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    March, 1989




    The plane banked over the surf, came in low over khaki sand, and hit the runway with a single bump, rolling to a stop under the familiar welcome sign:



    

    


    THE ARMED FORCES ARE PROTECTING YOU




    Outside, the heat hit like a sucker punch. It never felt cool in El Salvador, but March broiled, when cicadas cried out by day and nights simmered. Elections were scheduled anyway, and the war didn’t stop for sun or flood. At least, I thought, I would be working with my best friend, Nancy McGirr, Reuters photographer, who was unflappable. I liked thinking of us as a team.


    I grabbed a cab and rolled down the back windows so the breeze blew from both sides. The driver stepped hard on the gas. The airport road was the best in El Salvador, paved and straight, but lonely. I knew the spots—everyone did—where abductions and certain murders had occurred. I never wanted to look out the window on this stretch, but inevitably, I did.


    It was a relief to come into sight of San Salvador, sprawling before its mountains like a threadbare version of Los Angeles. There was always something to report on immediately in this city—a strike, a skirmish, an unfortunate but high-profile assassination. Anticipation rose in my throat, honey and bile.


    The cabbie turned a corner and hit the brakes. We were trapped in a maze of streets crawling with government soldiers holding M16s across their chests. They looked jittery, in the typically jerked lines of men on urban patrol. Faces painted black, even though it was daytime, they moved like giant roaches, armored in dark, puffed vests, stepping into alleys then back out again, stepping in, backing out. The cabbie twisted the radio dial and whining ranchero music stopped. We needed all our senses.


    “Just a sweep, I think, un rastreo,” he said.


    “Just let’s get out of here."


    “Correcto.”


    He dropped me at the Hotel El Camino Real. The entire second floor of guest rooms had been turned into news offices; even reporters based elsewhere sooner or later came to the Camino as they covered the wars in Central America. In the lobby the air was cool and the crowd of hacks in a party mood: Mexicans, Brits, Frenchmen, Germans, the Belgian video teams, other Americans. I knew them all by this time. Where is Nancy?


    I worked my way toward the reception desk through encounters of hugging and faux surprise, “Hey, you’re here!” As if any reporter would be anywhere else. If we didn’t stop the Communists in Central America, President Reagan had told Congress, they would spread north until they rolled over the U.S. border, just a few hours’ drive away. Never mind that the Salvadoran war was not a Communist insurrection but a rebellion against tyrants who liquidated anyone—even an archbishop—who spoke for reform. Washington supported the elites. El Salvador was a front line of the Cold War, the biggest news story of the day.


    Across the lobby, elevator doors opened and a blonde woman in snug orange jeans stepped out, a worn, green canvas camera bag slung over her shoulder. Long hair, eyes bluer than mine. She strode my way, calling out.


    “Hey slut!"


    Here she was. Nancy and I had been roommates for years in San Salvador and stayed tight after we moved to places of our own in Guatemala, an hour’s flight away.


    “There are no rooms left, ” she said.


    “But I have a reservation,” I said.


    She laughed at the idea, tossing her hair.


    “So,” I asked tentatively. "Did you get one?”


    “One what?”


    She pulled a face that said, “You are so tiresome.” With Nance there were few encounters not worth drama.“Yeah, yeah,” she said. “It’s a double.” Roommates again.


    Nancy’s boss passed without a hello, a young American whose shirttails stuck out of his pants. He walked quickly through the revolving doors out to the parking lot.


    “What’s up?” I asked Nancy.


    She launched into a stage whisper for eavesdroppers. “If I tell you, I have to kill you.” But her Irish eyes signaled “bo-ring,” to indicate the assignment was routine.


    We hugged. This unnerved me. She would be coming back soon. Nancy was not a hugger. It was not our habit.


    “Hey, OK,” I said, breaking away.


    “Hey,” she said, and followed her boss. Through the glass I watched as the two of them drove out of the parking lot and onto the Boulevard of the Heroes.


    From the lobby you could hear popping sounds outside. You listened a moment, then decided. It was only simple rifle bang-bang, no return fire, not worth pursuing. Lobby conversations resumed. Over in the bar I saw the Mexican reporters signal for another round.



    

    


    Upstairs in the freezing guest room I fiddled with the knob of a huge air conditioner mounted under a picture window. In the distance rose a plume of dark smoke. Fighting. Or garbage day. The window glass was hot to the touch. How much money is spent in this tropical land trying to make it feel like Alaska?


    I had already written most of the Sunday background story for the elections, so I called the desk in San Francisco and dictated it to an editor who typed as fast as I could read—a prized talent in those days before regular dispatch by computer. There should be no need to write again before election returns came in next day, unless something like a political killing occurred or an armed attack on the ballot boxes. Hanging up, I considered the perennial tripartite question: Eat, hit the bar, or sleep? I dialed room service and said, “Raise the Dead.” The hotel chef had invented a special version of levanta muertos soup to cure hangovers, but it cleared your head any time of the day, hot broth with leafy greens and red chili peppers.


    As I waited I read stories in the local papers, which gave an impression that the tension long ubiquitous in the countryside had come to the city. The election would be a turning point in the war. Right wing parties clamored for military presence at voting stations. If the party aligned with rebels won, the five countries of Central America could count two in-your-face leftist governments—the other was in Nicaragua, where the revolution was ten years old. If the Salvadoran far right won, the party of the death squads would become the government. If the center won—well, there was no center.


