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prologue

Afghanistan, 2002

“Do you hear it?” The voice was almost a whisper.

Elsa held her breath, and then she heard it too, a faint rustling of footsteps over twigs and leaves. Out of the corner of her eye, she glimpsed several shadowy figures darting through the trees, and when she turned, she saw a glint of sunlight reflecting off the barrel of an assault rifle.

There was no denying it—the Taliban had found them.

Oh, Jesus! she thought. We’ll never escape.

Elsa knew the Taliban’s ruthless hatred; the death and destruction they wrought was undeniable.

Seized by a sickening wave of fear, she wanted to cry or throw up, but there was no time. She tried to catch Parween’s eye, but her friend was looking back, intent on finding the source of the sound.

“Run!” someone shouted, and suddenly, the chase was on.

But not for Elsa. Her legs were tangled in the fabric of her all-enveloping burqa. She struggled to free herself and finally threw off the covering and ran, her plastic shoes barely touching the ground. She’d never run so fast before, and her heart pounded as she swallowed air in great gulps.

She heard heavy panting.

Was it her own?

Her chest tightened, and a scream rose in her throat, but there was no sound. She couldn’t think clearly. She knew only that she didn’t want to die there in Afghanistan.

Oh, God, let us make it, she prayed.

Just ahead was a small house, and though unprotected by the walls that surrounded typical Afghani homes, it was their only hope.

If they could reach it in time. But the distance seemed too great and her sprint too slow. Still, she pushed on, her arms pumping wildly.

After what seemed an eternity, Elsa and the others reached the house. She turned and stopped dead in her tracks. A growing sense of panic washed over her.

Parween.

Her eyes swept the horizon, but there was no sign of her friend.

Elsa’s throat burned as she tried to catch her breath, and she felt as though her heart would explode in her chest.

She buried her face in her hands.

How had it all gone so wrong? What were they doing here?

What was she doing here?

A nurse from Boston in fucking Afghanistan, for Christ’s sake.

Hot tears stung her eyes. With trembling hands, she tried to wipe them away.

“Oh, God,” she whispered. “Where are you, Parween?”
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Boston, 1994

It was the hopelessness in their eyes that held sixteen-year-old Elsa’s attention. The black and white images of starving, big-bellied babies gripped her with horror, but one photo in particular haunted her—a close-up of a skeletal mother holding a shriveled baby while two other gaunt children clung to her frail arms. It felt like they were looking right at Elsa.

She read the caption, which explained that they were refugees who’d escaped a quick death at the hands of rebel tribesmen only to be trapped in a life of misery. They weren’t just starving, the story said, they were dying. All four suffered from malaria and dysentery, and without help they would likely be dead in one month’s time.

Elsa flipped back to the cover to check the magazine’s issue date and her eyes widened.

The magazine was two months old.

A strange feeling—a kind of numbness—came over her, and she sat on the floor, her knees bent up, supporting the magazine. She turned the page and held her breath as she read.

As the tragedy in Rwanda deepens and the death toll continues to rise, world leaders seem paralyzed, unable to act. It is only the valiant efforts of a few doctors and nurses that are making a difference, snatching thousands from death’s certain grip. But more relief workers are needed and the UN has issued an urgent plea for help.

Elsa read the words again and then turned the page.

A large picture revealed hundreds of women and children standing in what seemed to be an endless line, waiting for their food rations. The women, and even the small children, seemed lifeless as they waited their turn. None of them looked at the camera. It was a photograph of utter despair.

Elsa sighed and ran her fingers over the picture. She turned to the next page and found a series of photos, all of corpses—endless rows of babies and children, entire families, lying in the road or in fields, clinging to one another in death. Her hand flew to her mouth, and she closed her eyes.

But when she opened them, the bodies were still there. She turned back to the first page and read the story again. She lingered over that first image, the one of the dying mother and her young children. She wondered where they were, if they’d died or somehow been rescued. It was hard to believe that people lived like this.

How could she ever complain about her own life again?

She paused at a shiny picture of a nurse cradling a baby. The nurse seemed to be crying. The caption explained that the baby was dead and the nurse was looking for his mother.

A nurse, she thought, doing something that matters.

Elsa closed the magazine, breathing deeply to calm herself, before she glanced at her watch. Four o’clock! Jeez, where did the time go? She quickly gathered her remaining books onto her cart and hurried to the library’s front desk.

“Sorry, Miss James, I lost track of time.” She needed this job; she couldn’t afford to be fired. “I’ll finish these tomorrow.”

The old librarian, fidgeting with her hearing aid, smiled up at Elsa. “What, dear?”

“I’ll finish tomorrow,” Elsa almost shouted. “And this,” she said, holding out the magazine, “can I keep it? It’s two months old.”

“You want the magazine?” Miss James confirmed. “That’s fine, dear.”

Elsa trudged home along the narrow, crowded streets, the magazine stuffed into her backpack. If she hurried, her mother could still get to work on time. Rushing into the house, she pulled the magazine from her bag and showed the pictures to her mother.

“Oh God, Elsa, why do you look at that stuff? Jesus, it’s awful,” her mother said, slipping her arms into her old coat.

“But, Mom, I was thinking, I could be a nurse, maybe help someday.”

