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            Epigraph

         
         
            I broke the myth and I broke.

            —From “I Didn’t Apologize to the Well,” by Mahmoud Darwish

             

            To dwell is to leave a trace.

            —From “Fast,” by Jorie Graham
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            Prologue

         
         [New York, March 2003] — In the beginning I traveled in the hushed hours between midnight and dawn. I savored the quiet that
            fell over a city when the sky was at its darkest and its streets were nearly empty—all conflict diminished by the loom of
            night. In the beginning I pictured myself as seasoned and savvy, attempting to beat the rush, aiming to arrive early to the
            next emerging crisis. But after what happened to my colleagues Johanna and Margot struggling to exit Damascus two Septembers
            ago, I unceremoniously switched to day traveling, relishing the company of strangers and bright-eyed airport attendants, happy
            to be noticed for my high-tops and denim jacket, remembered, searched, and even questioned.
         

         
         Today is no different. No matter the city or the angle of shadow cast from the sundial or the skyscraper, the routine on my day of departure remains steadfast. I inevitably check and double-check that I have enough pens and reporters’ notepads to get by the first months, and stuff the suitcase with extras (pencils, hard candies, Scotch tape, paper clips) with which to barter; I make sure I have extra batteries and an adapter for my tape recorder, though I rarely use the device. I remember how my former translator, Rafiq, had long admired it, and I resolve to gift it to him if I ever see him again. I repack my satchel with its reinforced shoulder strap, an effort to utilize every inch. Today I slide in a few of Virginia’s books, slim volumes of poetry she won once during a college trivia contest. Some things of hers to carry with me wherever I go. I finger my mother’s opal ring, which I wear on a simple silver chain. I triple-check travel documents and the validity of my passport with extra pages sewn into the back like an epilogue to a story that is yet to be written. I call the airline to make certain that a departure is taking place. Since September 11, things that I once took for granted are no longer assured. I pace by the window until an airport limousine, inevitably delayed because of the afternoon rush, arrives. 

         
         Today is no different, and relief courses through my veins when the airline agent confirms the flight, her voice nasally and
            bored. Now I check my watch, then stare at the apartments across the street from Ford’s condominium. I’ve made myself at home—especially
            now that he’s gone out of town and I’ve stopped answering the phone. This is the kind of woman I am these days: married to
            my handsome husband, Sebastian, but camping out at my old flame Ford’s apartment across town. Married to one man but sleeping
            in another’s bed—often with him in it. Twice I pick up the phone to call Seb but I hang up before I complete dialing. Twice
            I begin to write Ford a note, but I rip up sheets of hotel stationery that he uses for scratch paper and deposit my false
            starts in the trash. I don’t want to share what I now know. This is the kind of woman I am, carrying secrets at once big and
            small.
         

         
         Across the street, everyone is out, even the grandmother on the seventh floor. I have named her Edith because of the Wharton-style
            hat she dons every time she leaves the apartment she shares with a middle-aged man, presumably her son, and a pair of beagles.
            I don’t know for certain, but I think the building across the street doesn’t allow pets. The beagles are the only pair I’ve
            ever noticed. My money is on Edith: In all the time I have observed her, this grandmotherly face has remained somber and stony,
            a woman who regularly stares into an abyss of grief but has the strength to look away.
         

         
         I know that look.

         
         Today is like every other international departure except that I have no mother to say goodbye to, no mother to wish me bon
            voyage.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            I

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            One

         
         [April 2001] — The flight is not full, and I fall asleep across the empty row despite my best intentions to see the mysterious
            world at night from my window seat. I wake to find my shawl draped over me and the oval-shaped light from the window coursing
            across my face. The sun feels good. I close my eyes and the light from the window creates a converging pattern of red lines
            on my eyelids. They are missives, plentiful like a sky full of paper planes. Come home. Your mother is dying. Come home. Your
            husband needs you. Come home. Your family needs you. Come home. There are plenty of stories and news assignments to be had
            in America, in New York. We have all survived Y2K and millennium doomsday scenarios; the future is limitless—if you leave
            your foreign assignment behind and return. Come home.
         

         
         But I know a thing or two. I love my job. I am only as good as my last good story. I love cataloging the present with my practiced
            eye and transforming it into history, however rough. I’ve earned the privilege to do this job.
         

         
         If I were a man no one would be telling me to come home.

         
         

         A plane change in Cairo, and then off to my destination. Customs is perfunctory, and a young man holding up a sign with my
            newspaper’s name and Elena Keppler meets me just outside the translucent sliding doors. I smile. “That’s me,” I say, pointing to the sign. “You can call me Rita.” He looks puzzled and I show him my press badge, something I love to do as it eases the tension in every situation where the face they expect to see does not match the name on the placard. He introduces himself: Rafiq Sayed. My new driver and translator. He is young and round, bearded, with glasses that make him look studious. He wears Western clothes: a collared shirt and beige slacks, closed-toe shoes. 

