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Chapter 1

The Hotel Matamoros, the Xanadu of the Andes, the super-resort that had risen up like Kubla Khan’s pleasure dome within the Bolivian tropics, was built to withstand earthquakes, mudslides, and drug lord assaults, but not scandal. The hotel’s PR agent, Pilar Rojas, had gamely endured the twelve-hour flight from La Paz to face the scorn of a New York press conference, but she might as well have stayed home. Hilary Pearson, the New York–based travel editor, had disappeared—beyond that, Pilar had little of substance to say.

The air in the rented conference room was thick with righteous fury as she spoke. Reporters at the dailies were accustomed to being treated like children, but the mob of freelance travel writers and all-purpose hacks, admitted to the press conference in defiance of custom, grumbled and gasped at Pilar’s every evasion. Many of them considered Hilary Pearson a fallen comrade; many more saw in her mysterious disappearance a chance at scoring a paycheck from a national gossip rag. I myself had known Hilary, but that was not the only reason I was there.

A skinny young man in an orange shirt of East Village polyester rose to deliver his question, which he read verbatim from a legal pad. “Hilary Pearson is a travel editor herself and a veteran traveler,” he said, in an incongruously mighty voice. “If you couldn’t keep her safe on a press trip to your hotel, how can you guarantee the safety of your guests?”

Pilar brushed a breath of hair from her forehead and took a long gulp from her water glass, so her throat swelled like a frog’s. It didn’t matter; Pilar’s face would be beautiful even if she were spitting tobacco juice.

“We’ve been fortunate enough to host the president of Chile, the American ambassador to Argentina, and some of the most prominent executives and financiers in North and South America,” she said. “We place the utmost priority on the safety of our guests.”

A few snarky guffaws. I pitied Pilar and despised her dodges at the same time. But what choice did she have? She had no good news to present, or even hint at. Besides, her job was to pitch laudatory articles and butter up visiting writers and travel agents, not vaporize disasters. Behind her stood a Matamoros colleague, a squat brown man in a dark suit. He maintained a reassuring smile, but the tips of his ears flared red.

“Thank you for your questions,” she said at last, looking thankful indeed that the ordeal was over.

“Ms. Rojas!” I called, counting on my familiar voice to carry above the others. “One more!”

She saw me for the first time. If she felt any chill, she didn’t betray it. She nodded at me.

“One question,” I said slowly, to buy time to think up the question. “Just one. Who invited Hilary Pearson on this press trip in the first place?”

“I did,” Pilar said, and the room was suddenly silent. “I invite all the journalists. I just hope we find her soon.” With that she bent the microphone down like a drooping tulip and stepped back from the podium.

A few reporters rushed the platform to fire from close range as an underling gathered up extra press releases and the suited operative stalked off the stage.

“Jacob!” Pilar lobbed her unamplified voice over the scrum. “Come here!”

I approached her, enduring the heat-ray glares of the remaining reporters and fellow travel writers, many of whom I knew and all of whom would now mark me as a collaborator. I didn’t care. There she was across the podium, so close I could see the vertical lines in her made-up lips, valleys in the red half-moons. I had last seen her in Homosassa, Florida, a bit more than one year before. She had probably celebrated the anniversary.

“I could kill you for that question,” she said quietly. “But I was hoping you’d come. We have to talk. I don’t have much time.”

I pinched myself to keep focused. “I didn’t know it was you who invited her,” I said. “I’m sorry.” Ignoring a parting barrage from the reporters, she led me past a security guard and through a side door, which she closed with a grateful sigh. We were ensconced in a tiny office. Leaning against a desk was a glossy poster advertising “The World’s Most Fulfilling Resort.” At least she had the sense to keep it hidden away.

“I want you to come to Bolivia,” she said. “To my hotel.”

“When?” I said, wondering how soon I could raise the cash for the plane ticket.

“Friday. I wish it could be sooner. We’ll give you one week—meals, airfare, everything—and all you have to do is tell my boss you’re writing something nice about the Hotel Matamoros.”

I leaned back, my elation slinking away. All she wanted was a shill. “How much are you paying?”

“I can’t pay. But free tickets and a whole week at the Matamoros—how much is that worth?”

It was worth a lot, and ordinarily I’d snatch up the offer. Money wasn’t the issue. Most travel writers make less than cabdrivers; it’s the labor itself, preferably conducted at places like the Matamoros, that makes our lives worthwhile. At home in my tiny studio apartment in Queens I cook massive meatless stews and freeze the leftovers or, when I’m feeling flush, order pan-Asian takeout by the pint. But when I’m working I live like a vacationing CEO, eating for free at multi-Michelin-star restaurants and staying for free at hotels that charge two months of my rent per night. Some travel writers call themselves journalists; I refuse to debase the term. Just that morning I’d been trying to book another fact-finding trip for my as yet hypothetical Ritziest Ritz series. Whether I could sell the thing hardly mattered.

But just because I have no pride in my work doesn’t mean I have no pride at all. Besides, embracing humiliation is no way to win back a lover—at least, not one like Pilar.

“Decide quickly,” she said. “He’ll be back soon.”

I guessed that “he” was the toad in the dark suit.

“I knew Hilary,” I said. “She was one of my first editors. I can’t write lies about her. Not even for a trip to the Matamoros. Not even for you.” I added a strangled chuckle, to let her know she didn’t have to take my last words seriously.

“I’m not asking you to lie, Jacob,” she said. “I’ve had enough of your lies.”

An uncomfortable silence congealed between us. I forced myself to tread humbly around it. “Even if I did write something nice, nobody’d print it. You know that. Not unless you’ve found Hilary safe and sound, hiding out with a cabana boy.”

“I don’t care who prints it. The article is just a cover so I can pay your expenses. I need you for something else. To help me find Hilary Pearson. She’s alive, Jacob.” The last three words, softly spoken, seemed to hover in the air like hummingbirds.

“How do you know? Why didn’t you say anything?”

“I have evidence, but I can’t yet tell anyone, not even my colleagues. Especially not them. You can’t say anything either. She’s alive and I think we can find her, but we don’t have much time. I’m flying back this evening. You have to trust me.”

“I want to,” I said. “But help me. Show me this evidence. I can come back to your place right now to see it.”

She brought her fingertip to her mouth unconsciously, then jerked her hand away. She bit her fingernails when she was nervous. I couldn’t believe I still had that power over her. “They’re watching me very closely. Please, Jacob. I don’t know who else I can trust. You used to believe in me.”

“I always believed in you,” I said, “but I can’t believe in miracles.”

“Do you believe in monsters? You saw the one standing there with me. He’d strangle me if he could. Yes, I was the one who invited Hilary to visit the hotel. I knew her from my old job at Guilford. Now the managers say I should have watched over her. And they’re right! It’s a dangerous region, much worse than you can imagine, and I should have kept her with me. My boss will hear about what happened today. God knows what those wolves will write. I’ve never had to deal with anything like that before. It was very …” Her eyes cruised the air above my hairline as she searched for the right word. “Disorienting,” she said, disappointing both of us, I think. “I don’t know what else I can do, Jacob. I’m the only one who can help her, but I don’t yet know enough.”

“But what do you need me for?”

“Bolivia’s your territory. One of your territories, anyway. You have contacts. You knew Hilary. Didn’t you like her? Me too. You can ask the right questions, with my help. We’ll tell my boss at the Matamoros that you know an editor at Condé Nast Traveler. Or somewhere. He won’t suspect anything; he’s desperate for a good story.”

“There are twenty writers in New York who know the country just as well as I do. Why don’t you ask one of them?” I half suspected that she had.

“I don’t know them. I have faith in you, Jacob, despite everything.” She put her hand out hesitantly, and let it fall slowly, like a leaf, on my shoulder.

Miracles and faith—I couldn’t believe in either, especially not from Pilar. But when I told her I’d go, she smiled so suddenly and squeezed my arm so tightly, that I told myself I could suspend skepticism for as long as she could.

The door opened, and the monster from the stage entered, bearing a crooked smile, as if irritation had numbed half his facial muscles. He was shorter than me, shorter even than Pilar, but his chest strained against his suit and I saw that his knuckles were scarred.

“Thank you for your questions,” Pilar said to me. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be more helpful. I have to leave now.”

“Wait.” The man slapped his hand over Pilar’s shoulder, not at all like a leaf. “Get me a cup of water.”

Pilar, without glancing at him, turned toward the door and then, more slowly, her body visibly rotated by the tarantula hand on her shoulder, turned in the other direction, toward a watercooler just beside her. She bent, removed a paper cup from the attached dispenser, bubbled an inch of water into it. The hand remained on her shoulder the whole time. I could feel its calluses scratching my own flesh. She straightened and gave him the cup. He took it with his other hand and drank.

I had never seen her take an order before. At her old job at the public relations agency, she worked only with women, and even her superiors would only make suggestions or requests, which later she would tell me how much she resented. The monster held something more over her than the power to make her work late and get coffee.

“Perhaps I could help him,” the man said, returning the cup to her. Now she looked down at the hand on her shoulder, then along the road of his arm, but not quite to his face. He removed his hand from her.

He turned to me. “We do not normally grant private interviews.” His accent, surprisingly, was just a spice to his words. “Who is this?”

“Mr. Gonzales, this is Jacob Smalls,” Pilar said. “A travel writer. Mr. Gonzales is our head of U.S. marketing.”

She was either lying or flattering Mr. Gonzales. Or perhaps the job title described just one of the man’s duties.

“Is there anything else that you need to tell me, Pilar?” I asked. “To make my article express the Matamoros’s opinion even more effectively, I mean.”

“There is nothing more to be said,” said Gonzales. “If there is anything more, we will inform you immediately.”

“We appreciate your sympathy and your assistance, Mr. Smalls,” said Pilar. “I told you and all the others everything I know.”

“But surely Mr. Smalls wants more information,” said the man. “After all, you are a journalist, not a slave to commercial interests like ourselves. I know you serve nothing but the truth.”

“Not this journalist,” I said. “This journalist writes his hotel and restaurant reviews with great sympathy for a proud industry.”

“You don’t have to lie to me,” said the man. “You won’t change my opinion. I think all reporters are shit.”

“You can’t say that,” said Pilar.

“Why not? Mr. Smalls would never betray us. Would he?”

“You always tell me not to trust writers,” she said.

“He’s a friend of yours?”

“Yes.”

“You won’t see him again?”

“No. I’m going home tomorrow morning.”

“Good. Tell him to take care what he writes. And then hope he obeys. For both of your sakes. I have unpleasant friends both here and in Bolivia.”

“Do you work for the Matamoros?” I asked. “Maybe you should try a different profession. Instead of hospitality.”

Pilar turned and raised a single eyebrow to me, an old signal, which I could never manage in return—she used to say that’s why she liked it. “Jacob,” she said. “Please.”

This man was threatening more than her job. And still she wanted me to defy his warnings and come to Bolivia.

* * *

It was still early in the evening when I got home. My key rattled and squirmed as I tried to fit it in the lock. I was both perplexed and exultant. I’m a travel writer, and corrupt as they come. I’d sell my journalistic principles for two nights at the Four Seasons with a free meal and a massage. I’ve been wheedled and bribed and plied with bottles of wine worth more than my laptop, and I’ve rarely failed to succumb to the temptation of providing a puff review. But I was not entirely without ambition. That afternoon I had for the first time inspired hate, not just disdain, from a hotel employee—if that’s what Gonzales was. I had stumbled onto something, perhaps a crime worth uncovering, or at least a story worth writing about. Was Hilary Pearson really alive and in danger? Was Pilar in danger too? The possibility both terrified me and stiffened my resolve. Perhaps I could save them both. In any case I now had for once a real story to investigate. And Pilar was back in my life.

I crossed my tiny apartment to check the calendar. I didn’t have much time before the flight. If I was to learn anything in Bolivia about Hilary Pearson’s disappearance, I needed first to gather as much information as I could in New York, from those who knew Hilary best. I gave an extra shake of food to my pet turtle for good luck, and then flicked my computer to life and began my research in the modern style: in my underwear, online.


Chapter 2

I had never met Hilary in person, and yet I felt for her what might be the most durable of affections—the kind we feel for those who appreciate us. On the strength of a single sample review of La Paz’s futuristic Bella Vista Hotel (“The aliens have landed! And they apparently parked their spaceship in La Paz, where it’s been converted into a Mecca of moderately priced Bolivian gastronomy …”), written and emailed from a youth hostel, Hilary had given me my first paid assignment as a travel writer, an eight-page overview of La Paz. She subsequently queried and amended my final copy responsibly but not too vigorously, and was careful to include alleviating praise. In the end of her last email she wrote, “If only all my writers showed such opinionated enthusiasm! And the prose is sometimes lovely.” The afterthought, however qualified, kept my mind pleasurably occupied throughout much of the plane trip back to the States. I earned only three hundred dollars for the gig, but the chapter-level byline in a reasonably prestigious book was enough to convince less prestigious publishers to give me bigger assignments and thus launch my career. And now my professional acquaintance with Hilary was enough to convince her mother to host me for an interview.

I took an afternoon train to Morris County the day after the Matamoros press conference. The phrase “suburban New Jersey” evokes two images: a B-movie dystopia of elevated highways and poisoning smokestacks or a contemptible suburban archipelago of strip malls and office parks. But the town Hilary’s parents lived in was too far from the city to have succumbed to either strain of New Jersey disease. It was important enough to warrant a roofed concrete platform by the rails but not enough for a station that sold tickets. The road beyond the platform had only two lanes, and the line between them was a faint sepia shadow. Across the road was a chain convenience store, standing alone beside a patch of parking lot. In principle I approve of such charming locales, but in practice, like any good New Yorker, I despise them as pitiable runt towns. Their lack of pedestrians, all-night delis, public transportation, and suspicious glares disorients and disturbs me. When I asked in the convenience store about a taxi, the counterman’s head jerked back like a shooting victim’s.

“Taxi?” His eyes darted about the counter in front of him, as if he hoped to find the concept’s definition taped somewhere beside the cigarette prices.

My only recourse was to call the Pearsons from the train platform, like a freshman home from college. I had arranged the interview with Mrs. Pearson, but her husband was also evidently expecting my arrival, and not with pleasure. He informed me that the house was about a mile and a half up the road from the train station, and then asked if I were sick or crippled.

Reporters love eccentric assholes, I reminded myself. The black strip of asphalt, a scar climbing up the back of the wooded hill ahead, rose with a daunting steepness, and my view of the hill’s peak was smeared with heat, but at least I would have the road to myself. Wind made the leaves beside me shiver and whisper.

As I hauled myself up the hill, I drafted a mental sketch of my upcoming raid on Mr. Pearson’s information. He would start off gruff and dismissive, until my piercing questions prodded his brain into hitherto undiscovered territory. At last his brow would wrinkle in bewilderment as he suddenly remembered, and slowly, as if hypnotized, he would confide in me the one little tip he had neglected to mention to all the other investigators and reporters. “Now that I think of it, that postcard she sent us was a little odd in one small way.… ” Afterward I would help him realize the implication of this discovery, and he would collapse to his knees, his mind stunned and inoperative. On the flight to South America, my mind would burn with a lead no one else had. Pilar’s eyes would glow when I told her.

I couldn’t imagine what questions I could ask to produce such a result. I had never interviewed anyone but tourists, PR agents, and hotel and restaurant managers before.

* * *

Hilary’s father was stooped and hulking; he swayed when he stepped, like a circus bear walking upright, and his breaths were growls. His neck, ears, and cheeks were red as raw steak; the rest of his face was only slightly better done. He narrowed his eyes when he looked at me, as if I were too tiny to see clearly.

I followed him into his cavernous living room, where pictures of the same female in various stages of youth jostled each other for position on the mantel. Mr. Pearson flung his swollen hands at a leather sofa in sullen invitation, and with a slow cranking of winches, lowered himself into a matching leather La-Z-Boy. He stared straight ahead at the blank screen of what must have been a fifty-inch television, clearly out of old habit.

“I’m going to the Matamoros,” I began.

“Burn it down for me,” the man said. “And shoot every one of those liars that run it!” Blood seemed about to burst from his pores.

His wife entered the room. I expected a skinny Edith to his Archie Bunker, and indeed she was slender and her skirt was brown and grim, but as she leveled her stare at her husband, he shut his mouth and seemed to nestle deeper in the Lay-Z-Boy’s leather cushions. Her hair shot back from her brow like a frozen jet of water, and the hair spray made it glitter in the lamplight.

“I know Hilary professionally,” I said. “As an editor, she’s one of the best.” I had practiced my opening on the train, and had made a mental note, with many mental stars beside it, to keep to the present tense. “But tell me what she’s really like.” I flicked my gaze between the two and stroked the underside of my chin, in the thoughtful manner of doctors, private eyes, wilderness trackers, and other prime-time truth seekers.

Mr. Pearson tossed out the response immediately. “She’s like a breath of sunshine,” he said, “in the early morning mist.” Surely he had heard himself say that before, and liked it.

“She’s beautiful,” said his wife, and I nodded. Freelance writers who had actually met her had told me as much.

“But she’s no tart,” Mr. Pearson insisted. “She dresses right.”

“Well,” said his wife. “Sometimes a little elasticky.”

“Sure! She’s young. She bought this dress once, tight, tight all over like plastic wrap, every part, and I told her she looked like a hooker. And she took it off and never wore it again! That’s the kind of girl she was.” He ground his fist into his other palm, enraged at his mistake.

“Is!” cried his wife, completely unnecessarily, and her husband ground his fist harder.

“What do you think happened to her?” I asked.

Mr. Pearson separated his hands like two fighting dogs and settled them on his knees.

“The CIA’s behind it,” he said, his voice drained of all emotion but conviction. “Heard of the Cocaine Wars? They got cocaine down there. And the U.S. Army.”

Hilary’s mother sighed and perched herself on the arm of the sofa next to me. I could see the bristles on the backs of her calves.

“I thought the wars were in Colombia,” I said.

“Sure! You base your operations in another country and you launch attacks across the border! I ought to know. Cambodia. Vietnam.”

His wife sighed and bent toward me. “He was never in Vietnam,” she explained.

“But I paid attention. I read books! I ought to know. We went to that hotel. They’re all liars there, every one of them, from the monkeys humping suitcases to the owner. He had a suit on, but you know what? He smelled dirty, like a mutt, like all the rest of them! His cousin in the government kidnapped her, and they’re all covering it up!”

“Don’t say that!” said Mrs. Pearson. “She ran away. It’s just another adventure.”

“She wouldn’t run! In Bolivia? Not in a billion billion years. Not without at least giving us a call on her cell.”

“She’s our Adventure Girl,” the mother said, before firing back at her husband. “Of course she’d run.”

Could she have run? I imagined myself creeping up to a lonely hut nestled on a hillside high above the Bolivian cloud forest, and throwing open the door to discover the surprised and admiring face of a beautiful American girl who never dreamed that anyone would be able to find her. My old editor wouldn’t know my face, but when I gave her my name, she’d shake her head in stunned recognition. “I should have known it would be you,” she’d say.

The parents glared at each other, continuing the argument in their heads.

“How did you first hear about her disappearance?” I asked. I had already seen two versions of the story from the online archives of the New York Post and the Morristown Herald News, but I wanted one for just myself.

“Two days after she was supposed to be back from this press trip, we started calling around,” said the father. “Her place. Her friends. Folgers Travel Guides, where she worked. Nobody’d seen her. So we called the hotel. They said they’re looking for her. Looking for her! So I said we’re coming to look too. They told us we better not. No! Didn’t just tell us. Wrote us a letter! FedExed it, I’ll give ’em that. Got here the next day. Told us we’d be interfering with the private investigation. Signed by the manager, Jorge”—he pronounced it George—“Barrientos. Can’t call off this dog so easy. I told Hilary’s boss at Folgers to get tough, and when that didn’t work, I called our senator.”

“The new one,” Mrs. Pearson said.

“That man knows how to get the job done. Or maybe it’s all his assistants. His minions! I don’t care. But we called him all right. A few days later some woman, Pealer something, gets on the horn and gives us the old Spanish sweet talk.” He twisted his voice into a preposterous imitation of Pilar’s voice, adding for good measure a Mexican accent she didn’t have. “We o-pol-o-gize for de misunderstanding. I tell her, we want answers. We want to do some of our own investigating! So she sends us plane tickets. Didn’t even meet us at the airport. Sent a shit-box car—a subcompact. The windows don’t shut. Dashboard held together by twist ties. Put us up for a night in La Paz and the next morning shoved us in a minivan with four Germans to go to the hotel. They showed us her room. They showed us her suitcase. They even showed us her goddamn tampons! What were we supposed to do with her tampons?”

He aimed this question at his wife, but she only sighed and kicked her pumps.

“Did you meet anyone from the hotel before you went down there? Anyone named Gonzales?”

“Before? Not a chance,” he said. “It’s all lies down there. The hotel. The newspapers. Even the papers up here. You talk to a reporter and he turns around and screws it all up. Well, you better not! Listen to me.” And then Mr. Pearson, with help from his wife, recounted, in tedious lurches, like a truck in the mud, the whole story of their Bolivian sojourn. (Fortunately he dispensed with the accent when quoting the locals.) Apparently their one day in La Paz, where they and a young Bolivian cop tacked up missing-person flyers, impressed them far more than anything in the Hotel Matamoros. They described for me, in blunt, deploring phrases, the city streets of unpainted cement, the unclean odor of street food, the minibuses crowded like circus cars, where the conductor was a boy who leaned out the window and shouted for passengers. As for the Matamoros itself, they emphasized the discomfort of the journey there—it was three hours from La Paz—the indigestibility of its cooking, and the mendacity of the hotel’s employees and the barbarity of their English. The woolen blankets (handwoven, I had heard) were scratchy, the alpacas and vicuñas that roamed the back gardens were smelly and ill-tempered, the television got only a half dozen English-language stations, there was no USA Today. This world-renowned First Wonder of the Third World was to them not just a den of iniquity but a shabby circus of curiosities and discomforts. Had they visited under the best of circumstances, with their daughter as chaperone, they still would have hated it. I wondered why Hilary hadn’t run as a child. Perhaps she had, and later returned, defeated but defiant, to sulk away her time until high school graduation. That Hilary had survived the emotional oppression of this house with the worldly good cheer she had always shown me, if only through email, was astonishing. Such a triumph shouldn’t be wasted. I was more determined than ever to find her.

The worst part of the trip, the Pearsons agreed, was the press conference held in the Matamoros’s atrium. Every reporter, cop, government official, and hotel employee who spoke left the Pearsons more convinced that the entire country was conspiring to protect the secret behind their daughter’s disappearance.

* * *

After they finished deploring and I finished commiserating, I asked for a picture. Mrs. Pearson fetched a shoe box from another room and presented it to me. It was full of jumbled copies of a single photo. Hilary was perched on the guardrail of a hotel balcony at twilight, her head tossed to one side so that her straight dark hair flowed at a slight angle from her face, like a flag caught in a breath of wind. So that was my editor. Lovely in this photo, at least. Behind her lay the sunset and the bay and the lights of the city. I thought I recognized the view; it was from a high-rise lanai at the Hilton Hawaiian Village on Waikiki. Not the finest hotel in Honolulu but not bad.

“Don’t take one,” Mr. Pearson said. “Here. Take twenty. Stick ’em up in restaurants. That’s what we did. Nail ’em to trees and telephone poles. Do they have telephone poles?” He took a manila folder from his wife. “And take these.” They were eight-and-a-half-by-eleven flyers that featured a photocopied version of the picture below text that read, in Spanish and English, “Have you seen this woman?”

“Kids at the high school made these,” he said. “Senior project. They’re good but they’re not color. Color makes a difference. Brings a girl alive. Do they have telephone poles or not?”

“You don’t even remember!” his wife accused.

“How could I remember? They show you around, shake your hand, jabber some of their Spanish mumbo jumbo, and then it’s time to go home. You can’t think in a country like that. It’s as high as a mountain, everywhere you go. You can’t get enough air. You get sick if you stand up too quick.”

“I’m sure the cops will find her soon,” I said, knowing that this was almost as silly as “God will make it all right.”

“Cops! They take money from the hotel, which takes money from the government, which takes money from our government. And they don’t even speak English, most of them. You can’t trust anybody. What we need is a real investigation.”

“You’re right,” I said. “That’s why I’m going. I knew her. She was the first editor who ever helped me out. I won’t let them lie to me.”

“I believe you,” said Mrs. Pearson, but probably just because she knew her husband didn’t. He glowered at me and turned on the television.

“Well, I don’t,” Mr. Pearson said. A local news program was closing its telecast with a close-up of a litter of puppies tumbling over each other. His eyes never wavered from the screen.

“I have sources in Bolivia,” I said. “I’ve talked to an employee at the Matamoros. They’ve got a secret.”

The appeal to his paranoia stirred his interest, and he turned from the puppies. “I know that!”

Mrs. Pearson stepped closer, her hair standing stiffly at attention before me.

“Can you find out the secret?” she said.

“I can try,” I said. “They know me at the hotel. They trust me. The FBI didn’t find anything because nobody trusts them. Isn’t that right, Mr. Pearson?”

“Of course it is,” he said.

“You can’t understand what it is to lose someone,” said Mrs. Pearson. “What if she’s gone? Really gone. It’s terrible for this to happen to someone so young. I suppose it’s terrible for it to happen to anybody.”

“Wrong!” said Mr. Pearson. “Most of them got it coming.”

As the train took me back to civilization, I stared at my handful of Hilary photos and imagined a different rescue scenario, starting with me ripping apart the ropes around her wrists and ankles with my knife. I would have to throw her over my shoulder to prepare for my quick and noiseless rush out of the hut, past the unconscious sentry, and back into the jungle. Why not? Every great achievement begins with a bold and childish dream. Pilar and her bosses would stare as I carried Hilary into the lobby and laid her down on the sofa, safe, healthy, though dark with the sun and jungle dirt, sleeping away her fear and weariness. Hotel minions would scramble to call an ambulance, her parents, and the U.S. embassy. Pilar would take me in her arms. Sometime later, she would be seated at my table of honor, gorgeous in her uplifted hair and sparkling necklace, as I received the Pulitzer for the story. Hilary would be there too, our special guest.

Outside, the sun was almost down and the forested New Jersey countryside blurred into one mass of deepening dark green. I gathered my senses and launched a new, more realistic fantasy, in which by bullying and browbeating some witnesses and feigning ignorance with others, I would lay bare the conspiracy and uncover Hilary’s fate. You’re lying, I’d say to the manager, who looked just like Gonzales, and I’d slap him down with the truth as gasps and then knowing sighs rose from the cops, Pilar, and onlooking hotel staff. It’s easier to envision yourself fleeing boldly with a girl over your shoulder than to hear yourself asking brilliant questions, but I marched on undaunted through the stickiest of possibilities.

As I entered my apartment I almost slipped on an envelope just inside the door. It contained a note that read, “I have found you, Mr. Smalls.”

There was no signature, just an exclamation point at the bottom of the page. I called the super, but he took his usual professional pride in having noticed nothing all day. Gonzales, or someone, must have got my address from the phone book and followed a neighbor into the building. Not so difficult. But it was a long haul out to my neighborhood just to write that note. Since double-locking was nothing more than the usual precaution, I fixed my desk chair under the doorknob as well. Yertle was safe in his turtle tank, basking on the two bricks I had stacked under the sixty-watt bulb of a desk lamp. His snout was lifted proudly to the light, as if daring someone to take a swing at his chin.


Chapter 3

The publishing industry had inverted the boom economy’s corporate tendencies: it provided its employees with low salaries and fabulous offices. The midtown office of Lisa Ravitz, Hilary’s boss at Folgers Travel Guides, had a view of the Hudson River and New Jersey. The sun fell obliquely on the back of Lisa’s head, so her moonish face was in shadows. Visitors would always be gazing past her to the view as she spoke to them. But I was not that type of visitor. As I entered I noted the mural-size map of the world taped to the wall beside her. Red pushpins were scattered about it, as if Lisa were keeping track of her growing network of worldwide franchises. I glanced down at an open copy of The New York Observer on Lisa’s desk. She saw me and folded it up.

“Have you been to all those places?” I asked, indicating the map with a world-encompassing stroke of my arm.

“No. They’re still on my list.” She raised her eyebrows, implying that if she had put up pins for everywhere she’d been, there wouldn’t be much of a map left.

“So this is the famous Jacob Smalls,” she said. “I had friends at the Matamoros press conference. I hear you had a friend at the conference too. Pilar Rojas.”

The New York travel-publishing universe is like a Park Avenue dog: small and nasty.

“She’s the Matamoros’s PR agent,” I said. “I needed her help to get down to the Matamoros. Now it’s all set.”

“I bet it is. How much are they paying you? Are you flying first-class? Comped spa treatments and excursions? It’s nice to have an in. Hope you have a better time than Hilary did.”

“They’re not giving me any money,” I explained, fixing a reasonable expression on my face. “In fact, they’re very suspicious of me. As they should be. I told them I’m planning to write a puff piece, but that’s just a front. Don’t tell me your authors never do the same thing; don’t tell me you’ve never done it either. The only two ways to get inside a luxury hotel is with money or with promises, and I don’t have money. Promises I can fake as well as the next writer.”

“I’m sure you’re an excellent fraud.”

“This time I’m going straight. I’m going to write up the real story. Nobody wants to read fluff about the Matamoros now. People want to find out what happened to Hilary. So do I. I wrote for her. She helped me out when no one else would.” This was true. Before Hilary had given me that first assignment, I had been electronically rejected or ignored by a number of obviously less intelligent editors.

“That’s not all you want,” she said.

I paused for a moment to let Lisa ponder what I wanted: a name for myself, a byline in a reputable magazine, an agent, a book deal, a review in the Observer, a lunch with a legendary editor at the Four Seasons. These were her own goals, though perhaps long ago given up (which would explain her temper), and to tell the truth, they were mine too, though I had no time for them now. Pilar and Hilary were more than enough to occupy me.

Now that Lisa thought she grasped my ambition, she eased back slightly in her chair, holding her fire while still keeping me covered. “Go on,” she said.

“I went online and read all the newspaper reports,” I said. “I know the facts, and I know Hilary as an editor. But it’s not enough. The stories say she’s fun-loving, pretty, intelligent, generous—that’s what everybody always says about the dead. I need to know her better than that, if I’m going to find her, or at least find out what happened to her.”

Lisa rolled up the Observer and twisted it in her two hands like a wet towel. “She was a good editor,” she said. “She got her stuff in on time.”

I wrote “good editor” in my notebook and nodded for her to continue. Lisa just slapped the twisted-up paper against her desk, as if killing the same fly over and over again.

“What makes you think you can find her?” she asked. “The FBI couldn’t. You’re just a guidebook writer.”

Guidebook writers are the peasantry of travel writers. Apparently my magazine work hadn’t caught Lisa’s attention, which wasn’t surprising. It hadn’t caught anyone else’s.

“I told you,” I said. “I’ve heard rumors. I know people at the hotel, and all over the country.” A network of undercover agents, infiltrating every crevice of Bolivian society.

“What rumors?”

“As yet unverified. It wouldn’t be responsible to discuss them at this point.”

She folded her meaty arms, unimpressed, and raised an eyebrow.

“I visited Hilary’s parents at their home yesterday,” I added.

“Freaks, huh?” she said. “Her dad owns six Honda dealerships and he won’t pay full price to copy missing-person flyers with his daughter’s picture. He told Kinko’s he’d call the media if he didn’t get a discount. Plus he calls his own cars Jap-mobiles.” The subject of Mr. Pearson’s contemptibility was clearly near her heart. “Did you know Hilary had to go to Alma College, in central Michigan, even though she got into Cornell? Daddy wouldn’t put up the scratch, but he made too much money for her to get a scholarship, so she was out of luck. Alma gave her a free ride.”

I wrote “Alma” down on my pad.

“Have you talked to the FBI yet?” she asked. “They investigated on-site. You haven’t called them, have you? I bet all you did was talk to that PR bitch at the hotel. Not me. I wouldn’t take her calls. I got the lies straight from the manager. So did you talk to the FBI or what?”

“I haven’t had the time—”

“Time! Unbelievable. I could write this story myself, you know, if I had the time and the money to schlep down to Bolivia. Or the stomach to suck up to the Matamoros like you. But I bet you have a pretty strong stomach, don’t you?”

“That’s what you need to write about South America.” I tried to offer a smile.

“Don’t get all Third World on me. You think I’m impressed? I’ve been to Cambodia, and not just Angkor Wat. I’ve been to Laos. But now I’m an editor. I’ve got a real job and responsibilities. You don’t even have cats. Right?”

I nodded. I hate cats. I also hate editors. In their own minds, editors are much smarter, more sophisticated, and more talented than us writers, but they’re too devoted to their regular paychecks, window offices, and health insurance to quit their jobs and show us how real writing is done. So they seethe and sigh and get crabby about deadlines. That’s why I hate them, that and the way they rewrite my sentences to conform to their imaginary rules of grammar and good taste.

The door to Lisa’s office creaked, and a tall, gangly young man entered, bearing two coffee mugs. His long, thin arms and potbelly reminded me of E.T.

Lisa looked at him as if he had walked in naked.

“I brought you some coffee,” he said, and set one of the two mugs carefully on her desk.

“Since when do I drink coffee?”

“I don’t know. I thought you might want some. This the reporter?” He hefted the other cup at me, sloshing a bit onto the rug. Then he took a sip. Evidently it wasn’t for me. “You got to talk to me.” He shot me with the finger and thumb of his free hand.

“He’s not a reporter. He’s a travel writer,” said Lisa.

“Whatever. If you want the real deal, you better talk to me.”

“What do you know about this, Kenny?” she asked.

“What do I know? Nothing. Nothing at all. Nothing big. Nothing that just maybe might have been the most important thing in her whole entire life!”

“Come off it, Kenny.”

“I said maybe.”

“Get out.”

He shut the door just loudly enough to show defiance.

“Is he Ken Rawls?” I said. I recognized his name from my online trawling; he had been quoted in the Morristown Herald News. “Does he really know—”

“No. He’s not even my assistant. He works for the whole department. That’s why I can’t shitcan him like he deserves.”

I tried to nod sagely. The interview seemed to be dribbling through my fingers. There were still only three words written in my notebook: “Alma” and “good editor.”

“You know what kills me?” she said. “More than anything else?”

The question didn’t seem to require an answer, but still she waited until I shook my head.

“Hilary never should have been there in the first place!” she said. The skin on her forehead and gerbil cheeks puckered in anger. “We don’t have a book on Bolivia. Who has a book on Bolivia?”

“You have a book on South America.” That’s what Hilary had hired me for.

“We used to. We dumped it. It didn’t sell.”

“Caravan Guides has a book on Bolivia. I wrote it.”

“Caravan Guides suck.” Her skin flattened and relaxed as the conversation settled once again on familiar ground. “The paper’s like newsprint and the maps look like they were drawn by a monkey.” I bit my cheek; I had drawn some of those maps myself. “But what do you expect?” she continued. “They can’t be making a fortune on guides to Bolivia. Why would anyone go there?”

“Bolivia’s a beautiful country—it’s got mountains and jungle and hardly any McDonald’s, and people still chew coca leaves and speak Aymara and Quechua instead of Spanish, and the Indian women in the city wear petticoats and bowler hats,” I said, trying to recall exactly how I’d put it in the intro to my book.

“Maybe it is beautiful—all countries are beautiful to somebody—but it’s a loser. Except for that damn hotel. Everybody says it’s the shit. That’s why when Hilary told me she’d swung this press trip from someone who used to work at Guilford—do you know Guilford?”

“Sure. The travel PR agency.”

“Then you know how pathetic their press trips are.”

This time my knowing nod was genuine.

“But why did the Matamoros invite Hilary when you don’t even have a Bolivia book?” I asked.

“The hotel’s looking to expand. Was looking. They wanted financing for two new branches deeper in the jungle, I heard, and started dealing press freebies to get the hype going. So when Hilary told me she scored this one, I told her don’t worry—just go and enjoy it. She only started here a year ago, and she didn’t have any contacts and hardly ever landed anything good, except those pitiful Guilford trips. I kept telling her to get aggressive. Go to the press fiestas in town, deal out your card to anyone who’ll take it. It’s good for the editors to get out of the office and check out resorts and see how you writers live. Besides, people stay longer at this job if they score freebies. You know how it is. That’s why I stay. I hoped this one would change her luck. Give her the killer instinct.”

“The newspapers said she was on assignment.”

“That’s what we told the reporters, me and the publisher. You and I know about freebies, but you can’t tell them!” She slapped her hand against the desk so hard I winced. “That’s off the record, by the way. This whole conversation is off the record.”

Kenny poked his head in again. “Did you just call me?”

“Get out, Kenny!”

He pulled his head out of the room like a turtle.

“You can’t call ‘off the record’ now,” I said.

“The hell I can’t.”

“Sorry, Lisa,” I said, appealing to her sense of journalistic fair play, “you know the rules.”

“Rules! What is Hilary to you anyway? You’re an international ambulance chaser.”

“And you sit here every day,” I said, “with just enough ambition to despise yourself but not enough to get up and do anything. You’re a real editor.”

Lisa picked up her cup of pens and dumped them on me, like I was a drunk coming on to her in a bar. They bounced off my chest and into my lap—red, blue, and black, and a few pencils for marking up cover mock-ups. I stood and let them tumble to the floor. She didn’t bother to order me out; she just sat and rubbed her hand and scowled into her computer monitor.

* * *

I almost knocked Kenny over on the way out; he had been trying to listen through the door. “You really a reporter or just a travel writer?” he asked when he regained his balance. I assured him I was a reporter. It’s not like you need a badge.

“Thought you’d all given up on her,” he said. “Like I said, if you’re looking for the scoop on Hilary, you’re sniffing up the wrong hole, like the rest of them. I know her better than anyone.”

The cubicles around us were occupied, but the workers were all mesmerized by their monitors. Someone in an office, perhaps another editor, pulled her door shut. What ever happened to office gossip? Maybe the pain or fear inspired by Hilary’s loss was still fresh, or even still growing; more likely the prior flood of reporters had drowned their appetites for notoriety.

I suggested a beer after work. Editorial assistants will jump on any freebie they can get. We agreed to meet at Siberia Bar at 5:30.


Chapter 4

I met Kenny outside the entrance to the Fiftieth Street subway station three minutes past the appointed time. He was already tapping his heel irritably, so that his whole leg fluttered. His nose and chin jutted like a gargoyle’s. He stood with his toes pressed together and his heels apart, like a snowplowing skier. They must have laughed at him in gym class.

Siberia Bar is an unheated, uncooled, subway-car-size cave connected to the station entrance. It is said to be a hangout for journalists from the nearby Associated Press offices, but all I saw was the usual after-work midtown crush of young professionals: baseball-capped fraternity alums, admin assistants still in office khakis or skirts, furtive intraoffice couples pressed so close they had to tilt their heads back like cobras to avoid banging noses. I loaded up at the bar with four Buds, and Kenny and I sliced our way to the far end of the cave, under a blown-out speaker. We held our backs to the milling roar and discovered to my surprise that we could hear each other. There was even a ledge for our two reserve beers.

“Is this on the record or off?” Kenny asked, inserting his Ichabod Crane body into the space under the speaker. “Lisa warned me about you.”

I took a slug of beer to clear my head. “Tell me,” I said, licking dribble from my lips, “which you’re more comfortable with.”

