; a headlamp; a Swiss Army knife; three lined notebooks; two Bic pens; an envelope of tobacco; and a tin of rolling papers.

And taped inside a composition notebook, the photograph of her mother, Ann, sitting on Nobska Beach. Even when she was sick, Ann had loved hiking to the lighthouse with a picnic dinner. She wrapped a warm blanket around her diminishing frame, a Red Sox cap covering her bald head. They would walk at sunset, the sky rippled with color. Ive never been outside New England, Ann told six-year-old Nadine, but there cant be anywhere more beautiful than this.

In the photo, Ann was young and healthy. Her black hair was tucked behind her ears, and her hand shaded her violet eyes. She wore a green bikini and smiled at Jim, who was taking the picture. Anns stomach was slightly rounded with baby Nadine.


Knock, knock, said Dr. Duarte, rapping on the door to Room 9.

Oh, hi, said Nadine.

Whys there trash in the middle of your room?

Thats not trash, said Nadine. Its all my worldly possessions.

Oh, said Dr. Duarte, wow. Im sorry.

Its a reasonable mistake, said Nadine, easing into bed.

It really looks like trash, said Dr. Duarte, taking a Styrofoam container from a paper bag. The smell of onion rings filled the room. They were out of clams, so I got you a scrod sandwich.

Fried seafood. What kind of a doctor are you?

Believe me, said Dr. Duarte. Fried seafood is nothing compared with an amputated arm.

Come on, said Nadine. It doesnt even hurt that much.

Youre on Demerol.

Right.

Eat your sandwich, said Dr. Duarte.

Speaking of Demerol, said Nadine, biting into the soft Portuguese roll, savoring the hot fish, the melted cheddar cheese.

No, said Dr. Duarte. He sat on a chair in the corner of the room and turned on the television with the remote control.

You dont even said Nadine, wiping her lips with a napkin.

Yes I do, said Dr. Duarte. You want some extra Demerol to add to your He gestured to the backpack. your worldly possessions.

But what if my wrist starts to hurt in the middle of the Sierra Madres?

Stop showing off, said Dr. Duarte. Well talk about it when youve sat in that bed for a while longer.

Right, said Nadine. By the way, this is fantastic.


Dr. Duarte cracked open a bottle of beer. You think Im kidding, he said. Next time I come, Nadine, Im bringing an X-ray of your arm. Havent you ever read A Separate Peace?

The boarding school book?

Phinneas dies, said Dr. Duarte, pouring into a glass. He dies of a broken bone.

Nadine dipped an onion ring in ketchup. Dr. Duarte, how about a beer?

You can call me Hank. And no, no beer for you. I got you an iced tea. Hank handed Nadine the bottle, then settled back into his chair.

What kind of beer is that, anyway? said Nadine. Looks delicious.

Its my favorite, Whales Tail. They make it on Nantucket. Ever been to Nantucket?

No, said Nadine. She thought for a moment of Jason Irving, who had grown up on the island. Then she forced Jasonand his sad storyfrom her mind.

Too bad, said Dr. Duarte. The fast ferry only takes an hour. It always surprises me how many Cape Codders have never been. Ah, fourth quarter, he said, finding a Patriots game on television.

I hate football, said Nadine.

Well, said Hank, stepping from his boots and propping his stocking feet on the ottoman, it seems I have the remote.

To tell you the truth, said Nadine, I dont get football.

You want me to teach you?

No, said Nadine, I have some research to do anyway.

Suit yourself, said Hank.

Nadine opened the newspaper and scanned the headlines. Damn! she exclaimed.

Beg pardon?

Damn Kit Henderson! He got my story. Hank hit MUTE, came over to the bed, and leaned in. Nadine pointed to a picture of three men in handcuffs. These guys, they shot twelve little boys. Thats why I was in Mexico, looking for them. They were drug traffickers, like I thought. Cleaning up their boy smugglers. She scanned the story. Kits a stringer. He must have followed up with my contacts. Goddamn it.

Nadine, said Hank, youre lucky you made it home.

Home, said Nadine, bitterly. Kit Henderson got the front page.

The front page, said Hank. Thats what its all about?

Now youre a therapist?

No, said Hank. Im a generalist.

Teach me about football, said Nadine. She folded the paper and put it in the trash.

Well, to begin with, thats the tight end, said Hank.

Youre telling me, said Nadine.
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Please, said Nadine. Im going. Send me to Lima. I can get in with the Shining Path. Nadines hand rested on the newspaper spread across her lap. Her room was filled with papers, and news blared on the television. She had pulled the gingham curtains closed, and she fought to ignore the searing pain between her temples.

Its a standoff, Nadine, said Ian. Nobodys coming in or out. And Im not sending you anywhere until you get your doctor to give the good word. Nadine, honestly. Are you listening?

Ian, said Nadine. She drained her soda and stacked it on top of the other Diet Coke cans on her bedside table.

Weve already sent Clay anyway. By the time its in the paper, we have someone there. You know that.

Well where, then? Where do you need someone? Nadine opened another soda.

Where do we need a nutcase with a broken wrist? said Ian. Well talk next year, okay? Ive got to run.

Next year?

Its Christmas, said Ian. Its Kwanzaa. Hanukkah. The holiday season. Kiss someone under the mistletoe. Recover, Nadine. Ill be in touch.

You cant said Nadine.

Happy holidays, said Ian.

Tucking the phone under her chin, Nadine clamped a cigarette between her lips and lit it with her right hand. She swallowed, and decided to play her final card. How about sending me back to South Africa? When I took the Mexico City job, you made me a promise. She tapped her cigarette on the scallop shell she was using as an ashtray.

And I intend to keep it. I know your hearts in Cape Town, Nadine, but youre not strong enough to go anywhere yet.

My heart? Ian, please.

Do you have any idea how much you talk about it? said Ian.

Nadine laughed, blowing smoke. What?

Will Mandela bring peace to South Africa, what about the townships, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission and on and on.

Really?

Everyone has a story that sticks in their craw, said Ian.

There was silence, and then Nadine said, But seriously, Ian? I need to get back to work.

Dear? Gwens voice was tentative from the hallway.

One second! said Nadine.

Ians tone was kind. Talk soon, Nadine.

But

Good-bye, said Ian.

Wait, said Nadine, but Ian had hung up.

Nadine? said Gwen.

Come in.

Are you still on the phone? said Gwen, opening the door. She came into view wearing a sweatshirt with a reindeer appliqu. In her ears were tiny ornaments, and she held an old shoe box.

No, said Nadine. Ill pay you back for the long distance, she added.

Dont worry about that, dear, said Gwen. How are you feeling?

Im fine.

I brought you something, said Gwen.


For the love of God, said Nadine. Please, no more crossword puzzles.

Well, said Gwen. She stood in the doorway for a moment, and then she said, Theres no need to be nasty.

I know, said Nadine. I dont mean to be. Its just
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