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Prologue
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A silvery haze shrouded the streets of Geneva when Abby set out on her early-morning run. The sky was still dark, the air still crisp with the night’s last breeze, as she stepped from her hotel into the quiet of the street. The doorman tipped his hat in greeting.


“Bonjour, Miss Monroe. Another run?”


“Morning, Claude. My last one here in Geneva. Tomorrow, I’m off to Pakistan.”


“Ah, good luck, miss. Enjoy your run.”


Abby waved as she glanced at her watch and eased into her morning routine. Since this would be her last run, she wanted it to be her best. Tomorrow, she’d board a flight to Dubai and, from there, head to a UN program in northern Pakistan.


“No running there,” she’d been warned. “Too dangerous. Probably no time for it anyway.”


Abby would be evaluating an immunization program for UNICEF. It would be her first overseas assignment, and she wanted to make a great impression, show that she could do this kind of work, that she was capable and professional.


Geneva was deadly quiet this Sunday morning, and she ran in solitude, no cars or noise or people about just yet. The sun was just creeping over the horizon, the city still struggling to shake off the night’s long sleep. The streets and the scenery faded from her view as she focused all her energies on pushing forward, step after step. With every footfall, her legs throbbed, and her heart pounded. She wanted to stop, but in a day or a week or a month, she’d ache for the misery she felt now, so she picked up her pace, willing her muscles to remember this final sprint.


Abby’s legs ached with the exertion but she pushed harder, thrusting her arms out grabbing the air. She felt her breathing ease as she crested a small hill and coasted on a level surface. Here the street narrowed as she passed the graceful old UN buildings. The government buildings that had loomed large in the shadowy morning light soon gave way to quiet residential streets bordered by trees, hedges, and privacy gates.


She turned her attention back to the road, wishing she’d brought her iPod. Running to the sounds of her own panting was a distraction. She turned back toward the hotel and found herself running along a wider street lined with high-rise office buildings. The street, framed by the buildings, was deserted and utterly quiet this Sunday morning. Steam seeped from the buildings’ grates and rose lazily before evaporating in the morning air. Abby inhaled deeply. This indefinable time, the hour between night and day, was her favorite time to run at home. Everything was so peaceful, and that was especially true here in Geneva. Lost in the steady cadence of her footfalls, Abby savored the way her body moved and felt.


Suddenly, voices raised in anger broke through the morning hush. Abby, her senses alert, came to a full stop. She looked around, but caught here in a street of soaring office towers, she saw only blank walls of granite and steel. She hesitated, the voices rising again, an urgency spiking the sounds, and she realized they were coming from somewhere above her. She looked up, and there, framed at the edge of a fourth-floor balcony, a man had a woman pinned, her back bent over the railing.


Abby’s hands flew to her mouth. She was frozen to the spot, unable to move.


Suddenly the man leaned in to the woman. Was he kissing her? Abby couldn’t tell. No, she thought, they’re struggling. The woman pulled the man’s eyeglasses from his face, and the man exploded in anger, reaching for the woman’s neck. Just then the woman let out a piercing scream, and even from the street Abby could feel her terror. She looked around, desperate for help, for someone to stop whatever was happening. But this was a business district and the streets were empty, no buses or delivery trucks, not even a dog walker in sight. The woman screamed again, her arms flailing at the man. Was she pushing him away? With a twist, the woman seemed to free herself from his grasp.


A gout of steam from a sidewalk grate stung Abby’s eyes, and she blinked away tears. When she opened her eyes, she gasped in horror—the woman was plunging through the air.


Everything seemed to happen then in slow motion, and Abby’s heart pounded as she watched helplessly. The woman would fall directly onto concrete—there was no padding, no soft ground, nothing to break her fall. Panicked and helpless, Abby heard her own scream, but it was lost in the sudden whoosh of air as the woman hurtled past and landed just in front of her with a sickening thud.


Abby was paralyzed. She closed her eyes and tried to rub away the image, but when she opened them, the woman’s body was lying at an impossible angle, her neck twisted and broken. Abby edged closer and bent to the shattered form. She leaned over the body, and though her hands trembled wildly, she felt the woman’s neck, checking instinctively for a pulse. Of course there was none. The woman’s olive skin was laced with cuts and bruises, and blood seeped out from beneath her head. Abby reached her hand gently under the woman’s head and felt a large depression—her skull was shattered. Bits of gray matter leaked onto the street. The woman had landed on her back, her arms thrown out, her legs broken and bent, her face still contorted in fear, blood oozing from her ears and nose. One bloody wrist was adorned by thin, brightly colored bangles, and the other bore an ornate and intricately jeweled cuff bracelet. In her hand, she clutched a pair of splintered and shattered eyeglasses, the wire cutting into her skin. The woman’s long black hair, splattered now with blood, spilled around her, framing her face. Her clothes, loose and colorful like so many of the exotic dresses Abby had seen at the UN, were stippled with blood. Abby leaned over the woman’s chest and listened for any breath sounds. But there was nothing. She was dead, already beyond CPR.


Abby sat back on her heels and tried to think of what to do. She was a pediatric nurse, but she knew traumatic death when she saw it. The woman’s bracelet sparkled in the streetlight’s glow, and though Abby wanted to look away, she found herself riveted by the flashing gems.