         
         I look around and, for fun, count the number of children milling about (fourteen) and the number of nonblack bags on the carousel
            (six).
         

         
         We are quiet as I take everything in.

         
         Rafiq asks, “How was your flight?”

         
         “Great,” I say, my go-to word when I can’t or don’t want to tell the truth. It is the slightly better version of “Fine” that
            everyone in America says in automatic response when someone asks how they are. “Managed to get some sleep.”
         

         
         We gather my bags and head toward the parking lot, then we exit the airport checkpoint and venture toward the center of the
            city. This place resembles the Indian subcontinent: the dust on the roads, the muddy brick and stone architecture of the buildings,
            and the types of cars, compact, older models; the winding layout of the side streets. I see mosques from my window and vast,
            open-air tent city markets, a hospital, apartment complexes, and the entrance to a garden, in the distance animals grazing.
            Ahead a construction site, yellow and red cranes beak forward like birds of paradise.
         

         
         It smells like spices and sweat—and food cooking nearby. Minus the continuous addition of incense on the streets, from the
            Kali mandirs along the paths. There are Kali mandirs everywhere in Kolkata, in every neighborhood, the miniature black clay
            goddess dressed in shimmering silk with a necklace of clay heads around her neck. But I am not in India, I am thousands of
            miles away. I am in [--------], but I could have been in Kolkata, Mumbai, or Delhi. This place neither smells nor looks like
            the sterile, paved, unoccupied streets of America—my brain can’t help but compare each place I’ve lived in America with this
            crowded, bustling present. The American cities where I’ve lived, with the exception of New York, are ordered, homogenous.
         

         
         Like India, here there is always the undertone of something burning. Maybe that’s what I smell now. Someone in the distance is burning something to the ground as people go about their lives, shopping for dinner ingredients and picking up their children from school. People are not the only subjects of my stories; whatever the subject, it has the odor of something burning. The questions rise through me: Who set this world on fire, and why? Where? How much more damage do you expect? What are your preventative measures to keep this from happening again? How much of this world has been burned to the ground already? What are your losses? Who is in charge, and what is their arrangement with their adversaries? And how much longer before the fire spreads to where all these innocent people stand now? Who is responsible for the fire? Who oversees the matches and the gasoline? How many were harmed by the previous fires? What are the names of those who were burned? How much did the fire obliterate? What are your plans to contain the fire that is burning out of control now? These are always the questions. The reporter merely substitutes the word fire for war, government, police, corruption, racism, misogyny, assault, trafficking, famine, displacement, or drugs.
         

         
         Even as I enter this new world and new assignment, I miss India. I miss how I’ve spent the last year in the land of my mother’s
            birth. I had written the bulk of my stories outside the capital, and this had worked in my favor. My immediate boss, Hughes,
            had been fine with the arrangement I had set up for myself. But Rich, also on the international desk and a peer of Hughes,
            was a bastard in the last month after the high court in India had handed down a ruling banning headscarves for Muslim girls
            at the local university. Rich didn’t like that I had covered that particular story from afar, and he insisted I move to Delhi
            and set up residence where almost all of the other international reporters lived. Rich didn’t like that I was doing a good
            job, that readers and peers had been complimenting my work. Rich doesn’t like that there are women in the newsroom, and he
            has held that belief since we were both in Florida. Rich doesn’t like that someone, probably the managing editor, gave me
            a shot at a coveted position.
         

         
         “The paper needs a physical presence, Keppler,” he had said, the line cutting in and out when he stopped to take a breath. “You’re not even in the same state, for god’s sake.” 

         
         I’d corrected him about my name, but he ignored me.

         
         I liked my role as a ghost, going places to cover events but always returning to haunt Calcutta. I pumped out stories about
            the drought in Mumbai, about the voting irregularities in Bihar, about the exploitation of textile workers in Orissa; about
            the Indian government eschewing the British spelling and pronunciation of the cities of India, transforming Calcutta back,
            finally, to Kolkata, Bombay to Mumbai, Madras to Chennai. I had a tiny office, I squatted in the Reuters spacious floor on
            Taratala Road (near the house where my great-aunt grew up, in Behala, that was sold to settle my great-uncle’s considerable
            gambling debts after he died). The wire service guys were friendly, always buying me masala cha and offering to help.
         

         
         On any given assignment, I had spoken to officials on the phone and then donned a baggy neutral-colored salwar kameez and
            affixed a sparkly bindi to my face. I hitched rides, had chances to see the issues for myself. I blended in and was a spectator,
            a witness. I looked like every other interested bystander, only I was holding a small pad and a pen. I untucked my press badge
            and spoke to them in fluent Bengali or a child’s version of Hindi. Nine times out of every eleven, they agreed to speak to
            me on the record, they congratulated me for the job I was sent to India to do. Unlike Americans, they didn’t balk at my pointed
            questions or examine my credentials, or ask me more than once where I was from and who’d taught me English.
         