“That’s just a wish, don’t ya think? Nothin’ good ever came from wishing for things you can’t have. Look around, honey. We’re in the crummiest three-decker in the crummiest part of Dorchester. And with Diana getting sicker, I don’t see things getting any better.”

“But if we don’t wish for more or try for more, things will never change.”

“I’ve worked two jobs since your father died, and every single day, I’ve wished things would be easier. I just don’t want you to be disappointed is all.”

But Elsa was disappointed. She was always wishing for things she couldn’t have—her friend Annie’s wild red hair, a nice house, a real family. There was always something else she wanted. God knows, there was a lot to wish for when you lived in Dorchester.

“Learn to be happy with what you’ve got, Elsa. There’s always someone else who’s got it worse.”

“That’s just it—these refugees have got it worse. I want to help.”

“Well, you can start with Diana. I fed her, but she needs to be changed and put to bed. I’ll see you later.” With a quick peck on the cheek, her mother left for work, the second shift at the supermarket where she rang up groceries she could barely afford.

Life isn’t fair, Elsa thought glumly, but that doesn’t mean you just sit back and accept it. She shed her coat and moved toward Diana, who sat awkwardly in an oversized high chair. Unable to hold her head up, it bobbed on her spindly neck until Elsa set a pillow behind her.

“There, Diana. Is that better?” she cooed.

Diana, the four-year-old daughter of Elsa’s older sister, Janice, was hopelessly disabled, or so the doctors said. It took all of Elsa and her mother’s efforts just to feed and take care of Diana. Janice was never home, and her brother, Tommy, the oldest of the three, only came home long enough to swipe money from either his mother or Elsa.

It hadn’t always been that way. Though money had always been tight, they’d been a family once, and when Diana was born, she’d brought smiles and laughter into the house, at least for a while. Those were the good days, when even Annie, Elsa’s only close friend, still came around.

Annie had lived with her Polish grandmother in another dingy three-decker on the next corner. It was Annie who’d sat with Elsa when she’d fed, changed, and babysat Diana, and it was Annie who’d poked through Janice’s bureau drawers one afternoon until she discovered an old tube of lipstick called “Misty Mauve.” At Elsa’s urging, Annie had opened it and swiped it across her lips. Though the color was hopelessly outdated, they’d taken turns applying it.

Annie, her red hair straining against the elastic that held it back, had peered into the mirror and declared that it was a bad color for her. “With my hair, I need something brown. This is awful.”

Elsa, small and narrow, had always wished for hair like Annie’s, something that would set her apart. When it was her turn, she’d stood in front of the mirror and swiped the waxy mauve over her mouth. She’d pressed her lips together to spread the stain and peered at her reflection, suddenly boasting violet-colored lips. Against her brown hair, the color had been perfect. She’d turned to Annie.

“Well, what do you think?”

Annie had looked at her friend admiringly.

“You look beautiful, Elsa. You should wear lipstick all the time.”

Elsa had looked in the mirror and smiled again. The face that stared back at her was pretty—really pretty—she had to admit. She’d grinned at her reflection as though she were seeing herself for the first time—shiny hair, creamy skin, upturned nose, and full violet lips. The very act of applying the lipstick—the gentle stroke of color, the pressing of her lips to spread it evenly, and finally, the gaze into the mirror—fascinated her.

This lipstick is amazing, Elsa had thought. It didn’t just put color on her lips, it put an unmistakable glow in her green eyes and made her feel, if only for an instant, as though she were somebody, like one of those important women in the fancy magazines. Women who mattered wore lipstick. She smiled at her reflection again.

“Jeez, Elsa,” Annie had declared. “You were made for lipstick.”

I am, Elsa had thought. I really am.

The memory of that afternoon still made her smile, and though Annie had long since moved away, Elsa’s love of lipstick was the same. A swipe of bold plum or soft pink was enough to raise her spirits, and in Dorchester, that was a necessity.

Lipstick was magic.
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By the time Elsa was seventeen, she was buried in responsibilities, and of those responsibilities—work, school, and Diana—it was Diana who took the lion’s share of Elsa’s time. Diana, always sick, required constant attention so she didn’t choke or slide from her seat.

Just feeding her took hours, nudging little spoonfuls of pureed meat or vegetables into her mouth and urging her to swallow. Changing and cleaning her became more difficult with each passing day; though her mind hadn’t grown, her body had. She was heavy and stiff and difficult to hold. Their little apartment was crammed with the special equipment and food Diana needed just to survive. Janice hadn’t been back in months, so it was up to Elsa and her mother.

Margaret often muttered that she just couldn’t imagine what it would be like in ten or twenty years. And Elsa, who took over the responsibility when she arrived home from school, felt a growing resentment toward the sister and brother who’d deserted her.

Finally, an overwhelmed Margaret, with Elsa at her side, approached Diana’s doctors.

“We need help,” Margaret pleaded. “It’s only me and Elsa taking care of her. We just can’t do it anymore.”

The doctors nodded and made the arrangements to place Diana in a special home. “St. John’s,” they said, “is a good nursing home. And the state will cover the costs, so you won’t have to worry about that, Mrs. Murphy.”

“What about Diana’s mother? Does she know about this?” one young doctor inquired.