“Off! You’re okay”—he jerked his head at the extra beers—“but most of those fuckers just want gossip. And they get it. Those goddamn stories!”

“What stories?”

“You know the stories.”

“Ah. You mean the ones about how she might have been a little …” I trailed off. Wasn’t he supposed to supply the information? “Everyone agrees she was very pretty,” I finished.

“Code for slut.”

“It was you who said she was pretty.” He had been quoted so in the Morristown Herald News.

“That’s a lie! I said she was beautiful.”

From somewhere behind us, a hairy arm shot forth to drop an empty Corona bottle next to our Buds.

“Watch it!” Kenny said, but luckily for him, nobody heard. Kenny’s body was just the sort of thing a drunk likes to pound on for a warm-up before trying his luck at meaner bars.

“Lisa said you just want to get rich,” he said. “Sell some BS to cable news. She says it’s never gonna happen.”

“I don’t need to get rich. What I like to do is travel, and that’s my job. Tell me about the stories.”

“Some of them are true,” he conceded. “Sure, Hilary likes a cosmo and gets goofy pretty quick. She’s doesn’t have any meat on her. Hundred and five pounds, no more. And I would know.” He lifted his eyebrows meaningfully. “And yeah, she dated low-life dipshits, like her plumber. She had democratic tastes! And they say she went skinny-dipping at the hotel. All right. I believe it. So what?” In the heat of Siberia, his forehead was already covered with globules of sweat.

“So what!” I said. I recalled that a few published reports (citing unnamed sources at the Matamoros) had suggested that Hilary might have lacked the moral prudence befitting a young American woman traveling abroad.

“So now they think they know everything about her! And it all fits in one word: ‘slut.’ You call that an investigation? You call that a psychological profile? They could have interviewed her colleagues and friends. They could have interviewed me! But unless someone’s saying she smoked pot with the pool cleaner, they don’t want to hear anything about her.”

“But you knew her for real,” I said.

“Knew her? I loved her. There’s your first big scoop.”

I wasn’t surprised. Kenny would fall hard and heedlessly for someone like Hilary, if she just once grinned at his joke about the muddy office coffee.

“But she loved her plumber instead,” I said.

“He wasn’t a real plumber.”

“What are you saying?” I imagined a Nixon-era CIA operative, and the prospect of an international political conspiracy starring G. Gordon Liddy flashed before my eyes.

“He was just a handyman in her building,” Kenny said. “Fresh off the boat from wherever. Big guy. Chunky fingernails. She’d take him out drinking with us and he’d sit there drinking ice water ’cause he couldn’t afford a Bud and laughing when we laughed. Well, he wasn’t fooling me. No English. Can you believe that? But she knew Spanish—she’s a fucking genius—and she’d sling her arm around him and they’d jabber away and the two of them would be laughing like maniacs. Somebody asked her once what it was about him. The sex? The macho appeal? The danger? No, she said, he was just hilarious. So next time we went out, a few guys who had done Spanish in college tried him out and translated for the rest of us. Hilarious, my ass. Sometimes she’d even bring him to the office. Security guard would make him wait out in the lobby until she came to get him.”

He traded his empty beer for its reinforcement. He sniffed warily at the new bottle, and then took a long pull.

“After she dumped his fat ass,” he continued, “he came to the office to see her. But she wouldn’t go out to get him, so the security guard wouldn’t let him in. On my way to lunch I saw him sitting out there staring at a Time magazine. Like he could read it! He looked up when I passed, in case it was her. No luck, Chuck! So I complained to the security guard and he threw him out before I came back with my Wendy’s. Not bad, huh?”

“Kenny, you’re a real prick.”

He smiled, as if I had just rumpled his hair and chucked him on the chin. “I told you. I loved her.”

“When did she dump this guy?”

“Months ago. Somebody told me they got back together after, but I don’t buy it. I never saw him again.”

“What about you?”

“What about me?”

“Did you get anywhere with her?”

“You media assholes are all alike! Who the fuck do you think you are? Can’t you respect anyone’s right to privacy? You make me sick!”

Kenny sneered, but he leaned his body still closer, with all the grace of a construction crane redeploying. “All right, you filthy hack,” he said. “I’ll give you your juicy little tidbit. Put it on the front page of the Post! Maybe I’m drunk—I just don’t fucking care.” He planted his beer on the ledge. “Here’s something nobody knows, not even the police. They never asked.”

The blisters of sweat on his forehead were popping. One of them dripped down his forehead into the filter of his eyebrow. He blinked and swiped at his forehead with a soggy cocktail napkin that had been stuck to the side of his beer.

“The night before she left—I kissed her. No one else in the world knows that.”

“No one?” Had I really spent the price of four beers for the story of Kenny’s First Kiss?

“No one. We were here, in this very bar—but Tuesday, so it wasn’t so fucking suffocating—and a bunch of us had had a few after work but we kept on talking and when it was just the two of us, I leaned over, like this.” And he stabbed with his head at me, like a pigeon; I recoiled. “Right on the lips. And you know what? She kissed right back.”

“Unbelievable.”

“You gonna write that down?”

“I’ve got it all up here. Any tongue?”

“You fucking journalists! A little tongue. You know. A taste.”

“And afterwards?”

“Well, we had work the next day, so I didn’t make my move. What I was doing—you understand—was laying the groundwork.”

“Right.”

“I can’t believe I gave you this stuff. ’Cause it’s gold! I should be the one writing this up! But I’m just the office gofer. For now! You’re a lucky bastard. This blows everything out of the water. She must have been thinking about me down there. Maybe she went out with someone else, but she was thinking about me while it was going on. And maybe that’s why someone got pissed off at her. But one thing’s for sure. She wouldn’t have run off. Not knowing I was waiting for her. Not with that, that issue, you know, still out there. Unexplored.”

He glugged manfully at his beer, but there was still a sudsy inch churning when he slammed it back on the ledge.

“Maybe you think I’m full of myself,” he said. “But there are a few times in life when you don’t have any doubts. And I always have doubts! But not then. Not when she kissed me back. The next day I wanted to talk to her, but I said to myself, take it slow. Lay the groundwork. Give her time to think it over. And then the day after that I learned she was off to Bolivia, on her press trip. She left work early. No biggie, I figured. I’d talk to her when she got back. And now she’s gone. And that’s why I’m serving up my secrets. Because maybe if you know them you can find her.”

And I did know her better now. I saw a woman sweet enough to talk to the dork of the department, and either kind enough or drunk enough not to push him away when he did the bravest thing he could ever do. I imagined her smiling at him afterward, touching his sleeve and telling him she had to go home. And now that kiss that should have tingled on Kenny’s virgin lips for a few weeks would burn in his lonely soul forever. But what was the harm in that? Kenny would have his own little tidbit of tragedy to savor and brood over.

The bar was growing yet more crowded; the heat and noise had all the urgency of rush-hour traffic. Kenny leaned back to finish off his beer, but someone jostled his elbow as he was drinking and the dregs spurted on his shoes. His eyes widened in puzzlement. He didn’t know where to direct his rage.

“Why do you get to go to that hotel?” he demanded. “Why not me?”

* * *

That night I called American Airlines to move up my departure date two days. I was informed that since the Hotel Matamoros had paid full fare for me (but full coach fare, damn them) American Airlines would be delighted to accommodate me on the Wednesday morning flight to La Paz, the only other flight that week with seats available. I hung up, chortling at my diabolical cleverness, and though it was almost midnight, blasted off an email to the Gran Hotel París in La Paz, providing a list of my credentials and explaining that I was coming down to conduct research for The Caravan Guide to Bolivia and Ecuador, of which I was a coauthor (I added the title page as an attachment, as if a well-formatted Word document were unfakeable), and also to write an article on La Paz for the renowned publication Condé Nast Traveler. I always mentioned Condé Nast Traveler when writing to South America. It was often the only magazine PR people had heard of, and while they were congratulating themselves on having heard of it, they usually gave me a free room without further scrutiny. In the end, as in all my freebie letters, I emphasized that whether or not the esteemed marketing staff of the Gran Hotel París was able to help me further the cause of journalism, they could rest assured that I would continue to review their hotel fairly and impartially, with all the integrity they had come to expect from the esteemed publications I was representing. Pilar had once told me she thought that was the best part of my comp-request letters—the gentlemanly bow at the end.

I put the teakettle on and then sat down again to write an email to Pilar. It was the first I’d sent her in a year.


I’ve spoken to Hilary’s parents and her boss to get background. I know we can do this. I’ve got some ideas already. We won’t let her down.



Really I had no ideas, but I was sure I could think some up on the plane and I wanted to demonstrate initiative and independence. Pilar must have been at her PC—what else did she have to do at night in the Bolivian tropics?—because two minutes later she responded, though from a personal account:


Be careful! Don’t write to me at work again. Better, don’t write at all. And watch who you talk to. It’s not as safe as you think. Management thinks you’re coming to do a promotional piece. And management is right. Just now I was putting the finishing touches to your article. I hope you find it up to your standards.

You’re doing more than you know just by coming here. I’m glad you spoke to her parents, but don’t put yourself at risk. I just wish we could forget everything.



What did that last line mean? And now I couldn’t write again to ask for an explanation. I cursed myself for using her work address. Could hotel spies really be reading her email? Would hotel spies even know English? At least she approved of my interview with Hilary’s parents. Maybe this was just the type of investigation she had in mind. I would be more circumspect in the future but no less bold.

A knock on the door interrupted my thoughts. I stood up from the desk. Another knock, louder this time. I peered through the peephole and saw Gonzales’s face, distorted by the lens, a brown jack-o’-lantern.

“What do you want?”

“Only to talk.”

“I’m comfortable talking like this,” I said. “I’m in my pajamas.”

“I promise not to laugh at your pajamas. If, however, you refuse to let me in, then I’ll leave and return with a friend. One of us will wait for you outside your apartment, and tomorrow or some other day—but someday soon—we will take you on a trip and smash something important. Maybe the police will provide a twenty-four-hour guard to protect you for the rest of your life. Maybe not.”

I opened the door and retreated back across the room to the window to let him in—I had to move that far, or there would be no room to pass between my bed and my desk. As I brushed against the tank, Yertle thrashed wildly beside me, his nose bursting through the water’s skin. Whenever I approached, he hoped it was dinnertime.

“This apartment,” Gonzales said, as he shut the door and tiptoed onto the shag rug of old clothing, newspapers, and hotel brochures, “is disgusting.” At least he politely omitted to observe that I was wearing ordinary clothes and not pajamas.

“Disgusting is filth and vermin and maggots,” I said. “This is just untidiness. Sanitary untidiness. I defy you to find a crumb or a food wrapper. I defy you”—I let my voice soar a moment, to test my courage—“to find a roach or an insect of any kind. Eventually I get to the laundry and the recycle bin. I wasn’t expecting a visitor tonight.” My voice wasn’t shaking; at least I had that.

“Where do I sit? Is this the only room in your apartment? It is as tiny as it is untidy.”

“That’s why I don’t like to be in it. I like to travel. Sit on the chair or on the bed. That’s all I can offer.”

He glanced down at the unmade futon bed, with its whitecaps of sheet bursting through the rumpled red blanket. He chose the desk chair instead.

“What’s that smell?” he said.

“My turtle. I need to clean his tank. Like I said, I wasn’t expecting visitors.”

“This computer”—he bucked his head at the monitor just behind him on my desk—“this is where you write all your articles? Have you yet begun your story of the Matamoros? Perhaps with the sad tale of Pilar’s failure at the press conference?”

“I’ve made a start.”

The kettle whistled.

“You want tea?” I asked. “I’m making.”

He declined. My kitchenette filled the nook conveniently adjacent to the turtle tank. Gonzales watched me, but as I bent to fumble in the drawer for a spoon, I managed to slip a corkscrew into my front pocket.

“You should clean your apartment and wash your animal, so guests can visit you here. So you can make a life in your home.”

“I should get a better job too, with regular hours and a 401(k). I don’t want one. I won’t live like the rest of the world, one uneventful day following the other. Like an editor. Or a marketing manager.”

“Believe me, my days are all quite distinct,” he said. He extracted something from his pocket and laid it on his thigh. It was a small claw hammer with a foldable handle. He leaned forward, over the hammer, and examined me. “You’re young, but in the light I can see gray hairs. You’re thin, despite all your American steaks. You think you will never be fat! But you will.”

I held my hand over the mouth of the cup to insulate it. I wanted it to stay hot as long as possible, in case I needed it. I’d blind him with the tea, then move in with the corkscrew. Not very promising.

“And you want Pilar to be in love with you,” he continued. “She told me who you are, but only now do I understand.” He fondled the hammer with one hand.

“I see. How could she love me with you around?”

“Ha! She is quite pretty, though not my type. Spanish and proud. She told me before she left that she invited you to the Matamoros. She implied that, because of your affection, you would be more willing to follow her commands. I hope she’s right. If you break your word, she will regret this scheme.”

“I won’t put her at risk. If you want me to stay here, I’ll stay.”

“I want you to go, Mr. Smalls. To save our hotel. I want you to go and do what Pilar says. But I don’t trust you as much as she does.”

“So what do you want from me?”

“I just want you to think of me from time to time. Especially when you’re tempted to write lies or pass on groundless rumors about my hotel. I will read your work with interest. When I do, I might be with Pilar. I might be in New York. You will never know.”

He stood up, and so did I. He sidled by me, his eyes just at the level of my chin, and stood over Yertle, who still churned the water, but not quite as hard. Yertle was very stupid, but still smart enough to recognize someone different. Either a new food-shaking god or a threat. I set my cup down on my desk.

“What’s its name?” he asked.

“Yertle.”

“Why Yertle?”

“Yertle is the most famous turtle in American literature. A tyrant. He built a tower of turtles, climbed on top, and declared himself ruler of all he surveyed.”

“In Bolivia, we do not joke about tyrants.”

He tapped the hammer on the tank. I had no idea what else he had in his pockets. Yertle, disturbed by the tapping, glided below to cower at the base of his basking brick.

Gonzales lunged forward, elbowing me to the bed, and swung the hammer at my old glass-faced computer monitor, which shattered. I was sure the adjacent neighbors heard; I was also sure they wouldn’t care. He removed the hammer and returned it to his pocket. I didn’t point out that his action was purely symbolic. The PC was perfectly serviceable without the monitor, and I also owned a laptop, stowed safely under the futon. But I couldn’t help imagining the glass as my bones, smashing just as easily. Now seated on the bed, I dropped my hand on my night table, beside a ceramic lamp that was much heavier than it looked. If he tried something else, I might get a chance to heave it and brain him, if I could muster the courage. I had little faith in my prowess with a dollar-store corkscrew.

But Mr. Gonzales had made his point. He smacked his cheek with one hand, as if to demonstrate his imperviousness to pain, and left.

The next morning the Gran Hotel París confirmed via email my reservation for a complimentary two-night stay at the hotel, beginning Wednesday night and ending on Friday morning. I envisioned two nights of hard-boiled urban investigation, done on my own, and secretly, before the descent into the gilded embrace of the Hotel Matamoros. Gonzales was based in the U.S. I had to hope he would stay there.


Chapter 5

My flight on American turned out to be a codeshare with the absurdly named Bolivian national airlines, Lloyd Aéreo Boliviano, which is unpronounceable both in English and in Spanish. At my transfer in Miami, I had to schlep my shoulder bag (I never check luggage when flying Latin American airlines, with pronounceable names or not) across the vast expanse of the terminal to my gate. “Any possibility of an upgrade?” I asked the gate agent. In New York, I had borrowed a stapler at the ticket counter to attach my business card to my boarding passes. The look of polite bewilderment on the LAB gate agent’s face told me that the request was not only futile but probably, in her experience, unprecedented.

As I boarded, I gazed at the wide leather seats of first class and the few slouching Bolivian businessmen filling them. Behind them, but still well ahead of the Iron Curtain of coach, was a quartet of pale-faced Americans, underdressed, leaning into each other and whispering like schoolchildren at the back of the class. I should have been there in first too, haughtily ignoring them. Instead my shoulder bag rattled between the aisle-choking headrests of coach as I slogged to the middle of the plane. My seat was next to a withered old Indian woman in a wool shawl and long skirt. I crammed the bag into the overhead compartment and settled in for the haul. “Coach on LAB,” I muttered to myself. Perhaps it could become my catchphrase for misery piled on misery.

The Indian woman asked me in Spanish for the time, but when I showed her my wrist she shook her head and pointed to her eyes. They were coal-black and beautiful but apparently not so useful anymore.

“It’s twelve-thirty,” I told her, in Spanish. “We’re taking off soon.”

She nodded and smiled and set to staring out the window toward the luggage trucks and taxiing planes and scrambling workers. Perhaps she was just a bit farsighted. Her hair, still as dark as her eyes, despite her age, was done up in braids that reminded me of pictures of my mother when she had been a hippie. I pulled out my copy of The New Yorker and searched the table of contents for a piece of investigative journalism that might be worth emulating when I finally wrote Hilary’s story. There was a small explosion beside me; I turned, startled, to see the woman fluttering a narrow form at me. She had yanked down the window shade to attract my attention. “Fill it in?” she said. I had trouble with the accent and the unfamiliar Spanish word llena, and had to ask her to repeat herself, but eventually I deduced that she wanted me to fill out her customs declaration. I nodded, and she groped through a vinyl shoulder bag until she found a zipped-up vinyl envelope in which her passport and plane-ticket stubs were neatly enclosed. I held the passport in both hands, to demonstrate respect.

I filled in her name, passport number, citizenship, and trip purpose (“pleasure,” of course—it could hardly have been “business”), and address (somewhere in Bolivia’s barely civilized interior), and gave the form to her to sign.

She refused.

“I don’t read,” she explained. “They don’t mind.”

Not even an X? I thought. I returned the form and began flipping through the in-flight magazine, ashamed of assuming she’d want to disguise her illiteracy. Lack of education was no more embarrassing to her than her outlandish skirt and babushka shawl—where she was going, they were the height of normalcy, notwithstanding the double takes of foreigners along the way. Had I ever been so self-confident? She was relying on the kindness of airport customs officials. Customs officials! I wanted to make a movie of her life. Somehow this woman had journeyed hours from the province of Chuquisaca over the mountains to the nearest city (I wasn’t sure exactly where Chuquisaca was, but to get anywhere in Bolivia, you have to journey hours over mountains), hopped on a jet, and abandoned her continent for Miami, where (perhaps) the fourth and wildest of her sons had just had his first child. I recalled the terror I had once felt on the first night of an assignment in Tokyo—the flashing lights, swarming crowds, and indecipherable hieroglyphics of the city had left me all but weeping. Every city, even in Bolivia, every newspaper or Bible, every face of the million-eyed insect of the modern world of information—to her it was all hieroglyphics, all mystery and unapproachable power, and none of it could pierce her equanimity.

I stowed the magazine and turned to pry the woman’s secrets from her, but satisfied that she had met the legal requirements for returning home, she had set her head against the drawn window shade and fallen asleep. A single strand of hair, newly escaped from her braid, was dangling over her mouth and quivering in the breezes of her breaths. The plane thundered down the runway; she kept sleeping.

I imagined the woman as Hilary Pearson, years from now, emerging aged, oak-skinned, heavyset, and shabby from her hideaway in the hills of Bolivia, to return home after so many years of captivity. Perhaps the world had changed, and her captors’ political grievances been made obsolete; perhaps nothing had changed, except that they’d eventually forgotten why they kept this old white woman, good only for boiling the most rudimentary of stews, keeping the adobe hut tidy, and dragging their clothes down to the river.

Maybe that would be Hilary in twenty years, but where was she now? What enemy had seized her? A commando team of organized drug runners, raising funds through ransom? A pair of old-fashioned perverts? A troop of kidnapping guerrillas, screaming Marxist propaganda in her ear? Could she even understand what they said? At least the old woman could communicate with city dwellers and customs agents; she could speak Spanish, not just Quechua or Aymara, like so many indigenous Bolivians of the rural provinces. Hilary also knew Spanish—she had queried some of my accent marks—but the guttural jargon of the criminal class would surely be beyond her, and what she did understand would only frighten her more. Give hope a chance, I told myself—maybe she’d managed to escape; maybe I really could find her, with Pilar’s help. But out of all ways of escape, I knew which was the most likely.

* * *

Hours later, on my way to the bathroom, I studied the passengers on both sides of the plane: Bolivians mainly, their faces pallid in the flickering blue-gray lights of television screens deployed above them. My gaze snagged on one passenger, several rows back and on the other side of the plane. He was a young Anglo, scowling as he pounded on the volume control on the arm of his chair. I stared harder through the dimness. It was Kenny.

He spotted me instantly, waved ferociously with his whole arm, and then gave me the finger. I twisted my neck to glance behind, pretending to assume he was giving the finger to a flight attendant at my back or maybe to one of the pull-down movie screens, and then hustled on to the bathroom. But when I stepped out of the stall he was there, in high-top sneakers and an old Marlboro Man T-shirt.

“Coe moe ess tass?” he said, brandishing a copy of The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Speaking Spanish. “Got a last-minute deal. Lisa helped me find it. This was the only flight that had discount seats.” Just my luck, but not really that surprising. There were only a few flights from the U.S. to La Paz each week.

A refrigerator-size lady of distinction, fake pearls dangling from her neck, pushed us back to get at the bathroom, and we found ourselves in the bubble of peace beside the galley. A male flight attendant was dozing in a seat, his head cocked to one side, a dribble of spit shining in the lower corner of his mouth.

“So you took a vacation,” I said.

“Who knows? Maybe I’ll never come back.” Kenny grinned. The sunlight from outside caught his eye, and he gestured toward the window. The sky was as blue as a child’s nursery. “Maybe I’ll find her,” he said more softly. He could have been daydreaming about pitching in the World Series. “Look. You speak Spanish? We’ll split a hotel room.”

“I’ve already got a place to stay.”

“You want to make this a competition? You’re too smart for that.” He put his hand infuriatingly on my shoulder. “You speak Spanish. I know Hilary. Let’s do this for her sake. Let’s take over this game, you and me.”

I let him keep the hand there. “This isn’t a game,” I said. “I knew Hilary too.”

“You knew my girlfriend!” He shook his head, still grinning, admiring my obstinacy. “You think you’re some kind of hero?”

He removed his hand, but not the grin. I was irrationally moved not just to despise him but to hate him.

“What if you found her,” I asked, “and she said she was fine, and told you to fuck off and never come back and never tell anyone. Would you do it?”

“She wouldn’t say that. We had a connection. We didn’t go to fancy-ass colleges, like everybody else at work. We didn’t pay for drinks with Dad’s American Express. Nobody understood us but us! That’s what we said once.” Then he fell silent, and his grin faded from his face as his thoughts wandered off. “But if she did say that, I’d be broken up. Coming all this way to get shot down like that. Maybe you’re right. It’s a terrible, terrible risk I’m taking.”

He put both hands below the little window and braced himself against the wall, as if stiffening his body for the test ahead.

“I’m not a gambler,” he said. “I went to Atlantic City once, and even when I won, I hated it.” He pantomimed dealing cards. “Just watching the cards, I hated it. I know how to play. My dad taught me. But we never played for money like they do there.”

“What are you going to do when we land?”

He had no idea.

I told him how to get a reliable taxi from the La Paz airport and recommended a safe, cheap hotel near the Plaza Murillo. I even made him repeat the name and address, and when he couldn’t, I wrote it down for him on the back of one of my business cards.


Chapter 6

You don’t taxi up to a gate in La Paz; you stop short in the middle of the tarmac and unload yourself and your hand baggage down the stairs. Then you follow the yellow lines to the entrance at the terminal, while uniformed airport officials stand watch to make sure you don’t get lost or make a break for it. It’s a good fifty-yard stroll in the fresh (if distressingly thin) air, so there’s room to stretch your legs and run if you want to catch up to someone who was sitting well in front of you on the plane and therefore got a good head start disembarking, and that’s what Kenny wanted.

He slowed when he caught up, and matched my pace without looking at me, as if he just happened to remember he wasn’t in such a hurry after all.

“We’re at thirteen thousand feet, Kenny,” I said. “If you do that again, you’re going to faint.”

He was light-headed and short of breath; his head was aching and his vision was graffiti-tagged with black squiggles. I knew exactly what he was feeling because I was feeling the same way, but at least I’d been expecting it. He must have thought he was terrified, when in fact he was only nervous and maybe a bit surprised to find himself where he was: in the gray asphalt sea of luggage trucks, taxiing planes, and passengers following the yellow line like Dorothy and the Munchkins, while all around us, red-headed in the twilight, loomed the snow-peaked mountains of the Cordillera Real, just north of La Paz. He was too self-conscious to stop and twirl his head about at the sights, but between extended, pain-fighting blinks and grimaces, his eyes darted up and around, again and again, like a fly trapped in a car.

Once inside the terminal, I surveyed the immigration lines and chose the one farthest to the left, hoping that clueless people with line-clogging immigration problems would be too lazy to walk that far. A dozen people were in front of us, more than half in business suits: a good choice. I thought of my illiterate plane neighbor and turned to the gathering crowd behind me, but I couldn’t see her.

I told Kenny to get his passport ready, but he smirked and waved it in my face, to prove that I had underestimated him yet again. His smirk drooped immediately.

“Take slow, deep breaths,” I advised. He looked carsick.

He nodded. “Whoa,” he said, and pointed with his passport.

Scotch-taped to the wall beside us was a flyer with Hilary’s picture and the following text, in both English and Spanish:


Missing $20,000 Reward

Since June 4, Hilary Pearson, a young journalist, has been missing. She is 29 years old, white-skinned, slim, brunette, and 165 centimeters tall. She was last seen at the Hotel Matamoros, near Yolosa in Los Yungas. If you have any information, please communicate it to the Bolivian National Police or the Embassy of the United States at the telephone numbers 430251 or 433145.



“Maybe they have some leads,” said Kenny.

“I’m sure they do,” I said. “You should shoot down to the embassy first thing in the morning. I’ll tell you which trufi to catch.”

He didn’t respond; he was concentrating on his breathing.

The immigration agent stamped both our passports without as much as a Buenos días. At the baggage claim I saw the four Americans from first class. They had regrouped well behind the perimeter of luggage hunters ringing the belt and were chatting merrily, relieved to be free of the scrutinizing gazes of Third World customs and immigration officials, while a porter piled a nearby cart ever higher with their luggage. In their midst, holding a clipboard, stood Pilar.

To come upon her suddenly, without the benefit of mental preparation, was almost too much for my oxygen-deprived brain. I felt as if I had just stepped into a freezing shower, and then the chill passed over me, and all that was left was the shivering grin on my face. I lunged toward her; between the stare and the grin, I could hardly now pretend not to have seen her, even just to buy a few moments to compose myself.

The Americans saw me coming and widened their eyes and their smiles to welcome a fellow pale-skin, but Pilar stepped in front of them, like a basketball player intercepting a pass. I stopped short, wondering whether to kiss her on the cheek. Did we qualify as friends again? Her body was shielded by her clipboard, but then she dropped her arms in surprise.

“You’re early,” she said.

“I decided to spend a few days in La Paz,” I said. “They let me change my ticket.” The Americans behind her abandoned their inquiring expressions and returned to their chatting, confident that I either was irrelevant or would be fully explained later.

“We’re waiting for some VIPs from the Lima flight.” She pronounced it “vips.” “Who’s this?”

Her voice echoed in my mind; I couldn’t pin down the meaning of any of her words. Control yourself, I thought, and tried to conjure up the many, many times I’d slept with her and thereby overcome my panic with brute lust, but my powers of concentration seemed to have leaped overboard. I could dimly discern, bubbling over in my subconscious, memories of our last meeting, in a Best Western in the town of Wall, South Dakota, just outside the Badlands. She had patted me on the butt like a football player, just before I abandoned her for a Guilford minivan back to Rapid City. Why had they made her stay on in Wall?

Kenny had eased up behind me. “I’m Ken Rawls,” he said, barking his name like a stockbroker. “You Bolivian?” His gym bag was slung over his shoulder, the frayed strap pinching the Marlboro Man’s ten-gallon hat.

“No, Kenny,” I said. “She’s Pilar. A friend of mine.”

Kenny nodded. It didn’t surprise him that I bumped into friends at the La Paz airport.

“I’m here to find Hilary Pearson,” he said.

“You brought a deputy?” Pilar asked me, frowning.

“He’s on his own,” I said.

“I’m a friend of hers,” said Kenny. “I love her.”

“Why do you need to tell her that?” I said.

“I understand, Ken,” said Pilar, laying on the professional warmth so thickly that I was jealous of him. “She’s a very lovely woman.”

“You knew her?” said Kenny.

“I met her about a year ago, at my old job,” she said. “We used to play darts at the hotel bar.”

I remembered that Pilar had once told me that after she arrived in Miami, friendless and confused in a strange country, she spent the summer shut up in her bedroom in her aunt’s house, chucking darts and luxuriating in the air-conditioning.

“She played darts?” Kenny asked.

“Are you coming into town?” I heard myself ask. “Let’s split a cab. Afterwards we could get a bite.” Get a bite? “And talk. So we can get down to business.”

“I want to, but I wasn’t ready for this. I have clients.”

“Right,” I said, “but maybe—”

“And I’ve got another load in from Colombia in an hour. But of course I want to talk to you. I thought you were coming straight to the Matamoros. Why are you staying in La Paz?”

“Oh. No reason. Just … checking out a few hotels.” I hitched up my eyebrows and twitched my nose at Kenny. She probably thought I was about to sneeze.

“We’re gonna look for leads,” said Kenny. “Try the embassy, maybe troll the bars for the word on the street. Jake the Snake here can translate. He knows Spanish.”

“Really? He must have been practicing,” said Pilar.

“I’m scraping you off my shoe the minute we leave the terminal,” I said to Kenny.

“Please excuse us for a minute,” Pilar said. I fixed Kenny with a dog owner’s “stay” glare and followed her behind a family and their luggage empire.

“Who is he?”

“Just some nut,” I said, cheered that we were again a conspiracy of two. “I met him on the plane. Don’t worry. He doesn’t know anything. I’m not bringing him along.”

“Maybe you should. They asked me if you were bringing a photographer. They’re very serious about pictures, and everybody knows yours are horrible. But you can’t tell him anything.”

“I won’t. I know to be careful. Gonzales came to my apartment the other night. He threatened me. And you too. Who is he?”

“My God. I’m so sorry. What did he do?”

“Nothing. He just tried to scare me.” I decided that complaining of the damage to my monitor and to Yertle’s sense of security wouldn’t reflect well on my courage.

“He works for the hotel. I don’t know anything else about him. He never comes to Bolivia. Jacob, if you don’t want to do this—”

“I came here, Pilar.”

“Did you tell him anything?”

“Nothing.”

“Thank you. Jacob, I wish we had more time. I have more to tell you.”

“About Hilary?”

“Yes. I’ve learned something new. First I have to get these people in their van. Meet me in the terminal in fifteen minutes.”

She withdrew to her Americans.

“What was that about?” Kenny demanded.

“Time for you to hit the road,” I said. “Have you got the address I gave you?”

“I thought I was sticking with you.”

“Sorry. I need to talk to the girl. You understand that, Kenny—a guy like you wasn’t born yesterday. Take a cab into town.”

“Whoa.”

“It costs five bucks. They’ll take dollars.”

“They got meters? What if the guy tries to rip me off? I’ll wait for you. It’s cheaper to share.”

“So long, Kenny.”

He wandered off toward the exit, his head bobbing nervously above the crowd.

* * *

Back in the terminal, I ordered a café cortado from a stall-in-the-wall coffee shop and bore it carefully back to the plastic bowling seats that provide so little comfort in so many second-rate airports and bus stations.

“Jacob.” She stood above me, then plummeted to the chair beside me. Again, no greeting, no kiss; no chance to test our level of intimacy, though her face was inches from mine. I was dimly aware of a shimmering of colors and sounds behind her and all around me, but was unable to divert any fraction of my attention from her.

“What have you learned?” I said. “Where should we start?”

She paused, searching for the right words. “I’m sure she’s alive.”

A man ran over Pilar’s foot with his roller bag, and she yipped in surprise. We turned, but the offender was lost in the crowd. I saw, over her shoulder, a lone fair head above the crowd. It was Kenny, gawking in our direction from near the coffee stall.

“What’s your evidence?” I asked quickly, before she could spot him too.

“It’s very powerful. It’s tangible.” She raised her eyebrows, as if trying to convince herself that the topic was extremely interesting, but then let her gaze droop in disappointment. “Maybe we should discuss this later.”

“You keep putting me off.”

“I’m sorry. There are so many people here.”

I nodded, though I had hardly noticed them, except Kenny. “Does anyone else know?”

She shook her head. A secret so important she could tell only me, out of all the world. She had no one else.

“Tell me what to do, Pilar. I want to help you. That’s why I came.”

“You came because I paid for your ticket.” The snap in her voice heartened me.

“I understand,” I said. “If I were you, I wouldn’t have forgiven me either. I hated myself for lying.”

She evaded my eyes and dropped one finger down to her offended boot to press on her toe, like a button. “I didn’t hate you because you lied. I hated you because you could think so clearly. Always three thoughts ahead. Saying just the right things to get me to love you. You did it so well.”

“I’ve never had anything else in my life that meant anything except you,” I said. “And then I blew it.” She didn’t seem impressed. “I only lied once,” I added.

“You only got caught once.” She opened her handbag and began fishing through it, sighing. “You’ve been easy to forget.” She found a small bottle of lotion and squirted some on the back of her hand.

“Really? Then I won’t pester you any longer. I’m not going to the Matamoros. I’ll stay in La Paz for a few days and then go home.”

“I’ll rescind your ticket.”

“I can afford a one-way back to the States. Maybe I’ll stay here longer, on vacation. Write up your competitors.”

“Please, Jacob. I can’t joke about this. I need you.”

“I know. Tell me about Hilary. I want to get started.”

“Not here. I’ll be in La Paz tomorrow night.” She took one of her business cards out of her wallet, scribbled on it, and gave it to me. It said, “Pig & Whistle, Calle Goitia 155, 9:00 Thursday.”

“Is your parents’ picture still in there?” I asked softly, nodding at her wallet.

She looked away, as if I had shown her something disgusting.

“No,” she said. “That’s all over.”

“I’m sorry, Pilar. Everything I do around you is wrong, but I can’t stop trying to prove myself. I’ll do anything you need, and if afterwards you tell me to fuck off forever”—I thought of Kenny—“I’ll be satisfied. As long as you forgive me first. Why can’t I get started? Why can’t you tell me everything now?”

“I want to! But I don’t yet have”—again she searched for the word—“the data.” Her blunted gaze found my face again. “But we’ll talk tomorrow night.”

I nodded. The important thing was that I had another date.

She left to meet her Colombians at the gate. I retrieved Kenny, who was nervously examining his Idiot’s Guide to Speaking Spanish.

“Let’s find a taxi,” I said.


Chapter 7

I had met Pilar almost three years before on a press trip with Guilford Associates, the travel-industry PR agency. I often accompanied the Guilford Gang on their minivan hauls through deservedly overlooked domestic hinterlands, such as East Tennessee (the press packet was entitled “There’s More to Pigeon Forge than Dollywood”), upstate New York (“Breathless in Buffalo”), and west-central Florida (“Swimmin’ with the Manatees”). My fellow “journalists” on these trips were usually midwestern housewives and househusbands who contributed sporadically to the travel pages of their free local weeklies or retirees who wrote for the sorts of senior-oriented magazines you don’t even find in doctors’ offices. In general, established writers refuse such inglorious offers, but I jumped on any sort of free travel, having lots of free time, all the energy and shamelessness of youth, and no reputation to protect. Already I was discovering that a healthy revenue stream of new pleasures was essential to my peace of mind and self-respect. I had even begun to scorn those who waded in the static pleasures of family and career, despite my nagging suspicion that maybe those people were as happy as they appeared.

That summer, the Ecuadorian Tourist Board, ignorant of Guilford’s reputation and short of cash, hired the agency to organize an all-expenses week in the Ecuadorian rain forest. Guilford dubbed it “Witch Doctors, Piranhas, and Sloths: Oh My!” With this trip, Guilford was finally able to attract the attention of those Sunday New York Times–level travel writers who would not normally have deigned to open a Guilford envelope, let alone read past the line in the itinerary that said: “Spend night 1 at homey Ramada in laid-back Benson’s Hole.” Unfortunately for the ETB’s budget, Guilford chose to swell the journalistic ranks of the trip by including, in addition to the superstars, several Guilford regulars, including myself. “Who knew Ecuador had a rain forest?” Marianne Hill, contributing writer for the Sacramento Free Press, asked, as a gaggle of us met at the airport in Miami, and several fellow regulars laughed with her in cheery camaraderie. I adopted the policy of shunning anyone I had met before and trying to chat up the full-timers at dinner. And why not? I had been writing chapters for guidebooks for almost two years—and several times on countries or regions in South America. I permitted myself to feel, for a change, that I deserved the freebie.

The trip proved more grueling than usual. On day four, the writers were loaded in motorized canoes and pushed down the river toward a traditional indigenous settlement (though no more traditional, we were told, than the ones we had visited the day before, upriver). I, however, decided that I had earned a break from high-humidity sightseeing. I hid in my hut, until I was sure the rest were gone, and then flung open the door to step out alone into the jungle wilderness.

But it wasn’t the jungle, really; from the threshold of my hut I could see not the green mosaic of the rain forest canopy but simply a clayey, tree-stump-lined dirt path by the river. And Pilar, one of the Guilford organizers, who was sitting on a stump.

She held something between her palms and seemed to be blowing, or whispering, into it. When she heard my approaching footstep, her body jerked, and she palmed the object like a cardsharp hiding a fifth ace.

“You missed the boat,” she said disapprovingly.

“What’s that in your hand?” I said, to cover my embarrassment.

She wiped an oily string of hair out of her face (there are no hot showers in the jungle), hesitated, and then showed me a picture of a jolly grinning couple, the man hoisting a pint of Guinness, the woman a half-pint. The man was a few inches shorter, but still he had rested his hand protectively on top of the woman’s head.

“My parents,” Pilar said. “They died when I was nine. They loved Ireland best of all.”

I didn’t know Pilar well, but on previous trips I had chatted with the other Guilford Girls, the squad of junior organizers in charge of keeping the journalists fed, happy, and on time to the next restaurant or attraction. All of them were fierce and indefatigable gossips who liked nothing better than to spill secrets over a Miller Lite at the Holiday Inn bar. They told me immediately that Pilar was from Spain and that her parents had passed away when she was a kid under mysterious circumstances, though whether the circumstances were mysterious to Pilar or only to the Guilford crew was unclear. The girls’ guesses included a murder-suicide after a quarrel, an accidental killing followed by a suicide, a double suicide, and a traffic accident. Afterward—and this part Pilar later confirmed—she was shipped off to live with an aunt in Miami.

The Guilford Girls at first tried to see the proud and lonely orphan in Pilar, but they gave up quickly, as she failed to exhibit the required air of humility and despair. Still worse, the girls couldn’t see much of themselves in her, which made the puzzle of Pilar, from their perspective, ultimately worthless, however interesting on a purely intellectual level. She never accompanied them to after-work happy hours, never complained about a boyfriend, never showed the slightest interest in getting married.

All I myself had gleaned about Pilar was that she was less perky than the rest but spoke perfect Spanish, which must have been why she was kept on.

“And now you’re showing your parents the jungle,” I said.

