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Praise for The Woman Who Lost Her Soul


“Engrossing … a soaring literary epic about the forces that have driven us to the 9/11 age. … Shacochis darts around the globe over the span of five decades like a sorcerer of world history. … always so relentlessly captivating that you don’t dare fall behind.”


—Ron Charles, Washington Post


“A lot of pages here and every one worth reading in this reckless, raucous, brilliant novel in quest of an elusive American heroine.”


—Alan Cheuse, NPR


“A love story, a thriller, a family saga, a historical novel, and a political analysis of America’s tragic misadventures abroad. The novel yokes the narrative drive of the best Graham Greene and le Carré to the rhetorical force and moral rigor of Faulkner. … With a vision at once bitingly realistic and sweepingly romantic, Bob Shacochis has written what may well be the last Great American Novel. What other American writer has put as much heart into his creations, as much drive, as much history?”


—Askold Melnyczuk, Los Angeles Review of Books


“This novel amounts to a prequel of sorts to the war on terror, an epic examination of American foreign policy and loss of innocence, a worthy successor to the darkest works of Graham Greene and John le Carré … Elegiac … a searching and searing meditation on the questions someone might ask a century from now: Who were these Americans? How should history judge them? And us?”


—Jane Ciabattari, Boston Globe


“Shacochis has written one of the most morally serious and intellectually substantive novels about the world of intelligence since Norman Mailer’s Harlot’s Ghost.”


—Tom Bissell, Harper’s


“A new masterpiece … that will surely stand as the definitive political thriller of those fragile years of relative peace before September 11, 2001 …There may be no final drafts of history, but this one will be read and reread for many years to come.”


—Dan Zigmond, San Francisco Chronicle




“Brilliantly unveils the darker regions of human sexuality, evoked inside a historical buildup of international political deceit.”


—Jeffrey Hillard, Interview


“The Woman Who Lost Her Soul, a showstopper (and doorstopper) of a novel by Bob Shacochis, is an atlas of the ways political violence corrupts both the individual and national consciousness. … the prose is never less than lyrical, personal, and intelligent, but the real reason to read is to witness the near superhuman ambition of Shacochis’s undertaking. If he were a rower, this would be a circumnavigation of the globe. If he were a sculptor, this would be Mount Rushmore. Lucky for us, he’s a writer, and The Woman Who Lost Her Soul is a masterpiece.”


—Anthony Marra, Salon (Ultimate Book Guide, 2013)


“Heartbreaking and riveting … a sweeping, expansive book grounded by details such as epic potholes in Haiti’s roads and crowded ferry decks in Turkey. Without veering into conspiracy theories or melodrama, Shacochis builds for both his readers and his characters a sense that something important is being overlooked amid competing agendas … an elegant reminder that connections are made one by one—but not everyone is playing the same game.”


—Jennifer Kay, Seattle Times


“[A] masterful and sumptuous novel … deliriously dense … No one moves as forcefully through that terrain as Shacochis. He writes tenderly about terrible things. He unearths humanity when the reader most needs to lean against it. … This is a memorable book by a great writer.”


—Steve Duin, The Oregonian


“A compelling and thought-provoking novel … it plays a deep game, and it will haunt your dreams … [Shacochis] controls a hugely complex plot with great skill and writes set pieces with gripping effect … Line for line, his writing is stunning.”


—Colette Bancroft, Tampa Bay Times




“National Book Award–winning novelist Shacochis makes a long-awaited—indeed, much-anticipated—return to fiction with this stunning novel of love, innocence, and honor lost … The wait was worth it … Shacochis has delivered a work that belongs alongside Joseph Conrad and Graham Greene … it is memorably, smartly written … An often depressing, cautionary, and thoroughly excellent tale of the excesses of empire, ambition, and the too easily fragmented human soul.”


—Kirkus (starred review)


“A big book in every sense of the word … Shacochis is a master at the top of his game. … In this novel, he gives us real, raw-edged characters and a narrative that grips the reader from the get-go. And he does it with such gleaming word-craft and such a sure hand that the reader’s utter engagement never falters. The book is a murder mystery, a tale of political intrigue, a love story and a fraught father-daughter psychological saga. It was ten years in the writing and it is a masterpiece … a brilliant, beautiful page-turner … luminous writing unfurls across every blood-spattered, sweat-speckled, dust-caked page and makes The Woman Who Lost Her Soul a riveting, heartbreaking, and ravishing read. It’s a novel of uncommon grace and grit that lodges like shrapnel in the psyche and works its way surely to the reader’s heart, without ever losing sight of those ‘terrible intimacies.’”


—Tallahassee Democrat


“A masterful novel with the power to shake the bones of Graham Greene.”


—Bruce Barcott, Outside Magazine


“The Woman Who Lost Her Soul cannot be put down … it never loses its way or its ability to drag you along with it … a wild, deadly ride. You won’t want to let go.”


—Glenn Garvin, Miami Herald


“Shacochis thinks big, and his new novel (his first in two decades) is truly magisterial … immensely readable, this eye-opener (which could have been titled “Why We Are in the Middle East”) is essential reading.”


—Library Journal (starred review)




“A beautifully written, Norman Mailer–like treatise on international politics, secret wars, espionage, and terrorism … A brilliant book, likely to win prizes, with echoes of Joseph Conrad, Graham Greene, and John le Carré.”


—Booklist (starred review)


“A brutal American-style le Carré, Shacochis details how espionage not only reflects a nation’s character but can also endanger its soul. Gritty characters find themselves in grueling situations against a moral and physical landscape depicted in rich language as war-torn, resilient, angry, evil, and hopeful.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“No one in American literature is better at casting his imagination into the deepest currents of American culture and politics than Bob Shacochis. The long, ardent, admiring wait for his next novel has been worth every moment: The Woman Who Lost Her Soul is his masterpiece.”


—Robert Olen Butler


“This big beauty of a book was worth the wait. It’s tinglingly ambitious, vast in scope, and magnificently written. I could unerringly pick a Bob Shacochis sentence out of a police lineup of sentences, which is just about the highest praise I can offer to any writer.”


—Michael Cunningham


“The Woman Who Lost Her Soul will grab you from the first sentence and keep you gasping and laughing and weeping until the end. A murder mystery, a spy thriller, and a daddy-and-daughter story, it is a thrilling gripping lesson in the dynamics that have swept through our world in the twenty-first century. Shacochis writes like an angel, and in this novel of culture, betrayal, and love he has found a perfect subject.”


—Susan Cheever


“Bob Shacochis is the man for all syntheses, confabulating decades of time and volumetric immensities of geography into pitched and vivid dramatic narrative. Long in the making, but longer in the lasting, The Woman Who Lost Her Soul is unafraid of its ambitions. Shacochis is, in Glengarry-speak, a ‘closer.’”


—Sven Birkerts
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I know what it means to beget monsters


And to recognize them in myself …


Great was the chase with the hounds for the unattainable
meaning of the world …


Enter my dreams, love.


—Czeslaw Milosz
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Book One


Fuzzing It Up
Haiti 1998, 1996, 1998


It is no secret that souls sometimes die in a person and are replaced by others.


—Fernando Pessoa


In wartime, truth is so precious that she should always be attended by a bodyguard of lies.


—Winston Churchill













During the final days of the occupation, there was an American woman in Haiti, a photojournalist—blonde, young, infuriating—and she became Thomas Harrington’s obsession.


Why have you never told me the story of this girl? Harrington’s wife asked, dumbfounded but curious. They stood in the kitchen of their gardenia-scented home in South Miami, finishing the vodka cocktails she had mixed to celebrate his reinstallment into her landscaped domain, its calibrated patterns, everything perfectly in its place except her husband. Why have you waited until now? A pained crinkle etched a border of mystification around the brightness of her eyes.


Expecting an answer, she followed him through the house, upstairs to their sun-scoured bedroom where he began unpacking his filthy clothes. Here, he said with a hopeful trace of enthusiasm, this is for you, and he gave her a gift he had brought from Port-au-Prince, a small but moderately expensive painting by Frantz Zephirin.


And what should he tell her? That he had become too involved with a woman, and too involved with the greater infidelities of the world? And would rather say nothing of both?


If he told her everything, he imagined, correctly, she would want to leave him, or she would pray for the salvation of his distant heart, which was the salvation of a man in a time and a place and a country and not the salvation of an immortal self, because when Americans pray, they pray first



that history will step aside and leave them alone, they pray for the deafness that comes with a comfortable life. They pray for the soothing blindness of happiness, and why not?


But history walks on all of us, lashed by time, and sometimes we feel its boot on our backs, and sometimes we are oblivious to its passing, the swing of sorrow and triumph through humanity, sorrow, and then, finally, crippling grief fading to obscurity, which is perhaps why Americans want little to do with history, why perhaps they hate it, why prayer comes easier than remembrance, which is how history knots its endless endings and measures the rise and fall of its breath. And when history swirls around you and passes on and you inhale its aftermath, the bitterness of its ashes and the bygone sweetness of time, and excrete history into memory, you never quite believe you had once heard its thunderous God-like whispering, that you had trembled in the face of its terrible intimacies, and you fell silent.


Against this silence, Harrington understood it was possible only to speak to other silences. Why would you choose to expose such ugliness, if not in yourself then in the world?


For two years Tom Harrington did not tell his wife, but now she would hear this story, enough of it anyway, that had so abruptly leaped far, far beyond his ownership, his private collection. And would she know him better afterward? Would she know him as he knew himself? And then what? Would she know him at all?


His own story of this woman in Haiti was a fragment at best, it’s important to say, but his silence was not meant to spare his wife from a betrayal, at least not of the sort she suspected, but there are many, many betrayals we visit upon one another, their forms infinite, some beyond comprehension, some no more serious than a quick sting. He had kept the story from her simply because he had gotten nowhere with it in his own mind, and did not understand his role in its events, nor the meaning of its elements, and he suspected that somehow this story would always slip and tumble into the hole of self-indictment. Yet what had he done that was so wrong, what had he done that was not justified by the behavior of others? What was his sin? He could not grasp it, but in the recesses of his soul he knew it was there.


There were things you might say, stories you could tell, that would leave you diminished, that might outrage one’s sense of conscience or morality with their failings and audacities, their reckless disregard for the well-being of others. Perhaps not in every life, though Tom rejected the very nature of innocence. But yes, some stories diminished the teller, or shamed him in the eyes of honorable people, and often these stories were never told—or only half-told, rife with omissions, as Tom’s would be with his wife. They lay quiet yet unpeaceful within the black cave of secrets that was part of anyone’s soul, and perhaps their silence was as it should be, the last asylum for propriety, for decency.


It’s extraordinary, his wife said, admiring the canvas.


The gallery on Rue Petion had obtained another Zephirin, larger, more fanciful in its circus of cruelties, that he had wanted to buy for her but never had the chance. Why he told her this he couldn’t say because it wasn’t true, it had simply fallen from his mouth, part of another story he was making up.


She looked at him sideways, measuring what she must have imagined to be the careful implication of his voice. Oh. Do you have to go back? she asked, and he knew that because this was a busy time of the year for her at the office she’d be unhappy if he was leaving again.


I can’t. I seem to have been declared persona non grata.


Tom? She was absently pulling clothes from his small canvas bag and tossing them into the laundry hamper and she froze, gasping, her eyes wide and a hand raised to her mouth. Oh, my God, she said. What’s on these pants? Is this blood? Her sweet, earnest face, becalmed by the gentle tides of a comfortable life, filled with a look of mortification. Dutiful wife, instinctive mother, she sniffed at a patch of the stains, repulsed. They’re covered with blood! There’s so much of it. Tom, what happened?


Yes, that. What happened. He would have to tell her something but he did not know where to begin or where to end and he did not know if she should ever, ever know him so well, or how he spent his days when he was away from her.











CHAPTER ONE


He had been home a month, after a month’s assignment in the Balkans, and had just begun to reestablish himself in the routines of daily life as husband and father, enjoying the pleasant drudgery of the supermarket, cooking meals for his wife and daughter, exercising the dog at dawn on the beach, afterward the newspaper with coffee in the morning, a novel with cognac at night, videos on the weekend, all of them in the same bed, the dog wedged between like a flatulent pillow, a suburban middle-class tableau repeated endlessly in his life, and endlessly interrupted by his restlessness—the phone rings and Tom Harrington is gone. He and his wife had constructed a life in South Miami that made sense to everyone else but him, though its comforts were undeniable. In fact, they were precious, and at constant risk of going stale, so he had made them exotic novelties, these pleasures, sucked them to near depletion, then ran off to hunt the nearest white whale, that thing we need to do to keep us from our disappointment or lethargy, to jolt ourselves back to feeling. But always, inevitably, he would trudge home, and give himself over to the icing down.


A month away, a month at home, the whiplashed schedule of a humanitarian yo-yo, a perpetual routine of domestic guess who. Honey? I’m home. Maybe. Hope so. Sorry to have missed the kid’s birthday.


He was sitting on a bench outside the quad of his daughter’s small private school nestled within a grove of banyan trees and palms, a cigarette in his mouth, waiting for classes to end. The school offered no bus service or,



rather, discontinued it when over-involved parents made the convenience superfluous, and it was Tom’s duty to relieve his wife of this chore whenever he was in town. That day he was early; usually he was late. Other parents began arriving.


I never see you, someone said, a woman’s voice, behind him, and he swiveled around. This woman lived in the neighborhood but worked in an office downtown for a nationwide private security firm, doing what he could not tell. She was tough and brusque and solid and it was strange to see her in a flowery dress and not in the jeans and motorcycle boots and fringed leather jacket she wore when he would bump into her in the South Beach bars. Her daughter had been the first in seventh grade to wear makeup to class; Tom’s wife and daughter were still warring over lip gloss and eye shadow.


She propped her sunglasses into her streaked hair and squinted. Do you know?—and she named a man, Conrad Dolan.


Doors banged open and the children came in streams of ones and twos into the courtyard. No, he said. Was he supposed to?


Without saying why, she explained she had spoken with him a few days back, up in Tampa where he lived. A journalist had been kidnapped last month in Peru. Dolan was the hostage negotiator brought in on the case.


Harrington’s interest rose. How does one become a hostage negotiator? he asked.


Twenty-one years with the Feds, fluency in Spanish and Portuguese, she said. He was private sector now, retired from the Bureau of Investigation.


One of your guys?


I wish. He works alone.


Tom had never heard of him. He did not personally know many people like this, although they were always there in the background of his world; their days were different than his, more exclusive, circumscribed by their respective loyalties and institutions. Wherever you encountered them, there was less oxygen in the room for the uninitiated. You see them around, you talk with them when you have to. You stay out of their way—they keep you out of their way.


What happened to the journalist?


Dolan got him out.


Their two daughters marched toward them, pretty faces sullen and pinched as if they had spent the day in court litigating their grievances. His at least knew to mumble a greeting before she slipped past to fling her books into the cab of his truck. The other one narrowed her eyes at them and kept walking toward the parking lot and her mother’s car.


What do you suppose that’s about?


Being twelve. Being girls.