“We don’t know where she is. I’m Diana’s guardian.” Margaret hung her head, ashamed of Janice’s failings. Mother and daughter left the clinic in silence, and as they waited for the bus, Margaret finally spoke.

“It’s a good decision,” she said hopefully, as if trying to convince herself. “It’s the only thing we could do.”

And while Elsa knew her mother was right, she couldn’t escape her gnawing guilt.

When the day came and went, Elsa found she couldn’t just let Diana go. So twice a week, she boarded a train and then a bus, and made the long trip to visit her niece at St. John’s.

“Hello, Diana,” she said each time, her teenager’s voice all but singing when she spied the little girl in her tiny wheelchair. She leaned over to stroke Diana’s cheek and plant a kiss, but Diana didn’t move. Elsa hoisted her out of the chair and sat holding her tight, but there was no response, not a smile or even a blink, nothing to indicate Diana was in there.

Elsa watched as the nurses and therapists massaged Diana’s tight little muscles and bent and stretched her extremities to keep them limber so that they wouldn’t become distorted, as Elsa had seen with some of the other children.

One afternoon, as Elsa sat next to Diana, the young girl stiffened and fell into a seizure. Her eyes rolled back in her head, blood and spittle dripped from her mouth, a stain of urine spread out around her, and she fell to the floor in a writhing heap. Jumping up, Elsa ran into the hallway.

“Help!” she screamed. “It’s Diana, help! Hurry, please!” She was quickly surrounded by the nurses, who pushed her aside to enter the room.

Someone called an ambulance and the paramedics arrived to take over. They bundled Diana onto a gurney and lifted her into the ambulance, motioning for Elsa to sit in the front. The wail of the siren echoed in Elsa’s head as the ambulance snaked through the crowded Boston streets. She struggled to hear what was going on in the back, where Diana lay, but the screaming siren blocked out all other sound.

When the ambulance screeched to a halt in front of the Boston City Hospital, Elsa fled from the front seat. “I want to see Diana,” she said. But her soft words were lost in the urgency that surrounded her and instead she was ushered to a dingy waiting area where the smell of vomit hung in the air. She sat on the edge of an orange plastic chair, chewing her nails and picking at a loose thread on her coat.

Tears pooled in the corners of her eyes and streamed down her cheeks, mixing with the snot that ran from her nose. She drew a sleeve across her face. The door to the hallway squeaked as it opened, and her mother appeared beside her.

“Oh, Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” Margaret sniffled. “They called me from St. John’s. What happened?”

“Oh, Ma,” Elsa cried, reaching for Margaret. Through her tears, Elsa recounted the afternoon’s events. “I don’t know where Diana is. They just left me here.” Her sobs started anew.

Margaret sighed, gathered herself, and held Elsa close. They sat together in silence, the room already feeling like a little tomb. There was nothing to say. They’d put Diana in a home, and this was what had come of it.

A bespectacled young doctor, fidgeting with a metal clipboard, entered the little room ahead of a portly nurse, who was busily tucking her brown hair behind her ears. They took seats on either side of Margaret and Elsa. The doctor removed his eyeglasses, wiping them clean as he spoke.

“I am sorry to give you the news, Mrs. Murphy,” he said, speaking gently to Margaret. “But your daughter has died. We did everything we could, but we just couldn’t save her.”

He paused, and Elsa gulped back her sobs. The nurse put an arm around her as the doctor continued.

“I’ve seen her records,” he said, holding the clipboard up for emphasis. “This was a very long time coming, I’m afraid.” He stood to go and tried awkwardly to offer some reassurance. “She’s not suffering anymore. Nevertheless, I am sorry for your loss,” he said as he moved toward the door.

The nurse stayed, her ample body spilling over the seat and onto Elsa’s chair. She held out some tissues.

“Can I call anyone for you?” she asked quietly. Margaret shook her head no. The nurse paused, then spoke again. “My name’s Maureen, and if you have any questions later, please come back to see me or give me a call.” She rubbed Elsa’s back and she looked right into her eyes. “I lost my little sister when I was about your age. I know how you feel.”

“But—” Elsa started to explain that Diana wasn’t her sister, but she decided to let it go. Instead, she looked at the floor, her tears falling onto the front of her coat.

“Do you want to see her before you leave?” the nurse asked.

“Diana? We can see her?” Elsa sat up straight and wiped her nose.

“Of course you can. Sometimes it helps to say good-bye.”

“Please, yes. I want to see her.” Elsa sniffled and stood, eager to escape the mustiness of the old room.

Margaret sighed and looked at the floor.

“Not me, thank you,” she said. “I’ve had enough of these places to last a lifetime. Go on. I’ll wait here for you.”

Maureen led Elsa down a brightly lit hallway to the room where Diana lay. A nurse scurried about, clearing the equipment, switching off the monitors and pumps. The floor was littered with empty syringes, rubber tubes, streams of paper, and discarded latex gloves. In the midst of the clutter stood a gleaming steel stretcher. Diana looked so tiny and so… so comfortable. Gone was the pain of her brittle bones and tight muscles, and her mouth seemed fixed in a slight smile.

Elsa took her hand and stroked Diana’s forehead. She seemed so peaceful that Elsa turned to Maureen.

“Are you sure she’s…?”