She nodded. She was making no effort to excite me about the landscape or adventure-tourism possibilities of the area; perhaps it was her day off. I should have left her alone, but she was good-looking and sensible and at the moment exuding that romantic air of pensive sorrow that her co-workers had sought so hungrily and never found, so it was really too much to ask.

I tried to think of a good question about her parents, but nothing came immediately to mind. As I listened to the violent buzzing of the insects all around us, I felt more and more superfluous to the scene.

“Are you itchy?” she asked politely and pulled a bottle of insect repellent from the pocket of her cargo pants.

“Thanks,” I said. “Were you talking to them?”

She nodded. Her expression didn’t quite convince me that she didn’t mind that I knew. “I like to ask them questions,” she said. “Whenever I have a career decision to make. Sometimes even when a boy asks me out.”

There was no more room on her tree stump, so I eased myself down in the dirt below her. My pants were already saturated with mud from two days in the jungle; they couldn’t get any dirtier. I had to look up to see Pilar’s shiny face. At this point she and all the rest of the Guilford Girls, for the first time in my experience and possibly in their postpubescent lives, were eschewing foundation.

“Do they answer you?” I asked.

“Why should I tell you?” She was definitely off duty. “It’s just some crazy thing I do.”

My heart was pounding. I opened my mouth and almost told her that her mother was beautiful, but a bug flew in and ignited a fit of coughing and spitting. I was too worried about malaria to be squeamish about etiquette. Pilar didn’t seem to mind. My throat clear, I tried to recapture the moment by turning to stare reflectively at the lacy veil of mist over the river.

“It’s only crazy if you hear them talking back,” I said.

“I tell myself I can hear them, but I’m just lying. Why do I bother lying to myself? I’m not an idiot. I’m just pretending I still love them. They used to speak in my dreams, but not anymore. Not for years.”

The buzz of the insects and the gauzy mist rendered everything indistinct except my own thoughts and Pilar’s voice. The perfect thing to say flashed into my mind, and in this strange tropical world, there seemed no danger in letting it loose.

“My parents died almost five years ago,” I said. “Their car slid off the highway in the rain, late at night. For a while I talked to them, like you, but then I realized the only voice I was hearing was my own. I had lost their manner of speaking. I tried to remember their catchphrases, but all I had were the ones I still used myself. That’s when I knew they were gone.”

This was almost true, except that the reason I no longer heard my parents’ voices wasn’t that they were dead but that I’d been avoiding their phone calls.

Pilar and I compared perspectives on our losses, and then we relocated to the riverbank, where we sat heedlessly in the mud and slapped mosquitoes and continued the conversation. When the heat began to oppress us (or really, just a bit before), we agreed it was time to withdraw for a siesta, and since the boat with her colleagues and clients and boss wasn’t due back until early evening, we further concluded it would be safe and companionable to retire to my hut, which was nicer than hers and not so cluttered with Guilford Girl skin-protection products.

We sat on my cot. “You’re not like the other Guilford Girls,” I said, hoping flattery would get me over the last tricky climb to the peak.

She lay back on my cot and let her gaze lose itself in the thatched roof. I was half afraid she’d say, “You’re not like the other writers,” forgetting the new Times-quality hotshots, but I shouldn’t have worried. “I try so hard not to hate them,” she whispered instead.

“Spoiled Daddy’s girls,” I said. “Keeping themselves busy until they can land a rich-enough guy.”

She pulled her gaze back down to earth. “It’s not their fault. They just want enough money so they don’t have to worry. That’s what I want. Someday.”

“I don’t worry about money,” I said. “I have no family and no girlfriend and no one to depend on me. I live for moments like these, in strange and new places. Moments I won’t forget. New stories to add to the old ones.”

“But when you get home, who do you tell the stories to?”

“I don’t need to share them. I just need to remember them.”

“That sounds lonely.”

“I don’t mind.”

“You will someday. And then you’ll fall in love and get a job and start worrying about money like all the rest of us. But some of us have so much more to worry about than others.”

“They don’t pay you a lot, do they?” I said.

“And I have to send so much to my aunt.”

I took her hand. I hoped she didn’t mind that my fingers were soggy with sweat.

She didn’t. She beckoned me down to her, with a smiling laziness so appropriate to the jungle, and unbuttoned my cargo pants as we kissed. That night she snuck into my pitch-black hut again and slipped under the mosquito netting. I liked that better; after we were done, our huddled conversation amid the darkness and the weird noises of the jungle symbolized for me the triumph of human rationality over chaos.

Pilar somehow managed to maneuver me onto almost every one of the press trips she helped organize for the next eighteen months; I forsook even superior freebies for Guilford, without a second thought. Sex with a beautiful, contemplative foreigner was another type of freebie, to be cherished even more than a weekend in an all-inclusive on the Virgin Islands. I had no qualms about accepting Guilford’s hospitality on false pretenses, but I did mind continuing to lie to Pilar. We didn’t—thank God—analyze the psychological consequences of our orphanhood every time we met, but she did bring up the topic now and then, most often in ruminative emails sent just after one of our encounters. I felt I was capable of experiencing the emotions I described to her and convinced myself that I had endured similar ones the last time I’d hung up on my mother, but I discovered that being a hypocrite and being desperately in love were, for me, incompatible. So I wrote her a letter admitting the lie, apologizing, and openly begging for the forgiveness I knew I didn’t deserve.

I didn’t get it.


Chapter 8

Our cab joined the swarm of vehicles swerving, backfiring, lunging, jostling for position on a wide road without lanes. Kenny gazed out the side window, unconsciously mouthing the words to some song playing on his mental stereo. There was a lot for his gaze to take in: the Tom Joad–model trucks beside us, their backs loaded with workers packed as close as pencils; the Indian women in full sail of petticoats striding along the roadside where sidewalks should have been or squatting over mounds of produce for sale; the half-constructed or half-decayed two-story structures of cinder block or adobe or both. Giddy anticipation rose like bile in my gut. A week in La Paz and at one of the world’s finest resorts, and all of it paid for; a disappearance to investigate; a reunion with Pilar. Was Hilary really alive? What would Pilar tell me tomorrow? Where would she spend the night afterward? Black spiderwebs began to flutter before my eyes, and I commanded myself to empty my mind and concentrate only on dragging the oxygen out of the stingy high-altitude air.

The driver tried a shortcut through a skinny side street rutted with potholes and moguls. Our headlights lit up a long bank of whitewashed walls emboldened with political graffiti, either generic slogans (“No a Neoliberalismo!”), or party abbreviations (MNR, ADN, MSM), or the full names written out (Movimiento Nacionalista Revolucionario, Acción Democrática Nacionalista, Movimiento sin Miedo, Condepa). One of them was unfamiliar.

“Condepa? What is this?” I said to the cabbie in Spanish, hoping to start a conversation and thus find something less dizzying than Pilar and less immediate than my breathing to focus on.

“A new political party. Conciencia de Patria.”

The Conscience of the Homeland. Quite a mouthful to get on a ballot. I badgered my brain for the words I wanted. It usually takes me a day or two to get back into the swing of Spanish.

“Who votes for such a party?” I asked.

“Me, for example. I am Condepa,” the cabbie answered, and when we lurched to rejoin the teeming traffic in the main street, he stabbed his finger toward the other cabs. “And he is Condepa. And he is Condepa also. The mayor of El Alto City is also Condepa. The majority of the drivers are Condepa,” he added, as if that alone assured electoral victory.

“Bolivian politics gives me a headache,” I said. “All I know is the president and the Mallku.”

The Mallku was a man named Felipe Quispe, who claimed to be a descendant in spirit, if not in blood, of the ancient Aymara kings, whose homeland was the high plateau north of La Paz, around Lake Titicaca. Quispe led a party called the United Union Confederation of Working Peasants of Bolivia, composed mainly of rural Quechua and Aymara speakers, the proud but surpassingly poor country hicks of Bolivia. Every July, after the harvest, when farmers had little else to do but organize, Quispe would organize strikes and blockades in protest of governmental neglect. In recent years, he had extended his influence even to the lowland coca growers, also mainly indigenous, who were threatened by the U.S.-backed coca eradication campaign.

“Which Mallku?” he said.

I hadn’t known there was more than one.

“Quispe,” I said.

“Don’t talk to me about Quispe,” the cabdriver said. “He’s a peasant, with a peasant’s strategy. Strikes, blockades, demonstrations. Last month my brother was caught behind a blockade in the North Yungas for a week because of Quispe and his childish demands. And where does it get him?”

I grunted sympathetically. I had once ridden to a new national park in the jungly Chapare province on a tourist van accompanied by a handful of soldiers in a jeep. We rounded a corner and were faced with a swarm of farmers in the road, brandishing a few dusty rifles (souvenirs of service in past revolutions), rusty machetes, shovels, and even some sharpened sticks. They were followers of Quispe’s lowland counterpart, Evo Morales, whose influence had been rising. The two men in front held a chain across the road. They were protesting the latest defoliation runs in Chapare, where all coca leaf cultivation is illegal. The soldiers leaned from the windows and ordered them to scram; the farmers responded with a handful of stones, haphazardly aimed (Bolivians grow up playing soccer, not baseball); my fellow tourists cringed in the van. The soldiers ducked and swore, and the guide turned to assure us there was nothing to worry about. He was right. A minor explosion beside us, like a backfire, an eardrum-tearing scream from the passenger beside me—and suddenly the farmers were fleeing back toward the trees, leaping over tufts of grass as they ran and still clutching their valuable weapons to their chests. The soldiers had fired above their heads. As the van rumbled over the fallen chain, the guide insisted it was all just a political ballet, but the pale French woman beside me trembled all the way to the lodge, and that night insisted on being returned to Cochabamba.

“The peasants will always be poor,” the man continued. “We of Condepa have a better Mallku.”

“A better Mallku?” I said.

“Much better.”

“Better with his promises, or better with … his things? You know? That he achieves.”

It’s better to seize upon the first, inadequate word than to fumble foolishly for the right one. I have extensive experience in the many and varied sensations of feeling foolish when speaking Spanish.

“Both. He doesn’t promise a new Andean nation; he promises jobs, and from time to time he makes good. Go to any driver and ask him.”

“Are you asking him about Hilary?” said Kenny, tired of understanding nothing.

“He’s a cabdriver,” I answered him, annoyed that he had broken my rhythm. “He doesn’t know anything about Hilary.”

“Sure, big man—you’re the one knows everything. What if he gave her a ride to the airport? Or what if his uncle Fajita did? Huh? Ask him.”

The driver slowed for a line of rusty tollbooths, paid, and began the winding descent into the city. Ahead of us and far below in the valley, visible through the chain-link fence that inconvenienced suicides and garbage throwers, was the sparkling bowl of La Paz. I was pleased that, at this time of evening, Kenny couldn’t see the sacred peak of Illimani standing guard over the city like an eagle; it served him right to have that pleasure withheld.

* * *

The wheezing taxi, exhausted from its downhill flight, wobbled around the Plaza Murillo and deposited us and our luggage at the corner outside the Gran Hotel París, whose Parisian grandiosity consisted of a red carpet that started just outside the front door and a uniformed doorman who helped out with suitcases. He wasn’t so keen on duffel bags, though; he eyed Kenny’s doubtfully and waited for us to reveal our intentions.

“Go to the next street, Calle Junín,” I said to Kenny, as we arranged our bags on the sidewalk amid the maddening traffic of evening rush hour, “and climb the hill for a block and a half. The Hostal del Arco. You’ve got the address. They’re good people, and they speak some English.”

Kenny heaved his bag once or twice on his shoulder. I had to shuffle off the sidewalk to avoid an Indian woman, her back bowed under an open sack of oranges. Two businessmen in suits followed close behind, letting her run interference.

“Then what do I do?” he asked. “I should go to a bar, right? Start chatting up the locals.”

“Good idea.” It was getting chilly and I wanted to be inside.

“Do you know any bars?”

“They’re all over the place. Go to the Prado, the main street. You can’t get lost. The Prado’s there, down the hill, and your hostel is back up the way you came. It’s a safe street. Just leave your wallet and passport behind when you go out and don’t take too much money.”

“What about that one over there, next to the church. Is that a bar?”

“That’s a café. Give it a shot.”

A man pushing a wheelbarrow full of paint cans and a woman with a baby on her back forced Kenny off the sidewalk too.

“There’s got to be information here,” he said. “Look at them. They all look like they know something.”

“This is their city,” I said. “They know lots of things. Like where they’re going.”

“I wish I knew this place like you. I wish I could speak the language. Christ. My head hurts.”

“It’s the altitude. Ask for mate de coca at the hostal. That’s the local tea. It’ll help.”

I waited to confirm that he did indeed turn onto Calle Junín, and then I advanced on the door of the Gran Hotel París. The doorman maintained his impenetrable expression, but as he held open the door, I caught his eyes flashing to my shoes, the mark of a man’s quality. He was surely unimpressed.

* * *

I slipped the clerk my passport, and he hammered my name, two-fingered, into his computer keyboard, pausing for one heartbeat between each letter, perhaps to facilitate the computer’s comprehension of the outlandish “Jacob Smalls.”

He swiveled the terminal proudly to display this marvel of the hotel’s technology.

“Ah, yes. Mr. Esmalls,” he said in Spanish, tapping my name on the screen. “As you can observe, your room is reserved until Friday.”

“Thank you, Antonio,” I said, noting his name tag. “The room is complimentary, right?”

In Bolivia, directness is always the best policy, especially when computers are involved. At the Four Seasons (any Four Seasons), I would have attempted some sort of simple but polite dance of discretion with the desk clerk to confirm my freebie, but in Bolivia, the clerks rarely get huffy—perhaps all American journalists exude the same sense of entitlement, and therefore the clerks assume it’s perfectly appropriate. Or perhaps they think I’m a graceless lunk. I’m sure I embarrass myself a million times a day in other ways when I visit Bolivia, so I’ve decided not to sweat this one.

The clerk’s nostrils swelled, flared, and then deflated slowly. He was a young man, and though his red-and-green uniform made him resemble a Christmas elf at a shopping mall, he bore himself nobly. He smiled, and held up both his hands, as if to show he was unarmed.

“Of course. We often accommodate journalists such as yourself. Are you writing an article about La Paz?”

“Yes. After, I’m going to visit the Hotel Matamoros in Los Yungas.”

“Ah!” He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “The greatest hotel in Bolivia! My cousin works in its restaurant. He says it is paradise—for the employees as well as the guests.”

His eyes glowed. The Matamoros was said to employ only the superstars of the national hotel industry, and to pay them accordingly. Of course, the salary of the average Bolivian desk clerk could be matched by many American paperboys.

“I hope so,” I said. “I am going to write an article for the hotel. Also, I want to write about the missing American journalist, Hilary Pearson.”

Kenny was right; why not spread the word? Anything might be a lead, or at least lighten my ignorance a little.

“Hilary Pearson?”

“You are familiar with the case?” I asked.

“No, no, very little. You are not … not a policeman or an agent of the government. True?”

“I already told you. I’m a journalist.”

“Yes, yes, of course. And you are writing an article about the case? For a large American magazine?”

“Maybe. Perhaps I could interview you, Antonio, later on?”

“Of course, of course,” he mumbled. “I have a note here from the manager. She would like to speak with you at your convenience. Just dial 9 once you’ve settled in.”

The doorman, who apparently doubled as bellhop, scooped up my bag and led me down a hallway, at the end of which he tugged open a useless pseudo-Parisian metal grate that guarded a perfectly ordinary modern elevator. There was hardly room for both of us inside.

“Mr. Esmalls!”

The desk clerk was hustling down the hall as fast as he could without running; the bellhop blocked the closing door with his foot.

“Do you want your mate de coca now, in your room?” he asked. “Or later in the café?”

He stood before me, his face flushed with some unidentifiable emotion. He was six inches shorter than me; he must have been standing on a platform behind his desk.

“Now. Yes. Thanks.”

“I will bring it up myself.”

He flung shut the gate, which the bellhop hadn’t bothered with, and we ascended.

* * *

The Gran Hotel París tried to achieve the air of a two-star hotel on the Left Bank. The room, like the lobby, the café, and the elevator, did its best. The walls were the faded yellow of old newsprint; the carpeting was a meadow of rose petals. The two twin-size beds were not quite touching. Overhead, beside the ceiling fan, a lightbulb nested in a plastic rose-shaped fixture. The air stank of cigarette smoke. The bellhop flipped a switch on a mahogany-colored space heater, and the red bars in its underbelly glowed; he flipped another switch, and a fake smoldering log burst into view.

“The hot water works all night,” he announced, holding his hands together and assuming his doorman’s stance.

I tipped him five bolivianos, almost a dollar, a fortune in Bolivia. I like feeling rich, and he’d put the money to better use than I would. He left.

But before I could shut the door behind him, Antonio appeared.

“Your mate de coca, sir,” he said, speaking English for the first time, as I took the cup and saucer from him. The handle of the cup was chipped on the underside; the staff either hadn’t noticed or hoped the guests wouldn’t.

“Thank you,” I said, also in English. I think it polite to answer English with English, even when the foreigner has clearly exhausted his knowledge of the language. But I didn’t tip him, for fear of poking at his pride.

Instead of vanishing, the clerk wandered into the room, slowly, almost sleepwalking. I placed the mate de coca on the space heater and turned to watch him.

“Have you called the manager yet?” he asked in Spanish and then stopped to turn toward me and compose an English sentence in his mind.

“She desires very much that you speak with her,” he said slowly.

“I’ll call soon,” I said, nodding and smiling.

“Thank you.” He seemed relieved and returned my smile, as if we’d just achieved an important breakthrough.

“The Hotel Matamoros,” he said. “The great Hotel Matamoros.”

“Yes.”

“How I would love to work there one day,” he said, switching back to Spanish and bending his gaze thoughtfully downward. “You must have excellent contacts to find employment at such a hotel. Unfortunately, my cousin has little influence, and only among the restaurant staff. I have joined organizations in an attempt to make other connections, but without success. Did you know that I am a graduate of the La Paz School of Tourism? Perhaps, if it would not bother you too much, you could inquire about the possibility that I might obtain a position at the desk of the Hotel Matamoros?”

He lifted his eyes to see if, by any chance, his shot had struck the target.

“Well,” I said. “I do not know anyone who works at the desk. I only know the public relations woman.”

“Very good! The public relations department is very well respected.”

“Yes. Well. I will try, but I doubt that I’ll have success.” I shrugged helplessly, another poor, powerless chump like himself.

“Good evening,” said Antonio. He returned his gaze to the floor and paced out of the room. I thought I could hear his distrust and disappointment echoing down the hall.

* * *

I lay on the bed and stared at the immobile blades of the ceiling fan. I imagined I was a fish chasing the propellers of an enormous boat, perhaps hoping to coast in its mighty wake.

The phone rang. The impatient manager?

The nervous desk clerk.

“Señor Cain is here.”

“Who?”

“Señor Cain.”

I put my shoes back on. Kenny was in the lobby, sitting on his duffel bag, his brow pale and accordioned, cringing before the onslaught of altitude sickness.

“Place was a dump,” he said. “No bathroom.” He stood slowly, so as not to startle the pain in his skull.

“That’s how it is in Bolivia. The rooms are cheap and the bathroom’s down the hall.”

“Is your bathroom down the hall?”

His eyes embarked pointedly on a tour of the Gran Hotel París’s red carpet, ceiling moldings, and gaudy glass chandelier.

“I couldn’t find mine,” he continued, “and nobody spoke English. You said they spoke English. And my head’s killing me.”

Antonio was staring at his computer screen, which I was sure was blank. I could feel his attention bobbing back and forth between us, as he tested his understanding of our English.

“Can I order one more mate de coca for my room, please?” I asked him in Spanish.

“Of course, sir.”

His eyes never left the computer screen.

Kenny followed me up.

“Aha!” he said. “Bathroom.”

He perched his butt on the edge of one of the beds and held his head in his hands, as if afraid the pain would leak out and stain the carpet. I fed him my mate; the other cup never came.

When he was finished Kenny placed the cup tenderly on the floor and said, “So. You got two beds. Want to split the room?”

He pried off his sneakers with his feet and eased back over the bed. I indulged a fantasy of tossing him and his New Balances out in the hall, but only for a moment. It wasn’t such a bad idea. If I got as lucky as I hoped with Pilar the next night, I’d be spending it in her apartment near the Plaza del Estudiante, and this room would be suspiciously empty the morning after, unless I had a roommate.

“Deal,” I said.

“Sweet,” said Kenny. A troubled look crept over his face. “How much is my share?”

“It’s on me,” I said, “but after tomorrow night I’m out of town and you’re out of luck.”

Before I turned off the lights I laid my good shirt over the writing desk and ironed it with the clunky iron the París proudly provided in the closet. I needed something for tomorrow evening with Pilar. Halfway through, I glanced over my shoulder to find Kenny watching me closely, like an ethnographer observing a strange tribal ritual.

* * *

When I lay down to sleep, I was surprised by a voice in the dark, almost beside me, like the voice of my own conscience. “I think about her at night,” Kenny said.

“What do you think about?” I asked. It was like being at camp.

“When she kissed me. I should’ve taken her home. I could have, maybe, if I had more experience. If I knew how to manhandle the situation right. It never works out for me.”

“It worked out better for you than it did for her.”

“She’ll be all right when she gets back home. I hope I’m the one that finds her first.”

“And if no one finds her?”

“Someone will. She’s gonna make it. If you knew her like I knew her, you’d believe me.”

Gray shadows slunk through the darkness as my eyes adjusted, until I could make out the lump of Kenny on his bed. I pushed myself up on my elbows. An implacable contempt, for Kenny and for everyone too naïve to accept the truth, had reared up within me. “You don’t think she’s alive; you’re just too stupid to imagine her dead.” I put on my high-pitched stupid-person voice. “How can she be dead? How can anyone be dead? I’m not dead. You feel dead, sometimes, at night, right before you drop off, when you’re blind with the dark and you can’t feel your fingers and the noise from outside the apartment is fading away—but even then you can still think, and when you stop thinking you start dreaming, and when you stop dreaming then, bam!—you’re awake again. You’re not dead. I can’t die, so nobody can. That’s what you say. You’re lying to yourself. Lucky you’re so easy to fool.” I let myself fall back onto the bed.

“That’s not what I think. Not even close.”

“Grow up and face facts. For all we know she’s dead, and you will be too someday, lost forever, just like she is.” I knew I was not so cynical—at least about Hilary—when I was with Pilar.

“You trying to freak me out? ’Cause forget it. I’m a twenty-six-year-old virgin. Nothing scares me.”

“What if you died without ever getting any?”

“That doesn’t scare me.”

He rolled over and refused to say anything more, either in defiance or in surrender—no wonder he was still a virgin.

We’re all doomed together, I reminded myself. Everybody gets sentenced to death eventually, and if the rest of humanity can handle the prospect of endless oblivion, so can I. But if death were truly endless, isn’t it inevitable that, every once in a long while, a flicker of consciousness would disturb our rest? Just once in a billion years? Isn’t that exactly what happened when we were born? Multiply those occasional flickers by forever, and what you have—you can’t escape it—is eternal life-in-death. Such reasoning often drags me rationally to terror at night. I sleep much better in someone’s arms; too bad I can never make anything last.


Chapter 9

Morning pulled the tide of my emotions from depression to ecstasy; I would beware of the next mood swing, but for now I was in La Paz. “Get up, Kenny,” I said, showered and shaved and tired of watching him pollute our room with his snoring. “Today I’m showing you the city.”

He winced at the overhead light but still crawled out from under the covers. I told him to dress in several layers of clothing, including a wool sweater, and to bring gloves, a hat, and sunscreen as well. The mornings in this arid highland were frigid, but the sun was strong and the air thin, so midday brought heat and sunburn. He admitted that all he had were his jeans, a few T-shirts, a rugby shirt for special occasions, some underwear and socks, and a North Face knockoff anorak for warmth. I lent him the uglier of my two sweaters. It was as tight as a wet suit over his belly and the sleeves petered out at his forearms, but Kenny was not one to fret over looking ridiculous.

“Keep your wallet in your front pocket and your hand nearby,” I said, as he splashed water on his blotchy face and over his tufts of hair. “Ignore any squirts of mustard or saliva, taps on the back, shouts in your face, or fingers pointed to the sky. They’re all trying to draw your attention from your wallet.”

“I take the New York subway every day,” said Kenny.

“New York’s a Double-A farm team compared to La Paz,” I said, and told him about the time a middle-aged beggar staggered to her feet, shook the dust off her petticoats, and tossed me her baby, wrapped up in its cotton blanket.

“What did you do?”

“I caught it. What else could I do? Then I swore at her in English, like a lunatic, and stamped my feet. I was also leaning forward, to protect my pocket, but it must have looked like I was going to punt the kid, and the woman screamed. So I just put the bundle on the ground—gently—and backed away. At lunch I told my waiter what happened and he said she must have been from Peru. He said a Bolivian would never do such a thing.”

“You got to catch a baby,” said Kenny, as he twisted down one final recalcitrant lock. “Should I bring my Spanish book?” He had left the Idiot’s Guide open and facedown on his night table.

“No,” I said.

Antonio the desk clerk was already installed behind his computer, looking baggy-eyed and unshaven, as if he’d spent the night there.

“Good morning, sirs,” he said in Spanish. “Would you like me to call a taxi for you?”

“No, thank you,” I said.

“Would you like to talk to our travel agent? Perhaps you’re interested in a tour of the city.”

“We’re going to walk to the Witches’ Market,” I said, and he drummed impatiently on his keyboard. I wasn’t doing my best to inject dollars into the starving Bolivian economy.

“The Witches’ Market? Well. The Witches’ Market. What time are you planning to be there? Perhaps I can arrange for a guide. You’re going there right now? Very good!”

“What’s he saying?” said Kenny.

“He’s trying to sell us a tour.”

“Perhaps,” said Antonio, “the guide would be able to satisfy your desire to learn more about the very successful political party Condepa.”

As he watched my reaction, he smiled, self-satisfied, like a concierge handing over impossible-to-get theater tickets.

A pair of German tourists flipped their keys on the desk with a cheery “Buen día” and breezed past us and out for a day of sightseeing. The draft from the open door chilled me. Kenny started to follow them, then halted, confused, when he realized I wasn’t coming.

The clerk stood up still straighter, perhaps forgetting that I knew how short he really was.

“Condepa?” I asked.

“We at the Gran Hotel París try always to anticipate the desires of our guests.”

“You spoke to our taxi driver.”

“I have many contacts within the various transportation organizations of the city.”

His body was rigid as he spoke; his only movement was the idle tapping of one finger on the computer keyboard, the mad, unconscious twitch of an otherwise perfectly controlled professional.

“We’ll return from the Witches’ Market at noon,” I said. “Perhaps you’ll let me invite you to lunch.” Maybe that would loosen him up. Lunch is cheap in La Paz, and I could write it off as a business expense anyway.

“Thank you.”

“What did he say?” said Kenny as we left.

“He wanted us to know that he knows something,” I said, “but he’s pissed we didn’t order a city tour or at least a taxi. He takes kickbacks. You would too, if you made his salary. We’ll buy him lunch later, when his shift’s over. He might have information.”

We cruised the north side of the Plaza Murillo, waiting for a break in the gusts of traffic so we could cross.

“Where are we going?” asked Kenny. “I’m cold.”

“To the Witches’ Market.” I saw my chance and sprinted across the street. Kenny, to his credit, stayed practically in my shadow and made it easily as well. He must have grown up in the city.

“Can I buy a hat there?” he asked, when we were safely across.

“You can get one on the way. The Witches’ Market is where you buy what you need to make an offering to the Indian God, the Pachamama. Stone frogs, for example, or llama fetuses.” I paused. At this point, the newbie’s eyes should shine in delight as he contemplates his encounter with an authentically outlandish culture, but Kenny’s remained dull and waxy. “Do you know what fetus means?” I asked.

“Can these witches tell the future? Can they find people?” He stuffed his red, cold-swollen hands into the pockets of his jeans and hunched his shoulders.

“They aren’t 900-line witches. They’re religious, and they’re real. We’re talking about a living pre-Columbian culture in the heart of one of the biggest cities in Latin America. This is a four-star, cross-continents-to-get-to-it sight, even if nobody in the U.S. has heard of it. You’re luckier than you know.”

We crossed again to the stony plaza in front of the cathedral, across the square from the Hotel París. Shoeshine boys, their heads covered in black wool caps just a shade darker than their skin, darted toward us and retreated as I waved them away. Kenny didn’t notice; he was watching his feet move, as if he didn’t trust them to keep going forward. A woman selling lottery tickets interrupted her sales pitch to stare up at his pasty, high-altitude face.

“My mom’s Catholic,” Kenny said, once we were already safely past the cathedral. “Maybe we should’ve gone in.”

“You wouldn’t understand what they’re saying.”

“I could pray.”

“Pray on the street. Pray as we walk.” I had no affection for the cathedral. It was a dark, oppressive, pseudo-Gothic hulk, not even two hundred years old. I gave it one star in my guidebook. It’s official Caravan Guide policy always to give a capital city’s cathedral at least one star, even if it looks like a Pizza Hut.

“Maybe I could do it better if I was holding something, like a fetus or a stone frog. Are they expensive?”

“You can get a good small one for five bolivianos. Less than a dollar. For a frog, I mean. I’ve never bought a fetus.”

We turned and began our descent down a quiet side street to the avenue known as the Prado, at the bottom of the city. La Paz is shaped like an open book; the Prado is the fold. From there, we’d climb up the page a handful of blocks to Calle Linares.

“I bet a witch has all sorts of information,” said Kenny, as he gazed out across the street and then up over the urban valley, to the scrubby brown hills that shelter La Paz from the altiplano winds. “I bet we learn something today.”

* * *

There is no city like La Paz. Like every capital in this hemisphere, it has its shopping malls, but they’re kitschy ghost towns, patronized only by nervous tourists and the most obnoxious of local snobs; everything anybody could want is sold outside, in the streets. The city itself is divided, like a bazaar, into specialties. Max Paredes Street hosts the black market: disembodied toilet bowls sit gleaming on the sidewalk, next to PCs, stereos, electric drills, cellphones, pine furniture. Traffic there is a honking, frozen nightmare because of all the cars blocking traffic so their drivers can load a coffee table or color television into the trunk. Other streets are famous for fruit, meat, coca leaves, outfits for Indian women (who are known locally as cholas or, a bit more condescendingly, as cholitas), books, and textiles.

Less expensive goods are everywhere. The indigenous people in cities like Quito come to the city center to beg, but in La Paz, only the lame, the old, or those with babies beg—the rest sell fruit, chewing gum, homemade juice, or if they’re a little more prosperous, batteries, socks, dice. Each morning the vendors descend by bus or passenger truck or on foot from the heights of La Paz, or from the even higher reaches of El Alto (only the rich live at La Paz’s lower altitudes, where the air is thicker and the weather warmer and more pleasant—La Paz is a continent to its citizens). To transport their goods they wrap them in thin pastel-colored blankets that they tie around their chests, so the loads squat on their backs. At night they climb back again to their homes, in neighborhoods I’ve never visited. I love the poor of La Paz. They lack the despair of the poor in other cities, like New York, and inspire no fear in me, which is all we ask of the poor anywhere.

Kenny and I crossed the mad rush of the Prado and trudged up busy Sagarnaga Street behind it. The thin air made our legs heavier, and we stopped gratefully at every street corner to let the traffic go by, even if the light was with us. At the same time, cholas and leather-faced men in fedoras cruised by us on the sidewalk. If we tourists, like gawking midwesterners in Times Square, annoyed them, they didn’t show it. I huddled into the walls to let them pass, and Kenny copied me. His sense of wonder had finally come alive. Several times, when his eyes were fixed on some woman carrying an impossible bundle of fruit, clothing, or children on her back, I had to save him from stepping in someone’s sidewalk sale. Then he’d walk backward to stare at the goods he’d almost trampled until I had to rescue him again.

“Those fetuses,” said Kenny, “do they keep after you buy them?”

“They should,” I said. “They’re dried. But what would you do with a fetus? That’s not your superstition. You’re Catholic.”

“My mom’s Catholic,” said Kenny. “She only took me to church once, when I was a kid. I hated it. Kept staring at the big naked guy with nails stuck through his tendons. Gross. Baby lamb, I can deal with.”

“It’s a baby llama, not a lamb.”

“Long as it’s dead, and no nails stuck in it.” He bobbed his head, agreeing with himself. “Hilary’s Catholic. She told me so. She said she always thought she’d get married and make her kids go to CCD on Sunday just like she had to. For revenge, she said. She was just joking.” We were trudging up a street crammed with shops that sold alpaca sweaters, scarves, and gloves to tourists. “I prayed for her once,” he said. “I figured, why not? But I don’t think I was doing it right. What do you do, just think at God, like you think at yourself when you’re on the subway? Or do you need some kind of password to get started? I don’t know.”

Kenny was now wheezing from the climb. He stopped and swabbed his face with the sleeve of his sweater. My sweater. “Hilary wanted to travel more. She told me that. But she said she didn’t have the moolah.”

A dog with a bundle of sticks roped to its back trotted between us. Kenny leaned against the wall to gather up the remainder of his breath.

“You don’t need moolah if you’re a travel writer,” I said.

We turned at Calle Linares, a street like any other, cobblestones and battered desultory storefronts, except the stalls on the sidewalk overflowed with goods of a quotidian holiness: fizzy drinks; platters of colored confetti, like a shredded rainbow; unidentifiable herbs crisping in the sun; and more, and stranger. To represent the material objects of prayer, there were miniature cars, trucks, and model houses, and for the less imaginative or more direct, undersize counterfeit dollars. The fetuses came in all varieties, from the ice-cream-cone-size llama fetuses that filled cardboard fruit boxes under the table, to the carving-knife-long sheep fetuses propped up at the back of the table, to the alpaca fetuses suspended from hooks above, their necks long and slender. They must have been just days from birth when the abortion was sprung on them.

“The Witches’ Market,” I said.

The girl who tended the first stall was perhaps thirteen years old, but she knitted with all the resignation of the most shriveled chola on the street. Kenny began rooting through a box of her smallest and least ostentatious fetuses. They all had big heads, like a rooster’s, affixed to their twig-frail, huddled-up bodies. “I want one that’s a little juicy,” he said.

I picked up a stone idol.

“That’s an owl,” the girl said in Spanish. “For knowledge.”

“Since I’m an idiot, I need this one,” I said.

“Are you English?”

That’s the response most of my Spanish-language jokes get.

“I’m American. I’m a travel writer. If you’re lucky, I’ll write about your stall in my guidebook. You’ll be known all over the world.”

I could feel my Spanish growing nimbler with practice. The girl laid her knitting on the table, smothering a jumbled slum of miniature houses.

“You can take a picture of me and my stall for three bolivianos,” she said.

“No, thank you. But maybe I’ll buy the owl.”

“My friend Margarita, her father lives in America. I think his name is Guillermo.”

She looked at me questioningly. I hated to disappoint her; it’s rare that an indigenous girl will strike up a conversation. Perhaps the younger generation of Bolivians was beginning to realize that, in the tourist business, the spoils go to the outgoing.

“Guillermo,” I said. “Sounds familiar.… Does he work in a restaurant?”

I studied her reaction.

“No,” I said. “Now I remember. He works in construction.”

I was expecting her to beam; I was disappointed. He was probably a physicist or a diplomat.

“Margarita was studying English,” she said, “but I got better grades.”

She took a deep breath and said in English, “How are you?” It sounded like three blasts of a car horn.

“I’m very well,” I said in English, slowly and clearly. I even added a little bow at the end, but again it provoked no reaction. She’d probably tell all her friends that Americans bow after every sentence.

“Why aren’t you in school now?” I asked in Spanish.

“There’s a teachers’ strike.”

“Do you know this woman?” Kenny asked, and he pulled one of the Pearsons’ photos out of his wallet and slipped it over her knitting.

“That’s the disappeared American woman,” the girl said to me. “She’s very pretty.”

“I knew her,” I said. “So did he. He was her boyfriend.”

Her placid eyes widened in respect, as if she’d been told he owned a unicorn.

“Does she know anything?” Kenny asked. “Sabee? Sabee?”

“We want to find what happened to her,” I said to her, embarrassed for Kenny and for my country. “Maybe the owl knows.”

She said something in Aymara to the older woman in the neighboring stall, who answered shortly, without looking up from the potatoes she was peeling. The woman was not endorsing the conversation but permitting it. In the countryside, such a woman would speak only Aymara or Quechua, but here I was sure she knew Spanish as well. Always in a foreign country, you feel you’re being watched; it seems every local can sense discomfort in your hesitating footsteps, in your furtive glances at street signs, and most easily in the unnatural sounds that blunder forth from your mouth when you try to speak their language. Each foreign country is a theater in which you’re permitted to perform for the amusement of the locals.

“The owl knows, but he doesn’t speak Spanish,” the girl said to me.

“Ask him in Aymara.”

“He doesn’t speak Aymara either.”

“It’s very, very important that we find this information. Incredibly important. A mountain of importance.”

I spread my arms like wings, to assist my Spanish in conveying the concept of immensity.

“The man from Condepa said the coca growers from Chapare are responsible for what happened to her, but he always says that,” she said.

“What’s she saying?” said Kenny.

“Condepa?” I said. “The political party? Can I talk to this man?”

The old woman said something to the girl, and the girl quickly hunched over her knitting.

“Please!” I said.

Suddenly there was weight on my shoulder, heavy enough to reorient my body, and a young man in a blue nylon sweat suit and a Nike cap invaded my field of vision. A confident smile was spread across his face, stretching and distorting the faint pattern of acne scars on his cheeks. His nose was bony and ridged. I felt for my wallet. It was still there.

“Good day, American,” he said. “Why are you bothering this nice little girl?”

I stuttered and fumbled for a suitably indignant phrase as I disentangled my gaze from his. “Who are you?”

“My name is Arturo. You won’t find the American writer here.”

“Where will I find her?”

“How would I know? Probably she’s hiding out with the guy she’s screwing. She will return when she’s ready.”

Behind him, clattering up the rutted pavement, came a yellow cab. It wobbled as it approached, almost but not quite sideswiping the stalls on either side. I had visions of a crash sending idols and plastic model cars, fetuses and fizzy drinks, confetti and fake money, tumbling through the air. Someone should set an action movie in La Paz. When the car stopped, I retreated, almost stumbling over a box of fetuses; my interlocutor held his ground.

The driver killed the engine and unpacked himself from the cab. As a rule, Bolivians are small and slight of build, due to their people’s history of malnourishment in the highlands, but this man appeared to have grown up in an environment loaded with rich food and free weights.

“American,” the driver said. “Son of a bitch neoliberal!”

Kenny flapped his gaze back and forth between their faces and mine.

“Come with us, neoliberal,” said Arturo. “And your friend. We have information for you.”

“Tell me here.”

The driver opened his back door and then stepped around behind us, blocking our escape. I wondered if Bolivian heavies have guns like they do in the U.S., in movies at least.

“He wants to give us a ride?” asked Kenny.

“He says he wants to talk about Hilary.”

“Me too. Yo venir!” Kenny said, and hopped in the cab. I hopped in after him, cursing his stupidity but unwilling to leave him to face his fate alone. Not that I had my choice, with the big driver behind me and pushing me forward.


Chapter 10

I stared out the windows as we rattled our way through the unkempt streets of the heart of the city, trying to affect an air of sullen displeasure, as if my time were often wasted by worthless Bolivians and I knew enough to bear the delay in silence. Since the driver-stooge and his friend were in the front, no one could enjoy my performance but Kenny. He seemed to be trying to catch my eye, but having no intelligence to communicate, I ignored him.