    I must have dozed off in the armchair after the soup. Knocking at the door woke me. “Nance! Use your key!” I said, but rose to answer anyway.


    The evening maid entered to close the drapes against the city at war. Thick window glass covered with a layer of fireproof drapes would mute the sound of any explosion more than a few blocks away. The maid turned down the beds, set the chocolate good-night mints atop our pillows, collected the tray with the remnants of the soup. “Buenas noches,” she said, and closed the door without a sound.


    She left a clear glass pitcher filled with ice water next to the television set. I watched it perspire into a puddle on the table, each drop announcing how the routine of an international luxury hotel might be maintained religiously while the population lived in fear, even died violently a few feet from its doors. In all the years I had covered El Salvador until then, over a thousand days of generalized blackouts and sabotage, the hotel’s swimming pool always gleamed miraculously full of sparkling blue water.


    Nancy should just walk in the door. Wearing that exaggerated look of fatigue she liked to summon for effect. Put down the camera bag, flop onto the bed, and kick off the white tennis shoes, squeeze her toes, and say it: “Ooh, my dogs are barkin’.” We had known each other for five years, knew each other’s routines.


    I made a couple of calls down to the second floor. At Reuters they said neither writer nor shooter—an unfortunate sobriquet for photographer—had returned. I called the office that Americas Watch shared with the Dallas Morning News, but Nancy wasn’t there either, or at CNN. “No, I’m not worried,” I lied. At AP, the radio correspondent said the hall was quiet. It was convenient to have everyone’s offices on a single floor when looking for news, a mere sprint up back stairs when the electricity was out. Like a bunker for journalists, the second floor also fed an illusion of safety in numbers.


    Just before 7:00 p.m., I took my Sony pocket shortwave from the duffel, looped a wire around the antenna, and fixed the other end to a curtain pull, moving the tiny cable around until it drew in the nightly clandestine rebel broadcast, Radio Venceremos. There was news of victorious skirmishes against el enemigo. A revolutionary poem. I made myself comfortable in the green leatherette armchair with the radio close to my ear—you didn’t want the volume loud—and painted on another coat of nail gloss against a biting habit. From the speaker came an interview with a medic, then advice to voters: Abstain. Elections had been rigged, said the announcer, in favor of the right. There was no information about a team of gringo reporters. Nance would come back fine, I told myself, delayed by her boss who fell into a long interview. Or they had stopped for a drink.


    Photographers have a tougher time than writers. They run the same risks as we who simply carry notebook and pen, end the same day in the mountains with the same mud on their boots and line of flea bites where their socks stop. But return to the office without a striking picture, and they might as well have stayed home. Worse, they have to expose themselves, get to their feet for the shot, and make their bodies open targets. More than once, Nancy and I had ducked behind a parked car when firing erupted, but it was she who had to raise her head. I curl myself down to the size of the back left tire and don’t get up until the birds sing.


    She came in at midnight.


    “How was it?” I asked.


    “Hard to find. Got lost. Went late.”


    I rolled over and slept again until the telephone rang like a fire alarm, piercing, urgent. Two a.m. I could see the glow-in-the-dark dial of the travel clock on my side of the table between our beds, but nothing else.


    I found the lamp switch and got us some light, but Nancy had already answered and was nodding at the phone, saying nothing, which drove me crazy. She should have been making eye contact, covering the receiver with her hand, and mouthing the name of the caller, but didn’t.


    “Yeah. OK,” she said. “Gracias.”


    She looked so unlike herself, pallid, staring at the phone, that when she hung up I kept my mouth shut. It seemed a long time passed before she said, “Roberto.”


    The young photographer she had been coaching. I knew the person she meant, by something in the way she said it. Dark floppy hair, sweet-faced. She had been showing him the ropes at Reuters and had told me he had a good eye, would go far.


    “That was him?” She shook her head no.


    “He’s dead.”


    She walked to the window as if she could see through the drapes. Pivoted and paced to the desk. Returned to sit on the edge of the bed, shaking her head like a swimmer with water in her ears. Silence. You have to wait, let it come.


    Roberto had been driving home on a motorbike with another Reuters photographer. Soldiers at the first stop in a double checkpoint looked at their IDs and waved them through; when no one signaled them to stop at the second point, they drove on. Soldiers opened fire. Roberto took two bullets in the back and died on the spot. Somebody found the other photographer tossed behind a dumpster. He had taken a round that came out his chest and shattered his photo-shooting arm, but they thought he would live.


    There was nothing to say. “I’m sorry” came up short. You didn’t throw your arms around each other and cry, either. You just didn’t. Nancy sat for a while with her face in her hands. She slipped back into bed. I turned off the light.



    

    


    At dawn, reporters flowed out of the elevators, across the lobby, and out the glass doors. Grim-looking. Carrying Roberto’s death in their heads. “I’ll be working out of the second floor,” Nancy had said to me before I left the room.


    In the lobby a woman’s voice stopped me. “Call me when you get back?” She was a magazine writer from New York, new. No bag, no notebook. Sleek hair, perfectly turned under at the chin line.
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