Maureen nodded. “We’re sure.”

Tears streamed down Elsa’s face.

“Diana, you know we’ll always love you.” She leaned over and kissed Diana’s cheek, then turned and started for the door.

“Thank you,” she said in a whisper to Maureen as Maureen hugged her.

They walked back down the hall to the waiting room.

“Are ya ready then?” Margaret asked as they entered the room. “Come on, let’s go home.”

Maureen took Margaret’s hand and gave Elsa’s shoulder a squeeze.

“Call me if you need to talk,” she said again. She handed her card to Elsa, who tucked it into her pocket before Margaret could snatch it away. They walked to the exit and stepped into the crisp fall air.

On the way home, Margaret said over and over that Diana’s death was for the best, that it was God’s will. Elsa suspected that she was trying to convince herself.

Life went back to normal, but Elsa was more lonely than ever. Even her twice-weekly visits to St. John’s were gone now. She wanted to talk with someone, but Margaret had never been much for conversation, and Elsa’s duties at home and school kept her from making close friends. Her shoulders sagged with the weight of everything, and one night she bundled herself into her coat and headed out into the cold night for a walk. She pulled her coat tighter and shoved her hands deep into her pockets, where her fingers curled around a small card. She pulled it out. Maureen Hill, RN was inscribed there along with the telephone number of Boston City’s emergency room. Elsa fingered the raised letters, tucked it back into her pocket, and turned for home.

The following day, she turned up at the ER registration desk and asked for Maureen. The clerk smiled.

“Who can I say wants her?” she asked.

“Elsa Murphy,” she answered. The clerk disappeared, and after a few uncomfortable minutes she returned with a smiling Maureen. Her brown hair was pulled back in a tight bun and she pushed the stray tendrils away from her face as she neared the desk. As she got closer, Elsa noticed the tiny freckles that sprinkled Maureen’s pale skin. It was hard to guess her age but she was old, Elsa thought—at least forty.

“Oh, Elsa, come on in. I’m so glad to see you.” Her voice was warm and soft, like a gentle touch. She guided Elsa to the staff lounge, where she pulled up two chairs so they could sit.

“How are you, honey?” She said it in such a soothing way that Elsa started to reply, but her stomach knotted up and she began to cry. A soft whimper rapidly turned to gasping sobs.

In fits and starts, she sobbed out her story. She told Maureen all about Diana and Janice and her mother.

“Poor Diana never had a chance in this family,” she finished.

“Honey, you did the best you could for Diana. She was a very sick little girl. I’ve seen patients like her before, and you and your mom keeping her at home as long as you did was an act of great love.”

Maureen leaned forward and spoke softly.

“My own sister was born when I was fifteen years old. I remember how excited I was that a baby was coming—until she was born and we saw how deformed she was. I was heartbroken. She never even came home with us. She died in the hospital without ever sleeping in her fancy new crib or wearing the clothes we bought her.” She touched Elsa’s hand.

“When she died, I knew I’d be a nurse. So, you see, I do know how sad it can be and I know it’s much worse for you than it was for me. You knew Diana; she was a part of your life for a long time. She was lucky to have had you and your mom to love her.” Maureen smiled and squeezed Elsa’s hand.

Elsa sniffled.

“I’m not so sure that Diana was lucky to have us. We’re nothing special. No one’s ever graduated from high school in my family, and I don’t even have any real friends.”

She sniffled again and wiped her nose.

“I don’t want to live in Dorchester forever. I want to be somebody. I want to go to school and, well, just get out there and do something. When I really start feeling sorry for myself, I think about how much worse it could be.” She paused and then told Maureen about the magazine article and its terrible photographs. “Have you seen those stories? It’s just awful. Those people need help. It makes me ashamed to be so selfish.”

“Oh, honey,” Maureen said as she folded Elsa into her arms. “You’re not selfish. It’s human nature to want something better for yourself. You know, I went to nursing school so I could help those poor babies who never go home, and here I am in the ER. The best thing you could do is watch out for yourself and make something of yourself. Then you’ll be able to help people all you want.”

It was almost as though Maureen had read her mind.

“Do you think I could be a nurse? I used to watch the nurses at St. John’s, and it seemed like, well, maybe as a nurse I could make a difference. It seems like nurses do things that matter. I couldn’t help Diana and I can’t help the refugees, but as a nurse, I could help. I know I could.” As she said it, her tears stopped and her sadness lifted a little.

“I’m glad to hear that,” Maureen said. “God knows we need more nurses. If you’d like, you can bring in a list of your high school courses and we can make sure you’re taking the right ones for a nursing career. We can start looking at scholarship applications, too.”

Maureen’s kindness made Elsa feel weepy again.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Elsa returned the next day, and Maureen helped her to choose the courses she’d need for nursing school.

Over the next few months, Elsa found herself in the ER several times a week hoping to just be around Maureen, whose encouragement helped Elsa forget her own misery. After a while, the reception clerk even knew her by name. “Have a seat, Elsa. I’ll page Maureen,” she’d say. When it seemed clear that Elsa would continue to be a frequent visitor, Maureen arranged for her to volunteer at the hospital, running errands and helping the patients and visitors.