You still have options, I told myself. If I wanted to, I could flip up the lock, kick open the door at a red light, and lose myself in the buzzing swarm of street vendors and shoppers. I wouldn’t get very far, but all I needed was to reach the nearest cop or civil guard. Of course, that would leave Kenny at the mercy of our captors, unless I could manage to organize a daring simultaneous double taxi break. But that would necessitate looking at him and getting a message through his thick skull.

At a red light we stopped in the full glare of a cop. The sun glittered off the threadbare shoulders of his olive uniform. The windows were down; now I could scream or make a break for it. Stay, I told myself. You need this information; what else do you have for Pilar? Besides, a true reporter wouldn’t flee this opportunity, no matter the risks. No use. I knew my paralysis was caused by fear, not courage. My body slipped back into the torn vinyl seat as we sped up on the highway and began to climb.

Did they really know something about Hilary? Or were they taking me somewhere to kill me, or just to rob me and beat me up? I had never been beaten up before. I wasn’t even sure what it entailed. The phrase itself implies that you’re all right afterward: maybe a bloody nose, a black eye, a few bruises around the ribs. But I imagined the components of the action, each blow, each new infusion of pain replacing and surpassing the one before. Could they make me cry? I felt suddenly nauseated.

“Where are we going?” Kenny asked. For an instant I thought he was demanding information from the men in front, and I felt the world shoot up in flames of fear, but then I realized he was asking me.

“This is the road to El Alto,” I whispered.

Though his eyes blinked anxiously, he nodded, as if he had suspected as much. His attempt at bravado shamed me.

“What’s this information you have?” I said aloud.

“Shut up with your neoliberal impatience!” the driver said, or at least I think that’s what he said. He spoke quickly, and his Spanish accent was not that of a trained hospitality professional.

“The matter will be explained later,” said Arturo, turning to smile reassuringly at us. Perhaps he was the good cop. Nonetheless, my nausea cautiously retreated.

“What’re they saying?” asked Kenny.

Arturo turned up the radio and started bopping his head to something by Silvio Rodríguez.

“They say we’re neoliberals,” I said.

“Not me. I’m a Republican. Yo Republicano!”

They paid no attention.

“A Republican is a neoliberal,” I said. “Don’t you know anything?”

The driver turned the music down.

“John McCain’s no liberal,” said Kenny. “I don’t care what anyone says.”

“What’s he saying?” asked Arturo. With each switchback on the road, we lost speed.

“He’s talking about North American politics,” I said. “We’re not neoliberals.”

“My friend doesn’t like neoliberals.”

“I understand that perfectly and am in complete agreement. But—”

“Nor North Americans.”

The car dragged itself up the steep incline at barely a trotting pace. Newer-model sedans driven by local yuppies whizzed past. The ancient egg-shaped minibuses also chugged by us, only slightly less swiftly. A man on a bicycle appeared to be gaining. Yet another chance to escape, but now there was a chain-link fence on the city side of the road, leaving me nowhere to run. It was too late.

“Do you like North Americans?” I asked.

He didn’t venture an opinion.

* * *

The city of El Alto holds about one million souls, most of whom can’t afford to live in the shelter of the valley, hundreds of meters below, and so must make their homes on the altiplano, where the air is colder and less nourishing and the winds and storms sweep unimpeded across the flats. They build with bricks of mud dug out of their yards or from the mounds heaped beside the roadway, mixed with straw from the flourishing local weeds. It’s everyone’s ambition to afford real bricks, which, unlike those of adobe, don’t need to be painstakingly repaired every year, but even the most fortunate of social climbers are not so profligate as to pull down their perfectly good mud houses when they come into a bit of money. The adobe houses of the upwardly mobile often bear a second floor—or a terrace, or a section of fence—made out of real red brick, flaming beside the dull brown of the rest of the structure.

The road was paved but scabbed and pocked. We turned onto a dirt lane and passed more mud houses, their front yards overrun by grids of newly dug bricks drying in the sun. The driver honked to scatter a pack of dogs in the middle of the road. A brick cutter leaned on his straight-edged hoe to stare as we passed. Pigs rooted in the reeds; chickens tossed their beaks like darts at the ground; women crouched inside their petticoats arranging potatoes.

Then a long stretch of nothing: flat brown scrubland stretching to the distant mountains, no people, animals, or huts, no life at all but the yellowing weeds. I didn’t dare look ahead through the windshield. Was there a depression, a canyon, waiting up ahead to receive us? Would we be handed shovels and ordered to dig our own graves?

We slowed, and stopped. The driver opened our door. Before us was a building made of cinder blocks. A school? A warehouse? It was roofless and unpainted, either unfinished or abandoned. Kenny and I followed the Bolivians inside. I wiped my forehead. The sun, closer here than in La Paz, seemed to burn hotter on my skin.

We were inside a lidless gray box. Light bombarded us from above. Three stools stood before a plastic table. Behind the table sat a man with a barnacle nose, flat and wide.

“Sit,” he said in Spanish.

I selected the stool in the middle.

“You cannot sit there,” the man said. “Who are you to enter my home and sit where you wish? Sit there.”

I scooted to the stool to my right. Arturo sat in the middle seat and patted the seat to the left for Kenny, who was still standing and staring up at the un-ceiling. There was nothing else to stare at except people and the cracks in the concrete floor. The driver stood beside the entranceway, leaning against the wall like a heavy oak door ready for installation.

“Who are you, sir?” I asked the man, as I glanced at Kenny, hoping he’d have sense enough to take in his surroundings and sit down.

“I will not be interrogated in my own home!” said the man.

Kenny redirected his gawk. Like a baby, he understood only tone of voice, and was fascinated by strong emotion.

“Pardon me for bothering you,” I said. “I don’t know why I’m here. These two persons—”

“ ‘Pardon me for bothering you.’ What arrogance! Do you have any idea who I am? I am the first officer of Conscience of Patria and chief executive assistant of the mayor of the city of El Alto, the Mallku of our party. Condepa is extremely concerned at your presence in my city. What is he staring at?”

“This is his first time out of the United States. Forgive him.”

“It is only by the grace of Condepa that he is here now. He should behave himself like an adult.”

“Stop staring, Kenny,” I said. “And sit down.”

“I’m trying to understand what he’s saying. I think I’ve almost got it.”

The man pierced the air with his finger.

“I should have you arrested,” he said. “I have police powers. You have broken the law. This is my city!”

My mind cowered before the multitude of everything I could possibly be guilty of.

“I don’t know what I do,” I said, my Spanish failing. “I mean did. Nothing. I am here to write an article—”

“You have been spreading lies about Hilary Pearson. You are doubtless in the pay of a rival political party.”

“Oh no. Absolutely not. I am writing an article about—”

“How your lies weary me!”

He put his hands to his head and rocked back and forth in his chair until I was sure it was about to collapse beneath him.

“Dionisius,” he called.

Steps from behind, brushing over the concrete floor. The big man was approaching.

“I am a journalist and citizen of the United States of America,” I said. “My friends at the embassy of the United States know that I am here.”

“No they don’t,” said Arturo.

“Yes they do.”

“No. We picked you up on the street. It would be impossible,” he explained to his boss.

“In the car, he”—I jerked my thumb at Kenny—“called the embassy with his mobile phone. You didn’t understand because he speaks in English. Spoke in English.”

“Neoliberal liar!” said Arturo.

“My head is hurting much worse now,” said his boss. “Do you know why? Because you are lying, which agitates the blood vessels in my brain, causing them to expand painfully against the cranium. This condition has been well documented by experts in the science of medicine. For whom are you writing this deplorable article? Does the CIA now publish in Time magazine?”

Arturo laughed in sycophantic appreciation. His boss glared him into silence.

A heavy hand fell on my shoulder.

I cleared my throat and turned my head to look at Kenny. His sweating face was lit up like a Japanese lantern. I hoped he looked worse than I did. I looked down. Around us the gray floor was unstained with blood, so far. The dull heat of Dionisius’s hand seeped through my shirt.

A voice rumbled from far above.

“For whom are you writing?” asked Dionisius.

I wished I could assure these men that I didn’t mind at all that they had murdered Hilary, that I just wanted to sign my name to some PR drivel and leave the country forever. Maybe Pilar would have to follow me to save herself. Could I write my article on Hilary’s disappearance when I was back in the United States, safe? Would I ever be safe again?

“The Hotel Matamoros,” I said.

The boss ripped his hands from his head.

“Lying nonsense,” he said.

But the name had done something to him. I spoke quickly: “Pilar Rojas, of the publicity department of the hotel, she contracted me to write this article. I have her card in my wallet.”

I pulled it out. Luckily it was printed in both English and Spanish. He flipped it over, frowned, and returned it.

“Some traitor at the hotel has hired you to investigate the disappearance of Hilary Pearson,” he said.

“No! Nothing of that. They want me to write a little article about the hotel. How nice it is and why everyone should stay there.”

“Then why are you asking all these ridiculous questions of cabdrivers, hotel attendants, and innocent little girls?”

“Because—because I want to know what happened to the woman. It is an interesting case.”

“No one knows what happened to her. The police inspected the entire hotel and interviewed every member of the staff and every guest. The FBI also investigated. This is well known. The hotel behaved brilliantly. But I have my suspicions. Perhaps the narcotraffickers of Chapare, who have no traditions as do our people in Los Yungas, only their greed, have committed a horrible crime in order to discredit the people of the North and their legitimate business concern, the Hotel Matamoros. But, I repeat, that is merely supposition.”

He spread his hands in surrender and flashed a glance above me. Dionisius’s hand lifted from my shoulder. I felt I could fly to heaven.

“Who is this boy?” said the boss, pointing to Kenny. “Why is he still staring?”

“I told you. He’s an idiot. Ask Pilar at the Hotel Matamoros.”

“I will confirm your information later. If you are indeed a journalist, perhaps I will not arrest you today as you deserve under our laws. But listen to me well. As a North American capitalist, you probably do not understand the conditions of life in an Andean nation, so I will speak very clearly. The hotel is critical to the future of working people not only in the Yungas region but also in El Alto City, and perhaps in all of Bolivia as well. Several more branches of the Hotel Matamoros have been planned, in many of the most beautiful tropical sites of our country. The benefit to our economy is incalculable. Our citizens here in El Alto have been hired to work on the buses, the vans, the maintenance crews. Do you know the unemployment rate in El Alto City? The expansion of the Hotel Matamoros is without doubt the best hope of the Bolivian economy and of the Bolivian people. If you persist in your insinuations about the hotel’s complicity in the disappearance of the unfortunate Hilary Pearson, there will be consequences.

“I explain further. I wish there to be neither confusion nor doubt in your mind. I am on excellent terms with the security staff of El Alto airport. You will be found trafficking in cocaine. This will not be pleasant. If you attempt to publish lies while you are back in the United States, you will never be safe in the airport of El Alto or anywhere near the city of La Paz again. And we will surely sue you in your own country for slander.”

It was the feeblest threat I had heard since fifth grade. I felt my face cool and my power of thought return.

“Why are you trying to frighten a journalist?” I asked.

“I am trying to protect the future of my city. Arturo will return you to La Paz.”

We followed Arturo out of the box and back to the car. Dionisius stood in the doorway to watch us leave, as if we might attempt to flee across the altiplano instead of returning to the city.

I sat in front and got a better view of the road. Dead animals, dogs mostly, lay on the roadside or right in the middle. One dog was picking at the corpse of its neighbor. Another, listless with starvation, would only turn its head when Arturo honked. He had to pull over halfway into the dirt to avoid it.

After he passed the tolls he broke out in laughter.

“Pardon me! Excuse me! I apologize!” he said. I knew he was mocking me, but I pretended not to understand. My burning face betrayed me.


Chapter 11

I dashed past the doorman into the lobby of the Gran Hotel París. A new clerk, younger and even shorter (or else too proud for the step stool) was stationed behind the desk.

“Where’s the other one?” I demanded. “The one who works here? Antonio. You know?”

“He is otherwise occupied. Can I assist you in any way?”

“No.”

Kenny wandered in and dropped himself on the sofa in the lobby. He rubbed his hands together. “What were we doing there? With those dickwads. If there was just two I would’ve rushed the guy that put his hand on you. Or if he wasn’t so big.” His raised his eyebrows, as if to suggest that he certainly would have challenged them all, no matter how big or how many, if he had been at all confident of my assistance. “Who were those guys?” he asked.

“They’re members of a political party called Condepa that’s somehow in bed with the Hotel Matamoros,” I said. “They’re trying to scare us away.”

Kenny’s eyes lit up and he stopped rubbing his hands.

“But we’re not scared, are we?” he said. “Do you think they know something about Hilary?”

“Do you think they’d tell me if they did? Pilar, the one from the airport, she’ll know. I’m having a drink with her tonight.” My righteous adrenaline rush was fading; perhaps there wasn’t enough oxygen in the air to sustain it.

“Yeah? Hey. She your girlfriend?”

“She used to be.”

“If you want to bring her over afterwards, that’s okay,” said Kenny. “I’ll hang in the lobby for a while. I’ll be cool.”

“Thanks.”

The replacement clerk was scribbling notes on a ledger. Perhaps he’s a bilingual spy, I thought, transcribing our every word.

“I thought maybe they were going to try to beat us up,” Kenny said.

“So did I,” I said, pitching my voice lower, to test the clerk. He kept on scribbling.

“Were you scared?”

“Of course I was. I don’t get in fights very often.”

He snorted. “You scare that easy?”

“Yeah. You know why? I’ve got things to live for.”

“Like what?”

“Like my job.”

“What’s so great about a job?”

“I’m not an admin assistant. My job is to see the best parts of the world and write about them. I’ve got a lot more to see before I die.”

Kenny just snorted and wiggled his head in disbelief. Only Pilar would understand. We didn’t live like Kenny, or like anyone else in the sedentary world. Pilar and I would find contentment on our own terms, on a path that wound unpredictably ahead of us. Just reminding myself of my principles eased my anxiety, the way repeating a favorite catchphrase gets a politician back on track in a debate. I ran my fingers over the balding velvet of the arm of the sofa, to soothe my fingertip nerves, the body’s most sensitive.

“Seeing stuff is okay, but all I care about is Hilary,” said Kenny. “Most of the rest I could take or leave. If we find her, maybe I’ll have something new worth thinking about. That’d be good. You think those guys will come back?”

“Not today. Or they wouldn’t have let us go.”

“My head hurts again.”

“Take a nap.”

After he left, I sat in the hotel’s café beside its plate-glass windows and took notes on the day’s events in my messiest handwriting—messy on purpose, because I wanted to render them spy-proof, and messy also because my fingers couldn’t yet stop trembling. I wrote what I remembered until my hands relaxed and the writing became dangerously legible. Meanwhile, I ate salteñas—doughy pastries, pregnant with meat and juice—and drank coffee in the restorative sunshine.

A thick woman in a grim pantsuit entered the otherwise vacant café and served up what was meant to be a bright smile in my direction, then followed it up, like the infantry following up an artillery assault. She introduced herself in Spanish as the manager of the hotel and asked if I was ready for my tour.

“Certainly,” I said. I folded my notebook and rose. I was still a professional.

She left the café, not even turning her head to see if I was following her. I knew her type. She disliked glad-handing, and journalists, and probably guests as well. Some hotel managers are born with a charming hospitality; some manage easily to fake it; and some struggle with the wrong career for years. She would be happiest in her office, ordering linens and double-checking invoices.

“You know the history of our hotel? It began in 1911 as a cinema—the most fashionable in La Paz.”

I looked at the series of photos on the wall of her office; the first featured gray men and women with hats, filing into something called the Biógrafo París, an old movie theater.

She continued reciting the history of the hotel—its initial conversion to a hotel, its failure, its recent reopening, and all the famous people who either stayed here or saw movies here, none of whom I’d heard of—as I pretended to study the photo gallery on her wall. Perhaps my article on Hilary should be accompanied by gritty black-and-white pictures of forlorn Bolivian street children and hard-nosed Condepa operatives. Would Esquire go for that? Unfortunately, Pilar was right—I was still a lousy photographer, despite what I claimed in my query letters.

The woman droned on; did she even care that I wasn’t listening? You could never know what was important to whom. Why would the case of Hilary preoccupy the higher-ups and the knee breakers of Condepa? One dead American girl. Or not dead, according to Pilar. If I died, would travel writers and not-quite lovers come searching for me, as we searched for Hilary? Would political parties terrorize the searchers? I lingered in front of a photo of a phalanx of horses, all facing a sergeant in uniform and being stared at by a curious crowd. Everyone in that photo was dead. Their influence had stirred the water of other lives, but the ripples had died long ago, and only their memory—if that—was left. How influential was Hilary’s life! But only now, when she was gone. She might have smashed her car on the way home to New Jersey and no one but a few friends and family would have known or cared. Kenny would have mourned her, arrived in a wrinkled suit and gnarled tie at her funeral, towered awkwardly over a cadre of dutiful Folgers colleagues, but no reporters would have shown up. I would have stopped by to pay my respects to my first editor, had I been told, but who would have told me?

The woman had fallen silent.

“What a beautiful history,” I said.

The woman’s pride flared up in a satisfied smile.

“Yes. We only hope that the Gran Hotel París of today is worthy of its past.”

“Is anything worthy of its past? But this hotel is a marvel.”

She beamed slyly, as if I’d managed to compliment a small but expensive set of earrings, all but hidden by her hair.

To reward me, she lifted from her desk a photo in a dull pewter frame and explained that the figure at the head of the banquet table in the picture was a former president of Argentina. (I didn’t catch his name. Not Perón—I only knew Perón.) A man like that must have paid well for the room, I thought, unless the hotel had given it away free for the publicity. But all those flunkies at the table, all his servants, secretaries, and underlings—surely he paid for them too. After all, Argentina was a rich country, compared to Bolivia.

I heard footsteps behind me. Antonio had entered. He froze when he saw me and looked away.

“What’s up, Antonio? Is it finished yet?” she asked him.

“Yes. Finished. Very well. Until tomorrow, then.”

“Wait,” I said.

Antonio raised his eyebrows, as if hoping the muscles in his forehead would pull up his lips into some semblance of an eager-to-please smile. His fiery, sleep-deprived eyes bulged from his head.

“Antonio is the night clerk,” said the manager. “This is the end of his weekly double shift. It’s time for him to go to bed.”

She smiled with a proprietary gleam. Her exhausted employee was still ready to deliver customer satisfaction, after a double shift, and his uniform was unstained and unwrinkled.

“I have a few questions for him,” I said.

The manager waved a promotional brochure in my face.

“Antonio is a graduate of our finest school of tourism,” she said. “Have you seen our special offers? I am certain our honeymoon discount will be especially attractive to American tourists.”

I took the brochure from her to get it out of my face; meanwhile, Antonio was cautiously turning away.

“But I have one question more,” I said. “Some questions.”

He was walking through the doorway, oblivious to my urgent tone, like a distant father in a dream.

“Tell me,” said the manager.

“Wait!”

His footsteps down the hallway were like an insolent chuckle. I thought of chasing him, but even if I could tackle him from behind, how could I force him to tell me the truth? What could I threaten him with? What if he fought back?

As I hesitated, the manager rattled off the rack rates for single rooms with views, double rooms with views, interior rooms, executive rooms, and suites. I surrendered to the clatter of her voice and glanced down at the brochure. It was in both English and German.

“Where will your article be published? Last year we received an excellent review from the Spanish newspaper El Mundo.”

“With luck it will appear in Condé Nast Traveler and certainly in the next edition of my guidebook.”

As if the American public was clamoring for an updated edition of the Caravan Guide to Bolivia and Ecuador. I wondered if the hotel had been reviewed in La Razón, or any other Bolivian paper. Perhaps it scored poorly after Antonio tried repeatedly to wheedle an interview for a copydesk job. More likely no reviewer had bothered, or been encouraged. Since few Bolivian leisure travelers could afford to stay at the Gran Hotel París, there wasn’t much point in giving a freebie to a writer for the “Weekend Escapes” section of the Sucre or Santa Cruz papers. The (unpaid) woman at the ramshackle La Paz tourist office, located above a pharmacy across from the city hall, once said to me, “We Bolivians never get anything for free.” I agreed: Bolivians paid for American loans with defoliation campaigns, still poorer peasants, more dire need for more aid. Only the corrupt officials got freebies, by skimming from the top. Like me, in a sense. But I skimmed only from the rich. A Robin Hood out for himself.

“Where are you going next?”

She wanted to know if I’d be writing up one of her rivals.

“To the Hotel Matamoros.”

“The Matamoros? I don’t like it. It attracts foreigners, but they travel immediately from the airport in El Alto to the Yungas, without stopping for a night in La Paz. Why not? We have tried to do business with them. Certainly their guests would enjoy a weekend at a historic hotel in the premier city of Bolivia. They are not interested. We are not their type of hotel: too traditional, too historic. The Hotel Matamoros is not good for tourism in Bolivia, only for itself. And now they are getting just what they deserve. I hear they have had to close an entire wing. So many guests have canceled because of the disaster of the American journalist.”

“Nonetheless, many politicians appear to support the hotel. Condepa? I have heard rumors.”

“Condepa?” She laughed derisively. “What do taxi drivers and fruit sellers know of tourism? A thriving tourism industry would bring jobs to La Paz, but they follow their leaders, who take little pinches of money from the Matamoros and think they’re getting rich. Condepa is of no significance.”

“Isn’t this the party that controls El Alto?”

“Until the next scandal finishes them, yes.”

“Really? They seem very … influential.”

“Among poor people and Indians, yes.”

“I think Antonio is a member of Condepa.”

She shuffled a little on her heels, wondering whether she should be indignant.

“Perhaps. Why not? The political affiliations of my employees do not interest me. Did he give you any literature? If so, I will reprimand him.”

“I think he may have … advised some persons in the party that I was interested in the case of Hilary Pearson.”

“The case of whom?”

“The American journalist you spoke of.”

“Ah, yes. I am familiar with this case. Very sad.”

She tried to express her sorrow by frowning but managed only to look irritable.

“Tell me,” I said, “in your opinion, is it possible—a little possible—that Condepa had something to do with the disappeared American journalist?”

“Why?” She laughed uncertainly, hoping what I’d said was a joke. She probably knew most jokes went over her head. “In any case,” she said, “the Hotel Matamoros was all built on narcotrafficking money. That is a well-known fact.”

She said nothing more, and I demanded no proof, which she wouldn’t have had anyway.


Chapter 12

I arrived at the Pig & Whistle at 6:45, bearing a copy of La Razón to pass the time—Pilar liked to unplug her professional habits, such as punctuality, when she was off duty. The P & W advertised itself as Bolivia’s most authentic English pub (there wasn’t much competition). The Union Jack and scarves from various Premier League soccer teams were pinned to the dark paneled walls; a stuffed bulldog gaped stupidly from a perch over the whiskey and pisco bottles; the kitchen served Lake Titicaca trout, but it was fried and came with french fries that were mushy with vinegar. The nightly live music was local, however, and improbably popular.

I ordered a Paceña beer and sat at the corner of the bar, where I could keep my eye on the door. La Razón was useless. I couldn’t muster the concentration to tackle anything more than the first paragraph of any article, even the merciless recap of the Bolivian national soccer team’s latest humiliation in Brazil. I tried starting from different spots on the page, hoping a sentence would catch my interest.

“One more?” the bartender asked, startling me. I shook my head, both to waken my senses and to refuse. Another beer and I’d have to pee, and risk her walking in, not seeing me, and turning around in disgust. It was after 7:00. You should have relieved yourself ten minutes ago, I told myself. That was my chance, and I missed it. I pretended even harder to read. The chatter around me grew louder, like the noises of the jungle just before sunrise. People began taking the stools beside me, brushing against my back, glancing irritably at my newspaper, which took up valuable bar space.

She wasn’t going to come. Wasn’t there one thing I could trust in this world?

The girl next to me asked what I was reading. Her black hair was pulled straight back from her forehead, so that her eyebrows stood out like a pair of crows flying across an overcast sky. Another girl peered over her shoulders, breathlessly observing her friend’s boldness.

“Nothing. The newspaper. Tell me,” I said, “why can you never trust women?”

The friend lurking behind giggled. She was taller, less slim, and wore a sleeveless top. Her bare shoulders were like brown softballs.

“Are you waiting for a girl?” the friend asked, unwilling to be left out. “Who is she?”

“A woman worth nothing.”

I find it easy to affect the puffed-out chest of manliness when I speak Spanish to strangers.

“Are you in love with her?”

“No,” I lied. “I’ve only been in love with one girl. This other one, she’s just a distraction.”

“What happened to the one you loved?”

“She disappeared. Would you like to see a picture?”

I fished from my pocket and unfolded one of the Pearsons’ Xeroxes of Hilary.

“I remember her! The poor American girl that disappeared from the hotel,” the girl with the pulled-back hair said. She now looked like a young cafeteria lady. “They posted her photo at the university. How tragic! Are you looking for her?”

“Yes. But I’m never going to find her.”

I studied the foamy dregs of my empty glass. Where was Pilar? What if she were crouching below the bar, eavesdropping on my fibs? I would assure her that she was the lover I meant, that love to me was such a daunting subject I could only approach it obliquely, through metaphors or lies.

“Do you know what it’s like to be in love?” I asked.

The food-service girl nodded solemnly. I wiggled my empty bottle at the bartender.

“So do I. But now love is death, for me,” I said.

I would never make such an embarrassingly trite assertion in English; even if the sentence just flashed through my mind, I would bite it off half finished. But to me a word in Spanish is just a symbol of a word in English, and therefore I can convince myself, especially after a drink or two in a darkened bar, that even the most maudlin of ideas is fresh, subtle, and heartfelt.

“Everything that was happiness for me is now pain,” I said. “Can you understand that? Because I know I’ll never find her.”

Her friend gasped, moved and gratified to find such a dramatic gringo in a gringo bar. How often do life’s wonders come as advertised?

“Maybe she’s still alive,” the food-service girl said. “Maybe she still loves you. Love for me,” she explained, “is something that can never die, that lives on and on, that even death cannot kill.”

The idea terrified me. If it was true, there would never be any peace. Didn’t these girls know to giggle and spout something shallow when I was looking for a private laugh? I took a pull at my new beer, and when I looked up, they were still staring expectantly at me.

“If I can only find her dead body, I’ll be happy,” I said.

They weren’t sure if I had just said something profound or something disgusting, but either way, it killed the conversation. The band started assembling the drum kit and amplifiers. I finished the beer and left, twisting my paper until it tore.

* * *

Warmth in La Paz, like in the desert, flees headlong over the horizon the minute the sun sets. Outside the Pig & Whistle I shivered in my sweater with the cruel breeze of every passing car on the road. No cabs, and the next streetlight was a steep, chilly walk uphill.

I had just started when a man emerged from the shadows. At first I thought he was one of the security guards that shelter in plywood sheds outside fancy apartment buildings, listening surreptitiously to the soccer game on the radio and stepping out now and then like vampires to make the rounds or sneak a smoke, but then I saw that he was grinning. No guard ever grins. I recognized him.

“Good evening, neoliberal,” Arturo said, and clapped my shoulder, playfully but hard enough to make me stumble, my feet clicking together like the blades of a pair of scissors; and suddenly the world tumbled under me and I was looking up at the moon from the gutter. My frosty breath puffed rapidly before me. The pavement was like ice on my butt. Thank God no car was coming.

Arturo pointed at me and laughed. Where were the real security guards when you needed them? The lights of the bar, just a block away, seemed as distant as the stars. A teenager glanced my way up the hill before hustling into the Pig & Whistle. He thought I was just some drunk.

“What do you want?” I said.

Arturo stepped closer, within kicking range. I could see his sporty nylon hiking boots, with their fading (and certainly fake) Nike swoosh. Then he bent over at the waist, as if he was bowing, or preparing to spit.

“What a surprise,” he said.

In the dim light of the streetlamps, his face was a rich olive, and his acne scars were invisible. I scooted backward, a grimacing crab, and scrambled to my feet.

“What do you want?”

A taxi passed, with a dying moan and a freezing wake. I felt an itch at my back; perhaps Arturo had friends, perhaps they were surrounding me, perhaps even now they were reaching for my neck.

“I hate these gringo bars,” he said.

“There are no gringos there,” I said. “Not after I leave. Left.”

Had he followed me? Had he come to kill me? How unfair, after he had let me off and even given me a lift back into town. I could have taken a flight home and enjoyed the rest of my life.

“Why are you here?” I asked. I tried to convince myself that he had wanted to hear the band, couldn’t afford the three-dollar cover, and was left in a bad mood.

“I’m sure you’re very happy that Dionisius is not with me,” he said.

“Happy enough,” I admitted. “I understand he doesn’t like Americans.”

“I have a different attitude. I find them fascinating beasts.”

I kept my eyes locked on his, like a trespasser staring down a growling dog, and stepped backward, up the hill, hoping Arturo wouldn’t notice. Another step or two, and I’d have room to run if I had to. But my confidence grew with my altitude; it’s hard to fear a shorter man.

“Why did you pick me up today?” I asked.

“We wanted to learn more about you,” he said. “We learned more than we expected.”

“My life is an open book.” Did they have that expression in Spanish? “What do you want?”

He waved his hand dismissively.

“That I go back home?” I said.

“I want only that my employer is happy.”

“Your employer? Condepa? What does it matter to the party if I’m in La Paz? What have I ever done? In my entire life.”

Arturo turned his back on me with a matador’s disdain, and I watched him go like a wounded animal, frightened, suspicious, and also grateful. He hadn’t come to kill me after all. He had just finished slugging down a drink in another, cheaper bar down the road, with his third-string political-gangster friends, and just happened upon me by an evil chance on his way to the bus stop. Or maybe he picked up extra cash on weekends shaking down the busier bars like the Pig & Whistle for protection money. It didn’t matter. He wasn’t dangerous by himself. And tomorrow I’d leave him behind forever.

* * *

When I got back, Kenny was sitting up in bed, ignoring the open Idiot’s Guide to Speaking Spanish on his lap in favor of a rerun of Friends on the English-language channel. “How’s the chica?” he asked, then added, graciously, “She’s a hottie.”

I considered describing a sex romp in a secret jaguar-fur-draped room in the basement of the Pig & Whistle, but my heart wasn’t in it. “She didn’t show.”

He nodded. He had heard, or read about, or seen on TV, the cruel games men and women play with each other, so he could sympathize. “That’s cold,” he said. “When Hilary took that trip down here without telling me, I felt the same way.”

“You didn’t feel the same way. You hardly knew her. She felt sorry for you one night. How did you get like this? You’re not just a virgin, you’re completely ignorant about women. How have you stayed that way for so long?” I was too humiliated by Arturo and Pilar to hate myself for meanness. And these were serious questions. A journalist should not hesitate to pick at painful wounds in order to find the truth.

“I’m not like everybody else,” Kenny said. The laugh track soared, and Kenny clicked the television off viciously with the remote. “I don’t know why. I go to work and I come home and then it’s the weekend and nothing to do.” He spat his words at the blank television, not me, as if he’d suddenly realized that the cast of Friends had been laughing at him and not each other for all these years. “Where do you go to find people? What do you say to them? I keep thinking things will be different. They should have been. But high school sucked and then college; I went to Hunter and lived at home. Everybody already had friends. Now at work I go out for drinks but there’s never anything to talk about. I’m not a real editor like the others. There’s only one other assistant, and she’s too good for anything but her own face in the mirror.”

“You made friends with Hilary,” I said. “You can make more.”

“She was special.”

I pulled off my sweater and sat on the other bed. At least Kenny had figured out how to work the heat.

“Do you still live at home?” I asked.

“My mom got transferred to Denver last summer. I went for Christmas, but I don’t ski, so it was just cold. I still live in our apartment on Twenty-ninth Street. My mom says we’ll have to sell next year. You live alone?”

“I like it.” I didn’t want him to think I was as lonely as him.

“I like it too. Nobody fucking around with your stuff. Put on whatever music you want. Don’t have to listen to the TV all night if you don’t want. Invite girls over, no problem.”

“But you never invited Hilary over.”

“I would have.”

I remembered the first time I had Pilar in my Queens apartment. She burst out laughing at its tininess, and I laughed with her, though I was glad she didn’t keep it up. That was the best thing about Pilar then; anything unpleasant about her was over so quickly. The only place to sit was on the futon, which I had left pulled out in its “bed” position, to be more conducive to romance. As soon as she sat down there was no question about the next step. No awkwardness, no uncertain hesitation. It seemed odd that I had ever experienced such unreserved joy. It was like remembering some inexplicable, overpowering emotion from childhood, long abandoned. You remember gaping in awe at your first sight of a major-league baseball diamond or the ocean, but you don’t remember exactly what about it overwhelmed you.

I undressed and burrowed under the blankets, but Kenny wasn’t ready to sleep. He’d had nobody to talk to all evening.

“What’s the plan for tomorrow?” he asked.

“I’m taking a bus to the Hotel Matamoros, about three hours from here,” I said. Pilar worked there—she couldn’t hide. Perhaps she’d apologize and claim that she missed our appointment because a planeload of Venezuelans were held up by the altiplano gusts and missed their minibus connection. Or better, that she had been paralyzed with fear, unable to face the emotional eruption of seeing me again. Or maybe that she knew Arturo was tailing me.

“Where Hilary disappeared? I’m going too. Shut up. That’s where the information is. I’m there. No discussion.”

“Fine,” I said. The bus left from the other side of La Paz, and I could see the advantage in having company as I crossed the city, in the brightest daylight. Kenny could call for an ambulance if a sniper got me. “If they tell you to fuck off when we get there, you can stay in the village, Yolosa. It’s not too far.”

“Thanks.”

I shut my eyes and saw Arturo’s face at night, and then the sunlit face of his boss, holding his hands to his head in a dramatic interpretation of pain, and then I felt a heavy hand fall on my shoulder and I opened my eyes again.

“It’s a strange country,” I said.

“It’s like Jackson Heights. Ever been? Out on the 7 line, in Queens. Everybody speaks Spanish there, and they sell ice cream on the sidewalk out of these white wagons, and it’s crowded and noisy, especially when the train comes by overhead. Right over the wagons.”

“It’s not at all like Jackson Heights. The people in Queens left their own countries behind, to mix with everybody else. In Jackson Heights you’ve got Colombians, Peruvians, Mexicans, Ecuadorians. You’ve got Indians—real ones, from India. But they all live together and they all have to follow the same American rules. Bolivia is a different world. They’re selling toilet bowls and llama fetuses on the street. This is nothing you could ever imagine before, no matter how many times you’ve been to Jackson Heights, or Flushing, or Brighton Beach. You’ve got to appreciate it for what it is.”

“Why should I? Have they ever appreciated New York? This is just a place to see, not a place to live in. Dogs shitting in the middle of the road. Headaches all day. People in stupid getups in your way all the time. Where do they get off? They’re nothing special. They’re not Hilary. We danced, that night, that last night. Did you know that? She held me like she knew something. Something big. Maybe she was afraid she was going to—you know.”

“Maybe she was. Everybody gets afraid. Everybody’s going to die.”

“Not yet. Not here.”

We went to sleep.

A ringing phone nagged me from my dream. It was Pilar.

“I need to see you. I’m at the Matamoros’s suite in the Aparthotel Real Camino, on Capitán Ravelo.”

I squinted at the clock radio. It was 2:00 A.M.

“Now?” I tried to put just enough annoyance in my voice to show I thought her request absurd, but not so much that she’d take back the offer.

“Yes. We need to talk before I go back to the hotel.”

“Where were you? I waited for you at the bar.”

“Please just come, Jacob. I have to show you something. Everything is very difficult right now.”

Kenny never stirred as I dressed.


Chapter 13

The Matamoros kept up appearances in La Paz by maintaining for its staff a suite on the Real Camino’s ninth floor, the second to highest. The living room held the blond furniture of any internationally minded business hotel anywhere, but the garage-door-size plate-glass window, now mostly masked by vertical blinds, promised a magnificent view of the surrounding mountains, in the daytime anyway. At night La Paz, like any other city, is just a jagged relief map of partially lit towers. Pilar was trimming her nails over a room service menu. She always bit them ragged; I used to complain of splinters when we held hands.

“Lock the door,” she said, without looking up from her fingers. She grunted, satisfied, when she heard the bolt shoot home. She was wearing a University of Florida T-shirt and gray sweatpants, ragged and stained around the cuffs. Good, I thought. She’s in for the night.

“Where were you?” I asked. “Are you all right?” I had decided to put the questions in that order, to demonstrate that my pride had some fight left in it.

“I can’t plan everything perfectly!” she said vehemently, as she smacked the nail clipper to the table. She sprang up and stared out through a dark slot between two of the window blinds.

I took her place on the sofa. On the wall was a portrait of a chola selling oranges. I counted the colors on the petticoat and waited for Pilar to finish staring. Perhaps she was calling her thoughts to order, or adding the final mental touches to an argument or story, or hosing down a conflagration of confusion in her mind. There wasn’t much point in trying to predict her emotions. She would let me know soon enough.

She turned. “I tried to be there. It was not possible. I wanted to talk to you but I couldn’t. Someone interrupted me. Why is it that the simplest plans collapse as soon as I make them? There’s no room for anything complicated in the world.”

There was a bright splash of light on the curve of her neck, from the standing lamp beside her. The splash shimmered faintly with her breathing.

“We managed some complicated things,” I said. “Remember O’Hare?” We had been crossing the country in separate directions, and managed to organize not only flights that gave us two hours of overlapping layover in Chicago but a freebie at an airport hotel. After we finished screwing in our room, which looked out on a runway, we opened the blinds and for the next half hour lay there watching the planes take off and land. It was my idea to assign grades for smoothness, proximity to the center stripe, and speed in braking.

“Your brain holds only one type of memory,” she said, and sat down beside me with a forgiving sigh. Sometimes we need our old friends to retell the old stories, or even just nod toward them, to remind us that life was once decent and predictable.

I stared at her hand, which rested uneasily on her knee. In the old days I would have seized it, but now it was guarded by the mysterious spell that makes people strangers again. But what exactly had changed? Pilar and I were the same people; we had just mislaid the procedure for inspiring affection in each other.

“When I think that I only have this one life, and I’ve only been happy in it once, with you, and then my chance got away from me …” I trailed off—how do you finish such a sentence?—but she refused to rescue me. I listened to the reproachful hum of the refrigerator and wished I knew what she wanted to hear from me.

“You would not long have remained happy with someone who didn’t love you,” she said.

I nodded, encouraged; she wasn’t cruel enough to say such a thing if she meant it.

“Are you still lonely?” I asked. “I am.”

“You made the choice to be unhappy.” She glared at me, with the disdain of someone who’d been shoved into unhappiness.

“Are you really so miserable, Pilar? People pay a grand a night to live where you live, at the Matamoros.”

“But not to work where I work. I hate being trapped in that huge rock with all those obnoxious guests. Some of them fly for two days straight, just to bathe in Inca spring water from the Isla del Sol and have their fortunes told by Indians—Indians who were too poor to afford meat or eggs or hot baths before we took them on. I should have stayed in the States with Guilford, even though I hated that too. I didn’t know what I was getting into. I miss the ocean. I’d like to have my own hotel someday, in a civilized country.”

“Spain?”

“I hardly remember Spain. Maybe in Florida, on the beach.”