Jingling her keys, she said she had to run. The sunglasses fell and locked back over her eyes. So look, she said. Can I give Dolan your number? He wants to talk to you.


Their seemingly idle conversation had taken an unexpected turn— Harrington’s working days were often spent seeking out authorities or tracking witnesses, knocking on the doors of strangers in search of the texture of lives under pressure or suddenly inflated into crisis, forming ephemeral intimacies with people never quite sure of his identity beyond the fact that he was in their eyes a foreign representative of a monolithic process. Ah, he has come to find me justice. Ah, he has come to challenge my power. Ah, he has come to help. Ah, he has come to ruin me.


Why would he want to talk to me? Tom asked.


The answer was at once familiar and tedious and he thought nothing of it. Dolan loved to follow the news, he had seen Harrington’s work on establishing a Truth Commission in Haiti, he liked to talk. Tom thought to himself, What was there left to talk about? After two hundred years Haiti had remained an infant and still required breast-feeding, but he said, Sure, give him the number, and they separated, each to their spoiled child, for a recitation of the day’s unforgivable crimes of pubescence.


Three days later Dolan telephoned. Before Tom even had a chance to say hello, the person on the line had announced himself—Dolan here—and for a moment Tom paused, unsure of who this was. I sawr what you said about those bastards in Warshington … It was a voice, a type of nasal tone and run-on pattern of speech, that he associated with the cinema, the urban repertoire of the eastern United States, make-believe cops and make-believe robbers, Irish heroes and Italian villains, an accent resonant of both ivy



and whiskey, upward mobility and the working-class neighborhoods of South Boston. It was not a voice he could listen to without smiling and if his wife had been in the room he would have cupped the mouthpiece and held out the phone and said, Get a load of this. But the abrupt specificity of his questions made Tom tight and serious: Dolan had connected with the right source. Tom was valuable, Tom had the answers. He knew what Conrad Dolan wanted to know.


Say, what can you tell me about the condition of the Route Nationale One between Port-au-Prince and that town up the coast, what is it? Saint-Marc?


In the earliest days of the invasion, weeks before the American military ventured out onto the road they would instantly name the Highway to Hell, Route Nationale One from Port-au-Prince to its terminus on the north shore was a six-hour-long gauntlet of axle-breaking misery, slamming boredom, heat, and fear. The tarmac had been carpet bombed by neglect, its surface so pocked and corroded that only a sharp-edged webbing of the original asphalt remained, so that the highway resembled a hundred-mile strip of Swiss cheese, many of the holes the size of a child’s wading pool. In September of 1994, it was empty except for macoutes and bandits, or impromptu checkpoints that provided the opportunity for extortion to gangs of boys with machetes. Regardless of its disrepair, you drove Route Nationale One at top speed to reach your destination by nightfall, for it wasn’t a good place to be after the sun went down.


What else do you want to know? he asked Dolan.


The section of the road by the big quarry, across from the swamp, what the hell’s the name of it?


Tintayen.


There were stretches of the highway, especially outside of the capital along the coast, where if you focused deep and hard on the game you could rocket up to 120 kilometers per hour for five or ten minutes, slaloming around the hazards, making everybody with you carsick and terrified. Graveyards of wrecks dotted these stretches; pedestrians and livestock were occasionally killed by swerving drivers. About nine months into the occupation, a Haitian company was awarded a contract, funded by foreign aid,



to resurface the highway. The requisite embezzlements ensued and a thin scab of rotten asphalt was rolled over the newly graded roadbed. Within a month, though, the pavement had festered and bubbled, the holes began to reappear where they had always been, and if you needed a quick metaphor to sketch the trajectory of American involvement in Haiti, Route Nationale One was there for your consideration.


And this other quarry. There’s supposed to be another one, right?


That’s right. Up the coast, on the water.


Good place to run and hide?


What do you mean?


If you’re in trouble. Trying to get away from somebody.


Not really.


And what about this place on the coast, Moulin Sur Mer? asked Dolan. You ever been there?


Lovely. Clean. Expensive by any standard. Good restaurant. Ruling-class getaway. Well-connected owners. The only reliable R & R between the capital and the north coast. Are you planning a trip? Tom wondered aloud.


This Moulin Sur Mer, Dolan said. Would you say it’s a nice place to vacation, you know, take your wife?


The answer was yes, within a certain twisted context of circumstance and impulse. If you had to be in Haiti, the resort was as good as any place to reinvigorate yourself. A qualified yes, if you were the sort of naive, half-cracked traveler drawn to the edge of the abyss, someone whose rum sours were that much more quenching when consumed at the panoramic center of extreme malice and human suffering. Not to be self-righteous about the attraction; Harrington had always found the sours at Moulin Sur Mer to be memorably tart and bracing when he straggled in off the road like a legionnaire from the desert. And yes, he had even taken his wife there on her brief and unpleasant visit to the island.


What else? Tom asked. What are you looking for?


I have a client, Dolan began, and out came the story.


For the third or fourth time in a year, an American couple, husband and wife, were on holidays in Haiti, booked into the Moulin Sur Mer. That can’t be right, Tom thought. Undoubtedly the man had business in Haiti



and for some reason kept inviting his wife along, or she refused to be left behind. Perhaps she was an art collector, or perhaps a nurse, someone with a skill to share, an altruistic streak.


The couple checked out of the resort late on a Saturday afternoon, Dolan continued, put their luggage in the sports utility vehicle they had rented for the week, and began the hour-and-a-half drive to the airport in the capital to board a return flight to Miami and on to Tampa, where they lived. At some point along the road south of the hotel—Conrad Dolan was imprecise about the location although he named the second quarry as a landmark—the man slowed the vehicle to a crawl to maneuver through a series of potholes. By now the sun had set, and although it was dark, very dark, and the road seemed empty, without headlights in either direction, the couple was overtaken from behind by two men on a motorbike who, after blurring past the SUV, swung sharply in front of it, stopped in a blocking position, and hopped off. The husband attempted to steer around them but the shoulder seemed to drop away and somehow he had trouble with the manual transmission and stalled the vehicle. What happened next was unclear, except for the results.


The men had guns. Dolan’s client was pulled from the driver’s seat and pistol-whipped, and although he never lost consciousness he had the sense knocked out of him and scrambled away into the darkness on the opposite side of the road, finally crashing into a boulder and slipping down to hide, bleeding profusely from a wound in his forehead. A gun had been fired several times, he assumed at him, to prevent his escape. When he regained his senses and came out from behind the rock, the SUV and the motorcycle were gone, and at first he couldn’t find his wife but then he stepped on her where she lay on the shoulder of the road, faceup, shot to death.


Disoriented, the man stumbled around until finally a car came up the road from the direction of Port-au-Prince and he flagged it down. As luck would have it, the driver turned out to be a staffer from the American embassy who used his cell phone to dial the local emergency number and the response was unexpectedly quick; before long a pickup truck carrying uniformed officers from the police station in Saint-Marc arrived on the scene. The police spent a few minutes glancing around with flashlights, asked the man some basic questions using the embassy staffer as translator,



and then put the body in the bed of the pickup truck and drove off, telling him to wait there because someone else was coming to ask more questions. Some time later, another car arrived from the direction of Port-au-Prince, driven by a detective from the National Police Headquarters.


Conrad Dolan paused in his narrative and Tom took advantage of the moment to ask him the obvious question: Why was this unfortunate man, clearly the victim of assault and robbery, his client?


I’m closing in on that, said Dolan. Assault, yes. Robbery, no. Would you say, he asked, that such incidents are commonplace in Haiti?


Aid workers, missionaries, the rare tourist—the ambushes weren’t everyday occurrences by any means, but they happened. The roads were dangerous. You stayed alert, practiced prudence, of course, and hoped you were lucky.


Okay, said Dolan, and continued. The detective from Port-au-Prince was fairly vexed that the body had been spirited away to the Saint-Marc station before he could survey the crime scene, an examination he performed hastily because there was nothing left to see other than a blot of jellied blood in the dirt by the side of the road.


Although the detective only spoke Kreyol, the embassy staffer, who was headed north with his wife to spend their Sunday on the beach at Moulin Sur Mer, expressed his sympathy to the client, gave him his card, and left. The husband’s skull was pounding, he felt numb, dazed, and when the detective opened the passenger door for him he climbed in and slumped into the seat, never saying a word during the ride south to Port-au-Prince, never hearing a word he could understand. The detective took him to a police station near the airport, sat him down at a table in a room, and left him there alone. A while later another detective came in, a guy who had lived in Brooklyn and spoke English. He gave the husband a wet rag to wipe his face, water to drink, and talked to him for about ten minutes—standard procedure, predictable questions—but the man was distraught, his head was not clear, and his answers were not helpful. The detective asked if he wanted to see a physician. The man said no. Okay, the detective said, I’m sending you to the Hotel Montana for the night but I want you to return in the morning to make a full report.


The manager of the hotel and her staff were shocked by the man’s condition and saddened to learn the fate of his wife, and they treated him with exceptional kindness, summoning a doctor to stitch up the gash above his right eye, finding him clean clothes and toiletries for the night, sending a meal to his room. In the morning the manager called the room to say that a car was waiting for him downstairs to take him back to the police station and that she had asked the hotel’s accountant to accompany him, to serve as his interpreter.


At the police station, he was met by the same detective who’d driven him back to the city the night before and was informed that his rental car had been found abandoned on the edge of Tintayen and impounded in a lot behind the building. He was also told that he and his wife’s possessions— their luggage, jewelry, laptop computer, cell phone, camera—had also been recovered from the car but could not be released back to him until he had signed the statement he had made the previous night in the station. The client said he couldn’t remember what he had said last night but okay, give it to him to sign, but the detective said no, not yet possible, it was still being translated from English into Kreyol and French.


In the meantime the detective asked that he come along to the impoundment lot, where he was shown the SUV and told to get back in the car and drive it to the crime scene for a reenactment of the event. The SUV had a bullet hole through the passenger’s window, its seats were splashed with blood, and the client refused, offering to drive any other car than this one, stinking with the smell of his wife’s death, back north on Route Nationale One. They returned to the station and the accountant, who had been translating the conversation, was told by the detective to leave.


The man was taken to the same room as the night before and told to wait. Hours passed until, eventually, the detective returned, sat down across from him, and pushed a document and a ball-point pen across the table. The handwritten statement was seventeen pages long but the client didn’t have a clue what it said because it was not in English, so naturally he wasn’t going to put his name on it. The detective, out of patience, got up and left the room. Moments later the door banged open, a pair of cops



came in, grabbed him by the arms, and led him out and when he realized they intended to put him in a holding cell he began struggling. Three more uniforms joined the fray and the five of them succeeded in muscling the man into the cell.


He didn’t understand what had just happened to him, didn’t speak Kreyol, spoke but a few words of French, and nobody would speak to him in English. He wanted to call the embassy, call a lawyer, the manager of the hotel, call anybody, but nothing was getting across. The sun went down, nobody comes. A little later someone brought him a carton of warm orange juice and a plate of beans and rice, and then that’s it, they left him there alone throughout the night.


So you’re my client, said Dolan. How do you think you’re feeling right now?


Jesus, Tom said. In shock, enraged.


Something like that, said Dolan. So listen to this.


The next day, they took him out to the street where a black Chevy Blazer with smoked windows was parked at the curb and they put him in the backseat between a security officer from the embassy and an investigator from the National Police. In the front seat was a civilian from the consulate, who handed the client’s passport back to him with a plane ticket and explained that the Haitian police would not release his luggage and personal effects because he had refused to sign his statement. The consul also told him not to despair, that his wife’s body had already been shipped back to her family in Washington, DC. Despite the client’s repeated questions, the answer is always the same—he’s being deported—which sounds pretty good to him about this time, right? Just get me the fuck out of here, he’s thinking.


They drove to the airport, through the security fence, and onto the tarmac, right to the boarding stairs on the American Airlines flight to the States. The client was the last passenger, the attendants closed the door behind him and showed him to his seat in the first-class section where, with his first sip of complimentary scotch, the man of course began to feel that he was waking up from a very bad dream.


But now listen to this, said Dolan. My client steps off the plane in Miami and two marshals take him into custody. Next thing he knows he’s downtown at the federal courthouse being arraigned before a judge.


On what charges?


Dolan rattled off some numbers identifying the statutes. Murder of an American citizen on foreign soil. Conspiracy to kill an American citizen on foreign soil.


Your guy staged a hit on his wife? asked Tom, who frowned at the sound of this, for he had grown accustomed to the presence of death in his life, cold-blooded senseless slaughter, murder on so vast a scale he sometimes felt like the impresario of his own necropolis, and these gangster words sounded ridiculous and puny.


Christ. Maybe. Who knows? said Dolan. My client is not an upstanding citizen. He’d taken out some insurance policies on her, which is not a troublesome fact until the Haitian police notify the embassy that an American has been murdered and they have her husband and he’s being, in their words, uncooperative.


Given the going rate for assassins on the island and the incompetence of its police force, if you wanted to make your wife disappear into oblivion, Haiti was an accommodating country. And yet if Dolan’s client were innocent, Tom thought, how would you begin to measure such injustice, the horrific multiplication of wrongs?


The Bureau sent a team down there to poke around, said Conrad Dolan, but it was a dry fuck.


Business as usual.


Well, it puzzles me.


I would guess then that you’ve never been to Haiti.


There you have it, said Dolan, finally able to make his point. So, look, I’ve got to go down there for a couple of days and piece this thing together and I need somebody who knows his way around, right? You came to mind.


I’m going to have to think about it, Tom said.





Murder? his wife said later that evening, intrigued, her dry amusement peppered with irony, while they prepared for bed, as if Tom had only now



discovered the novelty of America’s greatest form of entertainment, as if what he had been looking for out beyond the horizon was flourishing in his own backyard. I thought this isn’t the sort of thing you care about, she said, unless a government is pulling the trigger. What was it about a straightforward domestic homicide, she wondered, that now appealed to him?


It’s Dolan, he said. And of course it was not a simple homicide, because it was Haiti.


Like an object snatched from the top of a junk pile, Haiti had been collected by the genteel world, the world of infinite possibility, turned over in its manicured hands, sniffed and shaken, and discarded back on the heap. With the arrival of the Americans in 1994, Tom could not quite fathom the magnitude of their power or the grandness of its orchestration and was struck, like everyone else on the ground, by a naked sense of wonder, the beautiful bay that mocked the seaside slums floating an armada of enormous warships, glittering at night like waterborne villages on oceanic prairies, the dark waves of Black Hawk helicopters fluttering insectlike against the orange screen of sunset. Tanks on the garbage-piled streets. Marines huddled in igloos of sandbags. Grenades exploding in crowds, crowds exploding in joy. A blubbering macoute lynched from a signpost on Martin Luther King Boulevard, piss cascading off the dusty toes of his bare feet. A dead schoolgirl in a frilly pink dress lying in the street with her face burnt off to a matching pinkness. The Special Forces injected like antivenin into the hinterlands, liberating the villages. The peasants lining the road to cheer America! America! America! The soldiers hammering the roofs back on schools, digging wells, feeding children, handing out democracy like sweets.