         
         In fact, Rich was the first person to ask me, loudly and slowly, my first day in the Florida newsroom if I spoke English. I was glad I was able to answer him flippantly in the moment in front of everyone, without missing a beat. “It is my second language,” I’d said in my best southern drawl, and everyone but Rich had laughed. But later, in the bathroom, I had shut the door to the stall and felt my face flush with heat and hot tears sting the corners of my eyes. As much as I despise Rich, it is the Indian government liaison, Mr. Sharma, who I wish would acquire an untreatable rash. The villainous Mr. Sharma as I liked to call him behind his back, mostly because of his cartoonish mustache and thick brows, tried to feel me up at lunch one day not too long ago. When I didn’t reciprocate, he complained repeatedly to Hughes of my purported mistakes, my bad attitude, my unprofessionalism. Hughes asked me four times if something had happened, and I played it off as sour grapes that I hadn’t used Mr. Sharma for the upcoming Bhopal accident anniversary story. I knew better than to tell Hughes or anyone else about Mr. Sharma’s roving hands: It would have confirmed their suspicions that women weren’t cut out for this kind of job. 

         
         Mr. Sharma was probably one of the reasons for my expulsion, one of the excuses for my probation and this new trial position
            in [--------]. I missed a big story: the statues. Over and again, I was told to cover the news with an impartial eye, as in
            Impartial I. Yet there are eyes back in New York who look from afar and try to impose what they claim to see from thousands
            of miles away—not trusting the reporter on the ground, so to speak.
         

         
         When the Taliban threatened to bomb the Buddhas of Bamiyan, the sixth-century statues carved into the central Afghan mountains,
            none of the editors in New York took the warning seriously. For one thing, the site could not be reached at a moment’s notice.
            It’s northwest of Kabul and a long journey, especially from Kolkata or Delhi. Second, no one believed it could even happen:
            These Buddhist reliefs were almost fourteen hundred years old and had been there for public viewing without incident for nearly
            a millennium. Yet the men who orchestrated the destruction were angered by a restoration group’s stance that funding would
            be used solely to repair and restore the statues; it would not be used for the feeding and care of the hungry children in
            the nearby village and the thousands of residents in the region. At that point the sanctions imposed by the United Nations
            had already had an impact throughout Afghanistan.
         

         
         I asked Hughes if he wanted me to go cover the story, but he’d said no. Then Rich called back the next day and said for me to be ready and go on a moment’s notice, that this could be a really good one. Rich and, to a lesser extent Hughes, had looked at the threat like children would look at a bully on the other side of a tall fence. From their vantage points, the bully was all talk and there was no anticipation of any action. The newspaper editors wanted to compete with cable TV broadcasters, and in this new era of twenty-four-hour coverage, they wanted a blow-by-blow description. 

         
         Still, everyone was caught unaware. On a Monday, just as these men had warned, the Taliban used dynamite and guns and blew
            off the faces of these two Buddhist reliefs, much to the horror of the people who had come to repair them. There was one video
            of the bombing, taken by a restoration worker when he realized the Taliban was going through with the threat, since none of
            the news stations were there yet. The world watched the grainy video the following day on all the channels, after it was verified.
            Rich’s call came after the video was published. Sadly, the world is concerned with old relics in history only after they are
            threatened. The lining, in silver: Now suddenly everyone around the world is questioning their government. What are you doing
            to protect our past? What are you doing to protect our monuments and the marks of our civilization?
         

         
         In response to the Taliban’s action, many Buddhist societies around the world announced plans to build replicas of the destroyed statues and place them on public display in a show of unity. In places such as New Zealand and Poland, China, Hong Kong, Sri Lanka, and India; and inside the United States in Hawai’i, California, and Illinois. I was able to interview via telephone a film crew from India that captured the reliefs with their noses blown off and a member of the restoration group from Sri Lanka who had returned home. One of the film crew returned to Delhi, and I was able to interview him in person. I had written two stories. The lede for the second story: “Rakesh Bhatia never dreamed he’d become an eyewitness to the destruction of history on the eve of his 20th birthday.” 

         
         Still, Hughes had not been satisfied. “You did know this was happening? Your crystal ball is polished, right?”

         
         Another phone call with New York—this time Hughes and Rich on the line together. I stood at a busy corner of the floor where
            reporters like me were trying to phone back to their home countries. The stench of body odor and tension permeated the air.
            “What, that they were going to blow up the faces? No.”
         

         
         I heard Rich in the background. “Mike Barrett is going to land in . . .” Hughes clamped a hand over the receiver to muffle
            the noise. On my end, a percussion of voices near and far.
         