“Florida’s not civilized.”

She shrugged. All she knew was Miami and Bolivia. Everywhere else, she had just visited.

“Today I was afraid,” I said, as quietly as I could without whispering, “just like a little kid, all day. And all I wanted to do was to talk to you.” My strategy was to show her the brave but terrified child inside; concede her utter emotional dominance; batter her defenses with self-deprecation. But maybe it wasn’t a strategy. I was indeed a child, and I would plead like one if I thought it would help my cause.

She gazed at the pile of nail clippings on the coffee table as if they were tea leaves. My fate was about to be decided. She might choose to be charmed; she might decide my effort was insufficient and persist in loathing me. A surge of unexpected pleasure, a giddy thrill of fear, surprised me. Here at last was a moment of significance.

Pilar lifted my hand and gave my knuckles a kiss. It was unmistakably a fuck-kiss, with just enough distance to allow me to refuse her gracefully. When she was done, I held her chin in the palm of my hand and felt her cheek under my fingertips. I had never done that before, to her or any woman; it was a gesture I must have seen in a movie, a way of expressing an indescribable tenderness. Luckily she had seen the same movie, or perhaps she felt the same way—that our emotions were too delicate to bear our clumsy words. She covered my hand with hers. A tear should have rolled down her cheek at that point, of course, but Pilar wasn’t the crying type. I kissed her, partly to give myself an excuse to rub her back under her T-shirt with the hand that wasn’t still holding on to her face.

She pushed me away. “Not here, Jacob.”

“No?” My voice sounded more disappointed than I had expected.

“No one cleans the sofa, and my colleagues have to stay here too.”

She grabbed my hand and led me into the bedroom, without looking back, like a groom leads a horse. The window there was smaller but unveiled. Moonlight, meeting little obstacle in the thin mountain air, filled the room with its chilly glow. The only bad moment came when, in fitting myself into her, I happened to glance at the nightstand behind the bed. There, dog-eared and limp, lay the photo of her parents in the Irish pub. It took all my concentration to get back on track.

Afterward we lay alongside each other. She reached for my hair, but I returned her hand gently to her stomach and released it. “Let’s not touch,” I said. “When you called me at the hotel, I could imagine this moment. Hearing you but not touching or seeing you, in the dark.”

“It’s not dark enough.”

I shut my eyes, but I could still feel the tremors in the bed from her breathing and the warmth of her exhalations above me and just to the side. Perhaps we could do this again, at the Matamoros. Perhaps there I’d be able to persuade her to return to the States. My dream wasn’t yet accomplished, but at least I knew it wasn’t so foolish after all. If we were successful, and found Hilary, Pilar, like me, would be famous, and therefore in demand. Maybe Hilary too. All three of us could do interviews together, get an agent, write a book. Even after the news faded, Pilar would easily get a job in New York. I wondered how long it had taken Hilary to find her job at Folgers. I could see her father glowering in distaste as she boarded the commuter train for her first interview in Manhattan. The first time she had run.

The thought of Hilary reminded me of something Pilar had said at the airport.

“You played darts with Hilary,” I said.

“She was a very poor player.”

I had only played darts with Pilar once. The lopsided score hadn’t bothered me, but her unconscious little sighs of resignation whenever I missed the number (or worse, the board) dissuaded me from trying ever again. Hilary must have been either more determined or less insecure. “Did you like her?” I asked. “She was the best editor I ever had. At least, she was one of the few I liked.”

“She tried to speak to me in Spanish at first, but her Spanish is worse than yours. She loved to talk. Especially about her family, which I found very interesting. We’re both only children. She talked about her lovers too. She spoke about sex very factually without being vulgar. I liked that.”

“Who wouldn’t? Anything you didn’t like?”

“There was the way she ate peanut butter sandwiches for breakfast, like an eight-year-old. But you have to forgive Americans their tastes, as I forgive yours. She also, like you, said she wanted to be a writer. But she was worried about going freelance. Her parents liked to scare her with stories about young girls with no health insurance bleeding to death in the emergency room of the public clinic. They wanted her to move home and learn to sell cars.”

“And now she might never have the chance,” I said. “Sounds like she always enjoyed her life. She traveled, screwed around. But what if she hated herself? What if she was miserable? She never showed it, not to me, but do you think she was?” We often used to share our personal reflections, after sex. I hoped to revive the custom.

An earthquake in the bed; I opened my eyes. Pilar had sat up.

“Why do you say that? You act like you want her to be dead.”

“No. Of course not. I liked her. She was one of us. It terrifies me that she might be dead.”

She squeezed the middle of my thigh, an old gesture. “You’re such a little boy,” she said, almost admiringly. “I could hardly believe it when you told me you lied to me.”

It was foolish to defend myself, but I couldn’t resist. I glanced pointedly at the picture of her parents.

“At the airport you said that was all over, your hanging on to that photo. You see? You lied too.”

“It’s not a lie if it’s none of your business.” She picked the photo up. “I’ve given up on them anyway. Why should I look after them? They’re not protecting me. I’ve got to start over. Jacob, in your letters you told me that you cast your parents off, when they were still alive. How did you do it?”

“I didn’t cast them off. I just put them aside for a while.”

“Why?”

“I don’t need them like some people do.”

“And you have no time for people you don’t need.”

“I don’t make my parents happy. They’re divorced, but neither of them talked to me for a year after I dropped out of college. I understood. What’s the point in having a son if he gives you nothing to be proud of?”

“Do you ever talk to them now?”

“From time to time. I have lunch with my mom.”

“So you could go back to them. I never can.”

She picked up the photo, gazed at it for a minute, her eyes unfocused, perhaps trying to find her parents outside the picture, in her mind, and then she tore it in two and dropped it in the basket beside her bed.

“There. I’m done with that. Now, you and I—we have a job to do.”

“They loved you,” I said, to remind and reassure her, but really I was uplifted; now she had only me.

“They can’t anymore,” said Pilar. “Listen to me. Hilary’s not dead.”

“Of course,” I said quickly. “I believe you.”

She sucked in a great lungful of air, stoking her engines for the next push. “She was abducted. I have a note from her kidnappers. And a picture. She’s sitting in a room holding a newspaper from ten days ago, the day before I got the note. The newspaper is not a fake; I checked the headline on the Internet.”

“You have a note and a picture? Where are they?”

“They’re hidden in my room at the hotel. There’s another note too. If I had known you would be here, I would have brought them.”

“Why didn’t you tell the police?”

I rolled toward her and felt the quick shock of the wet spot’s chill. I slithered closer to avoid it. She didn’t notice.

“In the note, the kidnappers said they’d kill her, and me too,” she said. “They said it has to be kept secret.”

“Why didn’t you tell me all this from the start, in New York?”

A drop of sweat fell from my nose and pricked her forearm. She gasped softly but didn’t move. “I was afraid you wouldn’t come. They want me to take the message in secret to her parents. I thought maybe you could do it.”

“Have you spoken to them? The kidnappers.”

I could see them: black ski masks, rifles with lasers for aiming, emerging from a high-tech lair deep within the earth, like Batman’s.

“No, but I know they’re there. At the hotel. They—they say they sneak around the grounds, on the horse trails, in the gardens. Sometimes they even get inside. That’s what they say. In the second note.”

In daylight hours, they would dress like normal people: hotel clerks, cabdrivers, little girls selling fetuses. At night they would slip on their masks and carry out their schemes.

“What do you know about Condepa?” I asked. “I think they’re connected.”

“Condepa? The party? What does Condepa have to do with anything?”

“Condepa is a very dangerous and sophisticated organization,” I said. “They’re into cocaine, I think, and they’re everywhere, just like the kidnappers at the hotel. You’re in danger. We have to get you out of Bolivia. Soon.”

“That won’t help. They’ll find me. This is the safest way. Trust me, Jacob. If I can get them what they want, everything will be fine.”

“How do you know? Have you spoken to Hilary? On the phone, I mean.” Didn’t kidnappers usually allow that?

“No. And I don’t know where they took her.”

“So all you have is a picture. That’s not proof she’s still alive. What if somebody’s just playing you for a sucker?”

“You know I’m not a sucker, Jacob,” she said. “It’s time for you to have some faith in me.”

An alarm buzzed. It was five o’clock.

“The van’s picking me up in half an hour to take me to the hotel,” she said. “The driver can’t see you here. Leave. Please.”

She gathered her clothes from the floor, crouching over like an old woman hunting for dropped coins. She responded to my next question with “We’ll talk more at the hotel” and ignored all the following. When I heard the shower start, I left.

Back at the hotel, Kenny was still asleep, his big duck feet flopped over the end of the bed. A bare arm had also escaped the blanket to shoot like a vine up and across the pillow. His wrist dangled off the side of the mattress. This wasn’t the country for him, but which country was? He must be uncomfortable wherever he goes, even in New York, in movie theaters, restaurant booths, crowded subways, buses, and elevators. Neighborhood kids would snicker and imitate his walk behind him. Girls would gawk and look away when he gawked back. Compared to him, I was born lucky. My night’s encounter would have been for him the greatest romance of his life, and it all took place within one cycle of his dreams.

My bed creaked when I sat on it, and Kenny opened one eye.

“Did you see her?” he mumbled.

“Yeah,” I said. He sighed, rolled over, and went back to sleep.


Chapter 14

Checking out after a freebie is always a moment of glory for me, one more triumph over the dreary rules of social stratification. Antonio maintained his chieftain’s bearing atop his hidden pedestal, but his lower lip twitched nervously as he presented me a bill for fifty-two bolivianos, about five dollars (the cost of my meal at the Café París). That I was fuzzy-brained with weariness in no way lessened my customary sense of achievement, which at that point, after my encounter with Pilar, hardly needed inflating. Even Antonio, who’d betrayed me to Condepa, was now just a spiteful child, jealous of my newly won popularity.

“I received the information that you spoke of,” I said, as I signed the name John Hancock on the bill. Nobody notices the difference.

“I spoke in a very amiable manner with some men,” I continued. “Are they friends of yours?”

“I hope that you enjoyed your stay at our hotel,” Antonio said coldly. “And also that you enjoy your visit to the excellent Hotel Matamoros.”

I had stalked and overcome my love prey; I was approaching the secret to the mysterious disappearance; I’d be damned if I let this pip squeak think he could flick his pebbles at me and go unpunished. He leaned back and forth uncomfortably on his invisible platform, a sapling swaying in the breeze.

“You called your friends from Condepa,” I said. “Your boss knows what you did.”

“Pardon me for the inconvenience.”

He was still looking at Kenny, not me, and I couldn’t decide whether he was mocking me, or barely able to control an impulse to strangle me, or just stunned at the prospect of losing his job. He kept swaying, until I feared he would topple over, and then he remembered himself and gripped his desk with both hands.

“Why are you here at this hotel?” I demanded.

“I have a wife, three children, and my parents to care for,” he said.

I scowled, realizing I could never successfully explain, in Spanish, that my question was meant to imply that I knew he was a mole for Condepa. As a travel writer I mainly asked about rack rates, weekend specials, and room service availability, all inquiries for which my Spanish was easily adequate and which my interviewees were eager to answer.

As I left I remembered the tip I had withheld from him when he brought my tea that first evening at the hotel and I saw myself in his eyes: a pompous, ill-mannered American, with an ungainly accent and a tight grip on his money.

* * *

The minibus, or trufi, that would take us to the long-run buses stopped near the overpass at Calle Loayza. From there you could watch cholas washing their families’ clothes in the Choqueyapu River, looking like pioneer women in an old Western stopping at a stream on the way to Oregon, except for the freakish green of the water and the howling traffic on the freeways above the canyon.

Kenny perched on his duffel bag, affecting the nonchalance of a veteran hitcher resigned to a long wait. How many Sunday afternoons had he spent watching road movies on television? As we waited, I peered into the taxis going by, imagining that each hid a Condepa agent. We would soon leave the simmering danger of La Paz behind and be at the Matamoros. Pilar had left early; perhaps she was already there, daydreaming about the night before and perhaps the night to come as she idly shuffled papers in her office, deep within the hotel. The hotel that was infested with Hilary’s abductors. I imagined maids with ninja gear in their lockers, the concierge shifting his eyes suspiciously in my direction and murmuring code into a hidden microphone, the bellhop with a knife tucked away in the lining of his polyester jacket. At a resort named one of the world’s top 100 by Travel + Leisure? In the morning light, my paranoia seemed ridiculous.

A minivan covered with signs advertising its stops hurtled toward the overpass. A young boy leaned out the window to shout the bus’s route for the benefit of illiterate riders waiting for the right bus. The kid had first-class lungs, but he wouldn’t have much of a future; as soon as he, or any trufi barker, grew too large to fit comfortably halfway out the window, he’d be unemployable.

Kenny and I climbed on, squeezed our way back to the second to last row, and crammed our bags on our laps. The woman behind me tried to rearrange the load of oranges resting on my seatback, but all she managed to do was push them deeper into my back and neck, a dozen grinding fists. At least it wasn’t a box of chickens. I handed three bolivianos, one and half for each of us, to the woman in front of me, who delivered the fare to the driver.

A girl in her high school uniform clambered on at the next stop and, finding no seat unoccupied, unfolded the jump seat over the aisle. Kenny stared, as if she’d yanked a rabbit out of a hat.

“How far?” he asked me.

“We’re full,” I said. “We won’t be stopping again until somebody gets off.”

“Good,” he said. “We got to keep moving.”

And we were moving, the aged bus gathering its strength of purpose and galloping up and out of the heart of the city. Our backs were to the Plaza Murillo and the Gran Hotel París; El Alto too was far above and behind us; the boy had stopped shouting and we weren’t slowing down.

* * *

We stopped under a rusted awning next to the service station that serves as the plaza mayor for La Paz’s Villa Fátima neighborhood, where all the Yungas-bound buses depart from. The high school girl had to fold up her seat and stand hunched over to let us pass. She smiled encouragingly as we squeezed by with our bags but yelped when Kenny caught her with the backswing of the duffel as he frog-jumped out the door.

Vendors with baskets belted to their waists or suspended from their necks streamed through the streets in all directions, hawking flatbread, candy, and fruit. Shoppers pushed by them and each other en route to one of the countless produce and meat stalls that lined the streets. Cars honked at pedestrians and each other or just in frustration at the teeming mess. I scanned the surrounding storefronts in search of my favorite bus company. The road from La Paz to Coroico, though much improved in recent years, is still not to be attempted on a discount service. Bus touts saw our pale skin and hustled in to help us out.

“Coroico?” I said.

“Coroico!” The nearest tout sang out the word lustfully, correcting my pronunciation, and whipped out his seating chart.

“Coroico!” sang out another man, behind us. It was Arturo, sticking his head out the window of a familiar yellow cab, the same one that had taken me to El Alto yesterday.

“Come on, kid,” he said in Spanish.

Pilar stuck her head out of the window behind him.

“Let’s go, Jacob,” she said. “I’m already late.”

My first thought was that she had been kidnapped and forced at gunpoint to lead me also to my death, but that whistled by and left me certain that she was a willing accomplice, betraying me.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“To the Matamoros,” she said, and heaved open the door. I wanted to pull her out and drag her into the service station or a passing trufi (not a taxi), where Arturo couldn’t follow and I could interrogate her. But what if Arturo pulled out a gun and shot her? Or what if Pilar slapped me in the face?

“We’re taking the bus,” said Kenny. “Right? Me and the Snake’ll catch the bus, thanks.”

Flee, and she’s lost; whatever she had become, traitor or captive, I’d never know.

“Please, Jacob,” said Pilar.

“It’s under control, Kenny,” I said, and got in beside her. This is different, I told myself. How could I leave Pilar alone in Arturo’s clutches? Kenny inserted himself at my other side, carefully arranging his limbs to fit into the available corners.

I glanced at her face; in the brutal midmorning light, the shadows under her eyes showed through her flesh-colored makeup like little bruises, all but healed. The night before still showed on her body, and only I knew. How could I distrust a woman with whom I shared a secret? I knew, of course, that many secrets are betrayed or seized and wielded against the divulger, but Pilar’s pale eyes revealed no treachery. I supposed. But how the hell did I know? It’s a lie to say the eyes are windows to the soul. Aside from their color, all eyes are the same, except for what they hold inside: contact lenses, cataracts, tears.

“Next stop, the Hotel Matamoros!” said Arturo and started up the hill as quickly as the choppy sea of humanity around us permitted.

“Did you enjoy the show at the Pig & Whistle last night?” I said in Spanish. I hoped he’d think I’d been clumsy, not beaten. I remembered the cruel chill of the pavement on my butt and clubbed off the memory with vigorous recollections of Pilar’s fingers on my body. I tried to shoot her a meaningful glance, but she was examining her nails. The harsh late morning light glinted off the down above her lip; lucky for her she was fair-haired. Despite the shadows, she looked placid and comfortable. Perhaps she often had men over until dawn. Focus, focus, I told myself, remembering my Little League coach’s mantra. How could I focus if I hadn’t slept?

“I don’t have money for those gringo bars,” said Arturo.

“This guy’s trouble,” said Kenny. He speared me with his elbow as he tried to rearrange his limbs. Out of necessity I pressed against Pilar. The thought of her thighs invigorated me.

“He’s a member of Condepa,” I whispered to her in English. Arturo had finally rumbled onto a wider road and gave the accelerator all he had. The gale from the open windows ripped a tear from my eyes. We were out of the city now, attacking a winding highway blasted out of the mountains around La Paz.

Pilar gasped sarcastically and then, in case I didn’t get the point, flipped her wrist to her forehead and pretended to faint. “They all are,” she said. “It’s the biggest party in El Alto and it’s growing over all the country. I bet half the hotel staff votes Condepa.”

“How do you know him?” I asked. Kenny was pumping the obviously inoperative window-raising handle round and round, at electricity-generating speed.

She twirled her hand above her head, as if she couldn’t recall the specific cocktail party at which they’d been introduced. “Arturo often drives one of our minivans out to the hotel,” she said. “He’s one of our most reliable employees.”

They worked together. So it was a conspiracy. She had seduced me, like Mata Hari. Ridiculous. I had no secrets worth anything to anyone.

“Ask him where he was last night. Kenny, quit it.”

Kenny humphed, shut his eyes, and wedged his head between the seat and the window frame.

“I know where he was last night,” she said.

“Where?” He must have told her some story that morning.

“Did you meet a girl last night, Arturo?” she asked in Spanish.

“No,” he said. “Went home to Papi.”

Papi. As if she knew his papi. And what kind of a question was Did you meet a girl? Was this some delicate form of sparring, or a way of ingratiating herself to him to postpone the coming doom? Were they friends? Just allies? I wished Pilar and I could have continued talking, however antagonistically, while we looked out at the mountains and the ravine beside the road and ignored the existence of everyone else in the world.

“Surely he’s very proud of you,” I said. “Your papi. As you say.”

“Why?”

“Your job. For the hotel. Understand?”

How could he? I wasn’t making any sense. I wished I could open up my mind and let the images inside pour out and wash Arturo away. Instead I sucked in a steadying lungful of air, mentally designed my question, and asked:

“What does your father think of your job?”

“As a driver? You know what I did before this? I cleaned offices. That’s after I graduated from the university. I had a degree in biology and a job in a lab, but it lost its funding.”

He turned down the radio—the music had blended so well with the wind, I hadn’t realized it was on—and tossed his head back toward me at the beginning of every sentence, like a chatty New York cabbie.

“It’s all politics in Bolivia,” he continued. “So I cleaned offices at night. Vacuumed the carpets, scrubbed the counters in the kitchen, wiped off the desks. Cleaned the toilets.”

“You cleaned offices?”

I imagined him fifty pounds heavier, wearing a discolored flowered skirt and matron’s wig, and sighing as he spiritlessly replaced wastepaper basket bags. The perfect disguise. After all the staff had left, he’d steal corporate secrets from the filing cabinets and hard drives.

“My father got me the job once they threw me out of the lab. He has a lot of influence.” Arturo laughed. “But we had a car, so I started driving, and then a friend helped me pick up this position with the hotel. My father knows this is better. At night we play dice, and when he wins, my father says, You’re a good son, but you have no luck. And when he loses he says, You waste all your luck beating your father at dice, and there’s none left for your future. He wants me to make enough money to marry, so that he’ll have somebody to cook for him.”

Arturo spoke clearly and loudly; driving for the hotel had accustomed him to dealing with foreigners. He knew to tell the personal stories, to give the local color that inspires big tips. I had an image of his aged, limping father, alone in the house, impotently shaking a frying pan as the grease around the pork chop flamed within it. Later he would settle his pudgy body in a favorite chair and grin as he shook the dice. Why would Arturo want to win me over? Perhaps his gregariousness was utterly unaffected; perhaps he spun witty stories of his school days to relax Dionisius’s victims before their kneecappings.

“But what does your father think of you now?” I asked. “Now that you … help frighten people.”

“Eh? I don’t understand you. In any case, my father was much happier when I was in the university. So was I.”

Pilar was gazing through the window, her hand shading her eyes Indian-style. The shadow that masked her face shook with the rattling of the car.

“You never told me what happened to you last night,” I said in English. “I asked, but you never answered.”

“I was unavoidably detained,” she said, without turning away from the window. “I cannot discuss this now.”

I turned to watch a cliff approaching alongside us. Some evangelist had spray-painted “Jesus Salva” on the rock.

“I waited an hour,” I said. “All by myself,” I added, and instantly regretted it.

Kenny stirred and blinked sleepily.

“I’m very sorry. I’m very sorry you opened your big fat mouth about our appointment. Jacob, try trusting me. Remember how careful I have to be. Try to understand the world from another point of view.”

“I never told anybody about our appointment! And I understand lots of points of view.” I could almost feel myself pouting as I spoke.

“I know,” she said, patting my knee. “You’re very sympathetic, Jacob, when you try.”

Kenny was awake now, watching us. Interaction between lovers was a strange and fascinating spectacle to him, like the aurora borealis.

“Do you see that mountain, Jacob? Kenny, look. It’s on my side. Duck down and look.” She palmed his head like a basketball and pulled it almost into my lap. I could see dainty flakes, like dandruff, on her knuckles; she must have forgotten her lotion that morning. “I climbed it once, with a guide and a pack of ten German fanatics, all of them in their forties. You don’t believe me? We hired boys from Chuspipata to carry our oxygen masks. I never needed oxygen before. You get a headache and then you get stupid from the weariness, and you know I don’t like to be stupid, Jacob. I wonder if I’ll ever do anything like that again.”

I wasn’t sure which peak she was talking about; a grove of them loomed white and jagged across the valley from the highway. Arturo hunted through his side window to find what we were staring at.

“Keep your eyes on the road, man!” said Pilar in Spanish. Arturo scornfully jiggled the steering wheel, shaking the butt of the car.

Pilar laughed.

“Are you sorry now you destroyed the photo?” I asked.

She let go of Kenny’s head. He straightened up, slowly, a blade of grass after the gust has died away.

“No,” she said. “My parents have traveled enough.”

An apology rose like bile in my throat, but I swallowed it down.

“How did you meet Hilary?” Kenny asked, tired of being left out of the conversation.

“At my old job, on a trip to Citrus County, Florida. Manatees,” Pilar added. “We liked each other right away. One night when she was here, we stayed up at the lounge, talking, almost until dawn. Several men tried to buy her drinks, but she wasn’t interested.”

“Told you,” said Kenny to me.

“Until dawn? Kenny says she could get pretty sauced,” I said.

“If you had the life she had, you’d get sauced too,” said Pilar. “Let’s not talk about her now.”

I wondered what miseries Hilary could have recounted to impress an orphan like Pilar. Had they really become fast friends over a long night of girly drinks at the Matamoros lounge? Perhaps the talk had turned to old boyfriends. Perhaps Pilar had told Hilary my lover’s secrets: what I was good at and not so good at, how happy or unhappy I had made her. I imagined the two of them laughing and sharing healthy disdain for the people who’d failed them. I didn’t mind. Hilary and I now had something in common—we were the only two people, to my knowledge, ever to win over Pilar.

“Are you joining us at the Matamoros, Kenny?” she asked.

“If I’m invited.”

“Of course.” She lowered her voice. “But you’ll have to pretend to be a photographer working with Jacob on a review of the hotel. You can’t tell anyone”—she nodded at Arturo—“why you’re really here. Can you pull it off?”

He nodded and beamed. She’ll be another Hilary to him if she’s not careful, I thought, and then analyzed my surprising jealousy. How readily it subsumed more useful emotions—distrust, for example.


Chapter 15

We came next to the village of Chuspipata, a massive truck stop and checkpoint. Minivans and open trucks packed with workers pulled over so that drivers and passengers could pay tolls, sign papers, relieve themselves (in the bathroom—the fine for peeing on the roadside was well advertised and unaffordable to any worker), and buy water, Coke, soup, or snacks from the roadside stalls. Kids formed chattering packs. European tourists patrolled the strip on foot, looking for the neatest stall, the least questionable food. Arturo abandoned us to attend to the authorities, while Kenny went for a leak. Pilar pretended to doze. I wasn’t fooled.

“He and his Condepa friends threatened me over Hilary yesterday morning,” I said to her. “Do you know how dangerous he is?”

Her eyes snapped open. “Sometimes I forget how dangerous you are,” said Pilar. “Did you tell him any lies? I know you. You told him Hilary was your sister, or your lover, but he caught you out quick—quicker than I did.”

“You never caught me. I came clean on my own. I apologized.” I hated having to defend myself. Love should be a joyful charge to victory, not a wary advance under fire. But why should I think she’d forgiven me just because we screwed last night? “Does he know Hilary’s alive?”

“Shut up about that. For once. No one else knows. Don’t get me in any more trouble.”

“You? I could have been killed.”

“They don’t kill people. I told you: Condepa is a political party that grew out of a syndicate of drivers. You can’t find a driver that doesn’t belong. Condepa’s done a lot for them. And not only for them. Like I said—half the hotel votes Condepa.”

“They must be more than a group of taxi drivers. What about their Mallku? I’ve heard all about him. Cocaine? Is it cocaine?”

“Don’t be such an American.” She opened the door. “Let’s find Arturo.”

We passed an open truck, and I examined the bored, expressionless faces of the workers standing in the back. Like commuters in the subway: packed close, none of them speaking. Except that these workers would all be wet soon from the waterfalls that drenched several parts of the road.

Nearby, a crowd of men sat or crouched on rocks by the roadside, opposite the line of stalls and bathrooms, and squinted up at Arturo, who was gesticulating and pantomiming before them. I sidled closer to hear. Pilar held back, amused. She had seen the act before.

“Here’s my friend the gringo!” Arturo said. The audience turned to stare, grinning, as if I were part of the show. “A good guy, but, ay! Does he get anxious when he sees Dionisius.”

Before my eyes, he became a contemptible, sniveling coward, cringing in the face of an imaginary assailant and pleading for his life. He spoke clearly and slowly, so that I too could savor every word. Then he straightened to deliver the epilogue in his own voice.

“He’s an American, and you know they don’t like danger. They fly above and drop explosives and defoliants, or dollars if their digestion’s been good.”

A horn sounded, and the men slapped their hands together, wiped the dust from their butts, and trotted off to their vehicles.

“Your friends?” I asked.

“Drivers. A good bunch of Indians. They love me.”

We walked back to the car. Kenny was inside already, peering anxiously out the window. How would he fend for himself if we abandoned him? He’d wait for a tourist van, and try to find someone who knew English, but they’d all say they were too full to take him. Perhaps he could hitch a ride on a minibus or pay a dollar for a spot on an open truck filled with workers heading back up to the city. He’d spend the next two hours vomiting out the back while his glaring fellow passengers gave him as much room as possible.

“Listen,” said Arturo to me. “This Hilary, she was a wild one, but she didn’t deserve what happened to her. She had a lover at the hotel, you know. A groundskeeper, I think, or maybe it was the man who cleans the pool.”

“What gossip!” said Pilar. “You’re worse than an old woman, Arturo.”

“The captain of the bellhops himself informed me,” he insisted. “You can’t keep a secret from me. But listen: no one deserves to suffer. Not Hilary, not anyone. Isn’t that right?”

“No one deserves to suffer,” Pilar agreed.

“Then we are all in agreement about this girl.” Arturo grinned and clasped his hands to emphasize our consensus.

“What else did you hear about her?” I asked.

“They say she smoked marijuana with the security guards, swam nude in the pool at midnight, and kissed a bartender and a guest in full sight of all,” said Arturo. “That’s in addition to the lover. A rich, wild white girl on vacation. But don’t Bolivian girls drink too much and kiss boys? And the boys are ten times as foolish. We’re all idiots from time to time.”

Pilar reached for the door handle and hesitated. Inside the car, Kenny slunk back against the seat, reddened, and gazed guiltily into his lap. Pilar looked back at me, her eyes full of a deflating disappointment. I almost moved to catch her, though she wasn’t falling.

“I’ll drive you, señorita,” came the voice from behind.

It was Dionisius, accompanied by two men only slightly less massive that himself. Pilar must have seen his reflection in the window of the car.

“There’s room in my vehicle,” he said.

“You drive for the Matamoros too?” I asked. My courage, in Spanish, seemed almost natural.

“Of course. And at this moment I have to speak with Miss Rojas.”

Dionisius looked like a judge and his bench and his gavel all in one.

“She’s my guide,” I said. “She is necessary to me. I need her services. For my article.”

“Pardon the disturbance,” he said. “The hotel requires that she accompany me.”

Arturo pushed his butt backward onto the hood of a car and kept on watching the show.

“Very well, Dionisius,” said Pilar. She pronounced the name slowly, so that every soft Spanish-style s seemed to fill the space between heartbeats.

I grabbed and twisted the fabric of her sleeve, like a child getting his mother’s attention. “Don’t go with him,” I said in English. “You don’t want to. I can see it.”

She bent her head toward me as she detached my hand. “They’ll want to impress you with the medicine man immediately,” she said, quietly and quickly. “See him first.” I nodded, as if I understood. She placed her hand on my chest, and for an instant I thought she was going to kiss me (goodbye?), but she was just pushing me aside as she passed, or perhaps using me to steady herself. Dionisius’s two companions stepped in front of me as she went, like bodyguards protecting a star from an adoring fan. I watched her walk away alongside Dionisius. Dust rose behind their feet like morning mist. A group of children swarmed behind them, a few cars passed, and they were lost. One of the two bodyguards nodded at Arturo, and then they left us.

“Why did he take her?” I asked.

“He has to talk to her,” said Arturo. “You’re too suspicious. My father’s that way. My mother died right after I was born, and ever since he watches me. Any cold and again with the medicine, the herbs, the coca tea. He always watches me closely, like I’m trying to get sick.” But he kept looking through the dispersing crowd, as if to find Pilar and reassure himself.

“Where are they going?” I said.

“To the hotel.” He pointed to an SUV already shooting up the road ahead, followed by a bushy, brown tail of dust. “They’ll get there much faster than us.”

What would happen to Pilar along the way? She had indeed been in danger all this time, more than I’d been, and I had hardly believed her.

We got in the car. All the other waiting vehicles were lumbering out into the road, clogging the passage in front of us. We slogged forward behind a microbus, rolling over the stones in the road so slowly you could feel the car tilt each time the front tire rose and fell. I would have murdered someone for a motorcycle, or even a mountain bike. A military man waved at Arturo as we passed and went on interrogating the driver of a rusty flatbed truck.

“Where’s Pilar?” demanded Kenny from the backseat.

The insult of brake lights in front of us. We stopped completely. Infuriatingly. The SUV was now out of sight.

“She’s getting a ride with someone else,” I said.

“She went off with that big idiot. I saw the whole thing.”

“No fooling you, Kenny! Just relax, all right? The guy’s a driver for the hotel. Like Arturo.”

The microbus ahead of us released its brakes and started forward, relieving some tiny fraction of the pressure on my brain.

“Like who?” asked Kenny.

“This guy right here.”

“Oh. I didn’t know.”

Arturo feinted to the right, then shot to the left to pass the microbus. Success, but it didn’t matter; there were a half dozen more in front of us, and the road was narrowing, like a swollen throat.


Chapter 16

The road between La Paz and the town of Coroico provides La Paz with a steady supply of fresh fruit, coca leaves, and postharvest laborers; and provides Coroico with vacationers, day-trippers, and empty trucks for loading. Most of the road is one winding dirt lane (mud in the rainy season), carved or blasted out of the sheer mountain slopes. As it descends, the tropics encroach: weeds, branches, and flowers grope for the roadside; waterfalls drench traffic from above. Coca fields and orange groves in respectable squares control lonely outposts of land in the distance, and high above, towering over the highest hills and even poking through a few of the clouds, stand the peaks of the Andes, like a spiked fence around a tropical garden.

To one side of the road is the lush mountain face; to the other, a sheer drop of often hundreds of feet into the topical river valley below. The road’s one lane is barely wide enough for a single descending minibus of weekenders from La Paz, or a single eight-wheel cargo truck dragging a full load of citrus fruit (or human fruit pickers) driving up from the valley. And yet the traffic is two-way.

We took a corner, and a fruit truck was roaring in our windshield like a dragon. Arturo hit the brakes and swung left, toward the precipice; the truck, barely slowing down, slipped between us and the rock face and motored on. Kenny looked outraged.

“The rule is traffic going down makes for the edge, and the traffic coming up for the cliff,” I explained, grateful for any respite from brooding over Pilar’s fate. “Lucky we were on a curve, where the road’s wider. If there’s no room to pass, we have to back up.”

“Why us?”

“Trucks coming up are loaded with fruit and can’t stop as quick.”

To unaccustomed passengers, the system seemed needlessly terrifying, but I had braved the route half a dozen times and knew the drivers could be trusted. They were no more reckless than New York City cabbies. Nonetheless, mistakes were made. Once an open truck loaded with Bolivian peasants plummeted into the valley, killing more than one hundred and making the Guinness Book of World Records for Deadliest Traffic Accident. No one, not even the Guinness editors, ever figured out exactly how many had died. The vegetation had swallowed most of the corpses, and several of the migrant victims found had had no families to claim them. Often even the vehicles disappeared into the guts of the jungle below, never to be discovered.

Arturo was a careful driver. He honked when rounding blind curves and refrained from accelerating through dust clouds. I noticed he had no protective Virgin Mary or other saint fixed to the dashboard or swinging from the rearview mirror.

“Do you pray before you do this route?” I asked him. “I’ve seen drivers feed pieces of meat to the dogs for good luck.” It was hard to hear myself ask an ordinary question of this conspirator, but I needed the distraction.

“I ask my mother for a blessing.”

“Was she a good driver?”

“She died after she was hit by a trufi. She would know now how to avoid traffic accidents, no?”

I agreed and had to feign clearing my throat to abort an “I’m sorry.” I envisioned a semitransparent woman of indistinct age seated serenely on the hood of his car, slowing oncoming fruit trucks with gentle blasts of her heavenly breath. Behind his unflappable exterior, perhaps Arturo’s mind was bubbling constantly with such fancies. A microbus came around the bend in the distance and chugged toward us. Arturo zoomed forward to a bulge in the road and pulled over to wait, sighing, like his father would perhaps, when he returned home from work and had to make dinner for his son. I tried to shake the static out of my head. I was so tired and muddled that I was daydreaming my adversary’s dreams.

“Why didn’t you tell Pilar what you were doing last night?” I asked. “Threatening me. As you did with your friends from Condepa.”

“Pilar knows where I was. We had a very important conversation last night outside your English bar. I arrived early to meet her before she met you. Maybe six-thirty. You came later. I wanted to prevent Pilar from making a great mistake.”

“What great mistake?”

“Having a drink with a disgusting neoliberal. All you want is gossip about the writer who disappeared. Pilar thinks you can help the hotel. She trusts you too much.”

“Then … I don’t understand. You prevented her from meeting me? How did you know she would be there?”

“You wrote it on your business card.”

He cackled, delighted with himself. I remembered that Pilar had written the time and the name of the bar on her business card—the one I had shown to the Condepa chief in El Alto to dissuade him from having Dionisius beat me into powder. He must have ordered Arturo to head her off. But why?

It didn’t matter. She had wanted to meet me. She had been there, waiting. Early. The subsequent events of that night had pushed away my initial disappointment, but it was still sweet to see it defeated again. For a moment I was so elated I forgot about Dionisius. When I came back to myself, I swore I would find her no matter where he took her.

After an hour, the jangles on the road evened out and the car gathered speed over honest to God asphalt. Each year the pavement started a little sooner. For years, Bolivia had flung much of the nation’s transportation budget at a paved, two-lane highway, complete with a kilometer-long tunnel under a mountain, to replace the existing thin, fearsome snake of dirt. It was the greatest and costliest public works project in Bolivian history. The day the tunnel opened was declared a national holiday. Arturo hooted in triumph as we plunged into its depths.

“The Grand Bolivian Tunnel!” cried Arturo. “Without it, there would be no Hotel Matamoros. Did you know that?”

“No.”

“Then you are evidently unfamiliar with the story of the establishment of the Hotel Matamoros, correct?” The paved road clearly required less of Arturo’s concentration.

“Tell me,” I said.

“Will you translate for your friend? No, don’t wake him. When my English improves, I will be able to enhance the visits of English speakers; as of now, I am only permitted to accompany Spanish speakers to the hotel. I begin.”

Arturo launched the story. Apparently, Enrique Matamoros, the wealthiest of local plantation owners and an aspiring hotelier, had been present at the ribbon-cutting festival dedicating the tunnel. According to the Matamoros’s PR spiel, at one point in the all-day affair, which came complete with parades of local villagers dancing in full indigenous regalia and performances by the La Paz university orchestra (to lend class to the proceedings), Matamoros gazed up over the mouth of the tunnel at one of the hillside terraces nearby, cut by the Incas but long since abandoned. The hill that got his eye was no more beautiful than any other in the region, but no less, and the widest of the terraces seemed like a pedestal waiting for a masterpiece. At that moment he decided to build a hotel.

Arturo’s story glossed over the tedious process of cajoling, politicking, threatening, bribing, blackmailing, and other essential acts of red-tape cutting that must have ensued, and proceeded straight to the hotel’s construction. Matamoros cut a dirt road up from the highway to the terraces, to bring in heavy machinery and laborers, and started building. Men and boys left their coca fields and papaya groves to do the muscle work, but anything more technical than hauling bricks was done by the finest crews from La Paz or even Cochabamba or Santa Cruz. The project was almost unimaginably expensive (for Bolivia), but Matamoros was rich and had the support of his government.

“What about the rumors?” I asked.

“What rumors?”

“About the origin of Matamoros’s money? They say it came from narcotraffickers.”

“Jealous lies of competitors. Matamoros owns coffee plantations as I own underwear.” Arturo chuckled; he liked that one.

The rest of the story I knew myself, from travel writer scuttlebutt and what articles I had read in the English-language press. The hotel opened to great local and national fanfare. Bolivian Kallawayas—medicine men—were imported from the highlands to entice the international New Age Nut market. Jeeps, horses, mountain bikes, and expert guides were provided for well-heeled adventure travelers. The infinity pool was the length of a soccer field.

But no one thought it would work. Despite the exhortations in my guidebook, few tourists, in general, visit Bolivia. A few come to Lake Titicaca and La Paz, fewer still to the old colonial towns of Potosí and Sucre, some hardy souls to the mountains or the Great Salt Lake of Uyuni—it doesn’t add up to much. So Matamoros went straight for the international press. He filled rooms by providing them to foreign journalists for free (no big deal), along with free airfare and transfers to La Paz (unheard of). The French came first, and reviewers from all the well-heeled nations followed. The adulation was universal.