And then the idea behind the thing became unclear and atrophied and no matter who made it, a white man or a black man, every promise was a type of fantasy, if not an earnest lie, each hope an illusion, every sacrifice an act of unrequited love. Once again in Haiti there was no glory and too little honor and too much of God’s indifferent truth. The army arrived in thunder and left in a foul haze of smoke, having performed a magnificent pantomime of redemption, and throughout it all Harrington carried on



with his work, the many, many graves he was obliged to locate, some as fresh as his morning’s breakfast but others grassed over and as big as swimming pools, his pursuit of the dead undeterred by futility until the day arrived when he, too, turned to walk away from it all.


It seems to me that your world and Dolan’s are much the same, his wife said.


He had watched his wife undress, disappointed because he seemed to merit the teasing reward of the colorful silks of new lingerie only on the nights of his homecomings, when she yielded to their lovemaking with varying degrees of eagerness; then the ritual was discarded for drab synthetics and stained sports bras and the familiar inertia of fifteen years of marriage. He believed in people trying to comfort one another but the comfort he found with her came from the life they had made together more than what she might or could provide by herself alone, the attention she afforded him no longer the precious commodity of their youth, and in the previous year when he had confessed in the heat of an argument that she no longer excited him, she set her eyes upon him in a fury and hissed, Haven’t you had enough excitement, Tom? Haven’t you had more than your share?


Dolan has a different perspective.


And I thought you’d gotten beyond your death wish, she said, her way of being droll, sliding into bed beside him and picking up her book from the nightstand.


I have. I’m staying away from the working girls at the Oloffson.


These unsubtle banterings between husband and wife were the gloss on so much tension and unspoken dread, a glib pattern that contorted into foolish promises to not do anything stupid and cold pragmatic decisions like medical evacuation plans and life insurance policies. Dolan’s client had one on his wife, Tom’s wife had one on him.


I thought you were done with Haiti. Diddled out.


Don’t try to shame me, either.


Like everyone else who had swarmed to Haiti during the intervention— the soldiers, the journos, the diplomats, the spooks, the analysts and lawmakers and civil servants, the aid workers, the deal makers, the pimps of the spectacle—Tom Harrington had abandoned the country to its fog of



misery. Everyone had left, with or without regrets, with or without bitterness, letting the island drift away from consciousness on a raft of indifference, the more cynical among them muttering that the country was too fucked even to throw a good war.





His wife knew very well that he nourished an investment in Haiti, not of money or blood but of inexplicable hope, and she knew he could navigate the streets of its capital better than those of Dade County, and that he had adapted to the rhythms of its futility to the extent that he saw, perhaps wrongly, the people’s lives in Haiti as extraordinarily difficult but ordinary nevertheless, and not exempt from grace. Tom admitted he even liked the island, though it made him afraid—the idea of it, the dark myth, his anticipation of its treachery—but almost never when he was there on the ground, slogging about through its landscape of ruination.


And a simple murder, yes. He couldn’t explain that compulsion more than he’d tried. Without a single expectation he felt drawn to Conrad Dolan, Dolan’s unnamed client, and his case. A domestic homicide, a violence between a husband and a wife, had become worthy of Tom’s time—surely no more than forty-eight hours; it had become a vaguely vulgar but compelling opportunity. The sensation was embarrassingly odd, but somehow the transition, the funneling down from the carnage he had witnessed in many of the world’s most violent places to the events surrounding the fate of two individuals struck him as inevitable, a predetermined sequence in the ongoing education that would lead him home, once and for all, having learned whatever lesson still eluded him. And what lesson might that possibly be that had yet to take hold? Love thy neighbor, or exterminate the brutes?





Several mornings later he met the unimposing Dolan at their gate in the Miami airport, dressed in the clothes he had described to Tom on the phone—khaki pants, a collegial blue button-down cotton shirt, a navy blazer, and tasseled loafers—the uniform of Florida’s retired power brokers. Dolan had described himself as looking like a debauched Irishman who had taken a wrong turn coming out of Fenway Park but actually he reminded



Tom of the old parish priest whom he had once served as altar boy at his grandparents’ church in the cold streets of Burlington, Vermont. Dolan was considerably shorter than Tom, round-bellied, and older than Tom had surmised from his voice. His white hair was balding on both sides of what Tom supposed he could call a widow’s peak, and he wore wire-rim glasses, the thick lenses cut in an aviator’s style. Some people who choose to carry a badge can’t hide the fact of their profession merely by dressing out in street clothes; there’s no day off for their aura of authority, their congenital need to scrutinize. Tom had observed them from the periphery in Haiti, an ensemble of high-end cops, the exotica of law enforcement, special agents and security officers and God knows what in blue jeans and business suits, bureaucrats with shoulder holsters, stiff with prosecutorial self-confidence, much like Harrington’s classmates at Yale law school, arrogant and dismissive in their brilliance but dull outside the clubhouse, of no apparent use to Haiti beyond their ability to spend money and scare people with their profound whiteness.


But Dolan could have been anybody; he was different, not because he blended in—he didn’t—but because, Tom quickly learned, he shared Harrington’s preference to look at the world through the eyes of a foot soldier or a cop on the beat, from the ground up. Most of all he loved to talk, his head an archive of stakeouts and busts running back to the glory days of J. Edgar Hoover, and he was enamored by the mystery of personality enough to preserve it from his obligation to rip and dilute and defeat that mystery into paperwork. On the island Dolan would tell Harrington the most difficult type of suspect to interrogate is a raconteur: you ask him his name and never get in a follow-up question. You hear a lot but you never really find out anything. And Tom had thought ungenerously, Dolan is talking about Dolan.


When I was supervisor of the Bureau’s office in San Juan, Dolan said as they checked in for their flight, the only whites in a queue of Haitians, we had a saying, it was like our motto: There are only two types of Americans in the Caribbean, those who are wanted . . .


Yeah?


… and those who are not wanted.


As they walked down the ramp and stood in a second queue waiting to board, Dolan leaned in to Tom to tell a story. The hotel in this airport, I made my last collar here before I retired from the Bureau, he began, lowering his voice. The guy was huge, six foot six, a serial killer, twenty-three victims. A tip came in about two o’clock in the morning that he was staying here, I got a backup from the Miami police force, and we came on over, took the elevator to the fifth floor, and there he is, in the hall with this little white guy. I identified myself and said, You’re under arrest, and he goes like this—Dolan’s right hand reached for his left side. He was wearing a sport coat and I said to myself, Just show me a peek of that gun and I’ll blow you away, you son of a bitch, but he didn’t have a gun on him, it was all reflex, muscle memory, he was drunk and acted instinctively. So we handcuffed the two of them and walked them outside and put them in the car and I told this Miami cop, Fuck, that guy’s lucky, I almost shot him, and the cop says, I was waiting for you to whack him and I was going to take out the witness. The little guy, we find out, is just some good samaritan cabdriver helping a drunk customer to his room.


Dolan’s snapshots from the everyday battle of good and evil were entertaining, but Harrington didn’t know what to say. You married, Mr. Dolan?


Connie.


Connie?


Yeah. Married twenty-nine years. Three kids, all grown. You?


Yes. A daughter in middle school.


Their seats were not together on the plane. At one point during the flight Connie Dolan unbuckled himself and Tom watched him move down the aisle toward him, not light on his feet but energetic and savvy, nodding gregariously at passengers who met his avuncular blue-eyed smile, pausing to exchange words with an older woman dressed in her Sunday finery, not uncomfortable to be a white man in a world turned suddenly black and, by any account except Haiti’s, exceedingly foreign. Even the African American community in Miami looked upon the Haitians as indecipherable hicks. Stopping at Tom’s row, Dolan combusted once more into storytelling, a Cold War tale of a morning spent in farcical surveillance of a Soviet sleeper cell in West Virginia, two agents lost on the highway, missing their exit,



turning around, missing it again. Then Dolan asked about the byzantine power struggles on the island and Tom could sense tension in the men beside him, his two seatmates in the row, and although his reply was polite it was not illuminating. This was a matter not to be discussed in front of strangers, and Tom was wearied by the subject. Each time he left the island he would tell himself the situation there couldn’t possibly get worse. Each time he returned, things were worse. Haiti was postfunctional, a free-range concentration camp, and Tom had abandoned faith in the country’s ability to save itself. Haiti couldn’t find its bottom.


Dolan wanted Tom to teach him how to greet a person in Kreyol.


Como yé? How are you, how’s it going? They’ll answer, Na’p boulé. We’re boiling, we’re on fire.





On the ground, inundated by the mundane details of arrival, Tom felt grateful for Dolan’s composure, his affable patience with inefficient procedure, and saw for himself that Dolan was a man who glided easily into the muddle. They shouldered their bags through customs and, outside in the steam bath, pressed themselves into the scrum of need that surrounded the terminal, a thick ring of suffocating humanity that began to percuss with Harrington’s name. TumTumTum.


Yes, he had been gone too long. Yes, I remember you and you but just as before I am not your savior. No, he had not brought this one shoes, that one a visa.


The sooner you relinquished yourself to somebody, the sooner you could reclaim control, and in the thicket of grabbing hands he selected two boys with familiar faces to carry their luggage across the street to the bare cinder-block building that housed the car rental agencies. The two became four became six and followed behind in a quarrelsome knot, each boy tugging at the bags, each loud boy demanding payment at the door through which they could not enter, each boy merrily given a crisp dollar bill by Dolan.


I see you speak the universal language of shakedown, Tom said wryly, nodding at Dolan’s gold-plated money clip before it disappeared back into his pocket, and Dolan smiled at the illusion of his largesse, a good-natured



businessman taking care of his staff. For the first time Tom wondered if he should consider himself Dolan’s employee; he hadn’t thought about it beyond their gentleman’s agreement—Dolan would pay expenses, the ticket, food and lodging, but beyond that there was no arrangement and Harrington supposed he could stay or go as he wished. They did seem to be in agreement about which rental company to use.


Sir, we thought you had forgotten us, the lugubrious counter agent said with wounded dignity, putting his slack hand in Tom’s, as though the white man were another disappointment to his day.


I did, he confessed.


We have not forgotten you.


No, I wouldn’t think so. Tom had managed to return one of his agency’s vehicles in very bad condition and another with bullet holes through a door panel. How are things? he asked.


We are enjoying the freedom you give us, the agent said, to go to hell. This democracy you give Haiti is killing us.


Tom handed the agent his driver’s license and Dolan’s credit card and a minute later Dolan looked up from the form he was signing and Harrington watched his methodical style come into focus, the script of investigative habits that he understood existed between them as both fraternal bond and ground for competition, brotherly or not. Tell me something, said Dolan, setting his briefcase on the counter, flipping the latches without opening it, and Tom listened to his conversation with the rental agent, whose expression hardened warily as he realized the white man in front of him was a type of policeman. The briefcase opened. Oui, said the agent, examining Dolan’s copy of an invoice; he was the one who had rented the SUV to the American couple several weeks ago. True, the woman was murdered, the vehicle stolen and left a short distance off the road near the swamps of Tintayen. Everyone knew these things, monsieur.


And the man and the woman, said Dolan. Tell me your impression of them.


I had no impression.


Happy, sad, irritated, friendly?


Normal.


Dolan reached back into his briefcase and extracted a brown envelope containing a photograph of the client with his wife, the two of them side by side, lovers in bathing suits, his arm clasped around her suntanned shoulder, posed in front of a giant concrete reproduction of a conch shell that Harrington recalled having seen among the garden of landscaping kitsch at Moulin Sur Mer. Let me see that, Tom said, and took the photograph from Dolan as he pushed it across the counter toward the agent.


Harrington released an involuntary gasp. What’s the problem? asked Dolan, and he gave Tom a hard look, studying his reaction. You okay?


I’m fine, he said, trying to stand straight and breathe normally. I know this woman. Jackie. Jacqueline Scott. A blade of grief twisted into Harrington and through him and then, replaced by arid pity, out, perhaps the only honest emotion he had ever felt for her besides lust and anger, perhaps the only two responses a woman like Jackie could expect from a man once she had his undivided attention.


That’s not her name, said Dolan.


All right, he said, steadying himself. Her hair’s cut different, and it’s been dyed, but I know her. She was freelancing here during the occupation.


I was hoping you’d say that, said Dolan.


You knew? Harrington’s along-for-the-ride equanimity drained into a chilling emptiness and he felt entrapped, his world contracting into Dolan’s, and for a moment on the edge of his consciousness he was aware of a doubling into a second self, his first self receding into the psychic numbing he knew so very well from his years of graveside interviews but had never, not even at the unearthing of a stadium filled with bones, experienced at a depth where everything, all the madness and pain, is meant to disappear. He was sick in the revolting airless heat of the room, on the threshold of a lifelong haunting.


No, I didn’t know, Dolan said. I knew it was a possibility.


Well, shit, he said, his mouth watering, and a foulness at the top of his throat as if he might vomit; he spit on the floor to try to stop the sensation. Back in Miami, Tom had not been clever in his appraisal of the retired special agent, imagining that Dolan, always talking, one anecdote after another, a stream of true-crime monologues, wanted Tom along just



to have someone to attend his stories, drive the car, pick the restaurants, make everything easy.


I was thinking, Tom said, the next time somebody invites me along on a trip, I might ask for more particulars.


I’m sorry. I didn’t think you’d come if I spelled it out up front.


You were right.


When Tom Harrington calmed down, he allowed that if Dolan’s client did not kill his wife, whatever her name was, then perhaps there was a small chance that maybe he knew who did, and Connie Dolan was expecting Tom to say that, too.









CHAPTER TWO


In the final days of the occupation, a Hollywood director came to Port-au-Prince as a special guest of the National Palace to celebrate the great success of democracy and the inauguration of the new president, swept into office by an election free and fair in which no one felt inspired to actually vote. The director, whose work had earned him an Academy Award, had loaned his celebrity to Haiti’s cause; he had championed the refugees washing ashore in Florida, lobbied Congress, raised funds, advised the president-in-exile, spoken out at rallies in Boston and New York and Miami and, with his documentaries, had shown the world the reason for his outrage and his broken heart—the brutalities of the tyrants, the blood of the innocents. His crusade had been noble and for that he was welcomed and loved in the wasteland, and Tom Harrington himself had admired him, and still did.


The director was part of the scene and, to a less public degree, so was Tom and Tom wasn’t entirely surprised, the afternoon before the inauguration, to receive a message at the desk of the Hotel Oloffson where he kept a small apartment, inviting him that evening to dinner with the director and his group. After a shower and a change of clothes he descended to the bar to listen to the day’s scrapings from the correspondents who regularly gathered there to decompress—most would be leaving the country by week’s end—and at the appointed hour drove himself up the darkening mountain, following its sluggish river of traffic and black exhaust, to the



once luxurious suburb of Petionville and the gingerbread coziness of the Kinam Hotel.