Elsa felt alive in the emergency room, where everything was a matter of life and death. There in the ER, her own sadness seemed swallowed up and somehow faded. She mattered there—at least to Maureen, who always made Elsa feel needed.

She still worked at the library and even increased her hours so that she could help out with the bills that plagued her mother. Margaret continued to work from dawn till dusk and had little time left over for Elsa, who turned to her books and studies in earnest.

With her newfound resolve, Elsa kept on top of her grades more than ever. As graduation approached, Maureen wrote letters of recommendation and said she wasn’t surprised when Elsa was accepted to Boston College’s nursing program on a full scholarship.

She was going to be a nurse. Even Margaret smiled at the news.

“A nurse,” she said. “My own daughter, a nurse.”



3

For Elsa, four years of school passed quickly, and in the spring of 2000 she graduated from Boston College. Almost immediately the nursing boards loomed, and she passed the rigid test with flying colors. She was pronounced an RN—a registered nurse—at last. And with Maureen’s help, she was hired in Boston City’s ER. She celebrated her new position with a fresh supply of lipsticks—soft pinks and muted beiges, quiet, wholesome colors, fitting for a nurse.

Finally able to contribute a real salary to her small household, Elsa wanted her mother to retire. Maybe they could even buy a cozy house somewhere nearby. Anywhere but Dorchester.

But Margaret frowned at the offer.

“Oh, Elsa, you’re a good girl, but I’d go batty if I was home every day. No, honey, I’ll keep working, but a new couch would be nice, or maybe a TV that actually works.” Margaret smiled. “You know, for a kid who never had a break, you turned out all right. I’m really proud of you.” She leaned over and gave Elsa a quick peck on the cheek. “I love you, Elsa.”

Her mother had never been much for affection, and her words caught Elsa off guard. But Margaret was up from her chair and out the door before Elsa could respond and say that she loved her, too.

* * *

A week later, Margaret didn’t appear for her morning coffee. Certain that she had overslept, Elsa went into her mother’s bedroom and found her still in bed with the covers pulled up high to her neck and her eyes closed.

“C’mon, Ma, your coffee’s getting cold.”

She moved closer and saw that Margaret wasn’t breathing and had a bluish cast to her skin. Panicking, Elsa threw off the covers and tried to breathe for her mother, but it was too late. Her mother’s skin was ice-cold.

Elsa cradled her mother’s limp form and wept.

“Oh, Mama, why now?”

But there was only silence in the tiny apartment.

Elsa, a few neighbors, and Maureen attended the funeral services. Annie, with a small baby in tow, showed up toward the end but left after giving Elsa a quick embrace.

Elsa was on her own.

She was grateful when Maureen asked her if she wanted company, but right then she needed to be alone. She went home and climbed the narrow staircase past the yellowed, flaking wallpaper and inhaled the familiar scent of grease and stale cigarettes. The Murphy apartment was hers now, and its emptiness echoed her life.

She was alone.

And though it had been the way she’d lived, more or less, for all of her life, it wasn’t enough. She didn’t want to end up like her mother, with no one to attend her funeral, her death barely noticed.

Then Elsa remembered the magazine. It was still in her bedroom, tucked into the drawer of the nightstand, filled with the stark portraits of sad-eyed Rwandan refugees. She pulled out the magazine and looked at the pictures that had riveted her so long ago, and she found that once again, she was consumed by the unremitting misery in the images. Surely, all these years later, these people were dead.

But what if a nurse had gone and helped?

She inhaled deeply, and as she did, a calmness settled over her, and she knew—she would go. Somehow she would help, she would make a difference; however small, in whatever small corner of the world that needed her, she would help. She sat straighter and exhaled slowly. These people needed her—and she needed them.

A few days later, she approached Maureen in the hospital cafeteria.

“Maureen, do you remember the conversation we had years ago, about the refugees from Rwanda? The ones in that magazine I told you about?”

“Of course, honey. That’s what got you started on the road to nursing school.” She paused for a moment, staring into space. “It seems as if there are always refugees in the news, doesn’t it? One sad story after another. Today it’s Sudan and the Balkans. Tomorrow it’ll be someplace else. Yet most of us forget the tragedies as soon as the stories fade from our television screens. You have a good heart, Elsa, to still be thinking about them.” Maureen sighed and gazed at her generous lunch. “Makes me feel guilty to have so much and do so little.”

“I didn’t mean to make you feel guilty, and you do a lot for people who come through the ER. Look at everything you’ve done for me. It’s just that now seems like a good time for me to do something. With Mama gone, and no one waiting for me at home, I think I’d like to volunteer with one of the aid groups, if they’ll have me.” She paused for a moment, then continued. “I wanted to make sure it was okay with you. It’ll take me away from the hospital, after all.”

“Oh, honey, of course it’s okay with me. You go right ahead, and let me know if there’s anything I can do to help. I’d be so proud of you, doing something like that. Hell, we’d all be proud of you.”

Elsa knew she’d need experience to apply, so with Maureen’s guidance, she threw herself into her work with a renewed sense of purpose and saw patients and families much like her own, devastated by drugs and alcohol and tragedy. She focused on learning the ropes in the constantly bustling maze of the ER, and her days became a frenzied blur of misery, gunshot wounds, and overdoses. Yet she tackled it all with unbridled energy, more determined than ever to make a difference, treating every day as if it was a starting point for getting where she wanted to be.