“You!” A menacing voice cut through the quiet, and Abby looked up to see the man who’d thrown the woman. He was leaning far over the balcony, his hands planted firmly on the ledge. He teetered there for only an instant. “Don’t move!” he shouted, and Abby rose and stepped away from the body.


“You!” he called again. “Stay there—I’m coming down!”


Abby’s heart thumped wildly, and her eyes scanned the street. Surely, someone had heard the commotion, but the street remained empty, making the quiet seem all the more sinister.


Where was everyone? She had to get help. She stepped back and looked warily around. Should she run? Should she hide? She couldn’t think. There wasn’t time. She wouldn’t get far out in the open. She hurriedly looked for a place to hide. A row of full, unclipped hedges bordered the building just to her left, and she pushed her way through them to a spot low against the wall. She crouched low, pressed against the granite, willing herself to be invisible.


She huddled and waited, and then he appeared in the doorway, looking around, his head twitching as his eyes scanned the street. Abby watched as he bent over the body, pulling at something on the woman. Suddenly he stood and turned. Abby pushed herself against the old building and watched through the tiny gaps in the lush shrubbery. She tried to memorize the details of him—his slight build, the soft woolen sweater in a charcoal hue, the thinning gray hair. The man hesitated, then walked right toward the hedges where Abby hid. She held her breath and her thoughts raced. Did he see her? Surely he could hear the pounding of her heart. The street was still empty, Geneva was not yet awake. Even if she screamed, no one would hear her cries for help.


His footsteps drew closer. She held her breath and prayed for the pounding in her heart to stop. . . .


Abby crouched lower and watched as, inexplicably, he walked right past the shrub where she cowered. He hadn’t seen her after all. She listened as his footsteps faded and moved away. Abby squinted and kept him in her line of sight as he peered up and down the street, searching, she was certain, for her. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a cell phone, furiously punching in numbers. He turned then, and almost facing her, he spoke into the phone, his tone urgent and forceful.


“Allez, allez!” he barked. “Tu comprends?” He scratched at his head, his eyes locking then on the body in the street, and almost in response his voice rose, a swelling anger evident in his tone. “Immédiatement!” he shouted, turning abruptly. Abby watched as he headed back to the building, his footsteps fading, his silhouette lost in a sudden surge of steam from the grates. He disappeared into the building from which he’d just emerged.


Abby didn’t hesitate. This might be her only chance to escape, and she sprang to her feet, pushing through the hedges before taking flight, running madly through the streets and back to her hotel. After what seemed an eternity, she spied the smiling Claude at the door. Panting, she almost fell into him.


“Oh, miss, slow down. You’ve had a good run?”


“Oh, Claude, call the police!” Abby gasped for air. “Something terrible’s happened.”




Chapter 1
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Abby woke with a start and bolted upright, throwing her arms out for protection, but nothing was there, only lightweight covers, which fell away. She wiped her hand across her sweating brow and rose quickly, but a sudden dizziness caused her to stumble, and she sat back heavily. Inhaling deeply, she tried to get her bearings, but the sound of footsteps outside the door made her freeze.


“Who is it?” she whispered, but the footsteps faded, and a heavy silence settled in their place.


A dull throbbing erupted in her brain, and her hands trembled as she tried to rub away the goose bumps on her bare arms. She took a deep breath and looked around, trying to push away the fog of confusion that had settled in her thoughts. Streaming sunlight fell on a rickety wooden chair and the familiar suitcase it held.


Pakistan.


She was in Pakistan. The UN staff house. She’d arrived yesterday from Dubai. She’d been sleeping, though fitfully.


Sighing with relief, she rubbed at her eyes, still gummy with sleep. Had it only been forty-eight hours since her run in Geneva? She shuddered at the memory of the woman falling to her death. Though the police had initially seemed concerned and had taken her back through the streets, they’d quickly grown weary of Abby’s failure to find the body, and they’d raised their brows in disbelief.


“I was certain this was the street,” Abby said. “But—”


“Why are you confused, miss?” the younger policeman had interrupted her. “This is such an important detail. Was she thrown? Did she fall? Which was it? And where is she now? Bodies don’t just disappear.”


His rapid-fire questions and her failure to find the body had only fueled Abby’s growing alarm. Her eyes scanned the streets, but the same monotonous buildings, all granite and steel, had loomed above her, one building, one street, indistinguishable from the next. And without the body as a landmark, she’d felt her certainty fading. “One more time,” she’d pleaded. “There was a woman. I’m not making this up.”


A growing panic had nipped at her thoughts. Which road had it been? Perhaps it was the next street, she’d said. The police had taken her down one street and then another, filled now with cars and people, but there was nothing to see, no body, no blood or tissue in the street. Finally they’d driven her back to the hotel, derisive smirks playing at their lips.


“Get some sleep, miss, and you’ll forget this,” the younger policeman said, impatience dripping from his words.


“But—” she tried to protest, but the second policeman spoke up.


“Be sure to call us if you see the body again.” He broke into a wide grin that was almost a sneer.