         
         A moment or two passed. “I’ve got to go if you want that follow-up story,” I said into the phone, the line hissing indiscriminately.
            Some of my colleagues looked over at me. I must have been shouting.
         

         
         “Next time your crystal ball says—” Hughes began.

         
         “Next time?” I interrupted. “I’m in the middle of a sexual assault story. Remember the girl on the bus?” A teenager had been
            raped on Delhi public transport and died later from her injuries. There were nine people on the bus, including the driver,
            and no one had intervened on behalf of the five-foot-one fifteen-year-old on her way home. The teenager had just started high
            school. The police had been quick in finding and detaining all the passengers and the bus driver, but there were no answers
            to the reporters’ questions at the daily press briefing. I’m not an ambulance chaser, though perhaps this is what Hughes wants.
            Someone who drops everything or someone who can do six things at once. There are threats like the potential destruction of
            Buddhist statues all the time. I hadn’t guessed correctly. I’d missed a big story. “You said the girl on the bus was a priority.”
            There was a rumor that an English tourist had been molested on a Delhi bus but that she was unwilling to go public. I needed
            to track down the tourist.
         

         
         Hughes interrupted back. “Next time, we will have a chance to do better than this coverage . . .”

         
         But I stopped listening. I had found witnesses to the bombing and still, that was not enough.

         
         

         Meanwhile, the paper’s longtime Middle East correspondent David Richards had been killed. Kidnapping. There was extensive
            coverage and now a plan to replace him. The two Mikes were being considered: Mike Barrett and Michael Reyn. I could hear the
            debate all the way from Delhi. They’d never consider me, even if Mr. Sharma hadn’t tried to feel me up and then cover his
            tracks. The only reason I even got the India assignment is because of all the recent strife in Kolkata and because my Bengali
            was damn near fluent, and probably because their first choice, Josh Weaver-White, had a problem with his passport.
         

         
         But I also knew what “I can’t promise” meant when Hughes had said it. It was code that he was going to float up my name, that
            he was going to make it happen. The paper shuffling was a tell, too. My editor shuffled the papers on his desk like a deck
            of oversized cards, and that sound meant he was mulling something, trying to unravel a complex knot.
         

         
         “You can try me out in Egypt and [--------], until all the boys decide which Mike to amplify.” My weak attempt at humor had
            been met with a pause and then a chuckle.
         

         
         “Okay, Rita, I’ll put in a request. Let’s find some good work out there.”

         
         I breathed out as soon as I was off the phone, happy to have kicked my problems down the road like empty soda cans. I didn’t
            have to go back to New York, and I didn’t have to face my husband or my parents.
         

         
         

         I focus again on the present. [--------] is a fabled city-state in the region, but riddled with recent political upheaval, an emerging conservatism, and an increasingly anti-Western sentiment. Rafiq drives me to the heart of the city. The hotel is in the bustling city center, which I love. To be in the core of a city, to hear its heartbeat and to see the streams of people coursing through the streets, morning and night, is the greatest gift. The proximity almost guarantees that Rich won’t ride me about my location. It is not too far from the government buildings and the river that cuts through this metropolis like a lightning bolt through a thunderous sky. Also not too far from the local newspaper offices, where some of the editors have already been arrested. Wire services report that government security forces are rounding up protesters and those vocalizing dissent—jailing them. The hotel is a modest building, three stories with a maroon awning that looks freshly laundered and has a certain joie de vivre emanating. 

         
         Rafiq says, “This is where most of the foreign journalists stay.” His English is crisp, textbook.

         
         “Great,” I repeat. Maybe I can make a friend or two. My best friend from college and fellow reporter, Virginia, is so far
            away.
         

         
         Rafiq pats his belly. “Many come here for breakfast,” he says, drawing attention to the adjoining restaurant.

         
         “Well, I won’t have far to walk,” I say, pointing to my worn shoes.

         
         Rafiq smiles and trains his gaze toward the local market and says there is a bustling business, manned by vendors in kiosks,
            all along the square and near the museum, one of the biggest in the region. “You can get almost everything,” he says. “Even
            in your size.”
         

         
         For a Bengali girl, I’m a five-foot-seven giant. Well, half-Bengali. I look taller because of my build, and the way my curly
            hair is usually piled into a big bun on top of my head. I’ve got my dad’s frame and my mother’s face; and I have inherited
            her youthful appearance, so I belie my age of thirty-seven years and six and a half months.
         

         
         We enter through the revolving door, and inside it is palatial, resplendent in plush fabrics, giant chandeliers. The air smells
            like a flower shop overrun with roses and gardenias and jasmine. “Gorgeous,” I say.
         

         
         “That’s what David said too.” Rafiq’s smile wanes. “He wouldn’t leave this hotel, even after the second threat.”