The entourage—several producers and assistants, a screenwriter and her husband from Santa Monica, a local driver who tripled as an interpreter and bodyguard—had already taken seats around a long table on the patio, cocktails in hand, robust and mirthful, cosmopolitan, the men in their black jeans and linen shirts, the women in flowery sundresses. Had they gathered in the Seychelles or Saint-Tropez, they would have appeared no different, and perhaps to Harrington’s discredit it had long since ceased to offend him that even the worst places on earth somehow managed to cater to the appetites of the well-heeled. He was offered the flattery of the one remaining chair at the head of the table, lowering himself on a cushion of exchanged compliments, the director to his right, a balding impish producer to his left.


Tell me, the director said, about Jacques Lecoeur.


Where the rutted track stopped at the bank of an aquamarine river flowing out from the rugged and still timbered mountains of the northwest lived Jacques Lecoeur—without meaning to, Tom made it sound quite like a fable. Lecoeur, a cocoa farmer and labor organizer turned, in reputation at least, guerilla chieftain, provided the tyrants with their only form of resistance in the years after the coup d’état. The generals had sent their army marching day and night up the valley where Lecoeur’s people— peasants, cultivators—resided, burning houses and schools, shooting whoever proved too slow to flee. Lecoeur and his men and their families retreated into the refuge of the high mountains, living in caves, scavenging for roots, lost to the world in the most paradisiacal landscape Tom had ever seen anywhere in the tropics. Certainly this much was true: the tyrants’ obsession with hunting down Lecoeur; and after the invasion, the Special Forces’s obsession with outtricking Lecoeur, which they were never able to accomplish in Lecoeur’s endless game of hide-and-seek. In this way, Lecoeur had become an enigmatic celebrity, perhaps the only one Haiti had to offer the world. Because the U.S. military’s intelligence units listened without discrimination to any voice that would whisper a confidence into their many ears, their profile on Lecoeur was confounding, fragmented, and contradictory: one week Lecoeur was a freedom fighter, the next a



bandit and a murderer; he was a warrior messiah, or maybe a gang leader; he and his men were weaponless save for Lacoeur’s own pistol and a few M1s they had lifted from the Haitian army; on the contrary, a Special Forces intel officer once told Harrington, the Cubans were shipping them arms.


In the course of his mission, four times Harrington had hiked up through that burnt-out valley and into the mountains to document the former regime’s crimes in the region, twice unsuccessfully with American commandos, twice with various journalists who were also Tom’s friends. When Lecoeur finally allowed himself to be found, appearing wraithlike out of the jungle to sit with them in a clearing and endure their questions, Tom didn’t know what to think about this unassuming man. He was shy, well-educated, articulate without being dogmatic—Tom theorized he was perhaps nothing more than a modern-day maroon, a runaway, a man who had refined the feral art of saving his own skin. No hard evidence suggested otherwise but, even now, months later, the bloody reports crackled down from the northwest mountains: overrun outposts, attacks on garrisons, summary executions and assassinations and torchings, each incident of vengeance attributed to the wily, bearded Lecoeur, Haiti’s Che Guevara, her Robin Hood. Personally, Tom believed none of it, but the appeal of the myth was not lost on him. Lecoeur had what moviegoers would recognize as star power.


The director was intrigued, engaged by these accounts of a true son of the land, a reincarnation of the slave chieftains who had defeated, two hundred years earlier, the slave owners, Napoleon, and the French.


I want to meet this guy, said the director. He wanted Harrington to take them up there.


Who? Tom asked, mildly alarmed. All of you? Around the table, their optimistic faces bobbed excitement. It was possible, Harrington said, but the request made him uneasy. He had a mental image of leading the sweaty troupe on a ghost chase around and around the mountains, doused by squalls and roasted by the sun, their energy never flagging, surrounded by a mosquito-cloud of ragged, mesmerized children. These were not timid or naive people who readily balked at obstacles, yet when Tom explained the expedition would take a day or two to arrange and two more to accomplish,



with, of course, no guarantee of safety or success, that was the end of the scheme, there was not enough time to squeeze in the adventure. The entourage groaned their disappointment and picked up their forgotten menus; the director turned to the screenwriter and began a separate conversation; the waiter came and the table ordered and the director followed him back to the kitchen to say something to the chef.


Sighing, the producer leaned toward Tom and laid his chin in the palm of his hand. We’ve touched a nerve here, said the producer. Oliver Stone’s been to Chiapas, you see, to meet Subcommandante Marcos.


Harrington did not think more or less of the director for this explanation; famous people, powerful people, were drawn to each other, compelled to sniff out the scent of their peers and judge them equal or inferior, look into the mirror of their own importance, and he did not feel the compulsion was necessarily shallow or gratuitous or insincere, only inevitable. There was no glory left in Haiti that wasn’t hollow anyway; the grand campaigns, the highest principles, had all decayed or would soon fail, but all of them were still pretending that their swords remained sharp, that their crusades held meaning. It was simply the way you had to be in Haiti until the day arrived when you could not be that way ever again.


And then there was a blast outside the Kinam, the concussion sending the faintest kiss of air across the cheeks of the diners, who collectively tensed and caught their breath. Excuse me, Harrington told the producer and slid back his chair. Someone nearby out in the darkness had fired a gun and Tom had been conditioned by Haiti and its predecessors to appreciate the coincidence of right time, wrong place. Now it was pure curiosity; before that, in El Salvador, pure paralyzing fear. The driver stood up with Tom and Harrington could see the butt of his pistol like a broken hip bone jutting out from his waistband. Everyone else stayed in their seats. If there was a story, they could hear it later.


But there was no story to bring back to them with their meals. The hotel manager and the director were already on the sidewalk by the time the driver and Tom came out to peer into the darkness of Petionville’s decrepit plaza, empty but for a few hardened shadows passing underneath the vault of trees, a lone cook fire near the corner where the tap-taps stopped for



the hordes of passengers during the day. They listened carefully for any further trouble but the streets were almost serene with the emptiness of their secrets. A few police milled about on the apron of the station across the block at the top of the square and it was there, the manager guessed, the shot had been fired. Sometimes, he said, these fools even shoot themselves accidentally, playing with their weapons.


The four men returned to the patio in an expansive mood, the director asking the solicitous manager for a bottle of Barbancourt Special Reserve to be delivered to the table. Their food was served in a steamy cloud of garlic and chili vinegar and grilled fish and the talk turned to the year Tom Harrington had spent on the island investigating its massacres. Had he seen much of the American commandos who controlled the countryside? What did Tom think about the various pundits who were saluting or decrying America’s rehabilitation of the warrior culture? And then—Tom shouldn’t have been surprised but he was—the discussion turned to moviemaking. The people at the table were planning to make a soldier movie set in Haiti.


This will be different, he overheard the director say to the screenwriter. We’re not doing this for our Haitian friends, he said and she smiled knowingly and nodded once that she understood. Let’s think patriotism, romance. A Green Beret and an aid worker? A Green Beret and a Haitian woman?


Think The Sand Pebbles meets M.A.S.H., said the producer.


What does that mean? Tom asked.


I don’t know, said the producer, except they’re both great movies. You’ll help us out on this, won’t you?


The waiter replaced their dishes with slices of lime pie and glass chalices containing smooth globes of mango sorbet. The director refilled Tom’s empty brandy snifter with Barbancourt, which he compared to the finest cognac.


Tom smiled politely and sat back in his chair, not meaning to ponder the invitation but he looked to be doing just that. The proposition seemed so offhand and uncalculated that it struck him as cavalier, as if he were being gathered up to go to a party—come on, hop in—and although he had no idea what he might possibly contribute to such a novel enterprise



as the making of a movie, of course, and perhaps naively, he agreed to the unlikely project.


Haiti was the director’s true cause, his central passion—but Tom couldn’t say why, and never dwelled on it. Harrington saw him twice more: the next day at the inauguration, dressed in a business suit and seated among the dignitaries in the grandstand erected in front of the National Palace, and then a final time coming out of Galerie Issa with his entourage, stacks of paintings cradled in their arms. No one mentioned the movie to Tom again, and it was never made.





On the periphery of the conversation, while they finished their pie and sorbet, Tom had noticed the screenwriter get up from the table and disappear back around the corner of the wall that separated the patio from the interior bar, presumably to find the toilet. Now she returned light on her feet, a gust of excitement, her face flushed with serendipity.


There is the most perfect, lovely girl around the corner, she announced breathlessly to the table, and named a pixieish Hollywood actress who starred in romantic comedies as the perfect, lovely girl’s identical twin. The screenwriter imagined the wolf in her male friends’ expressions because she playfully admonished, You men stay away from her, with a theatrical drawl.


The table trafficked in ingenues, though, and had no interest in her. On the other hand, the actress who had been compared to the girl around the corner was one of Harrington’s favorites, the standard-bearer for every Sally-next-door heartthrob fantasy the studios could confect, and he found the temptation to have a quick look irresistible.


Excuse me, he said, popping up, a boyish grin on his face. I’ll be right back.


For once in Haiti, he was having an unqualified good time. The evening had made him dizzy and unselfconsciously energized, drunk from the unaccustomed attention of well-known people, and Tom Harrington felt he had rare gifts to hand out to any audience: charm or knowledge or, god knows, some cause for happiness.


He walked toward the soft-lit pool at the rear of the hotel, turning where the patio elbowed to the right along a stuccoed arcade, each of its



arches providing a discreet shelter for diners seeking privacy. She was in the third alcove, her back to him, having dinner with a correspondent from the Guardian who had returned to London several months ago after the elections. The correspondent glanced up from his conversation with the girl and, smiling broadly, his eyes met Tom’s and he called him over. Suddenly embarrassed by his game, Tom lurched forward to the side of their table, trying to remember the fellow’s name, and took the journalist’s hand with unnatural exuberance, saying loudly, Good to see you, and When did you get back?


Yesterday, he said. It’s too fucking quiet, isn’t it.


Tom shifted his eyes expectantly toward the girl but her head was tilted down at her plate, only the golden crown of her head visible, the cut of her neck-length hair shielding her face—a remote angel—and she made no effort to acknowledge Tom’s presence, and so he returned his attention to her companion and they spoke for a few minutes about mutual friends, Tom’s eyes darting back and forth between the fellow and the girl until finally his Guardian friend felt prompted to introduce him.


Do you know Jacqueline?


When she raised her blue eyes to grant him an insincere smile, Tom was indeed astonished by her resemblance to the famous actress, and instantly inflamed by her cover-girl wholesomeness, the appearance of it at least. She had a nervous body, clapping knees and restless arms, but was not timid under the scan of yet another pair of fixated eyes, and regarded Tom with an utter absence of interest. Instead of dazzling, her beauty seemed to be the source of profound comfort and unending satisfaction, the American ideal, the girl every boy dreamed of courting and winning, the girl who made every one of them crazy in high school and wretched in college, their universal torture queen, blithe collector of tormented young hearts, the first and last girl to occupy their beautiful self-told lies of perfect love, perfect companionship, the one they could never stop needing and never stop hating and never get out of their minds. Hers would be a slavish cult of eager youth and wicked men, and Tom could only be thankful that, given the manifold distances between them—she in her midtwenties, he entering his forties; a mathematical separation not quite tainted by the dread of



imaginary fatherhood—any intimacy they might impossibly stumble into would be short and bitter, rather than what it would have been otherwise: prolonged and destructive. Still, she was a cookie, a forbidden treat you may or may not be allowed, and although he had nothing to say to her and nothing came to mind, he could not take his eyes off her.


Jackie’s a photographer, said the fellow from the Guardian, and Tom tried to see her more clearly through the perspective of her profession but she was too green, too studied in her wrinkled clothes: baggy, many-pocketed khaki pants and an immaculate V-neck T-shirt the color of a lemon. No jewelry, not even a wristwatch, except for small gold studs in her ears—not a total naïf, then; at least she knew not to bait herself for a mugging.


Who do you work for? Tom asked.


Nobody. She shrugged and examined her unpainted fingernails. Tom looked to the Guardian for an explanation but he cocked an eyebrow and shrugged as well. Weird chick, said his face, and Tom thought, Does she not understand where she is?


Good luck, he said and retreated to his table.


Later he would always think how peculiar it was, the way he met her— hardly a meeting at all. A comic impulse to mock the implication in the screenwriter’s half-serious warning to stay away from her. Tom had only wanted a look. It was nothing really, a sixty-second charade of voyeurism and desire.


A quick look, and then he could tell himself that he knew her story, but it was the other way around, somehow she knew his, and it would be a while before he began to believe she had meant to be at the Kinam that night, sitting with an acquaintance of Tom’s, and only the details of how he came to her table could be called coincidence.


Well? prompted the screenwriter, giddy with anticipation. Did you see her? What did I tell you? She’s fabulous, right?


We’re engaged, Tom said, and everybody snickered. But he was afraid that somehow she embodied a cycle in his life, a bad old season blowing in, and already he hoped to see her again.









CHAPTER THREE


As they were leaving the airport, his anger with Connie Dolan receded toward the fact of the matter; the girl was dead—murdered—and he could not escape the guilty notion that he owed her this if nothing else, the decency of caring. Despite Dolan’s manipulations, he would consent to the intent of their partnership, without making much of an effort to explain to himself why.


Tom merged with the traffic headed into the city, four lanes on a two-lane road and everybody doing as he pleased. Over on the right, that big compound is the LIC, he said. The Americans headquartered there, once they secured the airport.


Yeah, yeah, fuck, said Dolan, paling, his attention fixed nervously on the road. You’re driving too fast.


I should probably tell you about Eville, said Tom.


On his final visit to the LIC, Harrington was overwhelmed by its stark atmosphere of pathos and impending abandonment, and it struck him as a pitiful thing when a great army decamps quietly at the end of an ambiguous campaign, neither victorious nor defeated but simply done, a giant suddenly weary of his own strength and the raw lack of circumstances to use it properly, the world rendered arbitrary by a vacuum of purpose. What was once a paranoid protocol of security checkpoints, identity confirmations, pat downs and wandings and assigned escorts from the Public Affairs office had dwindled to a lone guard waving Tom



through the gates and past the outdoor souvenir market, an on-base convenience for the eternally busy Americans, the vendors staring out from their ramshackle kiosks like people resigned to the perpetuity of their thirst. They were there to sell to the soldiers, but the soldiers were gone. Well, very near gone.


It was late in the afternoon the day of the inauguration and Tom had just come from the ceremony at the palace, where he had stood sweating on the lawn in front of the portico, straining to make out the portentous words of the new president, wearing for the first time the tricolored sash of his office, as he addressed his nation. He was tall and gaunt, bearded and handsome, impeccably dressed in a black suit—a former baker converted to the religion of politics by an ex-priest ascended through the politics of religion, but he mumbled into the thicket of microphones on the podium, and Tom couldn’t understand him.


What’s he saying? Tom asked a stick-thin Haitian journalist pressed against him in the crowd.


I don’t know, either, said the Haitian. He’s drunk.


Did he just say, Fuck America?


Non, monsieur, the journalist smiled with sly eyes, enjoying the question. The president cannot say that today. The president said, Beaucoup. Merci beaucoup, America. Tomorrow he can say this other thing.