But she’d neither slept nor forgotten. Even now she could clearly remember, in crisp detail, the woman’s olive skin, her thick black hair, and the bracelet that had sparkled almost obscenely on her shattered wrist. Abby could see too the face of the man as he’d searched for her in the street, and she shivered at the recollection.


On her overnight in Dubai, unable to sleep, and drenched in sweat despite the air-conditioning, she’d dialed the hotel operator and made a call to Emily, her best friend in Boston. Abby had forgotten the time difference until she heard Emily’s voice, heavy with sleep.


“Oh, Em, I’m sorry to wake you. It’s early morning here, and I was desperate to talk, to tell someone.”


“What’s wrong?” Emily said, the sleep suddenly gone from her voice.


“I . . . oh, jeez. This will sound crazy, but I saw a woman fall from a balcony in Geneva, and, well—I don’t think she just fell. I think I may have witnessed a murder. My heart is pounding just telling you about it.”


Abby’s story spilled out quickly—the eerie quiet of Geneva, the arguing voices, the woman hurtling through the air to her death. “She wore this beautiful jeweled cuff, and I remember it so clearly. The thing is, I’m not sure if she fell or if the man threw her.” Abby paused, but Emily was silent.


“Em? Are you there?”


“Where are you?”


Abby heard the concern in Emily’s voice. “Dubai, I’m in the airport hotel. I came in last night from Geneva. I fly out to Pakistan later today. I just had to hear your voice. My hands are shaking.” Abby made a fist to quiet the tremors. “I reported it to the police, Em, and they took me back, but the body was gone.” She swallowed hard. “I know how it sounds, and I know the police thought I was a little bit off, but I am one hundred percent certain that I saw a woman fall to her death. I just don’t know if she was thrown or if she fell.”


“Why are you so worried now?”


“The man who was with her, he came looking for me in the street, and when I came back with the police, she was gone, just gone. I just . . .” Abby hesitated, hoping that Emily would say something reassuring. Instead, the line was quiet, and Abby thought she might have lost the connection. “Em, are you there?”


“I am. I’m just trying to understand what you’re telling me.”


“Oh, Christ, you don’t believe me either?”


Emily sighed heavily. “It isn’t that, but, well, you’re sure she was dead? I mean, maybe she did fall, and the man you saw was looking for help, and not for you. Otherwise, your story does sound a little crazy. Bodies don’t just disappear, right?”


“I don’t know,” Abby almost whispered. “Maybe he did call for help. I just don’t know.”


“You don’t think you might have imagined it?”


Exasperated, Abby snapped back, “No, I didn’t imagine it.”


“I love you, Ab, but you do have a tendency to be dramatic, and with everything going on in your life . . . well, it seems, I don’t know, maybe you’re making more of this than there is. You probably saw a jumper or maybe a woman who slipped and fell. Maybe an ambulance just came and took her to a hospital.” Emily paused, letting her words sink in. “As horrible as it must have been, the whole incident has probably been magnified by your malaria medicine. You’ve read about the awful side effects of Lariam—nightmares, dizziness, breakdowns—and those are just the known effects. And on top of that, you’re on your way to Pakistan, of all places. Maybe this is a sign. Just come home.”


Abby took a deep breath. “Emily, come on. I’m not coming home, not yet at least. And I don’t think I’ve been especially dramatic. I just can’t shake this feeling that I saw a murder.”


“Abby, take a deep breath and think about this. You’ve had one blow after another—you were laid off, Eric left you, you’re on your way to a strange country, and you’re on Lariam. I mean, come on. The only mystery here is why you haven’t booked a flight home.”


Abby hesitated. “Maybe you’re right. Not about coming home, but everything else.”


“Try not to dwell on what happened.” Emily’s voice was tinged with worry. “It was probably a terrible accident, but there’s nothing you can do about it now. Just let it go and get on with things.”


Abby drummed her fingers on the desk. “You’re probably right, Em. I just had to tell someone, it makes it less scary. It was awful seeing that poor woman on the street, but it’s over.”


“I still wish you’d just come home,” Em had said.


Abby stood and stretched, and tried to erase the image of the dead woman from her mind. She exhaled loudly and saw the woman’s bracelet again in her mind—a beautiful diamond cuff shot through with rubies and sapphires and sparkling garnets. It had sparkled so—


A knock on the door interrupted her thoughts. “I’ll be right out,” she said, the threads of her memory slipping away.


Abby’s room in the Pakistan staff house had an adjoining bath, and she headed in. The little room was dark and she clicked on the light just as a bevy of cockroaches scurried away. She groaned and stepped carefully around the collection of larger bugs that lingered in the tiny space. Though she’d occasionally spied roaches in her apartment on Beacon Hill, they were nothing like these enormous insects. She peeled off her nightgown, then turned on the shower and stepped in, turning her face into the spray of tepid water. Maybe a shower would wash it all away. She’d come to Pakistan to do just that, and she planned to make it work.


She’d been a new nursing graduate in New Orleans when Hurricane Katrina struck, devastating her hospital and her future there. Within days, her hospital, drowning in six feet of stagnant water, had closed forever, and New Orleans, drowning in a sea of looters and rot and misery, seemed a place to escape. She and Emily had headed to Boston, where Abby had found her dream job—in a pediatric clinic where she was in charge of immunizations. She kept track of which babies needed which vaccines, and she managed the records and logged the vaccines. She and Emily squeezed into an impossibly small apartment on Beacon Hill, and just when she thought life couldn’t get any more perfect, she’d met Eric, a six-foot-tall intern who thought more of himself than he probably should have, and maybe Abby should have known better, but she hadn’t, and she’d fallen head over heels in love.