We passed through the great tunnel and shot into sunlight. All around us was the sparkling greenery of the Bolivian tropics.


Chapter 17

The road unfurled one last time, and before us was a colossal statue of a Kallawaya. His toes were like footballs; his hat, like the upturned hull of a yacht. His brown plastic face was lifted to the sacred peaks to the north, and below his oak-tree staff was the dark mouth of a cave, gaping as if flabbergasted to find itself beneath the bare feet of a thirty-foot-tall Kallawaya. Flanking the cave were two armed men in camouflage, slouching against the rock. As we approached I could see little pockmarks in the Kallawaya’s robes, made by falling stones or maybe low-caliber bullets used for target practice. Arturo honked his horn, and the guards lifted their rifles in salute. I caught one of them yawning as we passed.

Arturo gunned the engine and plunged us into the middle of what appeared to be a vast chandeliered neoclassical ballroom, with a concrete floor instead of parquet. A bewildering network of entrance and egress routes was marked in dotted lines across the floor. A forest of Corinthian columns upheld the ceiling. I turned around and couldn’t find the tunnel through which we had entered. Perhaps the giant Kallawaya had stepped down to roll a boulder before the entrance, trapping us forever in his prison of kitsch.

“Here we have arrived deep in the heart of the Hotel Matamoros,” announced Arturo. “As you can see, Matamoros Station was carved out of the living rock of the hill, just as the mines were carved out of El Cerro Rico in Potosí. The ceiling is painted gold and silver, to remind us of the ancient wealth that flowed from the bowels of Bolivia to nourish the Old World in the time of Spanish rule. Did you know that, at one time, our city of Potosí was richer than Paris?”

“Yes,” I said. “Do you think Pilar is here already?”

“I imagine so.”

“I want to see her. Immediately.”

Our vehicle had passed through the ballroom colonnade and was navigating a maze of bubbling fountains. “She’s probably busy,” Arturo said. “She has a very important job. You are the least of her concerns.”

“I want to speak to Dionisius as well.”

“This you do not want.”

Arturo eased around the last fountain and stopped beside a mahogany-colored platform, where three bellhops with much better posture than the guards outside waited to assist us with our luggage. I shook Kenny half awake but still had to open his door and drag him out. Arturo waited patiently in the car. When we were clear, he glided off to park—engine sounds were muffled in this neoclassical underground garage. I thought of a ghost searching silently for its resting place in a mausoleum.

“What do you think, Kenny?” I said. “They carved this whole thing out of rock.”

Kenny blinked the crystallized gunk from his eyes and examined his surroundings. He had been sweating in the car, and his hair was matted kelp.

“I’ve been to Disneyland,” he said. “I don’t care how flashy this place is. This is where they lost Hilary.” He craned his neck to gaze up at the gilded ceiling, as if she might be hanging like a bat. I felt the urge to clap him on the back. He was a dork, but he was my dork.

Two of the bellhops shouldered our dusty bags and bore them to the service elevator, smiling to make their pleasure in the task as obvious as possible. Too bad for them; I had vowed not to tip in the Matamoros, where anyone could be a murderer or kidnapper.

Their leader, unsullied by baggage, approached us only after my glance unfroze him. “Mr. Smalls!” he said, smiling like a gruff old man trying vainly to disguise his delight. Despite my aching head and anxiety, I nodded in approval. Good service never fails to impress me. “Have you brought a guest?” he said in English.

“We’re here on business,” said Kenny.

“Very good, señores. This way, please. Fernando, take these men to the lobby!”

You could have driven a minibus comfortably into the elevator; perhaps the drivers did for busloads of older or handicapped guests, or those who insisted on magnificent feats of service to justify the magnificent rates. The elevator walls were hung with woven Andean textiles. Fernando, the elevator operator, stood at attention beside the controls, which consisted of a single button the color of jade. He started to press it, but another van came honking like an angry goose, and we had to wait while more passengers unloaded.

“Careful,” Kenny whispered. “This guy might speak English. So what did they tell you? Where’s Pilar?”

“Arturo says she’s already here,” I said, in a normal voice.

“Are you a dummy or something?” Kenny hissed. “Take it from me: you can’t trust these guys. You shouldn’t have let her get out of sight.”

“Please don’t give me advice. You don’t even know which side of the equator you’re on. Do you?”

“Maybe I don’t know everything,” Kenny said. “I’m no hotshot writer like some people. But guess what? I’ve done a few things right.”

“Name one.”

“Scored with Hilary. Can’t take that away.”

Fernando took no notice, politely pretending to have lost both his English and his hearing. What would it have taken to make him flinch? Here was a prince among elevator operators. Perhaps he was filing away our conversation for a report to his superior, which would later be distributed to rest of the hotel staff, including Arturo and the other drivers. Still I admired his unobtrusiveness.

“Now who’s being the idiot?” continued Kenny. “You. Call yourself an investigator. You ask questions, but you can’t see what I have in my brain. I have memories. You’ve never even seen Hilary. I talked to her. I had beers with her. I felt her lips. You know what that’s like?”

“Of course I do. So does everyone else over fourteen.”

“No way.” There was no doubt in his voice. His mother had kissed him, maybe a fourth-grader in the school yard had, on a dare; Kenny knew kisses. Hilary’s was different.

I turned to watch the bustle around the van. A pale, wrinkled woman clutching the hand of the man behind her stepped uncertainly from the van to the ground, like a calf testing its legs. The team of bellhops waved us on; unloading the van would take a while. The elevator doors closed.

“Did you kiss Pilar last night?” Kenny asked, as the floor pushed at our feet.

“Yes.”

He paused. “You know what?” he said. “She knows this country; she’s a smart cookie. She’ll be okay.”

Shame and gratitude surprised me suddenly; this smart-ass virgin (who ever heard of such a thing?) had taken pity on me. I noted his grotesqueries: his bristly Adam’s apple pulsing, his latex-tight sweater (mine) dying at his forearms, his high-top sneakers dirty and limp at the tops. Who had ever pitied him? No one who knew him.

* * *

The elevator door opened, and we exited beneath an arena-size dome of glass, stretching from the heavens to the floor. This huge room was somehow perched atop an outcropping of the mountain. All around us, beyond the glass, was the tropical forest, rising and falling in a stormy sea of green. It was as if we were flying.

I stepped carefully forward past a grove of banana trees to the end of the floor, until a shimmer of reflection warned me from bumping my nose. A lone hawk skimmed the treetops far below, not even shaking his wings. Patches of fields, probably coca or coffee, rippled up the hillside or held their ground on the ancient terraces. The river at the bottom of the valley glistened in the sun. I looked up at clouds directly above the glass dome and jumped as a man in a rope harness dropped like a spider, almost into my arms. He laughed at my fright and waved cheerily through the window with a rag. He was cleaning the glass. And really flying, or dangling at least, from a crane anchored somewhere on the mountain. His fine dark hair whipped about his eyebrows and his eyes, and I shivered with pangs of sympathy vertigo.

A man in a dark suit slipped up from behind us, his hands clasped behind his back. “Everyone is drawn immediately to the glass,” he said in English. “As if the view won’t be just as fine in another minute, or an hour, or the day to come.” His slicked-back hair shone wetly in the sunlight. Other guests clustered together across the long wave of glass, art lovers at a living gallery.

“Maybe they’re looking for their missing friends,” said Kenny, who was keeping two steps back from the edge.

The man nodded and lifted his eyebrow, as if impressed with Kenny’s perception. “Please, Mr. Smalls, make yourself comfortable. We have of course been expecting you. Your Orientation Specialist will be with you shortly. I am Victor Soldán, associate general manager. Can we offer you a tropical drink, such as a pisco sour, piña colada, mai tai, or tropical juice? I particularly recommend the guanábana.” He looked Bolivian, but his English sounded better than Kenny’s.

I declined for both of us. “This is my photographer, Kenny Rawls,” I added.

“Of course,” said Soldán.

“There, on the terrace.” I pointed, partly to flaunt my rudeness. “What are they growing?”

“That’s a small coca plantation. Traditional family growers are still permitted by law in Los Yungas, you know. That plot has been run by the local villagers for three centuries. We can take you there by jeep tomorrow morning, if you’d like.”

A llama trotting across the grounds caught my eye. It pulled up suddenly and lowered its long neck to the ground to graze. I knew the Matamoros kept these animals, as well as alpacas and even vicuñas, about the grounds, both for the guests’ amusement and to keep the grass short. An animal keeping the grounds, sustaining itself, and amusing the guests with its exoticism, all in one motion. Most people struggle all their lives to find just one useful task to perform.

“We’re so pleased that you and your colleague could join us,” said Soldán. “We have your Caravan Guide to Bolivia and Ecuador in our library. I often recommend it.”

“Thank you. I’ll need to speak to your publicist, Pilar Rojas, as soon as possible.”

“I’m afraid I haven’t seen her today. I’ll let her know as soon as I do. I’m told she’s staying in La Paz for a few days, but I’m sure she’ll wish to speak to you.”

He shepherded us across the room to a nook of leather sofas and mahogany-colored coffee tables. I peered above the sofa back and through the palm and banana tree groves to observe the staff. Women in indigenous outfits were cleaning the stainless-steel panels that lined the nonwindow wall; men at wooden tables were plaiting reeds for the tourists’ benefit; meanwhile, guards dressed in sporty white uniforms nodded and grinned. There’s no reason for us to be here, they seemed to say, but how could we resist stopping by? Soldán pressed a button on the coffee table, and a flat-screened monitor unfolded from the tabletop to list the day’s excursions. Helicopter tour to Lake Titicaca 2:00. Coroico River kayak adventure 2:15. Coca village tour and sampling 2:30. Helicopter tour to Lake Titicaca 3:15. And more.

Our Orientation Specialist arrived at our nook, bearing another press packet, local and hotel maps, and various informational and promotional leaflets, all of which she promised both to deliver to my room and to FedEx to my apartment in New York. Her name was Gabriela, and she was breathtaking. Her nose was sharp and pointed, like the end of a box cutter. She kissed Kenny and me both on the cheeks, which made him blush. “Are you suffering at all from the altitude?” she asked, in a vaguely British accent. “We’re much lower than La Paz here, but still high above sea level. Would you like the traditional remedy for altitude sickness, or soroche, as we call it?”

A woman in full chola regalia disengaged herself from a clump of curious Germans and presented us with a picnic basket full of green leaves. A bowl in the center held an ice cream scoop of dark mush.

“Permit me,” said Soldán. He wrapped five or six green leaves around a pinch of mush, handed me the package, and then produced a replica for Kenny. I inserted mine between my cheek and gum, and glanced at the Orientation Supermodel to see if she noticed my expertise. But she was staring at Kenny’s sneakers, perhaps wondering if they were as shabby as they looked or if limp, grit-crusted footwear was the new fashion among young American photographers.

Kenny looked at the package as if it were a cockroach.

“Coca,” I said.

“As in cocaine?” he asked.

“But coca is not cocaine!” assured Soldán. “Coca leaf is an ancient and legal component of the indigenous diet. The leaf contains nutrients that have protected Bolivians from malnutrition for hundreds of years. And no modern soroche remedy is as effective, despite all the advancements in medical technology.”

Kenny popped the leaves into his mouth and swished them to the side with his tongue and forefinger. “Tastes like—” He paused. “Like doo,” he said, not wanting to offend the Orientation Specialist.

She didn’t know that word. “You’ll find local Yungas coca tastes much richer and less bitter than Chapare coca, though the leaves are not so large,” she said.

“It’s good for your headache,” I told him.

“Would you like to meet with your Kallawaya now, or wait until you’re settled in?” Gabriela asked.

“Our what?” asked Kenny.

“A Kallawaya is a traditional Bolivian wise man,” Soldán explained. “A healer and an adviser. And a bit of a fortune-teller.” He winked. Some guests would take the Kallawaya achingly seriously; he knew I wouldn’t. He couldn’t tell about Kenny and probably didn’t care. “The hotel employs a total of about thirty Kallawayas in residence,” he informed me, speaking slowly, in case I wanted to take notes, “all chosen carefully from Quechua and Aymara altiplano communities. Our Kallawaya recruiters, being purists, tend to select the Aymara, which is an older tradition, but since some guests prefer to have services conducted in the language of the Incas, we have some Quechua as well. There’s no accounting for taste! We also employ a handful of Amazonian medicine men, for a splash of color.” He smiled again, as if he took the issue so seriously he had to fake whimsy to avoid embarrassment. “Perhaps you would prefer a massage first.”

“We want to see the Kallawaya now,” I said, remembering Pilar’s instructions.

“Exactly!” said Kenny. He smacked the bottom of his fist into his palm, like a judge banging a gavel, to add authority to his shaky voice. “We got to start getting answers. If a Kaya–wise man doesn’t know what happened to Hilary, who does? Unless he does.” He jabbed his finger in Soldán’s direction. How could he be so bold in such a strange environment? I admired his forthrightness almost as much as I despised his ignorance.

Soldán smiled the wide smile of someone who doesn’t know what else to do with his face. I glanced at the supermodel. Her smile had faded, but she quickly reinforced her sagging cheek muscles.

“As you can imagine, many New Yorkers are still very concerned with the case of Hilary Pearson,” I said, as if following up Kenny’s thrust was all part of my plan of interrogation. “I’m sure I’ll be asked about it when I return. Perhaps we could discuss how the hotel’s investigation is proceeding—off the record, of course.”

“I believe the matter would best be discussed with Mr. Barrientos, our general manager,” said Soldán. “He shall be in his office shortly. Perhaps you would like to meet with your Kallawaya first?”

Gabriela handed Soldán a Nextel walkie-talkie.

As Soldán made the arrangements, I fixed my glare on Kenny, who was staring off across the room.

“We need to talk,” I said.

“You ever think you see someone you know?” he said. “See that guy? I think I know that guy.”

“What guy?”

“The guard over there, behind that big leaf. Wait. He’s gone. Maybe it was somebody else.”

“They all look alike to you, don’t they?”

“They do not! I know a shitload of Spanish guys. Like half my high school.”

“Listen to me.” I bent my head to him. “If you ever ask another question like that,” I whispered, “I’ll kill you. You’ve got to stop talking to people about Hilary.”

“How come?”

“Because gathering information at a luxury resort requires delicacy and tact and perception, and you’re a buffoon. You’re not even smart enough to be embarrassed by your sneakers. Investigating is not a collaborative sport. I’ll handle it.”

He wasn’t fazed. “Sure. You’ve done great so far, hotshot.” He thought of himself as the loose-cannon cop on television, the one who gets results while his prissy partner cites department regulations by the subsection. I never bought the stereotype. Sometimes the loose-cannon cop is twisted and corrupt; more often he’s quick-witted, bold, and golden-hearted. Why isn’t he ever just a moron?

Soldán announced that our Kallawaya was ready to receive us.


Chapter 18

The Kallawaya’s aerie was set on the other side of the mountain. To spare his guests the ignominy of having to skirt or scramble over the peak, Matamoros had drilled a Tunnel of Anticipation straight through the rock. Torches lined the tunnel, their flames lapping gloomily at the air. Kenny paused, mesmerized by one of the Sacred Cultural Artifacts fixed to the wall. It appeared to be an Amazonian blowpipe. Its neighbors included a jaguar fur, baskets of coca leaves, a few dried piranhas, a jungle orchid, and various green plants whose medicinal properties were explained in little placards in Spanish, English, German, French, and Japanese. Soldán’s footsteps echoed ahead.

We emerged onto a mountain terrace that had been steamrolled preternaturally flat. In its center was a hut made of stones cut in the Inca style, fit as tight as ice bricks in an igloo. Surrounding the hut was a ring of ten stone altars.

The Kallawaya presided behind one of the altars upon a massive throne of rock carved to accommodate his eminent butt. His eyes were closed in sacred meditation. Strings dangled from his wool hat like a Hasid’s side curls and danced in the breeze, but their motion only emphasized the impassivity of his face. A boyish attendant watched him carefully, as if he might leap from his perch and hurl a lightning bolt at any moment. The other altars sat lonely and forlorn. Perhaps all ten were occupied at once on busy days in the high season.

“When you’re finished we can share a chat in my office, if you wish,” said Soldán. He gave us a thumbs-up and disappeared back down the tunnel, whistling a tune distorted by the rock walls and the wind to a high-pitched moaning.

“Please sit, gentlemen,” the attendant intoned in English and stretched his arms toward two cushions before the altar. Kenny tried to sit cross-legged, couldn’t manage it, and instead folded up his knees in front of him and bound his legs with his arms.

From the stone igloo behind the Kallawaya, half a head poked out, along with a few wisps of long hair, and an arm extended and waved. Then the image was sucked back into the hut. I stood up.

“I’ll be right back,” I said, and stepped forward.

The attendant frowned and held up both hands, like a mime pushing back an invisible wall. “It is customary to hear the Kallawaya speak before you retire to the Temple of Contemplation.”

The disembodied arm reappeared with an okay sign. I clapped my mouth shut and sat down. “Carry on,” I said. The Kallawaya remained frozen, his eyes shut.

The attendant dropped a hand on the Kallawaya’s shoulder, as gently as a leaf falling. We waited. The breeze died, as if it too were holding its breath in anticipation. Finally the attendant poked the Kallawaya in the kidney, and the older man’s fingers flew up like leaping spiders. He descended from his throne and crouched before us, wincing slightly as he bent his knees. He dipped his hand into a basket of coca and arranged his handful of leaves in a tic-tac-toe formation.

“The Kallawaya was reflecting on the wisdom of the Pachamama, our Earth Mother,” explained the attendant, with a little sigh. “Would you like to ask him any questions?”

Do people really fall for this? I wanted to ask. But I knew that everybody likes fortunes, especially when, as paying guests, they can reasonably expect good news. I glanced at the hut and hoped the fake good tidings would be brief.

“What kind of questions?” asked Kenny.

The attendant paused, to give the inquiry due consideration. “Any kind,” he announced at last. “The Kallawaya will do his best—which is the best that the spirits of the mountains and the Pachamama will allow him.” I thought of Hilary seated here for her consultation, inwardly rolling her eyes and wondering if they’d comp the wine at her next meal. She was a pro like me and would be unimpressed with New Age foolery. She would have let her mind scamper about the terrace as she pretended to listen. Perhaps she recalled the face of a certain bellhop. Perhaps she focused on the slow cramping of her folded legs. Was the hidden greeter—it had to be Pilar—comfortable in the stone hut?

“Okay,” Kenny said. “Here it is: Am I going to find”—I charley-horsed him with my elbow—“fuck! What I’m looking for! That’s all! Dickwad. Am I going to find what I’m looking for?”

The attendant translated the query into Aymara.

The Kallawaya tossed a few leaves before him with an arthritic spasm. A coca leaf has a glossy side and a dull side; most of the tossed leaves landed glossy side up. The Kallawaya grunted, satisfied, and tossed again. He said something in Aymara.

“The Kallawaya requires more information,” the attendant told him. “He believes you are speaking of matters of the heart.”

“He’s got it,” said Kenny. “I’m talking about a girl. A girlfriend. Maybe. Does she have feelings for me? Would he know that?”

The attendant relayed; the Kallawaya tossed, and spoke.

“She has deep feelings for you,” said the attendant.

“Congrats,” I said.

The Kallawaya glanced over at me and frowned down at the coca leaves, as if some malevolent nuance of their message had only now become apparent to him.

“What’s in the future?” asked Kenny. “Will we make it? Will we get together?”

The relay; the throw; the rumble of indecipherable syllables.

“The Kallawaya would like to be invited to your wedding.”

The attendant chuckled, inviting Kenny to chuckle. He did, his whole body shaking in relief. He even played the bongos on the tops of his thighs and shimmied his shoulders. The attendant roared, and even the Kallawaya contorted his earth-brown, wrinkled face into a grin. I could suddenly see the charming older guy from the village who liked to kick back with a beer after a hard day of Kallawayaing. When Kenny calmed down, the Kallawaya shed the grin and extended his gnarled hand slowly across the tic-tac-toe board until he finally let it rest on Kenny’s shoulder. He murmured something comforting in his language. Like the best fortunetellers and psychiatrists, he knew instinctively what Kenny needed from him.

“Kids?” said Kenny softly. “What about kids?”

The attendant spoke, and the Kallawaya tossed again. It took several tries to get a leaf landing glossy side up.

“It will be difficult, and may require some time, but you will have a little girl,” the attendant said.

Kenny pumped his fist. “That’s what I want,” he said. “Someday. Boys are trouble. What about Jake? My buddy. The writer. He’s trying to find my girl, Hilary Pearson, you heard of her. But keep that on the hush-hush, right? Jake’s got his own girl. So what do you see? Wedding bells for him too?” Kenny cackled mischievously and scooted off the cushion, out of my reach.

The attendant duly translated, and the Kallawaya turned to me and stared. I finished glaring at Kenny and stared back at the Kallawaya, to show I wasn’t afraid. He squirmed on his rock and spoke sharply to the attendant, who answered back in Aymara.

“What’s he saying?” I asked. I looked again at Kenny, but he was gazing at his toes, probably mentally dressing Hilary in a wedding gown.

The Kallawaya stood up, gathered his poncho about him, and stormed off while continuing to argue in Aymara with his attendant, who was clearly trying to persuade him to come back. I was reminded of a James Brown concert.

“The Kallawaya is disturbed,” said the attendant. “I will ask him to explain.”

The attendant jogged after him to continue the argument, but the Kallawaya swiped his hand at him. The attendant trotted back.

“He sees a beautiful wedding with all your family in attendance,” announced the attendant.

“He does not,” I said. “Tell me what he said.” Hilary’s name had upset him. Perhaps he really did know something; perhaps being a Kallawaya was worth more than I thought. People—not just guests but local working suckers too—confessed to him, like to a priest. Or maybe he just pretended to be upset in front of all the guests, to pique their interest.

“He will return to explain himself further.”

But the Kallawaya continued pacing around the next-door altar, mumbling to himself.

“Was he asleep when we got here?” I asked. “He looked asleep.”

“He was meditating deeply. He’s had a very long day. He threw his first leaves at six-fifteen, just before the first pony trek upon the Riobamba.”

“How old is he?”

The attendant shrugged. “About sixty? He doesn’t know himself.”

Maybe forty years of dispensing wisdom, flipping coca leaves, and gathering sacred herbs; or maybe forty years of planting and digging Andean potatoes before he scored this gig.

The Kallawaya returned and settled again on his rock, squirming irritably. He was hiding something. Why would anybody hide anything about me? No, it was a secret of his own.

“The Kallawaya apologizes,” said the attendant, though the Kallawaya hadn’t said anything. “He finds it difficult to maintain concentration for so long. Do you have a question for him?”

“Yes,” I said. I decided to take a chance. “Does he know anything about Hilary Pearson? Something I should know?”

The Kallawaya threw up his hands.

“These stupid questions!” he said in Spanish. His attendant spoke sharply in Aymara, but the Kallawaya only grimaced and turned away.

“You speak Spanish?” I asked in that language.

“We all know who you are,” said the Kallawaya. “All of us! You pretend to come in peace, but you try to destroy all our jobs. You are young and stupid, and people who know English say your book is not very good.”

“Be a professional!” said the attendant in Spanish.

“What kind of Kallawaya are you?” I said.

“I am fully registered as a Kallawaya. Would you like to see my license? The hotel granted it to me more than one year ago.”

“I believe you. I don’t want anyone to lose his job.”

Kenny was now gaping at me; he probably thought I had just learned Aymara myself.

“Don’t ask me about Hilary Pearson. She is an angry spirit, whether she is alive or dead. You are too young to understand what this means.”

“How could she be dead?” the attendant demanded.

“She is a curse upon our entire country,” said the Kallawaya. “She is an ill-educated girl. I myself saw her swimming without any clothing.”

“You were asleep,” said the attendant, waving his hand at him, in a near perfect mime of the Kallawaya’s own gesture.

“In your country your black people are always dying,” the Kallawaya lectured me. “Policemen shoot them, and the military. You North Americans die also when you eat your unhealthy food from cans. And your Coca-Cola.”

Kenny perked up at a word he recognized.

“You are disturbing the spirits of our country when you come here with bad intentions. Look!” He threw coca leaves on the ground. “Bad side! Bad side again!” He kept pointing at their pale undersides, like a referee counting out a boxer.

“You’re doing that!” I said. “With your wrist.”

“Bad side! Again! You and the woman Hilary Pearson. Bringing evil. During our consultation, she asked me if she was going to win a fortune of money. A fortune! Why ask such a question? You should ask about finding a little money, never a fortune.”

“She doesn’t have much money,” I said. “For an American.”

He stood up and, muttering and waving his hands, walked past the hut and out of sight.

The attendant watched him go. “Any more questions?” he said in English.

They all knew me, everyone at the hotel, just as Antonio at the Gran Hotel París knew me, and they all hated me for what I intended to do: expose the hotel’s guilt, thereby destroying their livelihoods. I was to them another American avenger, raining down reprisals on the guilty and innocent together, crucifying a whole community—even a whole nation—to avenge the misfortune of Hilary Pearson. Pride stirred within me. Let them be right. A vengeful god was still a just one.

“What kind of Kallawaya is he?” I asked again.

“He feels the spirit very deeply,” said the attendant. “He is correct very often—not always, but mostly. Sometimes he misinterprets the leaves, or the emotion that overcomes him.”

Perhaps I myself had misunderstood the Kallawaya’s condemnation. Perhaps he saw that I was a pompous fraud who had convinced everyone, even myself, of my influence, and he was merely insulted by my delusions. On the other hand, maybe he was a Condepa agent assigned to riddle me with guilt. Maybe he had even hired a female assassin to knife me in the hut afterward, when he was gone. Either way I knew I had earned his enmity.

“Does he always get so upset?” I asked.

“My mother said he was like a fire in the dry grass. But he was always kind to her and to me,” he said. So the attendant was the Kallawaya’s son. How had this young man learned English, and Spanish as well? Had he escaped from his dirt-farming village and mud home and old-fashioned, kooky dad to put himself through private school in the city? Or perhaps he was a genius and picked up languages by studying books from the municipal library. This young man’s life had opened to me, but I was sure I would forget him in a few days. Why didn’t he have an investigative journalist profiling him? He had rescued himself from poverty and ignorance. Didn’t anyone care?

“Perhaps you would now like to contemplate the Kallawaya’s words in the temple?” he continued. “Or we can walk with you back through the tunnel, if you don’t want to contemplate at this moment.”

“We’ll contemplate,” I said.

The attendant nodded and began sweeping up the spent coca leaves with a brush he kept in his pocket.

We crouched and paddled ourselves through the hut’s low opening. The inside was musty but well lit by recessed lights embedded in the pseudo-stone ceiling. The floor was covered with pillows and thick carpets, like a harem. Pilar was seated there, leaning back, smiling at her own cleverness. I took her hand. She let me.

“You’re all right,” I said.

“Of course I am. Why did it take you so long? Arturo’s such a slow driver. You can’t tell anyone you saw me here—either of you.” We nodded, like two little boys swearing allegiance to an older sister. “Dionisius let me off in the garage. He told me to take one of the staff cars back up to La Paz while he attended to his business. He doesn’t want me here.”

“Why not?”

“I think he doesn’t trust me with you. I waited until he left and then snuck up here through the freight elevator. That’s how they brought up the stones for this temple. There are all sorts of tricks to this place, Jacob, and I know most of them.”

“What did he want with you?” I asked.

“He just wanted to lay down the law. He’s not happy with me. All because of you, Jacob. He thinks you want to bring down the hotel, and he knows I hired you. I told him he was crazy—you’re just a writer I had worked with before. But if he knew I was still here and not back in La Paz—well!”

“Well what?”

She just shrugged. “I’ll go back up tomorrow morning. Early, before anyone’s up. I have a friend who can help me get away quietly. They don’t need me until tomorrow evening, when I have to collect the new guests at the airport.”

“So what are you doing here now?” I said.

“I had a few things to settle. It’s still up in the air, Jacob, but I’ll tell you everything later. I’m so glad you made it.”

“Me too?” asked Kenny.

“Both of you.” She smiled at him like a proud sister.

“I asked the Pachamama guy about you and Jake,” said Kenny. “Do you know what he said? He sees a wedding! Believe that?”

“I never believe the Kallawayas. But you can talk more with them later. Most of them come to dinner. They eat like horses.” She touched my arm. “You should go back the way you came.”

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“I have a little hideaway in the hotel. I can get there by the freight elevator. Don’t tell anyone I’m here! I need some time to get you the materials we spoke of, Jacob.”

“The picture of Hilary? The kidnappers’ notes?”

“Yes. We’ll talk tonight, Jacob. Late.” Before she crawled out of the hut she whispered in my ear, “Don’t be asleep.”


Chapter 19

I was almost overcome by the narcotic aroma of the word asleep, but I gritted my teeth and the weariness passed. Seeing Pilar was better than chewing coca leaves. What would she tell me tonight? And would she again let me spend the night in her room, wherever it was? Clearly she was in a good mood; perhaps I could even take credit for it. As Kenny and I filed back through the tunnel to the lobby, I found myself grinning in self-satisfaction. At one point, we had to press ourselves against the wall to let a train of German tourists rumble past. Their skinny Bolivian guide nodded curtly in annoyance. Screw him, and all the fat tourists on their pleasure trip. I was working.

Gabriela charmingly (she had no other manner) assigned a young man to escort us to Soldán’s office. We followed him behind an unmarked door into the forbidden employee-only zone, where the corridors were white and fluorescent-lit and tended to swerve mysteriously and fork at irrational places. Perhaps immovable, unblastable chunks of mountain rock dictated their paths, or perhaps the jumbled hallways were meant for some obscure aesthetic reason to resemble ant tunnels. Or maybe huge blind worms had done the tunneling here; bringing them up from the jungle was cheaper than taking heavy equipment down the road from La Paz. The worms rested out back in a cool pit, beside the llama and vicuña stables, responding only to the commands of a specialist worm-master Kallawaya.

Soldán was nervously stowing something under his desk when we entered his office. The secret FBI report, I thought, but then I noticed the wisps of smoke floating above his head and the scent of tobacco. As I fell into the grip of one of the chairs before his desk, my exhaustion came rumbling over me. I shut my eyes, just to pretend for a moment that I was allowed to sleep, and had to tear them open immediately when consciousness wavered.

Soldán didn’t notice. “Did you enjoy your consultation with the Kallawaya?” he asked, the fluster evaporating from his expression.

I gathered my wits and shot Kenny a preemptive glare, but he was examining a poster of a farmer leading a loaded alpaca up a mountain path. The caption read, “Bolivia: Where the Past Is Always with Us.”

“He was rude,” I said.

Soldán gingerly ventured a grin and spread his arms helplessly.

“He and his colleagues have had such difficulties with the American journalists,” said Soldán apologetically. He folded up his wings. “People are afraid for their jobs. The emotion is understandable, yes?”

“Of course,” I said. “But Hilary Pearson is well known in New York. When I return, people will ask me about her case, and I need to tell them something.” I tried to speak as one friend of the Matamoros to another. Kenny nodded, perhaps agreeing with me that this was the best way to win Soldán’s sympathy, or perhaps just agreeing.

Soldán rubbed both cheeks with his hands. Was he just buying time to compose the most politic of responses, or was he struggling with the conflicting emotions the woman’s death had set swirling in his mind? I wanted to trust him. I wondered if he trusted himself or if his brain floundered in doubts all day, like those of everyone I liked.

“I spoke to her once during her visit,” he said. He looked not at me but at the alpaca poster. “After I brought her to the Kallawaya, she returned and invited me for a drink. American girls are known to be very open, not timid and frightened like our Bolivian girls. I accepted. We discussed what the Kallawaya told her, that she would soon be married. She thought the prediction was extremely amusing. She told me about her boyfriend.”

“What did she say?” asked Kenny.

“That she loved him and that life was finally opening for her. I told her that’s how I felt when I left my father’s café to work for my first hotel, the Gran Hotel Colonial, in Santa Cruz. I had a college degree but I was waiting on tables while I looked for a job. I had studied English every day since I was five years old. My best friend was an English child, the son of an engineer from Sussex.”

“What was so great about her life?” I asked, annoyed that her story had so quickly morphed into his.

“She was in love,” said Kenny, rolling his eyes at my density, even as he beamed at Soldán.

“Perhaps. Who knows?” said Soldán. “But in truth, only misfortune was waiting for her, as it was waiting for us. Our guests come to enjoy the natural beauty, the spirituality of our Kallawayas, the vestiges of the past. They don’t want to be haunted by the ghost of a young woman.”

“So you think she’s dead?”

“No, certainly not,” Soldán mumbled, rubbing his face harder and looking as if he needed another cigarette.

“This boyfriend she mentioned,” I said, “did she describe him?”

“She just told me that she had met him in the United States, but that he never seemed to … I believe she said ‘fit in.’ And she didn’t know where the two of them would end up.”

“That’s it,” said Kenny softly.

Soldán stopped rubbing and examined his palms, as if to see what had rubbed off.

“The reporters asked insulting questions, but the truth is we supported the investigation completely,” he said. “The Bolivian police questioned the staff for a day and then went home to write a report. What could they do? But the American agents were more impressive. They brought dogs and sniffed about the grounds. And then the parents came. The wife screamed like a crazy person when she saw our vicuña. It refused its food for days. A vicuña is a highly valuable animal. I do not think Mr. and Mrs. Pearson enjoyed their stay.”

“They appear to enjoy very little,” I said.

“In my experience, Hilary was different. She enjoyed many things. Mojitos, for example. Our bartender makes excellent mojitos.”

“Did she also enjoy the bartender?” I asked. Stupid joke. I thought Kenny would take a swing at me, but he was gazing into Soldán’s desk, imagining Hilary in love.

“Mr. Smalls, I enjoy your wit!” said Soldán. “My hotel is dying and perhaps my job as well. As I said, my father owns a café. In Santa Cruz. It’s hard work managing a café, and Bolivians have no money for fine dining at responsible prices. I don’t want to take over after he dies.”

“When you talked to Hilary, did she seem afraid or suspicious?”

“No.”

“Soldán,” I said, “I don’t want to hide my concerns from you. I’ve heard disturbing rumors from a number of my contacts. I think Hilary Pearson may have been kidnapped. What do you know of the political party Condepa? I think they may have been involved.”

“I am not myself interested in politics,” he said. It was not the dramatic statement I had hoped for. “However, in this country, and especially in this business, involvement in politics is perhaps inevitable.” He looked uncomfortable, but maybe he was confused. Even I didn’t know what I meant by “Condepa may have been involved.” If Hilary had been kidnapped, then some individual or individuals had ordered the operation, planned it, carried it out; perhaps still others knew and helped, or failed to prevent the crime. Condepa was just a name to put to a conspiracy I didn’t understand.

Soldán stood. “Perhaps now I shall take you to Mr. Barrientos?” he said. “He may be able to answer more questions. He will not keep you long, but he told me very directly that he wanted to see you. This is the only thing he has said to me this week. Mr. Barrientos is an excellent manager—he is rarely here! Ha-ha!” The laugh exploded from his throat like a sneeze and ignited a fit of coughing. He extracted from a desk drawer a bottle of Genuine Lake Titicaca Purified Inca Water and took a slug to calm himself. “In all seriousness, he spends much of his time in La Paz cultivating our political contacts. He is the most important man in this hotel—except Mr. Matamoros, of course.”

“Will I meet Mr. Matamoros?”

“No. But Mr. Barrientos is impressive in his own right.”

Soldán led us down a hallway. He was almost as tall as Kenny, but he moved with a lean elegance, bouncing slightly on the balls of feet, like a basketball player strolling to center court to start a game. I had to walk briskly to keep up with his and Kenny’s strides. After a handful of corridor twists and passage choices, I was befuddled.

“How does anyone find their way?” I asked Soldán. New employees must spend their first two weeks just wandering the hallways, lost and confused.

“Have you been to your room yet? The guest rooms are arranged in a far more complicated manner. We provide each guest with a map. We feel that privacy is priceless.”

We came upon a moving walkway in the center of a wide tubular passage—the artery of the hotel, out of view of any guest.

“Observe our private collection of Nuevo Indigenous art,” he said, pointing to the wall as he stepped up to the path of flowing metal and shot ahead. “We often hold exhibitions in the lobby.”

I’d never been on such a rapid walkway; it was like the straightaway of a roller coaster. Contemporary Bolivian representations of chola dresses, sacks of fruit, llama and alpaca body parts, and coca leaves flashed by in a blur of thick, vigorous brushstrokes. I felt I understood how an Olympic sprinter feels, the effortless motion, the wind in his face, the beautiful. meaningless colors rushing by.

* * *

Barrientos’s office was empty, to Soldán’s professed astonishment, so he led us back to the lobby, where he stopped to print out maps to our room, and then accompanied us to the top floor, demonstrating our route with his finger on the printout.

“This is the Llama Wing,” he said. “Follow Tupac Amaru Way to the end and take a right at the Hall of Orchids. We were able to reserve for you one of our finest suites. Unfortunately, as we only recently received word of your photographer companion, we do not have an extra room available for him, but he will surely be comfortable in the suite with you.”

“I’m surprised the hotel is full right now.”

“The Llama Wing is entirely full,” said Soldán. I remembered the rumor that the other wing had been closed to save money. “Your suite has two bathrooms, a sitting room, and a master bedroom with an emperor-size bed and an alpaca sofa. All sofas in the suite convert quite cleverly into additional beds.”

“Emperor-size bed?”

“King-size would hardly do it justice.”

The walls of the Llama Wing were speckled with prancing llamas; in the Hall of Orchids section of the wing, the beasts were festooned with orchids. Presumably that was Tupac Amaru with the sword and proud gaze standing over the llamas in the eponymous hallway.

After Soldán had patiently walked us through the doodads of the room, I collapsed on the bed. Kenny made the circuit again with wondering eyes, flipping switches and fondling furnishings and knickknacks, such as the silk canopy over my bed and the slick leaves of the tropical plants that dangled from the ceiling.

“Who waters these?” he asked, as if suspecting we’d be suckered into the job.

“The maid,” I said, but he had darted out of sight.

“There’s a TV in the bathroom!” he reported.

Silence. I closed my eyes.

“But it just gets Spanish!”

Doors opened and shut.

“Check it out!”

I opened my eyes.

He was hefting an iron over an ironing board that had somehow sprung from the wall behind a palm tree like a Murphy bed.

“You know how this works?” he asked.

“The iron?”

“Yeah. I got wrinkles.”

I shut my eyes again. “Can I show you later?”

“No prob.” I felt the bed give beside me as Kenny sat, but it didn’t groan. It was a very comfortable bed.

“Jake?”

“What?”

“That guy, the general manager, who do you think he meant when he talked about Hilary’s boyfriend?”

“I don’t know, Kenny.”

“You do know, you just don’t believe. And you don’t believe the old guy with the leaves either, do you? About me and Hilary.”

“No. Why should I?”

He paused, searching for and failing to find an answer to my question. I wanted to help him out by answering for him: Because he’s seen so much in his life, because he’s so respected by his indigenous countrymen and all the guests, because his mind isn’t muddled with our modern complications. I didn’t know whether Kenny lacked the imagination to formulate these answers or was clear-minded enough to reject them.

“Because you’d enjoy life more if you believed things like that,” Kenny said. “And you’d let me enjoy it more. It wouldn’t kill you, you know.”