A dwindling afternoon of sepia-tinted air and smoky, dark palm silhouettes in the gauze of light. In a grove of hardwood trees next to the cavernous metal building where the military had established its command and control center, Harrington saw what he mistook for a barbecue, merry soldiers in running shorts and olive T-shirts attending burn cans topped by a blue whip of flames. Out the open door at the side of the building—a former warehouse for the boatloads of cheap bras and dime-store undies manufactured at the LIC before the embargo crushed what passed for an economy in Haiti—another soldier appeared with another carton of documents to tilt into the burn, the attendants stirring the heavy sheaves of files with iron rods, a self-cleaning military, emptying the infinite bureaucracy of its mind of petty obsessions, institutional whisperings, the myriad little secrets of



the occupation. If you wanted to know what happened here, he thought, learn to read the ashes.


Anybody seen Eville? Tom had asked.


Who?


Master Sergeant Eville Burnette, Third Group Special Forces.


Their shaved heads nodded him through the door and his boots echoed the length of the concrete, through a space he had last seen veined with cables and wires and branchings of line, everywhere hookups and uplinks and patch-ins into the mad electric flow of information, wall to wall with cubicles and folding cots, gear everywhere, coffee urns and water coolers, uniforms bull-penned in a cacophony of briefings and debriefings, the human heat and stifling wet air shoved back and forth by industrial fans. Troops sacked out, officers on the phone, on the computer, talking to satellites, officers giving stand-up interviews to the networks, troops watching themselves on CNN, and if you asked anybody inside the LIC what was going on, the only true and enduring answer you could never get was, Nothing, or simply, Behold—we exist.


Tom loved coming here, the odd sense of visiting a very efficient factory that produced essentially useless things.


The Special Forces hated it at the LIC. Coming out of the countryside to Port-au-Prince, coming to headquarters, was the worst sort of punishment they could handle without dropping their legendary composure and going berserk. Here, in the LIC, generals weaned on the Cold War screamed about their mustaches, about the sleeves of their battle-dress blouses tucked in a jungle roll, told them to put their helmets on, take their sunglasses off. Stand straight, put on your seat belt, get a haircut now, I want to hear you sons of bitches speaking English. Yessir, sir. When they left their outposts in the hinterlands and walked into the LIC to deal with the conventional army, the SF pretended they were among foreigners, in another country altogether where they may or may not be the enemy.


Eville and his team had been up north in Saint-Marc, the last Special Forces unit to be pulled back to the capital and now the last operational detachment left in Haiti, assigned the delicate honor of training a palace guard, the president’s own private army, its predecessor known worldwide



and to history as the Ton Ton Macoutes, a synonym for paramilitary terror. They were the debutantes of the inauguration, the new guard, their presence heralding the official end to the American intervention in Haiti, and since the palace guard had gotten through the day without launching a coup d’état, and had further established its professionalism by restraining its natural urge to shoot, beat, or club the citizens, Harrington imagined Eville and his guys would be congratulating themselves for this memorable afternoon spent in the maternity ward of democracy, handing out cigars.


But inside the LIC that day instead of celebration he found only gloom and disgust, its mighty enterprise humbled into the far corner of the vast warehouse that was a constantly shrinking warren of plywood stalls, bare walls without ceilings, blankets and rain ponchos draped for doors. Before calling Eville’s name, Tom stood on the threshold of the colony and listened: the springy patter of a keyboard, faraway rock and roll leaking out from someone’s headphones, a tubalike fart greeted by a groan.


In here, said Eville, and his voice led Tom through the maze to the sergeant’s kennel.


Eville sat on the edge of his cot, hunched over, elbows on his knees, the son and grandson and great-grandson of a Montana ranching family, staring at his massive steer-roping hands as if they had been painted with disgrace. Tom lowered himself down on a footlocker facing him and sat quietly for a while, waiting for Eville to speak but he could not stitch together words and Tom was bewildered and saddened by the sight because the master sergeant was a strong man in every way, open and true even in his unmilitary emotions, and now Tom was seeing him made weak.


Say, Ev, you all right, man?


His team had been shipped out in the middle of the night. No warning, said Eville, nothing, just, Listen up, girls, there’s a C-130 waiting for you at the airport and I want you on it in one hour because you are outta here. Eville raised his head, his eyes red with the sting of betrayal. They left me and Stew and Brooks to sweep up, we have a couple more pallets to pack and then that’s the ball game, back to Bragg by the end of the week, Hey baby, I’m home, let’s pick up the pieces of our sorry-ass lives. He paused and shook his head like a boxer after a roundhouse punch, his flat, plain face contorted



by anguish, and said softly—Eville was always soft-voiced, you could look at him and guess that about him—Man, we should have been there today. We were screwed by our chain, man.


Command—not Special Operations but the dinosaurs, the fossils, the holdbacks in the regular army, the ones still fighting communists and Vietnam—had forbidden Master Sergeant Eville Burnette and his captain and warrant officer and the nine other commandos on their A-team to go anywhere near the National Palace during the inauguration, and it didn’t matter that the team had a right to be there in the background, taking pride in the moment with the men they had trained, and it no longer mattered that for eighteen months, while the Green Berets had been living hard and working like sled dogs, the politicians in Washington couldn’t decide who the enemy was. Were the good guys the bad guys or were the ones they had come here to kill—the macoutes and the vampires and the tyrants—the bad guys, and after a while it seemed the answer was, well, everybody’s a bad guy but work with them anyway. But now here was a fresh new answer, definitive and irreversible, the bad guys were the Special Forces, a magnet for negative press, straggling back in from their little kingdoms with weapons missing and vehicles unaccounted for, guilty of the twin heresies of self-reliance and self-importance, and no one stepped forward to protect them from the outrage of the generals.


It always fucking ends this way, said Eville, and Tom couldn’t help but feel sorry for him, his congenital optimism replaced by this devastation of malaise, the insinuation that he had not done the job he had been asked to do, that he had somehow performed shoddily, dishonorably. Harrington, who had seen them, watched them—Eville and his men and other Special Forces teams salted throughout Haiti—knew that the truth burned brightly at the other end of the spectrum. They came and left with a deep faith that they could fix things, but they couldn’t fix Haiti, and now in their failure they had begun to hate the island in order to keep from doubting themselves.


Eville Burnette waved off Tom’s attempt to commiserate; he didn’t need an apologist and he didn’t want a cheerleader and they would have this mandatory silence between them on the subject of failure. Instead Harrington invited him to dinner the following night though he wasn’t sure if anyone was actually free to leave the base.


Bring some friends if you want.


I have friends? Eville asked, but he was smiling.


The sergeant warmed to the idea of stepping out, stepping away, the one thing you could almost never do on a deployment but who was left to tell him no. His mood swung up and the smile expanded into his eyes. Hey, he said. It’s okay. I did what I came to do, the people of this country are free again, we only lost one of our own, and I didn’t have to kill anyone.


But Harrington found himself thinking darkly that maybe we’d all be better off if you had.





Harrington and Dolan came to a stop in an infernal tangle of traffic, opposing lanes suddenly head-to-head, drivers standing in the road engaged in the popular theater of shouting matches.


Connie Dolan said with a mischievous lilt that he had no idea humanitarian do-gooders like Tom were inclined to be so kissy with the military and then laughed when he saw the spark in Harrington’s eyes. No, come on, he said. What’s the deal with Eville?


This is an easy one, Tom said, his voice deliberately tight. What did you say you used to do? Special agent for what?


Okay, I got it, said Dolan, bemused. Everybody gets a kick out of playing wiseass with cops, right? You want me to guess. He knew the girl.


Right, but Tom didn’t know how the sergeant knew her, only that he had the uncomfortable feeling they knew each other from somewhere else besides Haiti. There was something about them together I couldn’t see, couldn’t understand, said Tom. Something about their relationship was really off. Or really on. Maybe that was it.


You’re saying they had a thing together.


I doubt any man could have a thing with Jackie.


You say that because?


She was insane.


Dolan seemed to consider this. And you’re familiar with the insane, he said. That’s not a question.


That goddamn girl, Tom said, talking to himself, a gravelly release of breath. She had managed to make him less of a man than he thought he was



and he had done everything he could to forget her, to will her nonexistent, but there was no reprieve from a succubus and for the two years since he had last seen her Jackie had found her way into his dreams, waiting there for him on the street corner of his libido like a neighborhood whore, and now here out of the blue was Dolan, delivering her volatile presence back into Tom’s life and in that respect it hardly mattered if she were dead or not.


What do you mean, That’s not a question? he said, snapping at Dolan.


What the fuck is that supposed to mean, I’m familiar with the insane?


It’s a joke.


Give me a heads-up the next time you plan on being funny.





Drivers slammed horns, threw up their arms, got out, yelled, and Tom thought, being summoned as an expert witness to pronounce over the dark adventure of Jackie’s life was the last thing he ever wanted to be doing with his own and yet once again he was trapped by his unhealthy curiosity for her. Unhealthy to the point of diseased, he’d say—he had caught something from her, some decay transmitted from soul to soul, but then he recollected contemptuously that by her own admittance she lacked a soul.


At the intersection ahead they could see a scarecrow of a man urging a dump truck to back up to allow a group of men to push a battered pickup, its bed loaded with passengers who refused to get out, off the road where a row of grimy makeshift garages strewn with iron carnage awaited it. Across the street, a dealership’s lot was filled and gleaming with row after row of Japanese-made SUVs. A few minutes later a pair of men dressed only in soiled pants, a ruffle of sweat at each man’s waistband, came weaving through the clot of traffic with a casket balanced on their heads, six brass handles to a side and upholstered in velvet the color of a green lollipop. Good God, Dolan observed drily, they’s burying James Brown, and they inched forward toward the sooty crucible of the city.


What do you think? Tom asked Dolan, nodding out the windshield as they began to enter the ramshackle neighborhoods and Dolan said he’d seen worse, the slums of Rio, San Juan, Bogotá. But he hadn’t seen anything yet.


Where the road gullied at the next intersection a traffic cop stepped out of nowhere and whistled for Tom to stay put and when Tom tried to



go around the policeman skipped in front of him and banged his fist on the hood. All right, Tom said, smiling coldly back at the man’s glare. No problem.


And as they sat watching the cross traffic pour through he told Dolan of the night a month after the invasion when he was stopped in this exact spot, everything pitch-black except the double and sometimes triple row of taillights of the cars in front of him snaking up the hill toward the choke point at Delmas, bumper-to-bumper and no one moving, no one coming down, either, because the people trying to go up had blocked the lanes. A storm that had been up on the mountains had slid down on them and it rained catastrophically for twenty minutes like it was coming out of a fire hose, a constant artillery of thunderclaps. In the white flash of lightning he saw a roaring avalanche of broken, brilliant glass crashing down, and then it stopped for a minute and Tom rolled down his window to get some air. Everything was quiet, people had turned off their headlights and everything was dark. Then he began to hear a deep, approaching rumble and as the wall of water came down the gully Tom could hear the screams of the passengers inside one of the cars in front of him as it surged up and rolled and tumbled in the flood down toward the sea. Lightning flashed again and he could see people, families, children, swept out of their shacks, their arms flailing, the water rising until he could feel it tugging at his front wheels and he got out shaking and went down the line of cars behind him trying to get people to back up but they were paralyzed. Tom could see the glowing terror of their eyes as he came out of the darkness to their windows, the white ball of his face bobbing around, adding to the horror, but the flash flood wasn’t the worst of it.


He went back to his car and the water hadn’t come up any more but it started raining again, not heavy this time but steady and unpleasantly cold, and as he looked across the new gorge of the flooded intersection at the line of cars on the other side, four cars up he saw a cracking sprinkle of lights, like flashbulbs popping out little tongues of hot color, then a huge boom detonated off over the harbor and the sky was illuminated just long enough for him to see a guy move from the fourth car up to the third car up and then it was black again and then he saw another pop of yellow-red lights



and then the form of this man moving to the next car and bzzrt, he had a machine pistol or an Uzi and was going from car to car spraying people as they sat cowering from the storm and Tom thought, Shit, there’s only one car left and the water’s going down and what’s he going to do, wade across and keep going down the line? but when the killer walked up to the driver’s window of the last car and bent over to look in, a blue-edged cone of white light took his head right off. Finally, cars behind Tom were backing up, their tires spinning on the wet tar, and he got his own car turned around and got out of there, going the opposite direction from where he wanted to be, and he wasn’t thinking clearly because he thought he’d go to the airport and get a plane out in the morning but of course there weren’t any flights because the airport had been closed for months and he thought, Okay, I’ll still go to the airport because the 10th Mountain Division is there, thinking they can do something, they can help, so he drove up to the main gate into a sudden blinding sun of kleig lights and voices yelling at him to get the fuck out of his vehicle and lie on the ground and he’s lying in the mud screaming, I’m an American for God’s sake, and they shout back, Are you in trouble?


Not me, Tom tried to explain, but there’s people—


The soldiers he can’t see behind the lights shout back, Then get the fuck out of here, man. What’s wrong with you, you crazy asshole?


So he got up out of the mud and gave the finger to the 10th Mountain Division and drove across the road to the LIC, which was still abandoned and full of squatters and refugees and he parked next to the night watchman’s kiosk and crawled into the backseat and smoked a pack of cigarettes and then pretended to himself, I’m sleeping. The sky began to turn light and Tom wanted a shower and his bed back at the Oloffson and he wanted a drink, he wanted ten drinks, so he got behind the wheel and went back the way he was trying to go the night before and the road was empty. The intersection was ripped up, a gouge in the earth stinking strongly of death and sewage, the cross streets above it and below it torn apart, houses sheared in half, awful-smelling red mud and soggy household trash everywhere but no cars, nothing, empty. Nobody and nothing on the road but Tom. Nothing in Haiti ever gets cleaned up, so what was he supposed to think? He climbed down into the debris-strewn channel of the intersection and



followed the raging path of the water down to the sea, where he stood staring at the unspeakably contaminated shallows. Nothing. He couldn’t go to the police—the police had been disbanded—and the American military was too obsessed with protecting itself from God knows what to be bothered. For days he queried everybody he thought might know something, he knocked on doors of the houses that had survived the deluge, he went to the Haitian radio stations, but no one had heard of a car being washed away or a gunman going from car to car assassinating people and then getting shot himself and Tom thought, What am I supposed to do with this? And it dawned on him, if he wrote it into a report, it happened; otherwise, it never happened.


So what’d you do? asked Dolan.


I haven’t really thought about it, he said, until that cop brought his fist down on the hood, and Dolan told him, You know, Tom, you can’t go bearing witness to every fucking terrible thing.









CHAPTER FOUR


In the final days of the occupation the photographers owned the veranda at the Hotel Oloffson. From midmorning until lunch you’d find them here in their bulging vests stirring coffee and passing around a pack of cigarettes, their cameras in pieces on the tables, a glossy-black clutter of expensive metals and indestructible alloys, canisters of film scattered about like unchambered rounds of ammunition, telescopic lenses like mortar tubes, their vernacular as esoteric as the military’s, distilled with acronyms, equipment referenced by numbers alone. But most of the time, and this, too, like the soldiers, the photographers were waiting, slumped on the cool veranda in wicker chairs, passengers on an old riverboat trapped in the stagnant eddy of Port-au-Prince, saying little, the light gone, the light coming, the light something nobody has time to stop and think about, the story over, the story just beginning, the world being created here and the world in agony and dying.