After three years together, her heart had still fluttered at the sight of him, and when he told her he loved her, she was certain her life was set—perfect job, perfect life. She glided on air for the next three years, sure he’d ask her to marry him, but he didn’t. And when Emily became engaged, Eric almost seemed to wither at the news. He’d mumbled something unintelligible and changed the subject. Abby had shrugged her shoulders. He was just overworked. That was it. And she didn’t bring it up again.


When the recession hit and cuts were made, her hospital slashed jobs, and hers was one of the first to be eliminated. Eric had barely blinked. “Forget about that job,” he’d said, but what she heard was I’ll take care of you. The layoff, she thought, might turn out to be a blessing in disguise, a chance for them to get closer. Eric had accepted a fellowship in Oregon, and Abby just assumed she’d be traveling there with him, making a new life together. Instead, within weeks of her layoff, and just days after her thirtieth birthday, Eric, the man she loved beyond all common sense, had—well, he’d dumped her—by e-mail no less. Said he needed space so he’d be moving to Oregon alone. Abby’s dreams had dissolved into nothing. In a heartbeat, everything was gone. No job, no boyfriend, and thirtieth birthday alone. Her birthday horoscope—“This is the year you find true love”—served only to mock her misery.


With her perfect life in tatters, she took to her bed, where she devoured Godiva chocolates and guzzled Grey Goose until neither her stomach nor her dwindling finances could support her misery.


Abby knew full well her self-pity couldn’t last forever, and after a full day and night of decadent melancholy, her throat scratchy and her head pounding, she’d picked herself up, thrown out the candy wrappers, and piled the empty bottles in the recycling bin, certain that the garbagemen would be clucking their tongues.


She was desperate to leave Boston and her wretched life far behind, and her parents, newly retired and moving to a retirement community in Florida, had tried to convince her to join them. “Abby, we’d love to have you move with us,” her mother had cooed. “The three of us again, just like when you were little.”


Abby had winced at the thought. “I love you and Dad,” she’d replied, “but I’m thirty years old, Mom. I need to figure this out on my own.”


“I know, sweetheart, but you’ll always have a place here,” her mother had said.


But Abby wanted to make her own place in the world, and with Emily getting married and Eric gone, she’d have to stand up and do something for herself. She’d stumbled across this United Nations position online, a six-month assignment that seemed custom-made for her—vaccine statistics—and she’d decided it couldn’t hurt to apply. The confusing application process seemed designed to weed out the less determined applicants, but Abby had persisted, doggedly filling out the tedious paperwork. Still, no one was more surprised than she when she’d been offered the post. Perhaps it was the pay, a stipend really—$500 a month with room and board here in the UN house—that had thinned out the interested applicants. Or perhaps it was the area—Peshawar, in Pakistan—“unstable security situation” was how the ad had euphemistically put it.


Emily had cringed at the news. “Pakistan?” she’d moaned. “God, Abby, why not just stay and get another job here? Why do you have to go halfway around the world to find yourself?”


“It’s not that I’m trying to find myself,” she’d replied. “I just want to find where I fit in.”


“Which brings me back to why Pakistan?” Emily was nothing if not persistent. “You’re jumping into this. Stay. Figure things out here.”


“I have to stop relying on everyone else, Em. I’m going, so stop trying to talk me out of it.”


And now here Abby was—in Pakistan, a place she couldn’t even have found on a map not so long ago—on a UN assignment. This could be the adventure of a lifetime, she thought. This place that was so far out of her comfort zone could be just what she needed.


Abby turned off the water, the rush of air on her damp skin bringing her back to the present. She stepped out of the shower and quickly toweled off. Here in Pakistan, the desperate heat should have dictated what she’d wear, but, instead, the delicate cultural balance of this Muslim nation had influenced her wardrobe. Women here, she’d been told, did not show skin. No shorts, no sleeveless shirts, nothing that might offend. She pulled on a long cotton skirt and blouse, and already she could feel beads of perspiration running down her back.


Abby’s hair, the color of wheat, hung in waves to her shoulders, and she ran her fingers through the still-damp strands before shaking them into place. She wiped away the fog from the mirror and studied her reflection. For the first time in a month, her brown eyes were not rimmed with the red of her tears, and she smiled as she applied a thin stroke of eyeliner and a coating of clear lip gloss. Pakistan, she thought, is going to be way better than Oregon. She tucked her feet into sensible Nikes, missing her designer sandals. Too late to think about that now, she reminded herself, probably no chance to wear them here anyway. She was beginning her new life, and this was her first day.


She grabbed her work bag and, pulling open the door, stepped into the dim hallway . . . where she almost ran into a squat, scowling woman.


“Sorry, I didn’t see you,” Abby apologized. The woman, dressed in the local garb of long dress and loose pants, wore a scarf tied around her head and clutched a broom. “I’m Abby, the new UN staffer.” She smiled to herself—she liked the sound of that, UN staffer.