Somehow, in the grim haze of that chaotic apprenticeship, Elsa learned how to save lives and how to recognize when someone couldn’t be saved. Those were the hardest ones. They reminded her of Diana. But in order to do her job, she needed to learn to deal with her emotions and do what needed to be done.

Elsa soon settled into the routine of the ER, but even the routine wasn’t so routine. There were new hazards every day, and though she learned to break into a sprint when she heard the overhead intercom buzz out, “Arrest team to Trauma One,” her heart quaked as she ran. The announcement usually meant that a gunshot or stab wound victim was arriving, and she was expected to assist. It wasn’t long before she knew where to stand, and how to pass equipment when the surgeon decided to open someone’s chest and perform heart surgery right then and there. Early on, the senior trauma surgeon had even directed her to hold a heart in her hands while he repaired a deadly wound. Terrified, she’d held it tenderly as though holding a fragile piece of glass, but the wounded heart was slippery, and she was sure it would slide from her hands. Her own heart beat faster, and beads of sweat collected under her face mask, clouding her vision. She could hear the chaos at the edges of the trauma room, people shouting about blood and the operating room, but there in the center, it was almost calm, except for her own hidden panic. Oh, God, she thought, don’t let me faint.

“Squeeze the damn heart,” the surgeon barked. “You’re the pump! Squeeze harder!” Elsa held her breath and squeezed as the surgeon worked, willing herself to memorize every detail of the dramatic procedure. She exhaled only when the patient was rushed into the operating room. The following day, Elsa learned he’d survive.

She knew that she would too.

Slowly but surely, she found that she loved the adventure of the ER, the adrenaline rush of saving lives. Sometimes she’d run alongside the stretcher holding a flimsy piece of gauze over a gaping wound to staunch the flow of blood. She learned to insert intravenous lines as though she were gliding a piece of silk over someone’s arm, and she learned to place nasogastric tubes as though she were dropping a fishing line. She learned to deliver screaming babies and to wrap the dead.

And the next time a chest needed to be opened, the surgeon had shouted, “Get Elsa! I need her next to me!” She’d pushed through the crowd and hurriedly tried to insert an intravenous line, but the patient’s veins had collapsed. “Forget that,” the surgeon said as he inserted the rib spreader into the incision and cracked the chest open. Blood sprayed everywhere. Elsa felt it drench her own scrubs, but she stood perfectly still, only her hands moving as she reached for a surgical drape.

“Here.” The surgeon pointed to a small laceration in the heart. “Put your finger there. Don’t move.” Elsa reached out, her hands steady, and jammed her finger into the tiny hole.

She watched as he searched for the aorta; every vessel looked the same.

“There,” he said. “Where’s the clamp?” Out of the corner of her eye she watched as an intern handed the instrument to the surgeon. With steady hands, he clamped the vessel. Instinctively, Elsa called out. “Note the time,” she heard herself shout, glancing up at the wall clock. “Start the timer.” She inhaled deeply through her surgical mask. She felt as though she was watching someone else, someone calm who knew exactly what to do.

When the bags of universal donor replacement blood arrived, she placed them under her arms to warm them, just as Maureen had taught her.

“Let that intern warm that blood,” the surgeon told her. “Now suction that out for me.” She passed the blood and took the suction tube, placing it right into the chest cavity, vacuuming out the blood so the surgeon could see the heart. She watched as he placed a tiny suture into the young man’s right ventricle.

“Get an atrial line in, Elsa,” the surgeon said, directing her. Her hands trembled.

“Here?” she asked, glad for the face mask that muffled her shaky voice. When he nodded, she inserted the intravenous catheter into the man’s heart and connected it to the blood tubing.

The flaccid heart had quivered before it began to beat—stronger and stronger—until Elsa could hear her own heart pounding in her chest. She covered the gaping wound with moist pads and the surgeon and his interns pulled at the stretcher, heading to the OR.

“You’re at nine minutes,” she said, placing the timer on the stretcher. “You have eleven minutes left to get that aorta unclamped.”

“I knew you had it in you, Elsa,” the surgeon said, patting her on the back as he hurried by.

Maureen had watched it all from the doorway. “Well done, Elsa. I’m so proud!”

“My God, I was so nervous. You couldn’t tell?”

“No, honey. All I saw was an ER nurse. Now, back to work. You’ve got a line of patients waiting.”

The floor was slick with the patient’s blood as Elsa tossed her surgical gloves and mask on the floor, which was already littered with syringes, medical debris, and discarded latex gloves. She switched off the monitors and paused, looking around. It didn’t look much different from the day Diana had died, but everything had changed. Everything. She was an ER nurse now. If she could do this, she could do anything.

She turned and flicked on the intercom. “Housekeeping to Trauma One,” she said as she stepped over the debris and headed back to triage.

Before long, it was Elsa who was calling, “Arrest team to Trauma One.” She almost couldn’t believe how far she’d come, how her confidence and her skills had grown, and she knew, with each passing day, she was closer to her goal.