On that Thursday morning, on a day as dull as all the others in the aftermath of the elections, the photographers gathered as usual for a late breakfast—nothing planned, exactly; a farewell meal but they didn’t bother to call it that. Like the correspondents, they were always forming and dissolving, bumping into each other in New York and London, in Berlin and Paris and Rome, Tokyo, Mexico City, regrouping as a tribe in every god-lonely place in the world where hatred gushed through the streets in order to supply the citizens back home with the images of the endlessly playing



movie called Other People’s Problems. The ones who had gotten up early to find something to shoot were trudging back in from their prowl across the festering city; the ones who had closed down the bars straggled red-eyed to the veranda from their rooms in flip-flops, shirttails out, hair still wet, camera bags slung over their shoulders. Tables were dragged together. Joseph, the waiter, brought glasses of watery orange juice and omelets.


Tom Harrington sat by himself at the table to the left of the diamond of steps leading to the flowered grounds, doodling in the margins of his running list of phone numbers. He waited for a callback granting him an audience with the recently installed Minister of Justice or a few minutes of conversation with somebody, anybody—the incoming president, the outgoing president, the chief of the National Police, the family pets of the children of any member of the high court—but the new government and its followers were no longer immune to the international press and its toxicity, no one was talking, and for the immediate future, it seemed, that phobia had splashed over onto the NGO community as well and Harrington’s painstakingly arranged schedule of meetings had stalled in a limbo of postponements. Give us time, the nouveau politicians had assured him, to get accustomed to the idea that we are actually running the country, since we’ve never even run so much as a gas station in our ass-whipped lives. Even Gerard, his fixer, had become bored after their breakfast together and had gone down to the gates of the compound to sit with the other drivers and translators playing cards in the shade of the coconut palms.


Eventually latecomers began to sit at Tom’s table—a tall, freckled, red-haired lunatic from Colorado whom Tom had once seen photograph over the shoulder of a macoute gunman as the gunman emptied his pistol into a teenage boy; a shy photographer from Japan with an upturned bowl of shiny black hair and a permanent smile who had begun his career by snapping soft-porn shots of high school girls in Osaka; a blonde-haired, deeply tanned woman from the Washington Post, all arms and legs in trekking shorts and tank top who had cataloged the most grisly human rights abuses after the coup d’état, hundreds of photos she had shared with Tom, the entire trove copied, cataloged, and stored in his Miami law office in boxes marked Evidence. She was headed home to Washington, the Japanese fellow had



booked a thirty-six-hour flight to East Timor, and the lunatic was off to Chechnya to disappear, Tom later heard, into the bloody storm of Russia’s unforgiving little war, and if you love the zone too much that’s what happened—one way or another you became your own vanishing act. A friend of Tom’s, Daniel, an AP photographer, took the last empty chair, unclipping a walkie-talkie from his belt and setting it on the table; he wasn’t going anywhere because Haiti was his home. It was a fact few outsiders readily appreciated because it made no fucking sense to most of them and to many Haitians as well, that Haiti was a world you might freely choose to live in—You live here! For God’s sake, why?


The story was dead, the Haitian people were becoming invisible again, imaginary creatures, right before the magnifying eyes of the international press and there was nothing the pep could do about it—their success would not bring the journalists back, their failure would no longer earn the dubious privilege of the media’s attention. The woman from the Post mentioned she had gone to Cité Soleil yesterday morning, to document the inauguration from the perspective of the gangrenous slums, but had left after twenty minutes, unnerved by the hostility and threats. Journos had always been welcomed in the slums as protectors, their presence evidence that somebody in the world had taken notice of the people at the bottom but an unscalable fence of acrimony had been erected, kids with guns were taking over the infested grid, forming gangs, against all blans because everybody was leaving and nothing had changed and in fact nobody cared. In the past she would have persisted but now even persistence felt like part of the larger betrayal of these youth who had paid in blood for the fraud of democracy.


Freedom has made them feral, said the red-haired lunatic.


None of the whites at the table wanted to talk about these things.





It was at this moment, sitting on the veranda of the Oloffson with the photographers, that Tom Harrington saw Jacqueline Scott for a second time. She took one step out of the shadow of the lobby onto the veranda and paused to glance around and she seemed dulled in some way and uncertain, common traits of someone freshly arrived in the muddle, but still her



beauty rifled through him and he wanted very much just to be able to look at her quietly and dream, as he might at the movies. A mere glimpse of her energized Tom in the doldrums of the morning.


Do you know this girl behind you? he asked the Post photographer, who turned to look as Jacqueline Scott stepped back into the hush of the lobby, all dark wood and rattan furniture and ceiling fans.


I think that was Jackie, she said. Right. I took her along yesterday to Cité Soleil.


You know her then? She’s a photographer?


She’s new. She asked to go. She needs someone to help her out. We all did, didn’t we?


She looks like that actress, said Daniel.


She looks like Joan of Arc, said their future emissary to Chechnya.


I can’t quite picture her in Cité Soleil, Tom said.


Don’t you guys sell her short, said the woman from the Post. She doesn’t back off. She handled herself well.


Who’s she work for?


No one just yet. She has some names, contacts. So that’s it, the Post photographer sighed and stood up. Good luck, everyone. I have a plane to catch.


Without a word, the red-haired photographer from Colorado stood up as well, lifted his bag over his shoulder and descended the steps to the parking lot and into oblivion. The large group at the pushed-together tables began to break up; accounts were settled, embraces exchanged, drivers summoned. The gear, piles of it, humped away. The Japanese photographer finished cleaning his lenses and replaced them in a foam-lined case with the care and delicacy of explosive charges.


Daniel said that he and his wife were hosting a dinner that evening for stay-arounds, but Tom told him sorry, he had made other arrangements and couldn’t make it. Then Jackie was there at the table, asking to buy black-and-white film, if anyone had extra. She looked ready for the streets—a tan cotton vest over her T-shirt, olive-green slacks, hiking boots, camera bag, a huge Nikon strapped around her elegant neck, her expression unnecessarily grave, a slight urgency in her voice. It struck Tom, as it had that night at the



Kinam, that she was without charm, and perhaps that was her intention, a way of muting or dampening the blaze of her physical appeal.


He offered her a seat but she didn’t acknowledge the invitation. The Japanese photographer rummaged through his bag and found six rolls of Tri-X and she made no objection when he gave her the film and wouldn’t take anything for it but karmic goodwill.


So what’s happening today? she asked with her eyes darting along a line somewhere above their heads.


Zed, zero, zip. Everybody’s pulling out, said Daniel, but no sooner had he spoken than the walkie-talkie began to fizz, and they listened to the crackled report of his colleague checking in. A roadblock, a protest, tires burning on the highway in front of Cité Soleil, a commonplace excitement but Daniel was the last man chained to the story and his presence was required. Anybody want to come along? he asked and Tom expected Jackie to jump at the chance but she said no.


What do you want to happen today? he asked her. She was beautiful and he didn’t know her and it would be a game, he thought, to get to know her.


Can I sit and have a cup of coffee with you guys? she asked as she pulled out a chair and sat. Impossible that anyone had ever told her no.


The conversation did not flow. She talked haltingly for a few minutes with the Japanese photographer about editors and magazines and syndicates and then he, too, joined the exodus to the airport. Her coffee arrived and she sat stirring sugar into it, clearly uncomfortable, and so he stopped watching her and asked the simplest question—about her home, where she came from. She jerked her posture straight from her intense, nervous hunch and met his eyes and Tom didn’t think she had even heard what he said but instead asked a question of her own.


Are you busy today?


Impossibly, he joked, hoping she would suggest a common adventure, an enterprise through which he might invent some small usefulness to Jackie, a mutual purpose that would legitimize his interest in her. Something in him—not his heart—reached toward her; he was neither a fool nor a lecher but certainly a man intrigued by the myriad possibilities that, at least on the surface, her youth and beauty and intrepidness implied. In fact, he



explained, since she didn’t seem to pick up on his sarcasm, I have a thousand things to do but nobody in the government seems to want to work today.


I don’t want to get in your way, she said, and the hint of adolescent whine in her tone annoyed him, as if now, after cracking a window to the possibility of their companionship, she felt compelled by fickleness to close it without delay, the come-here-get-away dance of teenage girls, woefully familiar to teenage boys and a glum memory for their older selves.


You in my way actually sounds pretty good, he flirted, without an effect on her expression, and he began to wonder if she ever retreated far enough from the constant tension of her self-control to smile. Then Tom himself became more serious and wanted her to tell him why she was here, just arriving when everyone else couldn’t jump ship fast enough.


The UN isn’t leaving, she said. The Haitians aren’t leaving.


Point taken, Tom said, for what it’s worth. Then he couldn’t help himself and he lapsed into a grand soliloquy, like every other horse’s ass who had ever sat too long on the veranda of the Oloffson. And for what it’s worth, he continued, the pictures of ordinary people, the ones mired in pathos, bearing the weight of it all, right? Rather than the sensational images or the images that disseminate information, it’s those pictures that explain the most, or have the deepest impact, but first somebody must care, and you know exactly what I mean, care deeply and honestly, and right now people are very, very weary of caring about Haiti, so best of luck because I think you’re going to need it. He pontificated, his lawyer’s mouth running away from him. Personally, Tom said, I can no longer believe in that which demands we see things anew. I think that perspective is fundamentally dishonest, I think it’s a fucking lie. How about, instead, images and words that make us finally see what we’ve been staring at blind and dumb for most of our daydreaming lives. To see things anew makes it sound like insight awaits those who can’t make sense out of seeing things as they are, as if our innocence and inexperience were actually virtues. What do you think? You think in pictures, don’t you?


But she did not want to philosophize about photography or altruism or ways of seeing and his own impulse toward abstractions seemed suddenly not passionate but tedious and didactic.


Can I ask you something? she said. Do you know about voodoo?


Know what about vodou? he repeated skeptically but thought, aha. With her question, the brooding enigma of Jacqueline Scott seemed to deflate into the banal. He guessed she wanted to hear the drums, sweat in the pagan heat and immerse herself in Haiti’s timeless theater of light and darkness. If you could not explain what you were doing in a place like Haiti, here was a genuine reason that required no attachment of war or revolution or screaming horror or saintly crusade. You were, you could tell yourself, a tourist of the spirit. You were drawn by the mysteries, such as they were.


Is it a real thing? she asked, and Tom found it somewhat disconcerting, the repellent pained transparency of need in the way she asked the question.


I’m not sure what you mean.


I mean, it’s a religion, right?


A religion, yes, I suppose. Another way of looking at the universe, a way to try to understand what’s in God’s mind. If you choose to see it that way.


How do you choose to see it? she said.


With due respect. A way of looking at, and trying to understand, power. Spiritual power, political power—they’re inseparable anyway, aren’t they?


Which was not to say vodou, much like Catholicism, had not burdened many of its practitioners with superstition and fear, he explained. The potions and powders, some of them anyway, were real; zombies, however rare, were real; spirit possession, he could assure her, was no joke, unless you were a species of white fraud hoping to bluff your way into the melodrama of it. And yet still, in its daily manifestations, vodou was a strong, good thing, he told her—it was Haiti’s only strong, good thing, the expression of the abiding spirit of the people, the expression of survival. Whatever it was beyond that expression, or beneath it, was not for Tom or any blan to say, and existed if at all as a curiosity for educated men and women, the theater of the African genesis, at best an anthropological pursuit. Or, shamelessly, a type of neoprimitive entertainment, a game of the occult that whites played with blacks, perhaps to scare themselves, to flirt with the macabre, perhaps to feel liberated and unrestrained in their contempt for the answers their own world had provided, or failed to provide.


To see herself anew—and what was the American dream if not this?— was that what Jacqueline Scott wanted? Or to find herself in mankind’s ancient past, and see herself clearly, as she always was and would be? Transcend, or descend, or howl at the magic of the freaking moon? Tom had no idea. Americans were not built to take these matters seriously until their faces were rubbed in the awfulness they sometimes made when they were seized by the exalted passion to remake the world.





Her request, her original request, was predictable, what any tourist might crave in Haiti if Haiti had tourists—she wanted to meet priests, the houngans. Of course he readily agreed and she accepted his proposition of a daylong excursion out to the countryside, where she had never been, rather than spend their time gagging in Port-au-Prince’s traffic, crawling over the frying-pan heat of the road to Carrefour to visit Max Beauvoir—a cyberliterate houngan who spent more time on the Internet than in his peristyle— or patrolling the stack of Bel Air’s sinister maze of neighborhoods, cousin by cousin, trying to track down Abujah, the video cameraman, a stringer for the networks, who had become the heir apparent to vodou’s throne. Instead Tom suggested a short trip via Route Nationale One to Saint-Marc, a port an hour and a half up the coast on Gonave Bay, where, on the town’s outskirts, a temple, padlocked and shuttered during the occupation, had, he noticed on his last expedition into the northern mountains, raised its flags and repainted its exterior murals and presumably was back in service, come one come all.


The only tricky detail was they had to leave that minute to be back by dinnertime but Jackie said, Let’s go! Good girl, Tom replied, relieved to have finally inspired her spontaneity. Everything about her so far, especially her callow questions about vodou—he thought she could have read a book, for Christ’s sake, before she got on the plane—had impressed him as naive and untested, though for the first time she offered him her smile. Not warmly, though, it was as if mocking his approval of her readiness, her implicit availability, his little pat on the back.


They hoisted their shoulder bags and moved into the assault of sunlight and he was already sweating out his half-dozen cups of coffee by the time



they descended the Oloffson’s steps to the car park and his rental. At the end of the driveway Tom pulled over and collected Gerard from beneath the coconut palms, the happiness draining from his face when he realized he had been demoted to passenger. He slid stiff-limbed into the backseat, not his regular place and certainly not his preferred, but he was intuitive enough to decline when Jackie, who showed no interest in him otherwise, offered to switch.





By the time Tom had navigated through the wretched chicken coop of a city to its leafy outskirts and the open road, he had begun to feel joy, the most appropriate response to escaping Port-au-Prince.


Jackie did not say much, and Tom considered her silence a virtue. He was perfectly at ease driving for hours without sharing a thought with whoever his companions might be, and he generally found talkative passengers distracting from the manifold hazards of the road. Nor did he talk about Jackie to himself—he was not willing anything to happen between them, but letting things happen as they may. He was little more than a harmless parasite on her beauty, which seemed so dismayingly separate from her other traits—a paradox but an irrelevance as well and not so troubling as the wide margin for error we grant those among us who are beautiful and nothing else.