The woman nodded, unspeaking, and Abby, thinking perhaps she’d spoken too quickly, repeated her introduction slowly and enunciated every syllable, hoping that the woman might understand. Instead, as though she’d just wrapped her lips around a bitter fruit, the woman’s face crinkled into a scowl.


“I’m not deaf,” she said, a British edge to her voice. “I heard you the first time. I’m Hana, the housekeeper and cook. She’s waiting for you in there.” Hana looked over her shoulder, nodding her head to the room at the far end of the hallway.


Embarrassed, Abby stuck out her hand. “Sorry, Hana. Nice to meet you. I guess I’ll see you later.”


Hana shrugged her shoulders and turned back to her broom, tapping it against the floor as she worked.


Abby pulled back her hand, swallowing her disappointment at Hana’s unpleasantness. She gathered her courage and headed toward the stream of light at the end of the hallway.




Chapter 2
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Abby peered into the dining room and saw a large window flooding the room with morning light, and a young woman sitting at a long table, intent on the pile of papers before her. “Good morning,” Abby said, stepping into the room.


The woman looked up, and Abby stepped back. With her olive skin and lush black hair, she was almost identical to the dead woman in Geneva. Abby exhaled and tried to steady herself. It’s over, she chided herself. Let it go.


The woman smiled broadly and jumped from her seat. “Come in, good morning.” She rushed forward and took Abby’s hands in her own. “It’s good to meet you, Abby,” she said, her voice almost breathless. “I was coming back to knock again. I’m sorry no one was here to meet you last night.” She spoke quickly, her words piling on top of one another, and Abby leaned forward, straining to hear.


“I am Najeela, the administrative assistant for this office,” she said, smiling the wide smile of someone trying hard to be liked. “I am so happy you are here. I just know we will be great friends.” She squeezed Abby’s hands in both of hers and leaned in to plant a kiss on each of her cheeks. “Welcome.”


The knot of worry that had built up in Abby’s stomach unraveled. She smiled and watched as the energetic Najeela pulled out a chair and motioned for her to sit. Najeela was about Abby’s height, a full five foot six, and she shook her long hair away from her face. Her olive skin was smooth and dewy and her brown eyes had a hint of green. A long red scarf was draped over her shoulders, and like Hana, she wore a large dress over balloonlike pants.


Abby slid into the seat. “I’m happy to be here, Najeela, and excited about my position.”


Najeela took her seat across from Abby. “Oh, good. I’m sorry that I couldn’t meet you last night when you arrived, but it was late and I had to be at home with my parents. Were you able to settle in?”


“I was. Thank you. My room is lovely and having my own bathroom is more than I expected.”


“I’m glad you like it. Did you sleep well?”


Fragments of the dream she’d had floated in Abby’s mind. “I . . . I did.” Not wanting the events in Geneva to intrude on her day, she changed the subject. “But I never did get to see any of the city last night. It was so dark when I arrived, and the car brought me straight here. Will we be able to go out today?”


“Ah, but of course. There is so much for you to see—the city, the refugee camp, so, yes, of course we will go.”


“Your clothes and scarf, Najeela,” Abby said, looking down at her own skirt. “I have large pants and long skirts, but I’d like to get some local clothes.”


Najeela looked her over. “I wish we could shop for real clothes, for the latest Western styles, but I suppose we should get you some local pants and long-sleeved shirts and maybe a scarf. But, do not worry. Peshawar is a city, and people will know you are foreign. As long as you are covered, you will be fine.”


Abby nodded, still uncertain in this new place.


“Please, make yourself comfortable and have something to eat.” Najeela seemed to sense Abby’s discomfort. “If you’d like something cooked, I can have Hana prepare it.”


“Oh, no, please,” Abby pleaded. “I’ve bothered Hana enough already. Coffee and toast are fine.”


Abby watched as Najeela spooned instant coffee into a cup and poured steaming water over it. “Milk?” she asked, passing her the cup.


Abby shook her head. “I take mine black, thanks, but I have to say I don’t know how you can drink hot coffee here.” Abby sighed, noticing how already the morning’s heat had seeped into the room.


Najeela laughed. “You will adjust to this. In Peshawar, the electricity is not always so reliable. It comes and goes. We do have a generator, but we save it for the office computers and the phone, and only for the air conditioner when the heat is just too much to bear. We kept it on last night for you.” Najeela wiped her scarf across her face. “There is often no escape from the heat, and maybe that is better. Soon, you will not even notice it.”


Najeela had a lilting speech, a hint of French mixed with something Abby couldn’t quite identify.


“Hana has put out fresh bread and jam for breakfast.” Najeela pushed the jam and bread to Abby. “Help yourself. Though the bread is not a crusty French baguette, it is good.”


Abby reached for the jam as a cluster of flies swarmed over her cup of coffee and the small container of milk that Najeela had set down. Abby swatted them away and laid her hand protectively over the cup. The flies buzzed in earnest, settling on the back of her hand. When she shook them off, they settled back on her cup. It seemed a hopeless game of cat and mouse and the flies were winning.


Najeela watched and smiled. “They are awful,” she said with a loud sigh. “But it is best if you get used to them. They aren’t going anywhere.”