         
         There is never a split second when I can’t recall how David had died. It rushes forward in my mind: the kidnapping on the street, the ransom demand, and in the end, the dead reporter when that demand was not immediately met. It came on the heels of two other highly publicized kidnappings, one of an American university president and the other of a well-known philanthropist who made his home in the region. 

         
         A shiver crawls down the length of my spine. I turn to study Rafiq as we queue up behind a camera crew waiting to check in.
            There is still some baby fat on his face, and he looks as though he just started shaving a week ago. My radar does not register
            anything wrong. “My condolences to you on the loss of your friend,” I say.
         

         
         He bows his head slightly. “Thank you.” Tears moisten his eyes for a moment. “Did you know David?”

         
         I shake my head. “Just by reputation.”

         
         We reach the front of the line, and a well-dressed man asks to see my passport.

         
         “Miss Keppler,” he says. “Welcome.”

         
         I smile. “I use my family name. It’s Das.” This statement is halfway between true and false. My name is Elena Indrakshi Keppler.
            But I have always been Rita, nicknamed by my brother when I was born. The story is that Adam, whom our mom calls Babu, had
            been watching West Side Story with Mom and Dad and enjoying Rita Moreno’s dance sequence, “I Want to Live in America.” He had turned to Mom and asked what
            the actress’s name was, then said, “We should call my sister Rita.” When asked why, he’d purportedly said, “She’s the prettiest,
            and she dances the best!”
         

         
         I assumed my mother’s surname long ago, on the first day a story written by me appeared in print. Because no one believed me when I said my name was Elena Keppler, no one thought I was telling the truth. From my first byline, I’ve been Rita Das, much to the consternation of the Kepplers in Madison, Wisconsin, or Syracuse, New York, or Nashville, Tennessee, or wherever Dad’s enigmatic family is really from. My mother’s genealogy is practically linear in comparison. She hails from a long line of Sens and Dasguptas, Senguptas and SenSharmas, and Guptas. My maternal grandfather shortened his name for convenience. They hadn’t been exactly thrilled that I took Mom’s name either. It was not appropriate action for a good Bengali girl. Everyone in Sebastian’s family is also outraged that I have made no move to modify my byline name since our marriage. 

         
         “Of course,” the man at the desk says, his face and voice smooth, modulated. He assigns me a room on the third and top floor.

         
         At first Rafiq objects. “What will she do if—when—there is load-shedding?”

         
         Here is a term that I’ve heard so many times over the course of my life. Rolling and regular power outages in the rest of
            the world are called load-shedding, from Kolkata to Cairo, from Delhi to Dubai. Only in America is it referred to as a blackout.
         

         
         The attendant begins to answer, but I interrupt him after I haltingly translate from Arabic his nametag. “It’s all right,
            Mr. Salim,” I say. “I am not afraid of stairs.”
         

         
         Rafiq argues anyway and secures the best room on the third floor, the one next to an interior stairwell, impervious, apparently,
            to outside disturbances, both natural and man-made.
         

         
         “There is a fire alarm just outside your door,” Mr. Salim says. “First sign of trouble, you break the glass.”

         
         I smile in appreciation. Mr. Salim hands me a single room key, notices my wedding band, and says, “Should I give you a second
            key?”
         

         
         I decline with a shake of my head, then thank him for his efforts. Rafiq and I turn to go.

         
         At the elevator, Rafiq looks at his watch and says, “I will come back for you in an hour.”

         
         I can see the tension in his eyes. He doesn’t want to leave me, and he doesn’t want to be late. I don’t know my new translator
            at all, but I know the look of a man in love. It is the dawn of the twenty-first century, even though I’m in yet another country
            that favors arranged marriages. “Hot date?” I tease.
         

         
         Rafiq blushes a little. “It’s . . . Miss Das.”

         
         “It’s Rita,” I remind him, settling on the time. “Bring your girlfriend along, I’d love to meet her.”

         
         Rafiq tries to shrug off my questions. He looks away, he shrugs his shoulders, he blushes again. I don’t even know a name yet; all I know is that he’s so lovestruck that he can’t even articulate. I don’t think I was ever this much in love. Well, maybe with Ford a long time ago when we first met, but years have passed since then, and I’m married now. Sebastian and I are circling an icy patch, but that’s what two people with strong personalities do: They circle each other. I think of my parents, and this circling is not outside what I have observed to be normal. 