“To lie to you?”

“You don’t have to lie. You just have to be less of a jackass sometimes.”

He lay down on the bed. For a minute I thought he was going to roll over and make a pass at me. I was now too tired to open my eyes, let alone resist. I could dream he was Pilar, stretched and distorted like a rubber doll. And hairier. I almost giggled.

Kenny had no such plan. “What do we do if we don’t find her?” he asked. “What’ll I do with myself?”

“Same thing you do if you find her. You’ll go home, and go back to your job at Folgers.”

The sheets rustled as he stretched. “I could get used to this. I think I want to try your job when this is over.”

“You and everyone else in the world.”

There was a long silence.

“How can I enjoy anything if she’s not okay?” Kenny said. “You got your girl back. That big guy took her, but she came right back. Feels good, right? I want to feel that way.”

I forced myself to open my eyes. He had his chin in his hand but looked merely lonely and wistful rather than thoughtful. He wasn’t imagining his reunion, I realized; he was wondering why he’d never had a union in the first place. I closed my eyes again.

“I guess I don’t believe either,” he said. “Want to know why?”

I pretended to be asleep.

“Because remember that guard? That guard I thought I knew before? I got it now. He was Hilary’s boyfriend. Ex-boyfriend. I think his name was Ray something. Maybe they got back to together.”

Now I looked at him. “What are you talking about?”

“Remember the one I told you about? The Latin guy, didn’t speak English. The handyman in her apartment building. She said he was hilarious. They broke up, and I got him booted from the office once. Remember? That’s the guy I saw in the lobby. The guard.”

“How do you know, Kenny?”

“Oh, I know.”

“You can’t tell Bolivians apart, can you?”

“I’ve seen a million Bolivians since I got here. I see four million Spanish guys every day in New York. I just never figured the connection till now. I hung out with this guy more than once. I got to know his face. I dreamed about it a couple a times. His eyebrows have pointy edges. They’re space alien eyebrows! I know it’s him. Now what do we do?”

“We ask about him,” I said. “What else can we do?” I shut my aching eyes one last time.


Chapter 20

Later in the afternoon, Soldán’s phone call blasted us from our nap, and all too soon, Kenny and I found ourselves groggily following him on the moving walkway, which deposited us before a mahogany door. “Mr. Barrientos’s office!” Soldán announced. “Mr. Barrientos is not completely comfortable with English. Shall I accompany you?”

I assured Soldán my Spanish was adequate. But what kind of resort hotel manager doesn’t speak English?

Soldán looked relieved. He knocked, timidly pushed open the door, and hopped back on the other side of the walkway. We entered.

A cherry-colored desk, empty of all but a few sturdy black pens and a “Morning in the Matamoros” coffee mug, occupied the strategic center of the room. Behind the desk, dressed this time in a suit and a tasteful paisley tie, was the man who had interrogated us in El Alto. He stood up to shake my hand.

“Mr. Esmalls! I’m very happy to see you again, and your enchanting friend,” he said in Spanish.

Kenny’s arm was extended as well but wilted as the man ignored it. It was the man from El Alto, wasn’t it? I wasn’t one of those ignorant gringos who can’t tell one Bolivian from another. Right?

“You are Mr.… Barrientos?” I said.

Perhaps the general manager was folded in a vault somewhere in the office, still alive and gasping for air.

He pressed his hand quickly to his head, as if once again my questions were giving him a headache, but instantly recovered himself and gave me his business card.

“Of course,” he said.

“And who …” I paused, but there was nowhere to go but onward. “And who is the chief executive officer of Condepa?”

“The chief executive officer of Condepa is of course the Mallku himself. I, Barrientos, am the first officer of the party and the chief executive assistant of the Mallku, as you will remember.”

Kenny flopped on one of the chairs and shot me a worried glance. “You’re gonna think I’m nuts,” he whispered. “But do we know this guy?”

“You don’t mind if I sit here?” I asked, indicating the available chair.

“Of course not! How could I mind?”

Barrientos sat too, revealing on the wall above and behind him a framed photograph of himself with his arm around another man. They had their chests puffed out like professional wrestlers and were mugging unashamedly at the camera. I felt that this new Barrientos might leap over the desk, put me in a headlock, and drill noogies into my skull in a spasm of dangerous joviality.

“I hope you are enjoying your stay in Bolivia’s first truly luxurious resort hotel.”

“You see his nose?” whispered Kenny. “It’s all squished up. The other guy’s was just like it. I remember these things.”

“From now on, I insist that you translate your companion’s interesting comments!” said Barrientos. “But let us continue. You will forgive me for being ignorant of your impressive credentials as a journalist of travel guides. I am now fully aware of them.”

“Very good,” I said, stashing his card in my pocket. “You are evidently a very busy man.”

“True. My political work leaves me little time to manage this hotel. No! Better to say, my work at the hotel leaves me little time for politics. No! Better to say, I sleep little.”

He laughed and rapped his palm against the desktop, filling the room with his echoing slaps. Kenny smiled instinctively and looked to see if I was laughing too. His faced snapped to attention when he saw I wasn’t.

“I want to understand clearly,” I said. “This hotel and Condepa—”

“Let’s not speak of politics, Mr. Esmalls.”

“Very well. Another question. Why do your men continue to molest me—”

Barrientos hefted a coffee mug and slammed it down on the desk. “Enough! Enough! Mr. Esmalls!”

“He’s not happy,” warned Kenny.

“Yesterday you approached our constituents on the street in an extremely impertinent manner. You raised suspicions that required my personal attention. Though I am now aware of your temporary employment by the hotel, I cannot permit my guests and my staff to be annoyed with your irrelevant questions. My operative in America, Mr. Gonzales, has informed me of your past incidents of public rudeness. Nonetheless, he maintains that you will remain loyal; let us hope he is right!”

Barrientos tried to recover his jolly persona by wrenching his lips into a smile, but he must have sensed how the result repulsed us.

“Evidently you are surprised at my dual role with the hotel and the party,” he went on. “It is in no way unusual. I have long been active in politics. Many businessmen prefer to expand their interests outside the workplace. If I were to describe to you in detail all of my interests, political, economic, literary, and sportive, we would be conversing until the early morning. Naturally, I cannot spare the time. Both causes, that of the hotel and that of Condepa, are of the utmost importance to me. They are in reality one cause.”

“Impossible,” I said, flinging my hand out before me. Kenny watched me sidelong, not daring to pull his eyes completely from Barrientos. I hoped my dismissive confidence impressed them both—it impressed me. But not even the stupidest thug would murder two Americans in the same resort back to back. “There is business, and there is politics.”

“In this country, they are the same.”

I wished he would launch another harangue so I could mull everything over. So the general manager of the hotel was the number two man at Condepa. How had he muscled his way into the job? No wonder Soldán seemed to do all the work. Did this mean that the “greater Mallku,” that renegade superseding Felipe Quispe as chief rabble-rouser in Bolivian politics, was really Matamoros, the owner and overlord of the hotel?

“Who is that?” I pointed over his head to the picture. Barrientos didn’t have to turn to look.

“The owner of the hotel. Enrique Matamoros. A good friend of mine.”

I was getting better at this.

“The richest man in Bolivia,” I said.

“That’s him.”

“Is he your Mallku?”

“Idiot! What does an American neoliberal cowboy”—he pronounced the word in hideously nasal English—“know about the Mallku! Are you familiar with the history of Bolivia? This was once the richest country in the world, but the Spanish dug the silver from our mountains and shipped it back to Europe to feed their empire. Now it’s all gone, and the mountains are barren. Capitalists in Chile stole our access to the sea. Americans drop poisons on our rain forest, and tell the farmers to grow oranges and avocados instead of the coca they have grown since the dawn of history. Bah! Here am I, a businessman and a servant of the poor, struggling to build an economy to feed the hungry in this nation, many of them indigenous people, uneducated, hopeless. Do you know how much the average Bolivian earns per month? Eighty-five dollars. Do you know how many indigenous people this hotel employs?”

“Neither do I want to speak of politics,” I said, “and I absolutely do not want to cause damage to your business. But you behave as if you want to hide the truth.”

“Lies! The hotel has spared no expense on investigation. Furthermore, I have permitted Bolivian governmental investigators, from the police and the military, and even your arrogant FBI, yes, and even the girl’s unattractive parents, to infest this hotel with their dogs and their stupid questions, despite the discomfort caused to guests and staff alike. What have they found? I’m sure you read the reports. They were published in the most eminent Bolivian papers. We have copies if you require them. As I said, they declare the hotel to be completely blameless!”

“Very good,” I said.

“When the rains fail in the United States, the flowers die in the elegant gardens of your millionaires. When the rains fail in Bolivia, the poor people go hungry. Thoughtless, poisonous questions like yours will kill us as well. You are a blind American, stumbling wildly through a sacred garden, killing everything on your way to McDonald’s for another Big Mac!”

“Just don’t forget,” I said. “Everyone at the American embassy knows I’m here. Important people.”

Barrientos exhaled repeatedly through his flat nose like a bull. I insisted to myself that I was safe. I was an American, ignorant and weak, but with the aura of power and influence that protected me and poisoned all others. As much as he hated me, he couldn’t risk another FBI investigation. I hoped.

I opened my eyes and tried to think of the Spanish for “I’ve had just about enough of you.” Just as I opened my mouth, the door opened behind me.

I turned. It was Dionisius.

“It’s him!” Kenny hissed, curling up in his chair like a startled snake.

“I know,” I said, with as much serenity as I could muster. If it wasn’t for Kenny my courage would have been completely routed.

“Dionisius will take you back to your room,” said Barrientos.

Dionisius led us back to the lobby. He let his eyes linger on Gabriela, the astonishing Orientation Specialist, who was frowning over some piece of paperwork at the concierge’s desk. She lifted her head and smiled. “Hombre!” she said, the word conveying nothing to me but the earth-shattering fact that she knew Dionisius and liked him, or could at least pretend to like him. He was just another professional: intimidating people during the day, flirting with co-workers after hours. In the elevator, his muscles seemed to bulge even further against his T-shirt, and his breath filled the space. It was like being caged with a gorilla. I didn’t dare take a breath until the elevator door opened.

We followed Dionisius’s wide-screen back through the twists to our room. He didn’t need a map.

“Does all the money from this hotel go to Condepa?” I asked.

If he knew the answer, he wasn’t letting on.

“Pardon me,” I said. “A man in your position would not know such details.”

I wished Kenny could understand and appreciate my insolence.

Dionisius snapped a card key and opened our door. He must have access to all the rooms; he could come in at any time for any reason and do as much damage as he liked.

“I’m very much obliged,” I said. “You’ve been very amiable.”

He just stood there staring at me.

“Are you expecting a tip?” I asked.

He moved his arms, and the room flew by me like the world out of a car window until some part of it crashed against my head. When the spinning relented, I felt my forehead for blood. Nothing. I looked up. He was gone. Kenny helped me to my feet.

“Bastard,” he said.

I agreed. The lump was probably already swelling into a hairy mound out of the top of my head. I deserved the pain for what I had said, but still I would have sold my soul for revenge. What could I do? Maybe find Dionisius’s address and write him a letter when I got home, mocking his subservience to Barrientos, his job prospects after Condepa fell out of favor with the electorate, his ugly face.

“He’s really big,” said Kenny, to console me.

Our refrigerator had an ice maker. Kenny wrapped some ice up in a hand towel and helped apply it to my aching head.


Chapter 21

I tried again to nap but couldn’t. Kenny nudged me out of bed at eight o’clock. “I’m hungry,” he said. I insisted we change clothes before dinner. I even helped him iron a rumpled rugby shirt excavated from his duffel bag. He followed my instructions and hummed in satisfaction as the wrinkles smoothed and faded, another mystery of adulthood explained.

As we descended to the lobby, I told him what had happened before his eyes but below his comprehension in Barrientos’s office.

“I knew that butthole looked familiar. What’s his problem? You said he was political. What’s he doing here?”

“He says he’s the manager of the hotel.”

“That’s a lie. Right?”

“I don’t know.”

“But you said the FBI had been here. Don’t they know who this guy is?”

“I’m not sure,” I said. His eyes bulged.

“The FBI doesn’t just tell you everything you ask,” I said. I was disappointed in myself too.

Kenny was still staring, uncertain, looking to me for courage.

“I’m starting to figure things out,” I said. “We now know Condepa’s running the hotel, right? Or maybe the other way around. And we know that Condepa, like all left-wing groups in Bolivia, hates the U.S. and supports coca growers. Do you understand? Maybe there’s more of a drug connection than anybody knows. Maybe Hilary figured it all out.”

Kenny nodded. He wanted to be impressed.

“That’s pretty smart,” he said. “What did she figure out?”

“She figured out the connection.”

“But what about the security guard? The boyfriend from home. That’s got to be big, right? Do you think he kidnapped her? You said we could ask around about him.”

“We will. We have an insider, remember? Pilar. We’ll ask her about your friend the security guard and everything else. She thinks Hilary was kidnapped, and she has evidence that she wants to show me. She doesn’t know who did it, but maybe we can find out. She can give us access that nobody else has ever had, maybe not even the FBI.”

“Our ace in the hole,” said Kenny, relieved. “So is she your girlfriend or what?”

“As long as she has information that can help us, she is,” I said. I poked him guy to guy with my elbow. Embarrassing, but I figured Kenny needed a guy-to-guy buddy. “You have to keep your emotions separate from your goals, especially when dealing with women.”

Kenny nodded; he would remember that one. A rule he might hope to live by someday, if by some wild chance Hilary wasn’t in love with him anymore.

* * *

Gabriela was still on duty at the concierge’s desk. Kenny scanned the vast glass-domed lobby and then ducked behind a low-hanging palm frond.

“There he is,” he said.

“Who?”

“That dumb-ass Ray! What do we do? Tell the cops?”

“Are you sure?”

“Fuck yeah! I don’t forget faces. Usually.”

“Go talk to him first.” I wanted to see how confident Kenny was in his identification of the man.

“Idiot. He’s probably got a gun. Go and ask the girl at the desk. You said we could ask about him. You said.”

“I said we’d ask Pilar, not her.”

“What’s the difference? Now’s our chance.”

Maybe it was. Kenny could have suffered this mirage at any moment in Bolivia, but he’d only had it now. And he had recognized Barrientos. Above all, if Kenny was right, then we’d knocked our heads on a real chunk of undiscovered information, not just talked ourselves into seeing some political conspiracy. Reporters got lucky; it was just as good as being brilliant, diligent, or well connected.

The trick was to confirm the discovery without scaring away the subject, or alerting the hotel. I decided to start with Gabriela. Only a fool would pass up the chance to talk to her anyway. A hedge of tropical shrubbery, studded with unfamiliar and doubtless invaluable flowers, hid the lobby desk from the post of the security guard.

“Gabriela, may I ask a question?”

“Certainly,” she said, smiling. Soldán was pottering about behind her.

“As you know, I’m doing an article for the American market. It will be heavily illustrated, of course. Four color. Lots of spreads. We’re hoping to make Martha Stewart.” She might have heard of Martha Stewart. “Earlier, my colleague snapped a picture of the lobby, and that security guard was in it. Would it be possible for me to speak to him later on? Perhaps I could include a comment in the caption.” Her smile grew less radiant. This was a request for Soldán, not her. He hustled over to field it.

“I’m afraid he’s on the job right now,” he said. “Perhaps after his shift something could be arranged.”

“In any case, we’ll need him to sign a release form. I’ll get his signature later. Can you give me his name?”

Soldán stretched his lean body over the desk to gaze around the hedge. For the first time, I saw his little pink bald spot, like the belly of a mouse.

“That’s Ray Quinones. One of our very best! I interview all the security staff personally. I’ll be sure to arrange for you to chat. You have a lot in common. He has lived in the Great Apple himself.”

I borrowed a desk pen and scribbled the name down. Kenny elbowed me in the ribs below the counter. “What’s the Great Apple?” he whispered.

“The Big Apple,” I whispered.

“Why didn’t he say that?”

“I’ll tell you later. And how long,” I asked Soldán out loud, “has he been at the Matamoros?”

“Just a few months. As we grow, we must constantly upgrade our staff.”

“I see. He was lucky to get a job here. I understand the Matamoros is very selective.”

“Indeed. But Ray came recommended.”

“From who?”

“From our friend Pilar, in fact. She knew him in America, which of course gave him a great advantage. Referrals are important to us, as is experience with Americans.”

Kenny and I retreated the way we came.

“This is big,” said Kenny.

“Just keep quiet about it until I talk to Pilar.”

“Why?”

To stop his sputtering, I had to promise him a beer.

* * *

At the rooftop lounge, Kallawayas milled about among the guests. Most had translator-attendants, but several could speak Spanish, and a charmed handful were even chatting with guests in English. Serious rituals were always conducted in the indigenous language, but serious tips required English, at least when the marks were American, German, or Japanese. (The Kallawaya that can converse with German or Japanese guests in their native tongue has yet to be discovered or invented, even by the Hotel Matamoros.)

Arturo sat alone at a café table, staring regretfully at an all-but-empty bottle of Coke. When he saw us across the room, he rattled two neighboring chairs in invitation.

“Let’s tell him we got news about the guard,” said Kenny. “Why not? Maybe he knows something he hasn’t told us. This could be our big break.”

“Not until I talk to Pilar,” I said. “We don’t want to give anything away.”

“I won’t give anything away. I’ll be cool.”

“I said no.”

“Wish I took Spanish in high school. Wouldn’t have to depend on jerk-offs that got an unfair advantage.” Kenny glared mutinously.

“That’s what you get for being an ignoramus.”

He sighed. “Fine,” he said. “Get me a beer. After a day like this, I got to get loose.”

The bartender, inexplicably dressed in a tuxedo with a tropical pink bow tie and cummerbund, referred me to a drinks menu the size of a double-issue Vanity Fair, complete with color photos of drinks in dew-beaded glasses. I chose a Young’s from the English Bitter section and a Bud for Kenny. The bartender raised his eyebrow to congratulate me on my discernment. I gave him my room number and made a mental note to remind Pilar to wave the magic PR wand that made journalists’ tabs disappear.

When I returned, Kenny was sitting with Arturo and an English-speaking Kallawaya, who was trying to explain, obviously in response to blunt American inquiry, how much a man of his profession could expect to earn yearly. This Kallawaya was younger and more expressive than his colleagues. I wondered how many of the English-speaking Kallawayas were university students who had struggled up from Aymara-speaking families. How hard could it be to learn to throw coca leaves convincingly? Not as hard as to learn to speak English.

“Your friend was telling me that he has seen an acquaintance here,” said Arturo.

“What did you say to him?” I asked Kenny.

The Kallawaya thought I was talking to him. “We talk about being Kallawaya. No?” He had certainly not mastered the mask of impassivity. Kenny must have used the Kallawaya as an intermediary to convey his news to Arturo.

“Your friend has some strange delusions,” Arturo said. “He insists that I investigate one of the hotel’s security staff.”

“My friend is an idiot. All Bolivians look alike to him. All Latin people, I mean. You know.”

“What’s he saying?” said Kenny.

“I told you to stay quiet,” I said.

“Eat me.” He turned to the Kallawaya. “You’re smart. What do you think?”

“Maybe I not translate well.” The Kallawaya looked guilty and confused; somehow he had wandered into an American minefield. Arturo shook his head.

“Pilar, although she is beautiful and for that deserves our respect, is foolish,” he said. “I had never before heard what your friend just told me, that one of our security guards was a prior acquaintance of both Pilar and of Hilary Pearson. This is a strange coincidence. I wish Pilar had never brought you here. I warned her personally not to collaborate with you in spreading rumors. I hope she took my warning seriously. Or if not mine, then Dionisius’s.”

“Go to the devil!” I said. (I’m not good at swearing in Spanish.) “Pilar hired us to write an article, nothing more. My friend is simply interested in the case of Hilary Pearson. Isn’t everyone? You said you felt something for Hilary as well.”

“Yes, and I also feel something for Pilar. That is why I warned you. Tell Mr. Ken that we will talk later,” Arturo said, and left, gripping his Coke bottle like a dagger. The Kallawaya smiled uncertainly and trotted after him.

I refused to talk to Kenny as we drank.

“You said we shouldn’t trust him,” I said, when my drink was lukewarm in the glass.

“We got to trust somebody,” Kenny said. “I asked that guy, that young Kallawaya guy, and he said it would be okay to ask a question. A Kallawaya’s got to be pretty smart. Right?”

“He didn’t look like a genius to me. Let’s eat.”

Dinner was the finest meal Kenny had ever had, though he didn’t know it and wouldn’t have believed it if you told him. The waiter brought us Lake Titicaca trout, fresh jungle fruit, and a few kitschy exoticisms, such an appetizer of fried piranhas standing on their tails in a plate of mashed altiplano potatoes seasoned not with garlic or butter but with a mango chutney. The chef used to work at Chanterelle in Tribeca, or so the menu claimed. Where he learned to handle piranha was not explained. Kenny dispatched the fishes greedily; anything fried is good.

Afterward, we lumbered up to the room like pregnant women and heaved ourselves on the alpaca-skin sofa. Kenny wanted to hit the lounge again for a beer, but I encouraged him to study his Spanish and go to bed early.

“We have a long day of investigating ahead of us,” I said. I tried to decide what to do with him tomorrow. On the one hand, I couldn’t stand to have him tagging along with me ruining crucial but ostensibly casual conversations with his dopey demands, befuddled looks, and untimely questions; on the other, I could hardly have him running around unsupervised. Maybe I could get him booked on an organized tour. A stab of fatherly guilt pierced me. You live alone without responsibility, but you have the right feelings after all, I told myself, even if you don’t act on them. I hadn’t understood before the pleasure of guilt, the reassuring reminder that despite our failings we really, deep inside, want to do the right thing.

“I can’t sleep,” said Kenny. “My stomach’s all jangly. You play any games? Backgammon’s my game. Think they got a board here?”

It was only ten o’clock, probably several hours before I could expect my visit from Pilar. I dialed room service and ordered a backgammon board.

I won the first game when Kenny refused to accept my double. “Wouldn’t be prudent,” he said, though we weren’t playing for money.

I won the second game the same way. In the third game, Kenny took the double and lost.

“You’re lucky,” he said spitelessly.

I nodded. “Did your father teach you backgammon, Kenny, like he taught you blackjack?” I too had played with my father when I was a kid.

“I had a friend, high school, taught me. Used to invite me over. Good guy.”

“You have to hold on to friends like that.”

“Yeah. He was a few years older. He dropped out, but he got his GED and signed up for the Marines. Cool, huh? Or maybe it was the Army. My mom said he wouldn’t last, but I bet he did. I told Hilary about him one night. Not the night. Another one. She said she thought about joining once. She wanted to see the world, she said. I called her Sarge and she laughed. She’s like five two. She was with her boyfriend that night, but I didn’t care. Know why?”

“You were laying the groundwork.”

“Yeah,” he said, disappointed that his punch line was spoiled.

“You keep laying the groundwork, Kenny, but do you ever get any reward? Maybe you need to go for the gold sometime.” The subject was best approached via cliché.

“Is that what you do? Is that what you did, the other night? With Pilar?”

“I guess I did.”

“I got time,” he said quietly, with the patience of those for whom nothing really ever changes.

“That’s the spirit, Kenny,” I said. The spirit that defeated despair by ceaselessly ignoring it. I hoped that spirit never abandoned him.


Chapter 22

We turned out the lights, but I stayed awake, gazing out the window at the stars I could never see in New York. Maybe, after what I’d learned, the Hotel Matamoros could be coaxed or blackmailed into taking on another PR agent, and I could stay here with Pilar and the stars. How could I work for a hotel operated by drug lords? Perhaps instead I could become editor in chief of the English-language Bolivian American, or start a new magazine in nearby Coroico, dedicated to uplifting the Bolivian worker by evangelizing to rich Americans on behalf of Bolivia’s tourist industry. I’d dash off smart puff pieces on helicopter tours over the jungle, horseback treks beside the Rio Vagante, and life-changing epiphanies achieved via Kallawaya; and maybe once an issue, I’d sic the full powers of my lyricism and analysis on some subject not unworthy of The New Yorker’s Far-Flung Correspondent. (A portrait of the descendants of African slaves who still farmed coca in the Yungas? A lament for the dying art of Aymara weaving?) Eventually some Stateside editor would notice my work and take me on. I’d become their Man in Bolivia. Better still, their Man in the Jungle. And even if no one ever noticed me and my writing, it wouldn’t be a bad life. The food would be terrific, assuming the local hotels would feed me. And despite my lack of reputation, I would always be (even if no one back home remembered) the mystery man who abandoned his country for the Andean tropics. I could write a memoir or a screenplay. Learn the names of tropical birds. Finally see a jaguar. Have sex with adventuring guests, if things didn’t work out with Pilar.

As if anything mattered but Pilar. Not The New Yorker, not a lifetime of the finest freebies in the world. Suddenly, I saw Pilar and my freebie hunting and my dreams of fame all as different weapons in the same struggle against misery and monotony. And even death itself, the ultimate and eternal monotony. When I was polishing off a free steak, or mentally composing a hypothetical Pulitzer acceptance speech, or just talking without anxiety to Pilar—in other words, when I was content, however briefly—the dread was banished, or perhaps just wrapped up and packed safely away. Death itself is universal and undefeatable, but the dread of death is merely human and therefore subject to human mastery. I fought it with travel and freebies, but these remedies were losing their efficacy. I needed Pilar to talk to forever, not just to imagine talking to. I needed a remedy that would never make me feel foolish; therefore I needed her to love me too. I could only hope she needed something from me. She had, after all, called on me in her time of need.

I heard the click of a lock and a brief whine in the adjacent room. The front door had opened. Footsteps vibrated through my bed or maybe just my imagination. Wait, I commanded myself. It could be a maid entering for a midnight wastebasket clearing. It could be Dionisius. I squirmed within my twelve-hundred-thread-count sheets as I prolonged the anticipation—I knew it wasn’t Dionisius or the maid. Kenny snuffled and turned. He had insisted on sleeping on the foldout love seat beside me in the bedroom. A tap on the bedroom door, like a kick from my heart, and then the door opened. It was her. I scrambled out of the covers, grabbing a handful of coca leaves from the nightstand as I went.

“Why did you go to bed?” Pilar whispered to me in the outer room, as I eased the bedroom door shut. “I told you to be awake.”

“It was the only way to get him to go to sleep,” I said. “He likes to stay up.”

“Follow me.” She turned and stumbled over the electrical cord from the iron, which forced her to hop inelegantly out the door.

I clapped on my sandals and trotted down the hall after her in my barely respectable cotton sleeping shorts and T-shirt. The recessed hall lights were now emitting a dull, gone-to-bed yellow. We padded single file, silently, like Indians in an old movie sneaking up on the enemy camp. When Pilar turned a corner, I stuffed the wad of coca leaves against my gum and chewed—I wanted to be as sharp as possible, in every way. She stopped before an unmarked door with a security box on it and slipped a card key into it. “Hotel passkey,” she murmured, flashing the card at me like a badge. Was this her room, and so close to mine? It boded well for the rest of the week. Inside was a closet with a boiler. Somehow Pilar wormed her way behind it. I followed, less gracefully. Behind the boiler was a shrunken passageway, as dark as a coffin and not much wider. Pilar pulled out a penlight and moved forward. I followed. My sandals clopped on the floor. The passage twisted and sloped. I had no idea how Pilar was navigating or what she was seeing in front of me. With my free hand I felt the walls and ceiling, cool concrete just inches from my body.

Pilar stopped short, and my chin clicked against her back. I mumbled an apology. She grunted and pushed, and we stepped outside into a cool forest of stars. We were on a ledge above the gardens, which were gray in the moonlight, like carved stone. I let my vision run up the ramps of the mountains and launch itself into space, up onto the road of the Milky Way. Just one more thing you never see in New York. Pilar sat down on a rock. I turned around. The door was still open behind me, an unhealed wound in the mountain.

Pilar lit a cigarette.

“Are you chewing gum?” she said.

“Coca leaves,” I said. “Helps me think.”

She took a long drag and blew the smoke out toward the moon.

“Nothing’s gone well,” she said.

“It’s not my fault,” I said. “Is it?”

“No. I’m sick of blaming you, anyway. I used to, all the time.”

I nodded sympathetically.

“And my parents. But now I know my life is nobody’s fault but my own.”

Her despondency surprised me; she had seemed so optimistic earlier, in the hut behind the Kallawaya. But she had been in the same depressive mood in her apartment, the other night. Maybe she needed the sun to burn away her weariness and anxiety.

“I can help you,” I said. “But you have to tell me the truth.” I paused, to give her a chance to come out with it on her own.

“You want to see the note from the kidnappers?” she asked.

“Yes, but first I have a question. Why did you get Ray Quinones a job here?”

“Ray Quinones? The security guard?”

“That’s right. He was Hilary’s boyfriend in New York. Didn’t you know that?”

“No.”

“How did you know him?” I asked.

“I met him when I worked for Guilford. When I came up to New York once. I think Hilary put us in touch, but I didn’t know they were that close. He had to go home to Bolivia and he wanted to talk to someone about a job.”

“I didn’t know he was Bolivian. Neither did Kenny.”

“Why would he?”

“Good point. But in New York this guy was a handyman, not a security guard. Why did you get him a job?”

“He needed one when he came back to Bolivia. What other kind of job could he get? He was smart. And big. He had lived in America.”

“He doesn’t speak English.”

“A few words. He tries.”

“Were you in love with him?”

“That’s ridiculous.”

Was she lying? I almost hoped so. Then we’d be even. As long as she wasn’t in love with him now. “We need to help each other,” I said.

“You think I don’t know that? You don’t realize how much I need you. I’m so tired of depending on other people for everything. All I want is my freedom. And here I am buried in this Third World mountain.”

“Come back to New York with me,” I said. “You can start all over, with me to help. We’ll forget everything here. I only lied to you once. I won’t do it again. I promise. Try to believe me. Everybody lies, but only a few of us come begging for forgiveness afterwards. You can’t hate us all forever.”

“Sometimes I’m afraid I can.”

“Then come to New York. You’ll fit right in.”

I was hoping she’d smile, but she nodded into her dying cigarette. “Here’s the note from the kidnappers.”

She handed me a piece of paper and her penlight. The note was in English:


Dear parents of Hilary Pearson,

Pay us one million dollars or Hilary will die. Enclosed is a picture. If anyone finds out about this demand or this organization, Hilary will suffer the consequences.



It was signed “La Organización.”

“The kidnappers gave this to you?” It seemed a bit matter-of-fact for a ransom note, not that I was an expert.

“They slipped it under my door when I was out.” She glanced down at the cigarette, now completely cold, and handed me a picture of a dark-haired woman glumly holding up a copy of La Razón. I pulled one of the Hilary’s parents’ flyers out of my pocket and compared the images. It looked like Hilary.

“Their English isn’t bad,” I said. “But I can’t read the date on the paper.”

“The headline’s recent. You can go online and look it up on the website. I checked it myself.”

“But why was this delivered to you?”

She shrugged and flipped away the cigarette butt like she was tossing a coin.

“I’m the PR person. They must think I can get the word out to the right people. And Hilary knew me. I was her friend, in a way. Maybe she recommended me. How should I know?” Her voice squeaked in exasperation.

“Why didn’t you tell anyone?”

She took the note from me, turned it around, and returned it. It said, “If you tell anyone about this, you die too. We know where you live. We also know”—an address on SW Fourth Street in Miami followed. It looked familiar.

“My aunt’s house,” Pilar explained.

The wind rose, shaking the branches on a nearby tree, which made the moon shadows around us dance like boiling water. “What if they’re out here, listening to us?” I asked. “You said they were everywhere.”

“Nobody knows about this place except me. I told you—I know the secret ways better than anyone. Even them, I hope. But they’re not stupid.”

I took a deep breath. “I think maybe I know who the kidnappers are. Barrientos is a Condepa hack. I think Condepa traffics cocaine and uses this hotel to launder the money. Somehow Hilary found out what they were doing, so they kidnapped her. That’s my theory. But I don’t know how the security guard fits in. Maybe you can help me find out.”

She lit another cigarette and stared down at its tip. Her face glowed a sunset red.

“That’s a stupid theory,” she said.

“It’s a work in progress,” I said defensively. “And there’s no doubt about Barrientos and Condepa. You must have known about him. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Of course I knew. It helps to have a party connection in this country. We’re not supposed to talk about it. But he has nothing to do with Hilary. Where would you get such a crazy idea?”

“Because political thugs don’t normally become hotel general managers—or the other way around.”

“And the hotel laundering drug money?”

“That’s what my sources tell me.”

“What sources?”

I pictured the manager of the Gran Hotel París marching in with her hands on her hips to set Pilar straight. “Lots of sources.”

“They can’t be reliable.”

“Why not? You know something else, don’t you? Why won’t you tell me? You said Hilary was your friend. What do you mean by that? You had drinks with her on Guilford trips? We all had drinks on Guilford trips. Did you have something to do with Hilary’s disappearance?”

I wished she understood just how much she could trust me, but I couldn’t explain without making clear that I suspected her story up to now was a lie. I could take anything from her, even the knowledge that she was in league with the kidnappers, just as she was in league with Arturo, though I knew that if she had done something criminal, I should stop asking her questions, so I couldn’t later be accused of knowingly harboring a fugitive. No, I should find out the truth, and afterward, we’d have to get married; no husband can be forced to testify against his wife.

“What are you talking about? Of course not. I received the note just before I left for New York, and I told you about it as soon as I could. I needed someone to come and help me, someone I could trust.”

Pride surged within me, and pity—Pilar must be very lonely if I was the best she could do.

“And it had to be someone who could pretend to write some fluff for us,” she added. “So Soldán would believe me.”

Right. She had needed a travel writer.

“This is what you have to do, Jacob,” she said. “Take the message back to Hilary’s parents. They have money. They can pay the ransom, and then Hilary will be safe and so will I.”

“Safe from what? Who are these people?”

“I’m not sure. But I know I’m afraid of them.”

“Then why don’t you just leave? Go back to the States.”

“They’d meet me—at the airport, at the border, wherever. You don’t understand. I’ve never felt like this in my life.”

“They scare you more than Dionisius?”

“Yes. Maybe. I guess I’m afraid of everybody. I just want it to be over. I’m sorry I brought you into this.”

“I’m not sorry. I’ll get you out somehow. And then maybe we can try again. In New York.”

She smiled feebly, and unconsciously brought her index finger to her mouth. I realized she was biting her nails, and for some reason my hopes soared.

“When I’m with you I feel like I can’t be depressed or bored,” I said. “Didn’t you feel that way with me? I’m so afraid of getting older and more bored and miserable, Pilar, until one day it’ll be all over, and I’ll die knowing I did everything wrong. But when I’m with you it’s like we’re fighting off boredom. Fighting off death. The two of us together.”

I was glad I said it, though I wished I hadn’t made us sound like superheroes.

“No, Jacob. That’s not it.” She shook her head, and for a moment it was as if we were back in a hotel room on a Guilford trip, arguing companionably late at night. “The only thing that fights off boredom is freedom. And the only way to be truly free, to be independent and not to worry, is to have money. Don’t call me a Republican. My father was a socialist, you know, like half of Spain. All work at someone else’s command is drudgery. Misery.”

“I don’t work for anyone else,” I said. “And I’m not happy.”

“Because you’re still poor. You think you live like a prince, and you do, but only for a few days at a time, and then you’re stuck back in Queens. We’re both servants who live in the palace. That doesn’t make us kings.”

“Maybe you need them both,” I said. “Love and freedom.” Perhaps we could compromise.

“Maybe. Yes. I think you’re right. Jacob, let’s try to do something complicated, you and me.”

“What?”

“I have an idea, a brilliant idea, Jacob. A way out of this for you and me … and Hilary.”

Her words quivered with a strange new energy.

“What?”

“I have to talk to somebody first, to secure an agreement, but I promise I’ll tell you tomorrow.”

“You’re putting me off again?”

“I need to arrange it, Jacob,” she said. “If you can hang on until tomorrow, I’ll show you something that will take away your every doubt. The kidnappers—I think I can show you who they are. Safely.”

“How?”

“I’ll have to persuade them. Can you wait until the morning? I’ll contact you in your room by eleven—noon at the latest. I have more work to do tonight and I’ll need to sleep. I don’t have to be in La Paz until the evening, so I’m not planning to leave before one tomorrow.”

“I thought you weren’t supposed to be here. Soldán told me—”

“He can’t know I’m here. No one can.”

“No one like Dionisius?”

“For example.”

“What if they find you?”

“No one’s looking for me. And besides, I’m very careful. Don’t worry, Jacob. Just be careful yourself.”

We stepped back into the hill, and she pulled the door shut on the stars and the moonlight. I followed her back through the tunnels to my room. At my door she whispered her regrets and left me.

But this time I was not to be put off so easily. I waited until she turned the corner and then followed. The carpet silenced my footsteps as I stalked her from far behind. She never thought to turn around. Her featureless form ahead of me was like a memory. How much had she changed in the last year? Had I ever really known her? We never know anyone. People reveal themselves to us slowly and incompletely over months, years, even decades. We never even know ourselves. What once we approved of becomes unbearable; what we despised becomes strangely persuasive. We blame time and the world for changing on us, but really we ourselves have betrayed our beliefs.

The corridor forked and twisted; I lagged behind on the straightaways and speed-walked ahead when she vanished behind a curve. She kept to the main passages always, moving, as near as I could tell, away from the heart of the hotel. Finally she paused before a door, and I slipped behind a corner. I heard an electronic squawk and peeked to see her open the door and disappear behind it. I darted ahead and was able to jam my sandal in the doorway just in time. Then I passed through myself.

I was in a glassed-in corridor, an enclosed walkway stretching between the peaks of the mountain. The ceiling was also glass. Above and all around me were the stars, so numerous and so bright that they faintly lit the velvet valleys below. Cold air pricked my ears, fingers, and face. As I ventured out into the middle, I tensed my body against the stiff night breeze, but there wasn’t even a draft through the glass. The floor was carpeted. I glided forward, following Pilar’s shadow farther on.

The glass walls and ceiling ended, and the walkway widened. I could perceive on the wall beside me the outline of a beast like a llama but more upright. An alpaca. I realized we were in the new wing of the hotel, the one they had closed to save on heat and maintenance. The overhead lights in this corridor were even dimmer than in the old wing; only one in five was lit, perhaps for the odd worker or for emergencies. Far up ahead, Pilar stopped; I crushed myself against a doorway. She rapped at a door and opened it with her passkey. A light shone from the room, she slipped inside, and then nothing more could be heard through the soundproof walls. I walked faster. Here was the answer. I would knock and announce myself, and all would be revealed. Once admitted into the circle of truth, I was sure I could never be expelled.

My legs seemed to cramp in anticipation. To knock was to announce myself as a spy and a stalker; perhaps instead I should kneel by the door and try to listen to the conversation inside. But what if she spotted me through the peephole or opened the door suddenly? I crouched against the wall. I could hear nothing.