Abby shrugged and swatted one last time before she lifted the cup to her lips and drank the steaming coffee. She watched as Najeela lifted the lid on the jam and slid a spoon into the gooey confection. A buzzing swarm alighted on the spoon, and Najeela indifferently shrugged them away. When she spread the jam on a piece of bread, one fly struggled in the jam until Najeela plucked him out.


“Disgusting,” she muttered, pushing the jar away. “Come,” she said, rising from her seat. “Bring your coffee, we can eat later. I’ll show you around, and then we can get you started in the office.”


Najeela led Abby back down the long, dimly lit hallway. “This is a one-story house, and the rooms are all off this central hallway.” She opened a large double door and peered in. “This is the parlor. I’m not sure why, but no one ever uses it.”


Abby poked her head in and understood why. The furniture was obviously antique and very ornate, lots of heavy velvet and delicate wood. She didn’t think she’d spend much time in there either. The main entrance was just beyond the parlor, and the imposing front door was framed by full-length, frosted-glass windowpanes on either side. Not a very practical house, Abby thought. Najeela pointed out two other unused bedrooms along the hallway.


“Sometimes,” Najeela said, “there are more staff living here, but with the trouble, it is only you.”


“Is that the unstable security situation the UN mentioned?”


“It is. If you ask me, it’s much ado about nothing, but those words keep some people away. I’m so glad you weren’t frightened off.”


“The UN assured me that they keep a close watch on the situation, and if there is trouble, they said they’d send me someplace else.”


Najeela frowned. “We’ll have to avoid trouble so that you can stay right here with me.”


Reassured by Najeela’s matter-of-fact tone, Abby smiled and turned her attention back to the tour.


When they passed the kitchen, a large room filled with cabinets and a gleaming table, Abby spied Hana bent over the sink, furiously scrubbing dishes. Najeela leaned in. “Hana, please clean the dining room. We are finished with breakfast.” Hana turned and gave them both a long stare. “And the jam . . . ,” Najeela continued. “Please throw it out and remember to cover the food.” Hana bent back to the sink.


Abby cringed at Najeela’s sharp tone. “Does my being here add to her work?” she asked. “She just seemed so unhappy this morning. I mean, if I’ve done something to offend her, I’d like to make amends.”


“Don’t let her bother you. That’s just her way.”


“But I’d like to be her friend.”


Najeela’s mouth opened wide. “Really? I think it’s best not to befriend the staff. Most of them are illiterate and very different from you and me. It’s probably wise to keep your distance.” Najeela stepped into a room at the rear of the house. “Here we are. Welcome to your office.”


The office, tucked at the back of the house, was tiny. Two worn wooden desks pushed against the wall held bulky desktop computers. An old metal filing cabinet filled the space in between, and a lone metal chair with a cushioned seat sat in the center of the room. The single window was propped open with a piece of wood, allowing sunlight and warm air to stream in, but a musty scent hovered in the room. Abby peeked out—there was no view, just a glimpse of the high, white fence that ran about the periphery of the house.


“In there”—Najeela pointed at the filing cabinet—“are the vaccination reports and statistics. You’ll need to spend some time going over those numbers so you’ll understand what you need to report. Did they explain that to you? Does it make sense?”


“I think so. I guess I’ll have to look through everything, but in Geneva, they went over the paperwork and statistics, so I think I’ll be okay.”


Najeela reached into her pocket for a key and unlocked the cabinet and the drawers in one desk. “I moved your blank reports and papers here to this desk.” She pointed to the one she’d unlocked before slipping the key back into her pocket.


“Will I need the key?”


“No, no. It’s best if you keep it open. That way you can work anytime you like.”


“Okay. What about the other desk? Is it locked?”


“Yes, but I think you’ll need only the one desk. Otherwise you’ll work too hard, and I . . .” Najeela dropped her voice to a whisper though Hana was all the way down the hall. “I use that desk for my own things.”


“Will you be working in here with me?”


Najeela giggled. “I’m the administrator for this suboffice, and there isn’t much for me to do. I mostly go to meetings and listen to dull men speak about their dull plans.”


Abby smiled. “I’ve never thought of the UN as dull.”


“Wait till you’ve been here awhile.”


Abby relaxed. She hadn’t expected Najeela to be so friendly and open and, well, so like herself in many ways. She’d expected a very foreign woman, not this ebullient person who acted more like a girlfriend than a colleague. Abby sat in the chair and listened as it creaked and groaned. This room had been unoccupied for a while, she supposed. She clicked the computer to life. “If you’ll show me where I can find the documents and files in this computer, I’ll get started.”


Najeela leaned in and typed UN Vaccination Program, and the old monitor exploded with an endless list of files and folders.


“This is everything, Abby, everything the UN orientation group showed you in Geneva—it should all look familiar to you. So, spend some time going over the files to be sure you have what you need, and then we’ll go out. I’ll take you to see the city and the refugee camp and maybe we can shop as well.”


“Is there Internet access? I’d like to e-mail my mom and a friend or two so they’ll know I arrived safely.”


Najeela leaned in and pointed out the Internet icon. “Just click here, and you’ll be connected.”