They drove out into the glare of the barren coast, the mangrove swamps and copses of thorn acacia of Tintayen sloped uninvitingly toward the bright sea, along the alluvial plain of a valley funneling upward to the mountains of the interior. She rummaged with increasing frustration in her camera bag for sunglasses and Tom was glad she could not find them because already her eyes were inscrutable. Instead she settled for lemon drops, turning in her seat to pass the bag to Gerard and then pausing for a short conversation with him that seemed more curt than polite. Did he have a family? Yes, a wife and two children. Did his wife work? No. How old were the children? Were the schools satisfactory? Where did he learn English? Tom waited for her to plumb the angry shadows of Gerard’s feelings, but she did not ask him anything that would not appear on an application for a visa or a bank loan.


Nor did she offer any comment on the ever more rugged spectacle of the countryside or the hapless peasants trudging the rut of footpaths following the road, and Tom wondered if she was overwhelmed by the strangeness of Haiti, or even stunned by its unexpected though ravaged magnificence. Whatever preoccupied her, she would allow almost nothing to penetrate its envelope, which made her a rather ideal traveling companion, accepting without complaint or censure the heat, the roughness of the road, his hell-bent driving, the fate of the Haitians. Still, she exerted a slight but constant counterweight against Tom’s own happiness, a humorless neurotic, no more carefree than a penitent, which he supposed she was, and the trip seemed less and less like a lark than a task or mission, which was exactly what he had hoped to avoid this day in Haiti, the outsider’s relentless sense of obligation.


Are you enjoying this? he finally asked, and again it was as if she would not hear him but seemed to grow more unrelaxed and tense in her seat, fidgeting her body but staring straight out the windshield at the miles flying before them. They were hurtling through an arid, corroded landscape, the foothills brambled with cactus and thorny scrub and above them a tremendous wall of emaciated mountainsides and bone-white peaks once crowned by forests, mountains like a queue of cancer patients. He thought in her agitation she might be carsick but she flatly dismissed Tom’s suggestion that they stop for a moment and stretch their legs.





A few minutes later Tom sensed her attention on him and glanced over to see her studying his face, her lips pursed but her expression otherwise blank. He looked back at the road and then back at her and she was still intent on trying to see him, the unflinching scrutiny of a woman who wants to know if she can trust a man, but if that was the case he wasn’t pleased she was taking so long to make up her mind.


What is it with you? he said.


I have to ask you something, she said, but as soon as the words left her mouth she averted her eyes and shook her head, regretting her decision, or perhaps not, perhaps she intended to be cajoled.


He knew not to say anything and waited but then he gave in and said, Go ahead. Ask.


She was looking at her knees, her head bowed, her hair streaming back from the breeze of their open windows, her pained face in exquisite profile and just then he slammed into a pothole that made her grab the dashboard and jerk herself upright, wearing a new look of determination.


You can’t think I’m silly, Jackie said, not a plea but a cool demand. I don’t want you to laugh. If you laugh I’m getting out of the car.


What was she going to do—hail a cab? Tom glanced over his shoulder at Gerard to check his reaction to such a threat coming from such a person in such a place, which was itself reason to laugh, and they lifted their eyebrows at one another in stone-faced amusement.


I won’t laugh, Tom promised and instantly her words rushed out into a question that was a type of falling or jumping, although he did not immediately recognize its nature because he had never met a woman anywhere in the world who was so defiantly literal and without irony. Tom wanted her to be cute, a ditz, a sexy ideologue, a glib bitch, a camera junkie, a news hound, a crusader, anything but this—literal and seemingly unschooled and tormented and wrapped as tight as you get before you explode.


Do you think it’s possible, she began, and with the drop in her voice Tom leaned over to hear her better, for someone to lose their soul?


He made a token effort to ponder the question. Sure. What do you think, Gerard?


I don’t know, said Gerard. It’s possible, maybe.


You’re lying. What kind of a Haitian are you? Tom said, grinning into the rearview mirror and then looking over at Jackie. If there’s anybody in this car who believes you can lose your soul, it’s the Haitian, not the Americans.


You’re not taking this seriously, she said.


He thought it would only make things infinitely worse between them if he explained that right now everybody in Haiti was taking this outlandish question quite seriously indeed—the Green Berets, the houngans, the Baptist missionaries, the Catholic priests. Any villager in the hinterlands would eventually tell you the village’s number-one problem was loup-garous— werewolves—coming to their huts at night and stealing their babies’ souls,



gobbling them up like werewolf vitamins, and then in the morning of course the baby would be dead and cemented into the statistical afterlife of Haiti’s horrific infant mortality rate.


Just forget it, said Jackie.


Too late, said Tom. He had suspected she was being frivolous and theatrical about matters that did not fare well in casual conversation. He thought she was asking about vodou again, teasing herself with the undercurrent of its diabolique, but again he had misunderstood her. Let’s start over, he said, if you actually want to have a real conversation. Do I believe in God? I could believe in God in Latin, or in any other language incomprehensible to me, but I cannot believe in God in English. English exposed everything wrong about our approach toward a supreme being, the core platitudes of the institutions behind the ritual, and I’m not even going to tell you what I think about the politics of religion. So I suppose you might say I believe in the mystery of God and I don’t appreciate anybody fucking with that mystery or trying to grease it for me if I’m having trouble swallowing. Do you want me to go on?


He missed her nod and finally she said quietly, Okay.


Do I believe in the soul? Yes. What is it? I don’t know and neither do you. An eternal essence within us? Sure, why not? The life force that appears from darkness and reenters darkness or, here’s the happier scenario, appears from light and reenters light, and is not flesh and is our single connection to what some of us call the divine or the infinite or the force behind it all. Do I believe that something like that is in me? Yes, I choose to believe that. Do I believe I can lose it? I don’t know. If I lose my shoes at the beach I can go back the next day and find them or just go buy another pair, but if I’m at the beach and lose my arm to a shark, that arm’s not coming back, is it? When we say someone has lost his soul, what are we saying? That somehow that person has been emptied, that a light has been extinguished at the center of his being. He sold his soul to the devil, we say. What happens to people who lose their souls? They seem to die and be reborn in order to breed horror and misery in the world. Whether they are full of hatred or not, they seem to be without love, loveless, emptied of all love, the enemies of love. Where do those souls go, and are they coming back? Maybe you can buy a new one, but where, and with what currency? Penance? A life dedicated to good acts?



Am I being serious enough for you, Jackie? And then he sighed loudly with his own frustration, unhappy with his release of words, unhappy that he had even bothered to say them, shadows cast by shadows.


She did not shrink from his unfriendly monologue but instead seemed emboldened. It’s me, she declared. I’ve lost my soul.


Now how in the fuck did you lose your soul? Tom said. This confession was absurd and bewildering and he did not want to hear it and he did not know what she expected of him and as far as he was concerned she was in every sense too young and too affluent to be having a genuine spiritual crisis, something that would pass out of her system like a kidney stone, naturally although not painlessly, in another year or two, and even then she would not be thirty.


I don’t want to talk about it.


How could you have possibly lost your soul?


I am not going to talk about it.


Look, metaphorically, everybody experiences—


Fuck. Metaphors. Fuck. Metaphors. Her words brittle and sharp and clipped. I’m not talking about my imagination. This is not about the imagination.


What she said he didn’t understand, yet when he tried again—We all have our demons—he sounded fatuous even to himself.


That’s not what I’m talking about, she insisted.


What in the hell are you talking about then? What is this all about?


Believe what you want.


All right, Tom said. Look, I believe you.


I don’t care, she blurted childishly, her hands fluttering upward, and Tom thought, Oh, brother, ain’t this entertaining! and concentrated on the unimpeachable reality of the road.





There were trees now shading the highway, generous and lovely, and two-room clapboard houses side by side by side in the coolness beneath their canopy. The dusty shoulders thronged with pedestrians, bicyclists, children in school uniforms, wandering goats. Occasionally a boy would lean out toward the car, dangling a line strung colorful with reef fish or gripping a



brace of spiny lobster by their antennae. Jackie did not remark upon this sudden oasis of life surrounding them and they rode through the village in the new silence of the contorted intimacy of her secret. They now knew each other less by knowing each other more—at least Tom felt so. The allure had drained from the tantalizing shell of her perfection, the robust clichés of her youth and unblemished femaleness, and he felt pointlessly manipulated. Their conversation had not been engaging, it had only been weird and dumb, and Jackie’s alleged loss of soul and the evasiveness that followed, her refusal to yield as much as a particle of explanation to appease Tom’s incredulity, seemed a variation on cock teasing, and he thought again, cruelly, glibly, How many years are required of us on this earth before you can plunge yourself into serious moral complications and actually have a soul worth losing, or do we arrive afflicted by the original sin of our births? His brain idled on such thoughts, the abandoned catechism of a Roman Catholic upbringing, as they accelerated away from the village and Jackie, to his astonishment, continued her inquiry.


Do you think he can help me? she said.


Who? Help you what?


This voodoo person. Help me get my soul back.


I don’t know. Ask Gerard.


I am a Christian, Gerard protested from the backseat, and Tom doubted whether he had heard such nonsense between blans in his entire life.


But he’s a priest, right? she persisted. A type of priest.


Yes, a houngan, Tom said again. The best ones were keepers of an encyclopedic knowledge of folk medicine, they were repositories of the history of their people, they single-mindedly preserved the songs and rituals that shaped the Haitian psyche, they practiced healing and they battled against darkness, as any truly religious person does. The worst ones trafficked in nightmares, when they weren’t trafficking narcotics. I don’t know if this houngan in Saint-Marc is a good one or a bad one, he said, and if she was determined to see a priest, why not start on more familiar ground and go speak to a Catholic priest, someone with whom she might at least share a culture and common language of faith.


They don’t know anything, she said matter-of-factly. They’re part of the whole fucked-up problem.


You’ve talked with them then? he asked, and received, in the peripheral frame of his glance, a thin-lipped frown and an angry toss of her head in reply. No answer. No comment. My spokesperson will have a statement for you in the morning. Jackie was beginning to rattle him. Lost your soul, eh? Tell me about it. Lost your soul? Listen, who cares? He tried to stop caring, that occupational habit, but for Tom caring was a need, however deformed, and he couldn’t make it go away, he could only be a smart aleck about it.


They crested a bald hill at a speed that caused a moment’s sensation of levitation inside the car, the threat of being sent airborne, and Tom swerved wildly to avoid a broken-down tap-tap parked half in the road, throwing Jackie into his side, their first touch, neither of them wearing seat belts. The lurching awoke Gerard out of his doze and Tom heard him clear his throat and spit out the window—the money was a godsend but Tom was fully aware that this day so far was beneath Gerard’s dignity, chauffeured around like some missionary boy—and Jackie, straightening up in her seat, seemed utterly unconcerned with both Gerard’s presence and Tom’s recklessness. Below them, the white sand of a crescent, palm-lined beach beckoned like a postcard, and they descended to where the road hugged the coast between sheer mountains and turquoise sea, such an inviting sea, the moist brine of its air a balm to the senses.





Several more miles up the road they flew by the entrance to the Moulin Sur Mer and went on to Saint-Marc and through the decaying hive of its center to the northern outskirts, in search of the metaphysically puzzling spark of whateverness the young and beautiful and immensely troubled Jacqueline Scott had declared as her soul.


That air of unfathomability that intelligent young women cultivated— what was that about, that calculated? that subconscious? that natural? turn in the self toward the art of deception? I am more than you see, and what you see is flesh? Duality (body and soul) begets duplicity (self and self and self and self, and who could dare say which one was real)? In any case, Jackie’s soul was gone.


Don’t laugh, she said, and Tom didn’t, but neither did he mourn or suffer, as one might, somewhere in one’s own soul, at the loss of another.









CHAPTER FIVE


Above the city, high enough to give everything below its balconies the distance required to establish an appreciation for the disfigured beauty of Port-au-Prince, the Hotel Montana, flush from the windfall of the occupation, had renovated its terraces since Tom Harrington’s last visit, adding brooklike fountains and goldfish ponds, an oval poolside bar, a marble-tiled dining area open to sweet mountain breezes. Bougainvillea cascaded over the ledges into the clouds that passed above another less generous world. The elevation was not simply a physical fact of the hotel but a bracing state of mind as well, a reassuring sensibility, suggesting that the Montana was a fortress and sanctuary, evidenced most bluntly by the shotgun-carrying guard manning its steel gate, a secure oasis of calm luxury and competent service, a symbolic outpost for the globalization that Americans and Europeans, in their smiling overconfidence, were convinced would be tomorrow’s remedy for what ailed poor Haiti. The United Nations ran its office out of a ground-floor apartment; corporate businessmen met superbly dressed government ministers on the patio for lunch. Dignitaries stayed here, foreign-aid impresarios, mainstream correspondents intolerant of local color and unreliable phone lines, and now men like Conrad Dolan, private detectives on open-ended expense accounts. Scruffs lodged downtown at the infamous Oloffson, which Tom preferred, falling asleep to the disturbing lullaby of gunfire beyond the compound’s walls, although more often than he would have liked the nature of his business had made him



a guest at the Montana, where his status as a professional would inflate in proportion to the surroundings. At least at the Oloffson, Tom reasoned, you knew you were in Haiti, not hovering above it with all the answers.


He left his bags and passport with Dolan, who lingered at the front desk, waiting for an introduction to the manager, and took a stool at the small bar off the lobby, the only customer and a greedy one, silently imploring the bartender to hurry with his rum sour, then drinking it down in gulps and ordering another, his thoughts clotted with the once living Jackie. He wanted to feel more for her—the anguish of her mortality and the terrible fullness of grief—but it wasn’t there; wasn’t, at least, available, and what he did not want to feel was what he seemed most in danger of, an ugly spreading stain of guilty relief that she was as far out of his life as the dead could be. But she was dead and he could not tell himself he was glad about it.


In a trance of return and memory, he gazed out toward the lobby as Connie Dolan stepped into it, paying a bellboy to carry the luggage to their rooms and Dolan then removed his blazer, hooking it over a shoulder with two fingers, turning and planting his feet to the expanse of the room, fixing himself into place with a predatory scan but there was nothing, nobody to merit his attention—two middle-aged white women on a bamboo-print couch sharing a pot of tea—until through the archway of the bar he spotted Tom, who regarded his approach for the first time with a healthy measure of suspicion.


Dolan eased himself down on an adjacent stool and wanted to know what Tom was drinking and they had an end-of-a-long-day contretemps, a testy little argument about whether Barbancourt or Havana Club, Flor de Caña or some swill Dolan had tasted in Bogotá, was the best rum in the world, and then as if to spite Tom, he ordered a vodka tonic and offered the gratuitous opinion that rum was an inferior liquor regardless of where it was manufactured or by whom. They shared a minute of petulance, nothing to say to each other while they finished their round and then backed up and began a fresh start with another, watching mindlessly the vivid green limes in the bartender’s black fingers, sliced and squeezed.


What was her name anyway?


Who? Dolan cocked his head just far enough to acknowledge Tom’s drink, Tom’s hand on his drink, if not Tom himself.


Dolan’s cooling into dyspeptic impersonality, both puzzling and a growing irritation, seemed to serve final notice that their relationship would not enjoy the harmony Tom had expected, that far from being Dolan’s guide and counsel, he felt himself being drawn into some vaguely macho competition, Dolan willing to challenge every trait of Tom’s, every insignificant decision and idle preference, on the base scorecard of who’s winning and therefore who’s not. Tom told himself to try not to make too much of it, that Connie Dolan was a cop and he was just being a cop, a big nasty dog, hard-nosed, mistrustful, and untrustworthy, not his sudden best friend or any friend at all. Jackie’s real name, Tom said with more sincerity. Back at the airport you said Jacqueline Scott was not her name.