Elsa went back to the library where she’d spent so much time and began to research relief agencies. There was one agency she’d seen profiled on CNN—Aide du Monde—with headquarters in New York City. But when she contacted them, they politely informed her that she’d need at least a year of experience, preferably in an emergency room, before they would be able to consider her for a nursing position. She’d only been in the ER for six months, so she swallowed her disappointment and promised to call them when she’d reached that milestone.

The day her year was up—and not a minute later—Elsa called Aide du Monde, commonly known as ADM, to make an appointment to visit their New York office. This time, she got one.

With her lips colored a daring red for confidence, she arrived there one afternoon in the spring of 2001. Days of interviews followed.

“So please tell us why we should choose you. How can you help?” a tall, bespectacled man had asked.

She took a deep breath. She knew her answer had to be perfect. “It’s all about making yourself try harder,” she said, her voice calm as she told them about learning how to open chests and save lives in the ER. “I know I can help,” she said, finishing. “I absolutely know I can.” The two men who interviewed her smiled then and nodded—signaling approval, Elsa hoped.

She was asked to submit what seemed like a glut of references and had to write a personal essay explaining her reasons for wanting to become part of their team. It seemed more difficult to join ADM than to get into Harvard. But finally, she called Maureen with the news.

“I’m in,” she said breathlessly into the phone. “They said they’d call when they have an assignment for me.” There was a brief silence and Elsa wondered if they’d been cut off.

“That’s wonderful, honey,” Maureen said finally, and the connection made it seem as if there was something in her throat. “I’m so proud of you.”

Elsa rang off and went to apply for a passport. Over the next few days, she got more vaccines than she’d received in her entire lifetime. Then she returned to Boston and waited for the call.

It took a long time, but her phone finally rang late one morning in early September. A man named Jean-Claude, his voice a lilting French accent, offered her a post in Afghanistan. Thrilled that ADM finally had a place for her, Elsa eagerly accepted, and Jean-Claude promised to call back soon with more details.

Hanging up the phone, she crawled back under the covers. She had one more night to go on the night shift, and, still exhausted, she hoped to get some more sleep.

But her mind was racing.

Make a list, decide what to pack… who to tell… bills to pay.

Maybe I should let go of the apartment, she thought. Maybe I could sublet.

Surrendering to the inevitable, she got out of bed and dragged herself to her desk. She tried to focus, to make a list of things she’d need, but fatigue overcame her and she could only think of one thing to take. At the top of the page, she wrote out LIPSTICK in capital letters and underlined it.

Pen and paper still in hand, Elsa fell asleep.

Elsa woke that evening with a feeling of lightness. She was almost giddy. Her life was about to change.

She worked through the night shift and kept her secret to herself. She wanted Maureen to be the first to know and planned to tell her on Tuesday morning at the change of shift, but the ER was too busy and Elsa was too exhausted to hang around until things quieted. So she dragged herself home, took a long, hot shower, and pulled on her nightgown, then settled in for a cup of tea and the morning news.

She clicked the television on, expecting to see the newscaster chatting about the weather or the morning traffic. Instead of the usual smiling faces, however, a somber reporter’s voice was shaking.

“A plane has just crashed into the World Trade Center in New York City,” he said. Stunned, Elsa sat back and watched the live report. Suddenly, there on the screen, a second plane appeared and flew into the second tower.

Elsa’s hands flew to her mouth.

She stood and moved closer to the television.

Flames, horrific flames, burst from the gaping holes where the planes had pierced the buildings.

People inside were trapped, the reporter announced, and some—desperate to escape—had jumped from the highest floors. The cameras caught it all, the specks of bodies hurtling through the air to the concrete below.

Her hands trembling, Elsa was seized by a feeling of dread, but she couldn’t pull herself away from the terrible images. She was still watching when the towers crumpled and collapsed, sending thousands of people to their deaths. Reporters said that it was a terrorist attack, and the planes had come from Boston.

The morning was sunny, and despite her closed shades, bright light was leaking in around the edges. Elsa ran to her front window and pulled the blinds open. People were still walking, cars were still moving, drivers were still yelling and honking their horns. It seemed like an ordinary day.

Except it wasn’t.

Suddenly, she didn’t want to be alone. If the world was ending, she needed to get out of there. She picked up the phone and called Maureen at the hospital.

“Have you seen it?”

“We’re watching it now. It’s just awful.” Maureen sounded defeated somehow.

“Do you want me to come back? Do you know anything? God, it’s terrible. And the planes came from Boston.” Her words came out in a rush.

“I don’t know, honey. A Phase One disaster has been called here and we’re on alert, but no one knows what will happen. Stay home, get some sleep. I’ll call if we need you.”

But Elsa didn’t sleep. She stayed in front of the television and watched as the details of the attack were revealed. In the evening, she called the telephone number mentioned in a news story and tried to volunteer at the World Trade Center site.

“I’m an emergency room nurse,” she said. “I can help.” A harried official took her name and telephone number and said they’d be in touch.

She dialed ADM but there was no answer.

Her world had suddenly turned as gray as the ash that covered Lower Manhattan. Elsa had never felt more isolated. She kept the television on all day and into the night, needing the hum of voices to lull her to sleep.

When her alarm clock buzzed, she was already up and showering.

Relieved to go to work and to be back on the day shift, Elsa heaved a sigh as she walked through the ER’s doors. At least there were people there. The staff and the patients were gathered in the waiting room, glued to the television.