Relieved that she’d be able to keep in touch with Emily and her parents, Abby nodded, eager to get started on her work. She bent to the computer screen, a pile of reports in her lap, and began to read and record the numbers. Before long the heat of the day seeped into the room. The trickle of sweat that had gathered on the back of her neck when she’d first sat was now a veritable flood of moisture running along her back. A quick look around confirmed that her little office had no air conditioner, not even a fan. Though she’d grown up in the soupy heat of New Orleans, air-conditioning had always taken away the sting, but here in the UN house, Abby would have to get used to sticky shirts and hair plastered to her neck. She could already see that in this room at least, the stifling heat enveloped everything. She decided against shutting the window—at least it offered some fresh air.


Abby spent the next two hours huddled over the computer, checking objectives and target numbers, and finally she smiled to herself. “Now I see,” she said out loud. She stood and stretched. The time had flown, and she was stiff and hot. She clicked into the Internet and typed quick messages to her mom and Emily. That out of the way, she went in search of Najeela.


“I’m ready for a break,” she announced, wiping the beads of sweat from her brow.


Najeela smiled. “Let’s have a cold drink,” she said, her voice bubbling with enthusiasm. “Is Coca-Cola good for you?”


Abby nodded in reply. Her throat was parched.


Once Abby had guzzled down the bottle of Coke, Najeela summoned the car and driver. “Ready, Abby?”


Abby grabbed her bag and met Najeela at the door. A small, wiry man wearing an oversize shirt and the same big balloon pants as Hana and Najeela appeared and bowed to Abby. “Miss,” he said softly. “I am Mohammed, your driver.”


Abby smiled and bowed in return. “Mohammed, we met last night, I think. You picked me up at the airport?”


A gentle smile creased Mohammed’s face. “I am thinking maybe you too tired, maybe you forget.”


“No, I remember you. It’s good to see you again.” Abby and Najeela settled themselves in the backseat, and Mohammed guided the car out of the long driveway, through the gate, and into the street.


“This area,” said Najeela, “is University Town. The UN and most of the aid groups have offices and homes here.”


The homes and offices were hidden behind high stucco walls, all painted white and all bearing engraved business signs announcing just who resided there. Abby read as they drove. She saw the offices for UNICEF, the World Health Organization, the International Rescue Committee, and the Red Cross—though here it was called the Red Crescent.


They turned a corner and drove smack into the middle of a chaotic, dizzying scene. The narrow street heaved with a crush of veiled women, pitiful beggars, wobbly pushcarts and rickshaws, donkeys, even a camel. The men all wore pajama suits—oversize shirts and the same billowy pants the women wore under their dresses and veils. Music blasted from everywhere—the sounds of lilting Indian flutes and guitars and singers with high-pitched voices mingled with the braying of donkeys, the tooting of rickshaws, and the honking of cars. The noise was earsplitting.


Along the edges of the road, crowded storefronts spilled their wares—bolts of cloth, gleaming silver teakettles, and burlap sacks filled with rice and sugar. Abby watched as harried vendors bargained with sharp-tongued customers. Everywhere, power lines and antennas looped precariously through the air connecting crumbling archaic buildings to the modern world. The frantic scene was spellbinding—not even Mardi Gras had been this packed.


“This is the bazaar,” Najeela said. “Here you can buy anything you might need—even blood for transfusion.”


Abby looked skeptically at Najeela and pulled herself forward, craning to get a better look. Then she spied the large sign: BLOOD TRANSFUSIONS AND DONOR BAGS AVAILABLE HERE. Abby’s mouth fell open. “Wow, you weren’t kidding.” She wished Emily were here to see this.


Najeela laughed. “Peshawar is not like Boston or Paris. If you are sick here and in need of blood, you must get it yourself. Only a very few hospitals provide blood.”


“I’ll have to stay well.”


Abby watched as the car squeezed through the narrow streets, people and animals walking in a crush alongside. Little girls wearing head scarves and little boys wearing grown-up scowls pushed up close, peering into the car. The car glided along the street before finally pulling out onto a wide boulevard, where it picked up speed.


“The camp is just beyond the main city,” Najeela said, touching Abby’s hand. “We are almost there.” Soon thereafter, the car pulled into an area surrounded by a high, white fence. A sign painted there read SAFAR REFUGEE CAMP. “Safar,” Najeela announced, “means ‘journey,’ and for the people here, this place is a stop on their journey home.”


The car pulled into the camp, depositing its two occupants. “Wait here, please,” Najeela directed Mohammed. She and Abby stepped out of the car and onto the camp’s main road. The sun’s glare sliced through the morning sky, flooding everything in its path. Abby squinted. The bright blue sky was utterly cloudless; the sun was so intense that the heat seemed to tuck itself into every corner. She drew her sleeve across her sweat-stained face. The air here was thick and soupy and not unlike New Orleans before Hurricane Katrina blew through. Abby shivered at the memory and hoped that wasn’t an omen.


Najeela walked up the dirt and gravel path with an enviable spring to her step. Abby hurried to keep up.


“This is your first refugee camp, yes?” Najeela asked.