         
         

         I know I have colossal shoes to fill as David Richards’s temporary replacement, especially under these dire circumstances,
            the kidnapping and the murder. I can tell that Rafiq genuinely cared for David and his wife, Gina. He points out the cafés
            and shops David and Gina frequented, by the ports. He points out the vendor in the brightly covered kiosk who supplied more
            than candies and print editions of the newspapers from around the world. [--------] is a city-state that is out of time; it
            is timeless. I know that the somewhat-distant Cairo is the center, politically, in the region. I know Rafiq and I will shuttle
            back and forth like worker ants. But I’m glad to be here instead of there. The salty air buoys me, especially after the way
            I had to leave India; the villainous Mr. Sharma had called me at my Delhi hotel and chortled. The Indian government had revoked
            my visa at his recommendation.
         

         
         Rafiq says something now but I don’t hear it and ask him to repeat.

         
         He says David’s widow, Gina, is an English teacher and has no plans to leave before the end of the school year. She stays
            with friends and walks every day to her classroom at the nearby international school. “Your husband is joining you, yes?”
         

         
         “No,” I say. “My husband is stationed in Europe. Sometimes he goes back to America.” What I don’t say is how my marriage has become an international tug-of-war game, each of us pulling, trying to force the other’s position. The last several months have been rocky. I’d gone to Europe to meet Sebastian on my brief breaks: Barcelona, Berlin, Amsterdam. He had successfully begged off coming to India. 

         
         Rafiq says something about married couples being in the same field, and I laugh in politeness. “So, your girlfriend isn’t
            in the translation business?”
         

         
         His face turns the color of ripe tomatoes. He shakes his head.

         
         I bet David Richards and his wife had asked him personal questions, taken him to dinner, known him well. I don’t know why
            he is blushing now like a lovestruck schoolboy. But I am not David. He was a longtime award-winning correspondent out of the
            Washington, D.C., bureau, and he is dead just four weeks. Hughes had his way, and I am here. Virginia called my hotel and
            left me a message when I was out: Josh Weaver-White is taking my job in India.
         

         
         

         Rafiq is good but young. Whenever I ask for something, he replies, eagerly, “I know a place,” and almost by magic, my question
            gets answered. One day soon after our initial meeting, he comes into the office with a soft cloth package in his hands, a
            gift for me from his mother, Aya. A head abaya, the color of a shoreline as it abuts a sea. “Just in case you need to cover
            your hair,” he says. “She worries.” I smiled at their thoughtfulness.
         

         
         I had had Mr. Biswas in Kolkata, the old concierge at the apartments where the long-term businessmen and journalists and professors
            on sabbatical lived, in a Salt Lake neighborhood, near the water tower and the main street where the Mukherjee Sweets shop
            was open late into the evening. Mr. Biswas worked wonders, though I was not able to return to the neighborhood I hadn’t seen
            since I was eleven. It is my dream to return there with my mother one day. There were Bengalis everywhere, and once I said,
            “My mom is a Bengali doctor, so I had to do the opposite,” and more likely than not I got help. I never mentioned Dad, and
            everyone assumed he was an Indian man. I never once corrected them, for this was my superhero outfit. I was Clark Kent in
            India—I blended in as a local, I belonged. No one had to know my dad is white.
         

         
         Almost everyone I encountered in West Bengal told me proudly, even though I was there to report on bad news, that India had changed, that India was modern now. I never agreed with them outright, but I felt it too. It was a different sort of India than I had witnessed when I was eleven, and I hinted at it every time I called home and Mom answered. “It’s not the wild, wild West anymore, Mom. The people are not the vigilantes we encountered.” I don’t speak to Dad or my brother about my observations—India had frozen for them decades before. 

         
         Sebastian had a similar experience in Spain. Once he opened his mouth and spoke to sources in their local intonation and played
            his dad-the-famous-Spanish-economist card, he rarely encountered any issues. Of course, Seb was a journalist for a prestigious
            monthly magazine, and his business- and money-reporting was not at the same frenetic pace of daily news. I had tried to call
            him twice, to let him know I had been expelled from India and that I was now in [--------]. He hadn’t answered—at either location,
            his tiny apartment in Madrid nor the offices that the magazine writers used when they worked out of Spain. I left him a message
            at work, something insubstantial and funny, and how it would be easier to see each other since I’d changed addresses.
         

         
         I almost called my father-in-law back in the States but chose my parents instead. Dad answered.

         
         “I went through Cairo and landed here in [--------],” I say by way of greeting.

         
         Dad laughs at what he thinks is a joke. “Did you get kicked out of India already, Elena?”

         
         I play along, though I want to correct him about my name. He has never called me Rita, and he has never approved of my brother’s
            nickname for me. “Actually, yes,” I say, trying to keep my voice light.
         

         
         But Dad is not fooled. “Seriously, are you on your way home?” He sounds excited, hopeful even, at the thought. “Adam and Jennifer
            are coming over, soon.” He calls my brother Adam, not once using the nickname Mom picked out for him.
         