Maureen was still there; she’d stayed all night, just in case.

“How are you, honey?” she asked as she gave Elsa a hug. She turned back to the television. “I never thought I’d see anything like this, such evil. It gives me the chills.”

She turned and looked at Elsa. “I hate to think of you all alone in that apartment,” she said, continuing. “Do you want to stay with me and Jack till this is over? You know we’d love to have you.”

“Thanks for the offer, but I’m okay. You’re the one who should get some sleep. Go home to Jack. We’ll call if we need you.”

For the rest of the day, a crowd kept vigil in the waiting room and though the faces changed, the numbers in front of the television never diminished.

When the terrorists were connected to Afghanistan, Elsa wondered what the effect would be on her assignment. Sure enough, before the week was out, her mission was canceled and all international aid workers were evacuated.

Jean-Claude reassured her when he called with the news. “Not to worry. We will have another assignment for you soon,” he said, and then he paused. “If we reopen our programs in Afghanistan, would you still go?”

Elsa answered without hesitation.

“Oh yes. I’ll go. I’ll go anywhere.”

In early October, CNN reported that the U.S. and coalition forces had started bombing Afghanistan.

At work and on the streets, people cheered.

Elsa held her breath.

What next?
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A persistent ringing jarred Elsa out of a sound sleep. She fumbled for the phone, her eyes still closed, as the bright sunlight seeped through her tightly shut blinds.

“Hello,” she groaned into the receiver.

“Hello, hello, Elsa.” A faintly familiar French accent greeted her. “It is Jean-Claude calling from Aide du Monde in New York.”

“Oh, hello,” she answered, suddenly awake. She hadn’t heard from ADM in over five months.

“I am sorry we have taken so long,” Jean-Claude continued, “but I am happy to say that, finally, we have a posting for you.”

“That’s wonderful,” she said quickly. “Where is it?”

“We still need you in Afghanistan, in a place called Bamiyan,” he replied. “The home of the famous Buddha statues. Well, there are no Buddhas now of course, thanks to the Taliban, but there in Bamiyan, we have a clinic and hospital. The mission will be for one year. You can go, yes?”

A year, she thought, pushing aside her fears.

“Yes, of course. When will I leave?” she asked.

“Probably in a few weeks. We just wanted to be sure you would accept the post. Thank you for saying yes. I will call you later this week with details. Until then, good-bye.”

“Good-bye,” Elsa replied. She hung up the phone with trembling fingers.

It was really going to happen—she was going to Afghanistan. She almost couldn’t believe it.

It was a cold, gray morning in early March when Maureen drove her to the airport and said a tearful good-bye.

“I’m so proud of you, Elsa. Promise me you’ll be careful,” Maureen said, her voice straining with emotion. “Just come back to us safe.”

Only later, when Elsa stood in the long line that led through the security maze at Logan airport, did she feel the first real threads of worry about Afghanistan. But the arrangements had all been made; it was too late to back out now, not that she wanted to anyway. This trip was everything she’d ever wanted. She tried to shake off her anxiety, but tears gathered in her eyes as she boarded the plane and sat peering out of the scratchy little window at the blurred runway. It would be her last look at Boston for a long time.

The first leg of her journey took her to the ADM offices in Paris to pick up medicines and some of the supplies she would need in Bamiyan. It was the first time she’d been outside of the United States, and she yearned to see some of the famous City of Lights, but there was no time.

There were no commercial flights into Afghanistan, so she was booked on a flight to Peshawar in northern Pakistan, the tribal, frontier city that was the point of entry for all the aid going into Afghanistan. Peshawar was a crumbling old city teeming with refugees, freedom fighters, aid workers, intrigue, and centuries of history.

Elsa landed in Peshawar in the late morning, and the instant she emerged from the plane, she was hit by the full sun and murky heat of the day. She stood in the plane’s doorway at the top of the metal stairs and looked out, the scents and sounds full upon her, and paused.

“You!”

She jumped as a soldier barked at her and motioned brusquely with his machine gun. Her palms were sweating—along with just about every other part of her body—as she descended the staircase and stepped onto the cracked and steaming tarmac. The soldier frowned and pointed the way to the arrival terminal. Elsa fell in behind the other passengers.

The terminal, a squat two-story building, was teeming with activity. Turbaned men in oversized pajama suits and women in loose dresses and veils filled every available space. Elsa hesitated, looked at her own jeans and cotton shirt, and felt conspicuously out of place in the heaving, exotic crowd.

Suddenly she realized she’d lost sight of the line of passengers, who’d somehow blended into the crowd. She stood there alone and tried to read the signs. Panic began to grip her when she realized none of them were in English.

A flash of movement caught her eye and there, at what seemed to be the entrance to the terminal, she saw a young man waving a sign with her name on it. Relief flooded through her, and she hurried to his side.

“Come, come,” he said. “My name is Ajmal, and I am here to help you with the rest of your travels. Follow me, please.” He took her passport and visa and guided her through the long lines and confusing maze of Immigration and Customs, and then he collected her lone suitcase and a bulky carton of supplies she’d gathered in Paris. He lifted the carton onto one shoulder and lifted her suitcase with his free hand.
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