Abby nodded and tried to take it all in. An endless sea of dusty tents spread to every corner of the camp. Some were held up by sticks, some were tethered to the ground with long ropes, and some were covered with heavy plastic tarpaulins. Scattered in between were small brick-and-plaster buildings, offices maybe. People, mostly women and children, milled about.


It was an image of pure desolation. Abby supposed New Orleans hadn’t been so different after Katrina, but she’d lived north of the city, and she hadn’t seen it except for the images that had flickered across her television screen. A tiny twinge of guilt touched her. She should have stayed after the hurricane. She could have helped. She sighed heavily. This time, she’d stay, no matter what.


Najeela seemed to sense Abby’s trepidation. “In a very short time, you’ll get used to this, to the sights and the scents here, but it is overwhelming when you first see it. On my first visit, I fell quite ill with the sight of it.” Najeela paused and looked around. “I thought I could never come back, but I have trained my eyes to look away from the sadness.” She turned, and as if to emphasize that, she looked away and smiled broadly. “And now that we are here, you can see why we need you.”


Abby took a deep breath and nodded. That much seemed clear.


Najeela turned back to the road and her tour. “This camp has been running for over twenty years. I don’t think anyone thought it would still be needed.” She pointed down the long road. “You know that we still have refugees from Afghanistan, and now some Pakistanis as well. Flooding has forced thousands upon thousands of Pakistanis into Peshawar. That crisis, coupled with the lingering presence of thousands of Afghan refugees, means that vaccinations are a priority. The UN keeps track of and administers the vaccines. Everyone has to be vaccinated. Did you know that an outbreak of measles can wipe out a camp in weeks?”


Abby nodded.


Najeela giggled. “I’ve just memorized those statistics. How did I sound?”


“Impressive, Najeela. You were definitely convincing.” Abby turned her attention back to the primitive road that wound through the camp’s center, rows and rows of tents stretching out on either side. The terrain was desolate—just dirt sprinkled between the tents and huts. Abby’s shoulders sagged as she looked around. She hadn’t imagined that a place could be so sad, so filled with misery. Barefoot children in threadbare shirts and pants watched her warily.


Abby smiled. “Hello,” she called out. A few children giggled in reply and ran off. “There are so many children here. Is that usual or is it the floods?”


“This is the area for separated children, for those children whose parents have been killed or are lost.”


“Oh,” Abby sighed, “poor kids. Who takes care of them?”


“The UN does, and the staff here search for their families. UNICEF has an office—well, a tent, really—where they work with the Red Crescent to reunite lost children with their families, and to protect those children who are alone. They keep files and photos of the children here and of those who are still lost so that people might come or reconnect and provide information. It is a complicated situation.”


“What will happen to them?”


“The staff here will try to place them with family or people from their own villages, but that can be risky. It’s the hardest part of the UN’s mission—caring for the lost children. They are easy prey for the evil ones. At least here, they are safe.”


“Evil ones?” Abby asked. “That sounds ominous.”


“It does, doesn’t it? We won’t speak of such things today.”


When Abby turned her attention back to the road, she saw women clad in the full covering of the burka, the tentlike garment that she’d seen in photos. They walked in small clusters through the camp. “Do they have to wear that?” Abby asked, motioning to a woman nearby.


“If they were in their own villages, they would probably wear only the head scarf, but here in the camp, there is no privacy to speak of. They are without the high walls that shield them from the outside. So here, the burka is their wall, their security from prying eyes.” Najeela sighed heavily and smoothed her hair. “At least that is what they believe. I think the burka is primitive. Come, enough of that.” She turned off the road toward a thatch-roofed, plaster building. “This is the Immunization Clinic. Two days a week, UNICEF vaccinates the children. It’s closed today, but this is where you’ll come to pick up your reports and statistics. You can help out if you’d like. It will help you to get used to everything.”


Abby nodded and peered into the darkness of the small space. “I’m looking forward to being here when it’s open.” She smiled. “Vaccines and clinics—the stuff I know, makes me feel that I can help, not just with statistics, but with these poor people.”


Najeela took Abby’s hand and squeezed. “But they are not so poor—they are here and they are taken care of. Come, we’ve seen enough for today. This place is too sad for you, I think.”


“I . . .” Abby started to say that she wanted to see more, but already Najeela was dashing away. I guess it is awfully sad, Abby thought. Everything here was sad, the sheer numbers of people and the unrelenting misery, all of it more pitiful than anything else she’d ever seen.




Chapter 3


[image: logo]


Abby followed Najeela to the car, where a flushed Mohammed stood waiting in the full glare of the sun. “Oh, Mohammed,” Abby said, “you look so hot. Wasn’t there any spot of shade?”


He didn’t answer and simply looked at Najeela. “It’s important that he watch the car,” Najeela said as she turned and slid into the backseat. Abby followed, grateful for the bit of shade the car offered.


“I don’t know about you,” Najeela said, her tone petulant, “but I’m hungry. Let’s go to the Pearl for lunch.” She spoke curtly to Mohammed in Urdu, then turned to Abby. “The Pearl Continental is Peshawar’s finest hotel. We can have a civilized lunch, even a glass of wine if you’d like.”
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“The Bracelet is

a pleasure from page one.”
—Jennifer Haupt, author of 7’/
Stand by You: One Woman'’s Mission
to Heal the Children of the World