         
         Home. Home is New York and had been for the past twenty-five years. I had never considered my parents’ house my home. My home was Mom, so the emergency room at Memorial Hospital where she worked was my home. Ever since the cancer had returned, her home had been more and more the house she shared with Dad and my brother until he got married, and less and less the hospital. But we have an arrangement, Mom and I: She will not die until she becomes a grandmother, and I promise not to have kids for at least another five years. 

         
         “Egypt,” I say. “First, then . . .”

         
         “Yes, I know where [--------] is,” he interrupts. “Are you unemployed, Elena? Are you in trouble? Do you need money?”

         
         Almost. Maybe. No. “I’ve been reassigned,” I say.

         
         Dad grunts, and I know that noise. He is suspicious and unconvinced. I picture the look on his face: No doubt he is furrowing
            his brows together to form a caterpillar as he clenches his jaw. “Your mother is getting worse,” he says, reminding me that
            he’d relayed the urgency of my return many times in the past months. His voice does not reflect the look I know is on his
            face, his voice is smooth like polished stone. “Why didn’t they reassign you to New York?”
         

         
         I am not going to argue or explain, neither works. I hear him clear his throat. If Mom had answered the phone, she would never
            have asked me to return. “Is Mom there?”
         

         
         He grunts again. “No. She went back to work.”

         
         

         In my reporter’s mind, everything echoes. The present always hearkens to the past. Time is fluid but still propulsive. The next month disappears in this way. My interactions with Sebastian and my parents are fleeting at best, mostly messages, some brief phone calls where we recognize each other’s voices and say one funny thing, and then I’m off to do something else. A vocabulary word or an accent instantly throws me into a different time or at least a different time zone: Sebastian saying thank you to me in different languages every time I made the coffee before he woke up. Ford’s face pops into my head every time Santana is played, instrumental version or not, on the radio or in the elevators, the easy smile, the way his hands hold his air guitar. Rafiq remains secretive with me. I never did meet her, the mysterious girlfriend. Maybe she held only a temporary place in his heart. Though I did get a first name, that first day, over tea and pastries: Hanan. I was curious at first. Every young Hanan we came across could have been the girlfriend. But Rafiq’s eyes never did flicker like tea candles at the sight of any of the three in the following month. There was a Hanan at the press pool briefing in Cairo after the car bombing, another Hanan who was the assistant to the assistant to the national agricultural office when I needed a quick tour of new export crops and a quote, and the Hanan who was a relief worker and had started her own NGO, who was venturing farther and farther with each trip, into camps and areas where the governments had not exactly said no but were frowning. With each meeting, Rafiq played it friendly but cool. I sensed the last Hanan was a possibility; they shook hands for a second too long, but soon after she looked disinterested, and he looked positively bored. 

         
         I had known Rafiq’s mother, Aya, was looking for a bride, but Rafiq seemed ambivalent at best, so I didn’t think too much
            of it until he shows up at the hotel the first Saturday after I have returned from a quick stint in Amman. He shyly shows
            me his wedding band and tells me about Luxor, where he traveled with his new wife, Zahra, for the weekend-long honeymoon.
            “It was a family wedding,” he says. “Settled within a few days.”
         

         
         I am shocked but hide behind my smile, issue a hearty congratulations, wonder aloud what I could buy him as a gift. He grins, tells me he wants a ticket for Zahra, so he could take his new bride with him to America. The sun pours through the open window behind him, and the air swirls with dust. I am hoping to have him be my full-time permanent translator, but he says he really wants to leave for the United States by the end of the year. I promise him my help. He had been invaluable to the paper when David Richards had been alive, and I want to keep the newspaper’s promise. Rafiq’s short timeline is not unlike my own. I had eloped with Seb, and of course, both our families still smart like a scab freshly torn open every time our wedding comes up in conversation. Even two years later. 

         
         As a new husband, though, Rafiq is hardly relaxed or bubbling with information. Every day he comes to work, and he is alert
            and ready to drive, photograph, translate, whatever is necessary. He is more serious and somber than he had been as a bachelor,
            and I want to interrogate. I throw out questions the way Dad and Adam used to cast lines into the river on Saturdays when
            they went fishing, but my bait remains unsuccessful.
         

         
         

         I am tired but can’t sleep, turn on the TV and begin watching an old Murder, She Wrote rerun with Arabic dubbing and English subtitles that do not match. In place of the American ads for toilet paper, hamburgers,
            laundry detergent, there are ads for women’s tailored clothing and a kebab restaurant, and a traveling exhibit at the museum.
            I remember the plot halfway through the episode and feel heady with power. It reminds me of India the year I turned eleven,
            before the event that obliterated our lives, how the cousins and aunts crowded around the one TV that my great-aunt had in
            her flat, to watch an old rerun of The Bold and the Beautiful. Months before when I was home sick with the flu, Dad and I had watched soap operas. That one episode was enough to know
            that I knew these characters’ futures. Now the phone rings and I turn down the volume before I answer. “Yes?”
         