Dolan shook his head and grinned, easing the tension between them. Dorothy Kovacevic.


You can’t expect me to believe that.


Born and christened Dorothy Kovacevic.


Oh, Christ, that’s awful, said Tom. That’s like a brand name for old women in Chicago. Dorothys wore shapeless blue wool coats. Babushkas tied under hairy chins. Breath rank with stewed cabbage.


I guess she felt that way, too. Her family and friends called her Dottie. Mother was from the Midwest—Kansas, Missouri, one of those . . . that might explain Dorothy. Her father was Croatian, immigrated after the war, ended up in the diplomatic corps. But Dorothy Kovacevic isn’t her real name, either. When she was still a toddler, the father legally changed the family name to Chambers. Has a nice all-American ring to it, I guess was the point.


Dottie fits. So, why Jacqueline Scott?


Why Renee Gardner? said Dolan, not looking to Tom for the answer, but explaining that Renee Gardner was the name she had used on her marriage license to his client.


Tom was flummoxed by what seemed to be a private and complicated joke—the surplus of names, this strange proliferation of make-believe. Dottie, Jackie, Renee … Get it?


No.


He knew more than one person who had cried Time’s up! on whoever they happened to be at some stage in their lives, the season of their happiness shifting underneath them. A salesman who wanted to be a doctor, a mother who no longer wanted to be a mother, Tom himself a journalist who walked off the beat and out of the newsroom and went to law school, but none of them changed their names every time they changed their minds about who they were. Yet there was in him a general sense of women in constant passage from one identity to the next, starting with their own biology. Could a woman even recall a self without breasts and hips, or remember loving the firmness of those breasts and hips after the trial of childbirth or the malfunctioning furnace of menopause. Every woman he had ever known who woke up one day sick and tired of something in her life by lunchtime had lopped off her hair for the superficial relief of becoming someone else. The daily cosmetic painting and repainting of identity seemed to create a psychic disconnect between who a woman was and who she needed to be in her dissatisfaction with herself, and how, in the midst of all this flux and fabrication, the redirection and repackaging and metamorphosis, was a man supposed to hold a clear idea of who any woman, even the one closest to him, was? And yet to know a woman too well … was that a greater or lesser option? There were good answers, Tom knew, and answers that were very, very bad.


Who does that? he wanted Connie Dolan to tell him. Who needs so many aliases?


Dolan peered at him not unkindly and told Tom he had been around the block enough to know the answer—criminals, cons, crazy people. Actors, spies, strippers. Runaways. Refugees.


Harrington’s first reaction was to resist these categories but he sighed and said, So which was she?


You tell me.


Maybe none of the above.


Maybe all of the above.


Come on, Tom snorted. A stripper?


I’m serious, my friend.


She was a lost soul.


What the fuck’s a lost soul? That’s everybody and nobody. We’re all lost souls, are we not? Let me ask you this—do you believe in original sin?


No. What kind of question is that?


You’d be better off if you did. Because then the governing principle in your life would be the rising up, not the falling down. Repair and improvement. You see what I’m saying?


But Tom ignored Connie Dolan’s barstool theology except to say that Jackie—he could not think of her as other than Jackie—traveled with an entourage of demons and so maybe, said Tom, taking quite a leap, her death was a mercy killing, an exorcism, maybe she welcomed her death, the fucked-up bitch—anyway, that was Tom’s theory on his third round of rum sours and Dolan stared at Tom with a derisive smile bunched to one side of his mouth and said, What a load of shit, and went to his room to shower before dinner. Harrington moved to the poolside bar and watched the darkness seep down the mountain into the city and the lights, one by one, make it lovely.





I usually don’t drink so much, Tom said, coming late to breakfast on the sunny terrace where Dolan, more casually dressed than the day before— polo shirt, blue jeans, running shoes; the meringue of his hair damply flattened—stabbed sections of papaya from a bowl of fruit salad.


I usually do, said Connie Dolan.


Monsieur, Harrington called to a waiter walking past. Café, s’il vous plaît. Omelette avec jambon et fromage. Turning back toward Dolan he asked, What’s the plan?


They had not talked about a plan at dinner but instead Tom had pushed his griot around on his plate in a fog of rum and occasionally listened to Dolan’s tales of his eight years with the Bureau in Puerto Rico, locking up miscreants and vermin, until Tom had abruptly held up his hand for him to stop and said he wanted to know how Dolan had discovered that he had an association with Jacqueline Scott. Dolan said he had read it in a report, and Tom, of course, did not take this information well—he could vaguely recollect shouting; oh, Christ, he wasn’t shouting, was he?—at



Dolan, who made no attempt to calm him down but said sympathetically that there wasn’t much there. Just two or three lines alleging that, in 1996, Thomas Harrington, a human rights lawyer under a UN-funded contract to the Haitian government, and the deceased (Dorothy, Jackie, Renee) had traveled together to the northwestern cantonment of Limbé and, in the vicinity of the village of Bois Caïman, had been involved in an altercation of unclear nature with followers of the alleged gang leader, Jacques Lecoeur. Tom was speechless and finally croaked, That’s it? feeling a bolt of panic and then another bolt of paranoia shoot through the rum, and Dolan had eyed him curiously and said, That’s it.


There was nothing mysterious or out of the ordinary about the existence of the report itself, which had been copied at the American embassy in Port-au-Prince and passed to Dolan by an old friend of his in the Miami office of the Bureau—PIs were dead in the water if they couldn’t rely on old friends in law enforcement or the clerks of the court. The parties involved in the murder were American citizens and, after interviewing his client in Florida, the Bureau had sent a team of agents to Haiti to figure things out, but they botched it, said Dolan, they were dumber than pet rabbits, they didn’t talk to the coroner, they didn’t talk to the cops who took her body away that night, they never bothered to take a look at the car, and they resurfaced in Miami forty-eight hours later with much the same information with which they had started.


At that moment, though, Tom Harrington had no interest in who had killed Jackie or why. All he wanted to know was who was the source of this report and how had he ended up in it. Dolan said it wasn’t anything to worry about. When the agent had interviewed his client in the federal lockup in Miami, his client had suggested that his wife had an enemy or two in Haiti, and that the Bureau should talk to a driver named Gerard Hurbon, and although the Feds did track down Gerard, who subsequently named Tom Harrington and mentioned Tom’s trip up north with the girl, they never pursued the lead, according to Dolan, because they already had fallen in love with the scenario of least resistance to their limited capacity to operate in a place like Haiti. Here was a guy who had arranged a contract killing of his wife for what else but the money, and chosen Haiti



as the venue for the crime because who was ever getting to the bottom of anything in Haiti.


The problem was, said Dolan, his client was adamant that the life insurance policy was her idea; maybe he was lying but how do you prove the assignation of an idea. So after all this, Dolan wanted to know from Tom if the girl had any enemies in Haiti, and Tom had sucked the dregs off the ice from his last of too many drinks and said, yeah, I guess she did, and went straight to bed, his mind not spinning but pickled in astonishment, trying to understand how Eville Burnette had escaped mention in this report, or if for some unimaginable reason Connie Dolan was keeping that card facedown on the table.





So here’s what we’ll do, said Dolan as Tom revived himself with bitter coffee. First and easiest, talk to the accountant, already arranged by Dolan, and on cue the Montana’s obese accountant, Monsieur Frantz, walked duck-footed across the terrace, his white dress shirt like a broad sail on a barge of hips, the knot of a pink tie loosened around his enormous neck. That’s possibly the biggest man in Haiti, Tom thought, marveling at not a drop of sweat on all that flesh while Tom himself had, by the simple act of eating, already soaked his collar and underarms, but the mystery ended when the two Americans stood to shake Monsieur Frantz’s hand, which was as wet as a dishwasher’s, and Tom absorbed this greater marvel, a fat man whose sweat glands seemed to reside solely in his palms. The accountant dragged a chair out several feet from the table and slowly lowered himself into it, closing his eyes for a moment and bowing his head in reverence, his face a dark moon of regret, and declared without prompting, Oh, poor Mr. Smith, Mr. Smith was a very nice man.


Who’s Mr. Smith? said Tom.


Mr. Smith was the client.


Hold on, said Tom, under the impression that the client’s name was Gardner.


Connie Dolan explained that Gardner was Renee’s surname, not the client’s.


Cute, said Tom, and asked if the client’s name was really Mr. Smith.


No, said Dolan. His name is John Doe.


This is really very aggravating, said Tom. What’s his name?


Don’t ask, said Dolan. The Feds have a gag order on his name. They arraigned him under John Doe.


Why?


Ask them.


Is that legal?


You’re the lawyer, my friend.


Tom leaned back from the table in exasperation and swung his head toward Monsieur Frantz, who had removed a cheap fountain pen from his shirt pocket to doodle tiny precise daisies on the paper placemat in front of him, the side of his hand leaving a crescent-shaped blotch of moisture behind. You must have seen his passport, Tom said. What was the name on his passport?


Monsieur Frantz stopped his pen and his eyes seemed to swell with mirth. Mr. Smith, he said and then proceeded to laugh good-naturedly in response to every question Connie Dolan asked him. In five minutes it was over and the accountant set sail back to the ledgers in his office behind the front desk, followed by Dolan, who intended to exchange dollars for gourdes, ignoring Tom’s suggestion that they could get a better rate on the black market. Lingering over his fourth cup of coffee, Tom watched the two men go and thought, What a waste of time—Fed or retired Fed, what’s the difference? Even if you stopped working for the government you didn’t stop thinking like the government. He stood up from the table and bent down for the shoulder bag that went with him everywhere and happened to notice an addition to the garland of Monsieur Frantz’s flowery doodles, two names emerging from the petals, Mr. Smith and Mr. Doe, overlaid with a bar of Xs, and a third name, Mr. Parmentier, underscored by a row of daisies given improbable happy faces. Tom walked out toward the car park weighted down by an all too familiar angst, crossing a line that he could feel strongly but failed to see, struggling to come to terms with what he was doing here in Haiti with Conrad Dolan, why he wasn’t at this minute in a taxi on his way to the airport and home.


The truth was, Tom Harrington had no business in Haiti anymore—the graves of the massacred had been exhumed, the remains—some of them— identified. Tom himself had deposed scores of witnesses and relatives, the Ministry of Justice was a toddler seesawing between tantrums and nap time, and the Truth Commission had decayed on the vine of his idealism. The sly Mr. Dolan’s ability to establish a close association between Jackie and Tom was pointless and poisonous. He had no answers for Dolan; there was nothing about his relationship with the girl he wanted to explain, nothing that needed to be explained for Dolan’s purposes.


But it was not a mystery, after all, was it, he admitted to himself on his way through the foyer and back into the smash of light and the tightness in his brow of an approaching headache. He was staying because of the girl, because of the disease he had contracted, which was the girl, the only woman he had ever truly hated without first having truly loved. Even in her death he was without a cure for her, and he began to imagine that he might have always been this way.









CHAPTER SIX


Voodoo, vodou, the ancient religion of Guinée, was transported from Western Africa in the hearts of slaves to the New World, a rational theocratic view as theocratic views go, despite the ignorance with which it is commonly judged. Vodou is a pair of eyes that sees the divine in everything—trees, oceans, crossroads, rivers, mountains—and honors that divinity while striving to manipulate it as well. It assigns every force—love, hate, lust, death, health, success, failure—its guardian spirit, its lwa, saints by any other name, only unlike the saints the lwas could be summoned to take possession of mortal beings, to borrow for a few minutes or a few hours the flesh and the voice of a dancer or petitioner or priest, although the exact point or purpose of these earthly visitations was lost on Thomas Harrington. Every force begets a counterforce, and in that sense vodou was little different than the other religions of man, and like other men Haitians lived with the fears bred in and of darkness, and Haiti’s darkness was the darkness of another, lost world that its people were not yet ready to let fall away, even as they diluted it with the powdered milk of Christianity.


Tom admired Haitian vodou because he admired Haitian culture, the drumming especially and splashy colors, the exuberant aggression of its rhythms, the beguiling cartoonishness of its imagination, the bawdy good nature and earthy metaphors of the language and, more seriously, the strict ethics and commonsense codes of the village, and he saw how the people found courage and a last reservoir of hope in vodou’s animistic rituals, but



beyond this benevolence, he did not actually know much about it, nor did he much care to, given his fundamental indifference toward all religions and the swaddle of their illusions. A disciple of anything but the law he was not. He enjoyed vodou’s spectacle and creativity and had seen the naked pilgrims in the waterfalls of Eau Claire, had witnessed the sacrifice of an enormous bull, beheaded with several mighty swipes of a ceremonial sword, had watched women young and old ridden by the lwas, and had been the invited guest of Haiti’s most famous houngan, the emperor of the Bizango Society, one of vodou’s five secret sects, at a celebration deep in the countryside, three neighborly days of drinking and tireless dancing and feasting and had come away with the impression that the event had much in common with the Knights of Columbus holiday weekends his parents had taken him to as a child.





Don’t expect Hollywood, he told the girl, Jackie, as they parked in the dust alongside a bend in the road north of Saint-Marc. It’s not like that.


But she either did not hear him or did not care and started up the footpath that traversed a dirt bank, her camera bag slung over her shoulder and the Nikon with the big lens in her left hand. Gerard, in a rare mood, said he preferred to remain with the car but Tom coaxed him to come along by promising to switch seats with him on the way back, and the two men climbed the bank after the girl, who had disappeared over the top. Flags tied to hand-cut poles stirred in the breeze above them. Tom asked Gerard the word for soul and Gerard said it was, ang—angel.


Why are you here with this business? Gerard grumbled.


When have I heard you complain about any business? Tom asked.


Houngan business is different.


The temple compound was modest, built of mud and wattle in the bare packed dirt on the small plateau above the bank, its three adjoining sections forming an open courtyard where Jackie stood, surveying without reaction the fabulous murals painted on the hounfour’s walls: St. George slaying a dragon from atop his white horse; the braided serpents of Dumballah, creator of the universe; the three-horned Bosou, the lwa of crops and fecundity; and the skull-faced Lord Baron in top hat and tails, the master



of the graveyard and the implicit mascot of Tom and the various teams of forensic anthropologists he had brought to the island and supervised during the occupation. The paintings, at least those with human figures, were strikingly Byzantine, and Tom had expected he and Gerard would have to wait while Jackie photographed the images but she never raised her camera, not once all day had she raised it, and he had begun to wonder about her lack of motivation. He could not remember having met a photographer for whom Haiti had been anything but an endless unwrapping of violent and beautiful gifts. Yet as he came up next to her he realized she wasn’t looking but listening and when he stopped walking he heard it as well, the chanting of a single voice, deep and sonorous but subdued and not close by, coming from somewhere inside the compound.


Where do we go in? said Jackie.
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