         
         “Hello, darling,” Mom says, the noise of the kitchen TV behind her as a man hawks new cars and a low, low price. “Are you
            living your best life?”
         

         
         My heart leaps. “The hotel is in the center of town,” I report. “And my translator is a newlywed.”

         
         “You told me that already,” she says. “Don’t you remember?”

         
         The brief memory of my eleventh year creates fog, which creates more fog: Now I can’t even remember what I ate for lunch today. “Of course I do,” I say, cracking my knuckles. I see my distorted reflection in the TV. Then recollections pop back into my mind: The last time I spoke to her was nearly two weeks before. I ate lamb kebabs for lunch. “I was just testing you.” 

         
         Dad coughs as he picks up the extension, ostensibly from the bedroom. “Elena, your mother won’t tell you, but the doctors
            are hoping that you and your brother can accompany us to the next visit.”
         

         
         Alarm bells ring inside the chambers of my heart. “When? Where? With whom?”

         
         Mom laughs. “It’s not that dire, Rita. They’d like to see me this fall.” But my mom’s laugh is too easygoing.

         
         “No,” Dad interrupts. “They want to see you in two weeks, and they think you should stop practicing altogether. They’d like
            the family to gather.”
         

         
         Mom laughs again and repeats what she said the very first time and on all the subsequent occasions when Dad had wanted her
            to retire. “My cancer is not contagious. Kindly let me do my work.” Her voice cracks at the end, and I feel the corners of
            my heart pinch together.
         

         
         From the day I left for India more than a year ago, Mom and I have a magical thinking agreement: She has given me her word,
            and I have given her my word. My heart beats loudly now in my chest. “Mom, do you need me now?”
         

         
         But Dad answers, almost shouting. “Yes, she really needs you right now.” He sneezes, excuses himself. “The appointment is
            in the afternoon. If she improves, the next one will be mid-September.”
         

         
         I shake my head, but of course they can’t see. “I’ll ask Hughes.”

         
         “When do you think you can come back for a visit?” Mom’s voice is soft.

         
         “October,” I say, glancing at the TV. Jessica Fletcher in Murder, She Wrote is traipsing across the street in grim pursuit of someone she wants to interrogate. Hughes knows Mom is sick, and he has
            told me to give him a little notice and I could return. “But I’ll ask if I can come sooner.”
         

         
         Dad’s humph is pronounced.

         
         “Then it’s settled, darling,” Mom says. “I’ll see you in September.”

         
         “You’ll do no such thing,” Dad says. “Elena, please come home now, even if it’s for a few days. Your supervisor will understand.”

         
         I hear anxiety in his voice. But it has been the same sound I’ve heard for years, ever since the doctors detected cancerous
            cells in her left breast. It is nothing new. “Mom?”
         

         
         “I’ll be fine, Rita,” Mom says. “Babu and Jenny are coming tomorrow. Let us know when you finalize your plans.”
         

         
         

         There is a bomb scare near the pyramids and the Sphinx. Security is extremely tight, and at first the threat called in is
            treated like a prank. But then one of the uniformed police officers gets paranoid and orders an extra sweep. The news spreads
            like a fire. Rafiq and I are in Cairo for an energy conference, the afternoon session ending early so that the conference
            goers can visit the nearby Wonder of the World. The conference leaders are all corralled just outside the park. Some of the
            park goers have left, and Rafiq and I decide to wait. There is a bag, something one would carry a change of clothing in, with
            a blue handle and some popular label. For a short time, it looked like dynamite and some kind of explosive with a timer and
            wires.
         

         
         When I say short time, I mean four hours. For four hours, Egypt holds its breath. Bomb-sniffing dogs and the bomb unit are
            called in. It is determined that it is a dummy device that was somehow put together inside the park. There are many tourists
            that day at the pyramids and the Sphinx—the streets are packed full of people dining and drinking and taking in the views.
            The sun bears down and even the few shaded spots are hot. All the camera angles could not point to a single person carrying
            a blue-handled bag. Rafiq and I get a closer look: The bag is labeled American Tourister, but the closer one gets to it one can see that the letters are just off slightly and Tourister is misspelled, an extra E in place of the I.
         

         
         The commander says it appears that this was an elaborate hoax. Rafiq and I nod at each other.

         
         I call Hughes and I convince him at first that this is a nothing story, that the whole point of the bomb scare is to get attention and that we should play it down, that there are so many other things going on in Cairo and in Egypt, in the entire region, that while we could lead with a dummy bomb scare we should have it turn to something really substantial and important. The energy summit, for example, and fossil fuel debates. 

         
         Hughes hesitates.

         
         I remind him of the school bus debacle in Florida five years ago: We were both in the newsroom the afternoon a school bus
            shuttling
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