Time passed while I gathered my courage and assembled justifications for following her. But just as I lunged to my feet, I heard a low, steady pulse from behind me. At first I thought it was my ears ringing from mental strain, but then I turned and saw, back through the corridor, across the glassy walkway, a tiny light flashing red and furious on the entry door, near the card key slot. Each flash was accompanied by a low beep. I stared at the door. Was the security device complaining of an intruder? Or warning the front desk that the door was open? Would they soon send a guard? I stepped slowly back toward the light and the tone, speeding up as I crossed the walkway. The sound continued. Was it getting louder? How long before a guest or housekeeping heard it? My heart was beating faster than the red light. I could just pull shut the door, I thought, but what if it locked and I was trapped in this dim, cold, unserviced outpost? I might never get back. But if instead I passed back through the doorway, back into the populated regions of the hotel, and shut the door, it would surely lock and I’d lose my chance to discover Pilar’s secret. I made my choice and slipped back through to civilization, closing the door behind me, leaving Pilar on the other side. The light and the pulse died instantly. I tried the door again—locked, of course, but at least it didn’t throw another tantrum. The only sound now was my own breathing. It was all right. I would speak to Pilar tomorrow, in the light of the morning. I knew where she was hiding. Now all I had to do was find my way back.

A mere handful of twists farther on I heard ahead of me the rumble of hurrying men and angry Spanish. Arturo almost trampled me as he turned a corner.

“What are you doing?” he demanded.

I did my best to look surprised and annoyed.

“I was going for a drink,” I said. “I must have got lost. This place is a labyrinth. Where’s room three forty-five? Ah! This way.”

“Have you seen Pilar?”

“Pilar? Of course not. Soldán told me she’s in La Paz. She’ll be back the day after tomorrow.”

“She is not in La Paz. She never returned to her apartment. You swear you haven’t seen her?”

“Of course! Why do you need to find her?”

“Hotel business. Not yours.”

He and his men forged ahead.


Chapter 23

I had planned to sleep late the next morning, but a beam of sunlight squeezing through the half-open blinds woke me, and with that first flicker of consciousness, the day’s promise flooded my brain. I had penetrated Pilar’s defenses. She had promised to show me who the kidnappers were, and I would make her tell me why she was hiding in a neglected wing of the hotel. I would join the conspiracy. I sat up and chucked off the covers. It was 8:30. Everything was always so much better in the morning. Maybe Hilary really was alive; maybe Pilar really would return to New York with me; maybe the three of us—no, the four of us, Kenny too—really were too young, too spirited, too American, to be dead, or in danger, or even depressed. She’d deny it, but in her heart Pilar was as American as I was.

Kenny was still asleep on his stomach, his sweating face mashed into the pillow. I fished one of my New Yorkers out of my bag but quickly gave up reading. I couldn’t endure the morning in this room. I left Kenny a map with the dining room circled, in case he wanted breakfast.

Down in the lobby, Gabriela was at the desk. My morning luck was persisting.

“Will you be joining the Jungle Jeep Convoy this morning?” she asked. “It departs in fifteen minutes.”

“Not today,” I said. “Can I leave a message for Pilar Rojas? I understand she won’t arrive until this evening.”

Perhaps Gabriela would report my activity to Arturo.

“Would you like her voice mail?”

“Just please tell her that I’m looking forward to seeing her again.”

“Certainly.”

I reproached myself inwardly for enjoying another woman’s smile and retired to a sofa to gaze out through the glass at the lush countryside. I wondered why anyone would live up on Bolivia’s windy highlands. Down here, crops spring effortlessly from the earth, evenings are warmer, locals smile. For me La Paz was a tourist bonanza; for its residents, so many of whom slept in unheated mud houses, it was a cruel accident of history. If only the city had sprung up here in the tropics, then even the homeless could make it easily through the night. I knew I should return to the room to tend to Kenny and wait for Pilar, but I wanted a few minutes’ rest in the energizing sunshine of the lobby.

Early risers bustled by me, some of them dressed in full Jungle Jeep Convoy regalia (safari pants tucked into hiking boots, fishing hats, cheeks glistening with sun protection), others in sunbathing cover-ups. Arturo wandered past, cloudy-eyed and weary. His clothes and skin were rusty with red dust; he must have been out driving since we met last night. Perhaps he was the driver for the even earlier Jungle Jeep Convoy.

“What’s up, kid?” I called, hoping to impress him with my cool. He shook his head, as if not quite believing anyone would choose to be up so early.

“Good day,” he said. “What are you doing this morning?”

“I was just leaving a message for Pilar. She’s coming back tonight, remember? I need to speak to her when she arrives from La Paz.”

He stopped and rubbed his hair with his hand. The dust shook off like dandruff, and he stared for a moment at the cloud he had created around himself. “You left a message for her just now?” He gestured to the desk, as if he were going to verify my claim immediately.

“I’m not a liar, Arturo. I just finished leaving her a message. And right now I’m enjoying the view.”

Arturo nodded, as if I’d finally said something that made sense.

“I believe you,” he said. “Why not?” He gave me an oddly embarrassed smile before he sat down.

“This is the most beautiful view in all Bolivia,” he said. “Many times I have said to myself, I wish my mother could have seen it. She died before the hotel was built.”

“Did she like the Yungas?”

“She was never here. She knew only the city. She was afraid to travel.”

It struck me as ironic that she was killed by a trufi, but I didn’t say anything. I realized I felt some kinship for Arturo. After all, he liked and respected Pilar, who seemed to like him in return. I looked at him more closely. The sun streaming in from the window shone off his cheek, so that the old acne scars glittered like the facets on a disco ball. Even Arturo’s flaws shone bright.

“How long ago did she die?” I asked.

“Nine years.”

“You were a child.”

“I was already a driver.”

“For Condepa?”

“There was no Condepa then. We made it, we drivers, together. My father said I was a fool to join, but I didn’t listen. I told other drivers to join as well. That’s why the party hired me.”

“It’s not the same now, right? Now you work with Dionisius. You’re not like him, that I understand, but you work with him. One day you will be like him. Understand?”

He said nothing.

“Where is he?” I asked.

“He went to La Paz. Better for you to leave too.”

“I won’t leave. I’m not afraid.”

I expected Arturo to laugh, but he just rubbed his cheek with his hand, as if the sunlight were irritating the old wounds. “You don’t yet understand the danger,” he said.

“If Dionisius is gone, then there is no danger.”

“Go home.”

“Why, Arturo? How could I bother anyone? I’m not dangerous. I write travel guides.”

“You’re not dangerous,” he agreed.

“Well. Then why not tell me some of the hotel’s secrets?”

“There’s only one secret,” said Arturo. “And you will know it soon enough. I’m very sorry.”

“Sorry about what?”

He shook his head.

“The secret is about Mr. Matamoros,” I suggested. “How did he get so rich?”

“Who knows?” He flipped his hands up impatiently. “Maybe from Colombians, maybe not. I don’t know. Listen. This is neither a secret nor a scandal. To build a hotel like this, you need men and equipment from La Paz. It’s not cheap. So Matamoros talks to Barrientos and the Mallku. The Mallku’s not stupid. If Matamoros gives him a bribe, he has money for one year and no more. So he tells Matamoros he must give us a percentage of his revenue, and also hire Barrientos to make sure everything runs smoothly. Then Matamoros has no trouble, and we have enough money to support the party for years. You have met Barrientos two times now. If that information does not satisfy you, then you may meet him again. That would be bad. Take your friend and leave.”

“Maybe you’re right. But I need to talk to Pilar first, tonight. Wouldn’t you also want to talk to someone as beautiful as Pilar?”

“Yes,” he said. “I would also like to talk to Pilar.”

After he left, I called up for Kenny, but he was either at breakfast or incapable of finding the phone. I myself wasn’t hungry, and it was still just 9:00, hours before Pilar would contact me. Gabriela suggested the one-hour Jungle Wildlife Adventure Tour, which, I gathered from the brochure, was identical to the Jungle Jeep Convoy, except that the guide pulled over now and then to point out birds.

I spent the next hour bumping through the forest in an SUV with three Argentinian men and their queasy-looking wives. At the end of the track, we piled out by a swell in the river so the guide could show us some sort of parrot colony, but the men weren’t interested. They sat on logs, lit cigarettes, and after discovering my profession, explained to me which regions in Argentina most merited tourism; meanwhile, their wives strolled along the water with the guide. They asked me if I had a girlfriend. I told them I had fallen for a Spanish girl, and they had a lot to say about Spanish girls’ arrogant, tight-assed ways.

“By the way,” I asked, “have you heard about Hilary Pearson, the young American journalist that disappeared here?”

They had not. I briefly described the mystery of her disappearance. The men responded with dark intimations regarding Bolivian coca kings.

The women rounded the bend. Their gazes were all following the guide’s outstretched arm, which was pointed up in the trees at some undoubtedly wondrous animal, hidden from our view.

“Forget the cocaleros. She probably ran off with her guide,” one of the men said, and his friends laughed.

* * *

When I returned to the lobby, Soldán spotted me and beckoned me to him.

“Would you have a moment to speak with me in my office?” he asked.

He was as red-faced as a drunk, and his graceful lope was jerky and quick. I had to skip-step to keep up.

He opened the door to his office to reveal nobody, not Dionisius or Barrientos or a pack of snarling Bolivian cops waiting impatiently to beat a confession out of me. Soldán hung an embroidered No Molestar sign on his door handle and shut the door behind him so loudly he flinched.

He sat behind his desk and rolled a ballpoint pen back and forth between his two palms. He didn’t lift his eyes.

“Something terrible has happened.”

He bent his head and spoke into the rolling pen, as if into a microphone. I thought of a convicted defendant, ashamed and defeated, murmuring his apologies to the judge before sentencing.

“Last night, a driver received news that one of our vans had fallen from the road, not far from the hotel. Just above the last waterfall.”

Nothing to do with me then—thank God. It was just another Matamoros disaster. How unlucky for Soldán that an American writer was here when it happened. He was making a preemptive strike by telling me now, before I could find out myself from a more gossipy source.

“We investigated,” he said. “The driver of the van that fell was Pilar Rojas. We brought her back here—our doctors are better than any in Coroico, and of course there are none in Yolosa”—he lifted his head at last to explain this—“but it was too late. It appears that she was hit by a large truck and could not control her vehicle. I am … very, very surprised. And sad. I spoke to the doctor this morning. I have not yet informed the staff.”

His fingers finally stopped rolling the pen, or maybe my mind stopped registering the movement.

“Pilar? Are you saying … she’s dead?”

He shut his eyes, searching for words.

“It is very, very sad” was all he could come up with.

“Are you sure?”

He nodded.

“I don’t understand. Why would she be on the road last night? Was she going back to La Paz? It was so late.” Maybe she was fleeing. But from whom? And why hadn’t she told me? Maybe she didn’t have time. Maybe she had somehow heard the alarm I had set last night and run from the hotel immediately.

“She appeared to be driving here from La Paz. We’re not sure why. She was to meet guests at the airport in La Paz this evening, and then bring them here. So she should have stayed there in the city. Perhaps she needed something at the hotel. In any case, one of our drivers found her last night. The roads here can be dangerous, and she was driving alone. We are now trying to reach Mr. Barrientos. He returned to La Paz this morning in his private car. She was like a daughter to him.”

She was driving from La Paz? Of course; Soldán thought Pilar had obeyed Dionisius’s order to stay in the city. So he had this wrong. He must have everything wrong. “You say the driver found her last night?”

“Yes.”

“At what time?”

“Around midnight.”

“Ah! Then it’s a mistake! Soldán, I have to tell you the truth—she was here yesterday.”

“Yes, she was driving here last night.”

“No, no! She was here all day, and most of the night too, well after midnight. I saw her. I think she had private business to take care of. But I saw her. Maybe you shouldn’t tell anybody about this. But it’s all right.”

Soldán looked me full in the face, his eyes bewildered and terrified.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Smalls. There is no doubt.”

“But—then I want to see her body.”

Soldán winced.

“I—I know her family. I could identify her. There might be a mistake.”

“You knew her family?”

“Her aunt. The only family she has. Please, Soldán. I’ll call her aunt if it’s true. I met her once.”

* * *

A moving walkway bore us once again through the complex. Strange fears sprinted across my brain. Perhaps it was not Pilar but a ghost I met last night and followed through the tunnel to the starry landing. Yes, in the moonlight her skin had been ghostly pale and indistinct. And she hadn’t touched me—at least, not in the light. But how could a ghost unlock and open doors, not to mention light a cigarette? Perhaps I was lying to myself, even now, or insane. Or my brain had misfiled a dream as a memory. People do go insane. But I’d never been insane before. And Kenny had seen her too, in the afternoon, hiding like a rabbit in the Kallawaya’s den.

I wasn’t insane. I remembered my childhood fear that the whole world was conspiring to hide its true nature from me, that every other human was an actor or a robot, and I was truly all alone, a specimen under observation. Even as a child, I could rarely summon the paranoia required to trust in my fantasy. After all, what could possibly be the point of such a trick? But who knows the point of the universe? Planets, species, and civilizations have sprouted like mushrooms for no purpose anyone has ever discovered. Why was the Roman Empire created, or the dinosaurs? There’s no reason for anything. Believing in the most elaborate of conspiracies is no more illogical than believing in the long series of improbable coincidences that make up the history of life. Perhaps the entire hotel, or even all of Bolivia, including Pilar, was in on the plot.

The walkway left us at the heavy threshold of a freight elevator.

“Are we going to the infirmary?” I asked.

“No,” he said. “We brought her upstairs. To wait for … the person who examines these cases.”

The elevator doors opened directly on a kitchen. Young men stopped washing dishes and chopping vegetables to stare at us, then returned to their work. A lone cook shaking a sizzling pan nodded his head for no reason. Swaths of unused counter space sparkled in the fluorescent light. I’d never seen such a roomy kitchen. Space was plentiful in the Hotel Matamoros.

Then I noticed a barricade of spice carts and barstools on the far side of the kitchen. Behind it two cops in camouflage were muttering rapidly in their country accents. Soldán waved to them and pushed aside a barstool so we could pass. The cooks and dishwashers had abandoned this part of the room. A massive chrome freezer door stood slightly ajar. Measuring cups were overturned and forgotten. A meat cleaver lay on its side upon a block of wood. Thin dried juice—the blood of a steak—had stained the blade. Why hadn’t anyone removed it? Or shut the freezer door? A senior cook in a mushroom hat gazed forlornly across the divide, a refugee from the disaster. Soldán introduced me to someone named Dr. Sanchez. With him were two younger men in civilian clothes, who just stared at me.

“We don’t have the facilities,” the doctor explained, in English, obviously resentful that he had to express regret for something that wasn’t his fault.

“They told us to keep the body cold,” murmured Soldán.

The doctor opened the freezer door and glared at the two young men until they scurried inside. They emerged lugging what appeared to be a giant black plastic bag and, laboring painfully, their fingers straining from the weight, managed to lay it on the floor. It can’t be her, I thought. I had lifted her once or twice, to carry her in mock gallantry over the threshold into a hotel room, and she wasn’t that heavy.

But then the attendant folded down the edge of the bag and leaned back, and it was her face, asleep, paler than moonlight, and like the moon mottled with dark seas. I wondered who had closed her eyes.

* * *

Soldán guided me to a barstool on the barricade, as far as possible from the freezer. I stared at my feet until I was ready to listen to him.

“Let’s return to my office,” he suggested. I followed him silently, down in the elevator and through the hotel, until I found myself seated on the chair before his desk.

“You said they found her last night,” I said. “Who found her?” I couldn’t help imagining what her body looked like under the plastic, perhaps mangled or crushed from the accident.

“One of our drivers,” said Soldán.

“Dionisius?”

“No.”

“I rode with her and Arturo, the driver, to Chuspipata. Did you know that? Then Dionisius took her in his van to speak to her. To threaten her, I think. I need to speak to both of them. With the police present. Immediately.”

“I’m afraid Dionisius accompanied Mr. Barrientos to La Paz. They are there now. I have not seen Arturo recently. I will tell him that you want to speak to him. But there must be some confusion. I was told that yesterday Pilar drove the minivan from Chuspipata back to La Paz, where it was needed. Our minivans are often in great demand. Dionisius, on the other hand, came to the hotel. I saw him myself.”

“But that’s not true. I saw Pilar and Dionisius drive away from Chuspipata to the hotel. They were together. She came here with him.”

Soldán said nothing.

“I need to talk to Arturo, with the police.”

“I will tell him, Mr. Smalls.”

I stood up to leave. “Where did the police go?”

“I believe they went to have lunch while they wait for the examiner.”

“I want a guard by my room, Soldán. Tell the police. This hotel isn’t safe for foreigners.”

“Of course, Mr. Smalls.” He bent his head and laid his hand on his telephone. He had many responsibilities.

“Wait,” I said. “Did they find anything on her body? Her ID? Her wallet?”

“Yes,” he said. “I have it. Her money and ID were there. Quite safe.”

“I want to see her wallet. I’ll return it to her family. Like I said.”

“The police may need it.… ”

“Just let me look. To make sure.”

He tapped his finger once on the handset, then opened a drawer in the underbelly of his desk. He passed me her wallet. There was a driver’s license, a few business cards, some cash. I bent over the open wallet, pressing it to my chest, communing with all that was left of her.

Soldán’s phone rang, and he grabbed it before it could disturb my mourning further. He listened for a moment and swiveled halfway in his chair to murmur a series of orders. I bent further, moaning just a bit, and when my hands had dropped below the level of his desk, I slipped Pilar’s passkey into my palm. After Soldán hung up, he led me back to the lobby. I thought he might press my shoulder before he left me, but he didn’t dare.

* * *

Beyond the lobby there was a patio and stairs leading to the gardens. No police. I found myself descending the stairs.

I was now free to brood without disturbance, but despite all efforts, my mind refused to stay fixed on any fact. Sorrow for the dead, a grief that had lightly brushed up against me at the Pearsons’ house, had now taken me by the throat. I couldn’t escape it; and yet, at the same time, I felt something in me had drifted away and was marveling at the transformation grief had wrought on my body. My righteous fury of just a minute ago had already subsided. Lies and conspiracy were just silly gestures in a crude, meaningless game. I wandered stupidly out of the hotel and into the gardens, and wondered why I was wandering, wondered why I was wondering. Insanity, I thought—here it comes. But it wasn’t that either.

The orchids stuck their tongues out at me and the smooth stones of the trail battered my feet, reminding me that I was walking and not drifting on the wind. She’s gone, I tried muttering to myself, to organize my confusion, to prove to myself that I was capable of mature analysis of my loss. But my succeeding thoughts were childish: I’ll never win her back now; I’ll never touch her again; no one will ever give a shit about me again (no one worth anything, anyway); and the last stupid thing I said to her would always be my final words to her, the ones I could never take back or replace or apologize for. What were they? I couldn’t even remember.

The higher-floating part told me to think of her, not myself, for once. So I tried: She’ll never have a thought or feeling again; no, she’s trapped underground forever; no, there’s a heaven, or at least a peace-after-death, and she’s within it. I dismissed all these possibilities several times over. Time is finished for her, I told myself, but the statement didn’t convince me—who can fathom the end of time? It was still passing for me. I was still walking. I focused on the plants passing beside me. More orchids, and banana trees, their bunches hanging like beehives; and then I had to stop where the path dead-ended at a curved wooden rail set over a ravine. An overlook. And a bench. I sat for a minute, but felt heavy and awkward, so I lay down on the stone and looked at the sky. I was grieving; I had every right to look silly. If some passerby laughed or scolded, it would give me an excuse to stand up and hit him. That might help. I envisioned myself walloping some passing jerk, and felt my face burn in imagined anger as I stared at the clouds. They were wispy and weak.

She had been lost to me once before, when I’d heard she’d left Guilford and taken a job in Bolivia. But back then I could still hope she would change her mind about me. Now that she was dead there would be no more midnight conversations in my mind with her, no more giddy fantasies of engagements or children. Grief and absurdity and perhaps even guilt would crush my dreams. I envied Kenny, who could still cling to his futile hope.

I stood up and started back to the hotel. I was no longer floating; now I felt every step, every burdensome pull of my muscles. I saw a cop in the lobby, slouching on one of the sofas, studying the sports pages in La Razón. Good, the reasonable portion of my mind said. I was safe as long as he and his friends were still here.

When I reached the bed in my empty suite, I lay down and closed my eyes. There was too much light. I shut the mechanical shades and made a black hole of the room. But when I lay down and shut my eyes again, I found I could not sleep in the double darkness. Was Pilar too now lying awake in the dark, tired and alone and praying for sleep? She had gone to church as a child. Maybe she had been expecting Heaven, or fearing Hell, and was only now realizing that the darkness would be her sole companion for eternity. The worshippers at the La Paz cathedral, all the believers throughout the country, would be surprised and chagrined when they died. Everyone would, but me; only I had the foolish courage to dread the inevitable, the unending loneliness. I told myself I had to be wrong. No universe could bear the misery of anything forever, not even of a single soul.

* * *

Kenny entered. He closed the bedroom door behind him with a painful slowness and approached on the balls of his feet. I could see everything. After staring into the dark for an hour, my vision was as sharp as a bat’s. I flipped on the switch and let light burn over me. Kenny was standing like a captured burglar, afraid and embarrassed.

“I wanted my book,” he explained, and forged ahead. “They told me what happened. She was your girlfriend, right?”

“I told you. She used to be.”

He pulled out the desk chair and perched himself on its edge, as if afraid I’d scream at him for getting too comfortable.

“Well, now it’s personal,” he said. Action movies had taught him how to express his emotions, and even to console. Had anyone tried to console him after Hilary’s disappearance? For a moment, I pitied him almost as much as I pitied myself. “I thought she was cool,” he added. “You’ll have to tell me what she was really like, sometime.”

“She was a mystery to me,” I said. “The best girlfriends are.”

Kenny eased back an inch or two on the chair. I could see he disagreed but didn’t want to argue.

“How are we going to handle this?” he said. “We need a plan.”

“Not just a plan,” I said, “an action plan. Draw up a chart. First we’ll list our resources, then we’ll list the suspects in one column, our reasons for suspicion in another, then our doubts—that’ll have to be extra-wide—and then our strategies to catch each suspect red-handed, or maybe just to assassinate them without telling anybody; and then finally we’ll make a calendar with our activities for each day of the rest of the fucking month.”

Kenny had grabbed a notepad with hotel letterhead and a pen from the desk and was busy slashing lines to bring the chart to life.

“Isn’t it good to organize?” I said.

He ceased his slashing, looked up at me, and tossed the pad back on the desk.

“I saw when you came in last night. It was like five o’clock. You need to sleep.”

“I was asleep just now before you walked in,” I lied. “I won’t be able to get back to it now. You can’t just sleep whenever you want to.”

“You eaten anything today? How about room service? I’ll get you a burger.”

“Do you have any idea how much room service costs in a place like this? A burger’s twenty bucks at least. They never comp room service.”

“I’m paying,” said Kenny, with a sort of grim pride.

I lay down and probably dozed off. I don’t think he knew to tip the server, but I do know that, at some point, I was eating a burger, and later on I must have slept again, because the next time I opened my eyes, it was dark, and when I rolled over toward the window, I saw a horde of stars above the shadowy hills.


Chapter 24

It was only 8:00 P.M. Kenny was once again watching a rerun of Friends. He must have memorized the schedule of the English-language channels. I told him I was going for a walk.

The rooftop lounge was empty of Kallawayas and all but a handful of older guests, red-eyed boozers resenting their wives for dragging them so far from civilization. I ignored the bartender, who was triumphantly brandishing a bottle of Young’s, and stared out the plate glass at the stars. The light inside was kept low to enhance the view. What did people say about the stars to make them feel better? That they shone the same on rich and poor, living and dead alike; that they had existed for millions of years and seen millions of tragedies, even millions far worse than ours; that they would shine just the same after we were dead. None of the platitudes impressed me. It seemed I was the only person in the universe, and the nausea of grief was the only sensation that could possibly matter to anyone, anywhere. I remembered our first kiss, in the warm, sticky air of the jungle hut, but now in my memory Pilar’s lips were chilly and pale.

I returned to the bar and accepted the Young’s. The bartender grinned with satisfaction in a job well done.

As I drank, I swept my gaze again through the room. A few guests had gathered in the lounge chairs behind the bar. And one man who wasn’t a guest.

Arturo stood and approached me, carrying a beer by the neck like a dead bird.

“Soldán said you want to speak with me,” he said.

“You killed her,” I said, but softly, so as not to attract the bartender. I couldn’t recall ever before having used the verb matar, except perhaps to recount the plot of a movie.

He shook his head gently, but I could see the muscles of his neck clench. “So you discovered the secret. I had nothing to do with her death. I am sorry. She was a good friend of mine.”

“Then Dionisius killed her.”

Arturo said nothing. He set his beer on the bar and squeezed it with both hands. It was a Bud. Anti-American hypocrite.

“I know the hotel officials are lying,” I said. “Or somebody lied to them. They say she drove the van alone yesterday. We—you and I—saw her get in the van with Dionisius. And they say she went back to La Paz. But I saw her here.”

“You lied to me. Last night.”

“I was trying to save her. You found her in the hotel?”

“I didn’t find her,” Arturo said. “If I had, she might be alive. Someone else found her.”

“Who?”

He didn’t answer. I knew it was Dionisius.

“Where did he find her? In her room?”

“In the garage. She had just moved a car to a hidden corner. She was removing from it a change of clothes and some American food. She was clearly hiding in the hotel.”

Perhaps she was trying to arrange it for her quick getaway the next day, I thought. Perhaps she would have taken me with her.

“Dionisius is big but not stupid,” Arturo continued. “He knew she was attempting to betray us in some manner. He had ordered her to return to La Paz. She pretended to obey, but then came to hide in the hotel. Why? Clearly she wanted to speak to you. Dionisius assumed she knew what happened to Hilary Pearson. Perhaps she planned to tell you and claim some reward. And yesterday we discovered another lie of hers.”

I couldn’t stop myself from imagining her in the garage, stepping out of a car when a flashlight shone in her face. I saw her backing away and trying to spin a tale to save her life, and not thinking quite fast enough. It was late, and she was tired.

“What was the other lie?”

“What your idiot friend told me. The security guard she recommended had been Hilary Pearson’s boyfriend. No one had known this. It was her secret. I had no alternative but to inform Barrientos. I don’t want to die myself. Pilar was involved somehow in the disappearance of Hilary Pearson.”

I glanced at the bartender, and all the guests around us. “I’m going to tell the police everything,” I said. Let him shoot me in front of everybody and then try to explain it.

“Tell them whatever you want,” he said. “It won’t matter a tiny bit. I, of course, will not support you. But listen to me. Whatever you do, leave this hotel now and take your friend with you, before Dionisius returns.”

“The police know my room number. I’ve told them to guard us.”

Arturo took a slug of his beer and twisted his torso to burp politely into his mouth.

“Pilar was a good friend of mine,” he repeated. “You don’t believe me? It’s true. I told her to be careful and not to persist in her foolishness—a foolishness I did not understand and still don’t. Why didn’t she listen to me? You tell me that. Did she talk to you?”

“You watched her die.”

“I saw nothing, Yankee.”

I saw him huddled in his car, examining the dirt under his fingernails and trying to find a better radio station while Dionisius put Pilar’s dead body in a van and pushed it off the cliff. “You could have saved her.”

“How? She was like a dog lying down in the middle of the highway. She refused to listen to me, and she defied Dionisius.”

“Don’t you feel anything?” I asked. “A tiny bit of guilt? Are you even human? Like I told you: you’re no better than Dionisius.”

“Even Dionisius is human. And Pilar is guilty too. Was guilty. I advise you to leave immediately. Do not wait for the morning.”

“If another American dies in this hotel, that will be the end of it.”

“That is why it is in both our interests that you leave immediately.”

I wanted to say something to impress upon him the depth of his iniquity, but nothing pithy came to mind. If only he could understand English, I thought. I had to resort to the first dramatic phrase I could concoct.

“If I believed in God, I would say that you would not escape his vengeance,” I said.

“Those who pray for misery are bad Christians,” he said. “I too am a bad Christian. In my heart, I hope that all American neoliberals go to hell for keeping the southern countries poor, hungry, and without hope. Nevertheless, I am very sorry, Mr. Esmalls. But the interests of the party are paramount. Remember also that my father depends on me for his own survival. I cannot behave recklessly.”

Behaving recklessly didn’t seem foolish to me as much as pointless. Arturo said she was found with American food and a change of clothes. I wondered what her last lonely meal had been.

“What kind of American food was she carrying? A hamburger?” Perhaps our last meals had been the same.

“What? No. She had a shopping bag from some gringo store. Some kind of juice, peanut butter, some bread.”

Peanut butter? And then I understood.

“If the hotel dies, the party will suffer,” I said.

“The hotel will not die.”

“It is dying right now. You know that. Its reputation has been destroyed.”

He said nothing.

“I know how to save the hotel,” I said.

He rubbed his finger around the mouth of the bottle.

“If I could prove that Hilary Pearson is alive,” I continued. “If I could show the world she was never harmed, the hotel will be forgiven completely.”

“How do you know she’s alive? Did Pilar tell you?”

“Yes.”

“What else did she tell you?”

“Nothing. Kenny knows more. Let me talk to him tonight. I’ll tell you all I found out tomorrow morning. Give me this one chance.”

“I make no promises. If I did, Dionisius would not keep them.”


Chapter 25

I trolled for cops in the lobby and on the patios. There weren’t any. They had probably knocked off at five and were watching the soccer highlights in their rooms, assuming the hotel was putting them up. On my way back to the room, I passed a young cop in camouflage examining the llama prints on the walls of Tupac Amaru Way. Maybe this was our guard. As I opened the door, I glanced back to find him gazing over my shoulder into the room, looking as if, like Kenny, he wouldn’t mind running about the place turning on the gadgets.

In the room, Kenny looked up hopefully from the television; he was ready to spring into action or at least talk.

“Let’s go to bed, Kenny,” I said. It was almost nine.

He squished his brows together, reluctant to challenge me but unable to stop himself.

“What about Hilary?” he said. “What are we going to do?”

“We’ll get a few hours of sleep,” I said. “You can’t think if you haven’t slept. Then at around two we’ll do some investigating. I have a plan.”

Kenny pumped his fist. No one had ever believed in me as Kenny had, and it was all I could do to suppress my contempt for him. But at least I hadn’t abandoned him yet.

I must have been worn out with brooding, because I fell asleep instantly, and when I opened my eyes again, Kenny was snoring calmly. I lay motionless as my nerves fidgeted. Perhaps the sun was already up behind the mechanical shutters and blinding the world; perhaps the night, and my chance, was already gone. I peered at the digital clock beside me: 1:15 A.M. I lay back, slapping my hand against my heart in frustration. I had set the alarm for two in the morning, but this would have to do. I slipped out of bed.

“I’m ready,” mumbled Kenny.

“It’s all right,” I said. “It’s not time yet. Go back to sleep.”

But he sat up on the bed and stared blankly as I dressed in the dark. Maybe he was trying to reassemble a dream, which he knew had been glorious, colorful, and eventful, but which was now just a jumble of murky fragments, among them Hilary’s dimly remembered face. He had slept in his clothes.

“Wherever you’re going, I’m going,” he said. “No buts.”

Outside in the dim hallway, the guard was gone, probably for the night. I started down the hall, and Kenny lumbered after me, his heavy breaths storming in my ears. He was no good at this. As we hesitated at a corner, I thought I heard the beeping door alarm again in the distance, but it was just my pulsing heartbeat. Some people seek fear, on roller coasters and in movie theaters; some people collapse and commit themselves to bed at the merest whiff of it. To me, this fear was merely unpleasant, neither exhilarating nor enervating, perhaps because my actions had been bled of consequence. I could be avenged or I could humiliate myself or I could die, but I could hardly imagine enjoying victory or minding failure.

We came to the frontier of the Alpaca Wing and stopped before the door. I inserted Pilar’s passkey. The winking light by the handle flashed green, and something within the body of the door clicked. It was open. No one had yet undertaken the administrative unpleasantry of deactivating the passkey.

“Where’d you get that?” whispered Kenny.

“I stole it.”

I continued onto the walkway, trying to ignore the beaded sky and the foggy swath of Milky Way. It seemed warmer than it had been the night before, or maybe I was just better prepared for the cold. The truth is here, just ahead of you, I told myself, but I felt the urge to return to my room and sleep. Maybe my grief was already fading. Maybe I had never really loved her, and the pain was drifting away as the shock wore off. All evening, all afternoon, I had been thinking not of her, not really, but just of my own self-centered despair and how I might soothe it. Selfish! I was as selfish as a baby.

I padded through the corridor, peering under every door for a dim giveaway light. I finally perceived one, or convinced myself I perceived one, about as far down the hall as Pilar had been the previous night. I stooped and pressed my ear to the door and thought I heard people talking inside. Kenny stared wide-eyed at my mysterious but assured actions. Should I knock? Frightened people, like animals, sometimes lash out when they’re surprised. I slipped the passkey in, then entered.

The room was lit with candles. Two figures, both covered in blankets, were sitting facing each other on leather recliners. Between them was an empty sofa. One figure leaped up, the blankets slipping to the floor.

“Who are you?” he asked in Spanish. He was Ray Quinones.

“I’m Pilar’s friend. Jacob.” I shut the door.

The other figure rose too, but more slowly, and kept the blankets on. By her feet was a plate, empty but for a butter knife.

“You’re Jacob?” It was the voice of an American woman, thin and hoarse. She spoke English. “How did you find us?”

“Hilary,” whispered Kenny, as if afraid his voice would frighten off the longed-for apparition.

“Pilar told me you were here,” I lied to her. “Is this all the light there is?”

“We can light more candles if you want,” said Hilary. “But the dark is safer.” She turned in to the candlelight, and I could see her face. Her long brown hair was tied in a teenage ponytail. My old editor, in person, at last.

“It’s all right, Ray,” she said in Spanish. Her accent was horrible.

“Pilar’s dead,” I said.

“I know,” she said. “Ray told me. I say something to her whenever I light a candle. What are we supposed to do now?”

The man swayed uncomfortably on his feet. She motioned to the recliner, and he slunk back into it, almost guiltily, like a cat that’s not allowed on the furniture, and drew the blanket up around himself. The cold air in the unheated room flitted confidently through my clothes.

I sat on the sofa and pinched my thighs to keep my concentration from drifting. Focus, focus, I reminded myself. It never helps. “Tell everyone what you did, and why Pilar died.”

“Why she died? Because she missed a turn in a jungle road in the middle of the night? That wasn’t in the plan. How much did she tell you?”

“Everything.” I could almost believe it. Pilar might have told me, had I given her more time and more persuasive arguments.

“Everything! She’s such a liar. She told me all about you. Poor Jacob. You know, you really are a decent writer, for a travel writer.”

In the shadows, and in my ignorance, I couldn’t tell if she was mocking me or truly sympathetic. Like most of us, in person she was not at all like her emails. The candle flame on the coffee table was flickering violently in Ray’s breaths.

“Hilary!” Kenny stepped forward into the candlelight. “It’s me.”

She squinted. “Who are you?”

“Me, Hilary.” He framed his face with his hands, in case she was looking in the wrong place. “Kenny.”

“Kenny?” She stared through the dark at him.

“Kenny,” he repeated. “You know.”

“Kenny from work?”

“That’s it!” he said. “Me!”

She looked at Ray and shook her head, her thin hair pinwheeling.

“He has Kenny,” she told Ray in Spanish.

“Cainny,” said Ray, mournfully, staring at his big hands, scuttling helplessly on his knees like giant crabs.

“What the hell is Kenny doing here?” she asked me.

“We were really worried about you,” said Kenny. “Did they hurt you?”

“Who?”

“The kidnappers.”

“There were never any kidnappers,” I said.

“Sure there were,” Hilary said. “This is the great escape. I cut my way out of the holding pen with dental floss and strangled the guards. Also with dental floss.”

She paused, as if hoping I’d contribute to her joke. I clawed my thighs again.

Kenny sat down on the arm of the couch, his butt almost touching my cheek.

“I don’t get it,” he said.

“She was just hiding here in the closed-off wing,” I said. “Pilar was going to have me bring a ransom note secretly back to her parents. Then they’d all try to collect, and nobody would know. Isn’t that it? I should have called the cops.”

“Pilar knew you wouldn’t. Do you have any idea how much she hated you? She told me what you did to her. Lying to you was her favorite part of the plan.”

“You’re wrong,” I said. Hilary wouldn’t be lying, not now, so she must simply be mistaken. I couldn’t believe Pilar had hated me that night in the Aparthotel Real Camino. But I knew she had hated me before that; maybe the hate had held over, had festered inside her even while she was loving me. She had been two people, lover and score settler, at the same time. No, she’d been many people. (The best girlfriends are, I could tell Kenny.) She lied to me, but she also lied to Hilary. She lied to herself. Maybe she told the truth only to her parents, via their photo, and after she’d torn it up there was no one left to be herself to.

“I always wanted to meet you in person,” said Hilary. “You’re a bigger liar than Pilar. Do you make up any facts in your travel books? You better not have in mine. You’re a legend to everyone who’s ever known Pilar.”

It was absurd. Pilar wouldn’t have told just this about me. Hilary herself was absurd and devious; perhaps stories of other people’s deviousness and absurdity were the only ones she understood. But I did believe that I had become a sort of legend in Pilar’s retelling, a trickster villain. What Hilary didn’t understand was that it wasn’t me or my personality that had had power over Pilar, just something I said once, which had acted upon Pilar like an infection. I had distorted her. “You didn’t hear how she spoke to me. Just yesterday.”

“Oh, I heard all about it,” said Hilary. “You’re lucky you didn’t hear it too. She was a real bitch. I loved it. I always say, when it comes to love, you’ve got to be an atheist. Once it’s dead, it’s dead.” She laughed at me. Had she been laughing at her parents, her co-workers, her friends as well? More likely she had never thought of them. She had left not only her country but her world, expecting to shed her past completely and start fresh. With a lot of money.

“I spoke to your mother.” I figured that mentioning her father would just make her angry. “You should have seen her.”

“You should have grown up with her.”

“She called you her Adventure Girl. She thinks you’re alive.”

“Sure she does. She believes in me. She would have paid, if you’d done your job with the ransom note. My dad’s cheap, but he has a sense of shame, and my mom knows how to dig it out of him. People do this all the time in Colombia, you know. Venezuela. Mexico City.” She leaned back. “I’m just a modern-day businesswoman, ripping off my ideas from the international pages of the Times. If it had worked, I could have incorporated myself, farmed out the plan to other disaffected daughters. They would have done a case study of me at Wharton.”

“You should have told me,” said Kenny. “I might have helped. I still could.”

“Thanks. How about getting me another blanket?” Hilary couldn’t quite look at him. “Ray’s afraid to steal from the other rooms. But you could. Just get one from your room. You have heat. I can’t even fucking watch TV. The only food I get is what Ray brings me. I asked Pilar to bring me something, and she said she’d get it from the kitchen, but she never did.”

“She tried,” I said. “She had it with her when she was caught moving her car.”

“When the FBI came with the dogs,” Hilary continued, “Ray smuggled me out for a few days, but they didn’t stay long. He took a few days off and we went camping on the Choro Trail. That was the only break I got from this place. I’m sick of it. I’m sick of being dead.”

“Is he really your boyfriend?” said Kenny.

She narrowed not just her eyes but her whole face, squeezing eyes, nose, and mouth into one organ of inspection.

Kenny stepped forward into her attention. “What about … me?”

“What?”

“Don’t you remember, that night? When we danced?”

“I can’t deal with this right now, Kenny. I can’t fucking deal with this!”

“Be quiet, please!” said Ray.

“Shut up, Ray,” she said, but quietly. She looked at me. “You could have her share.”

“Of what?”

“Of the money. Pilar’s idea was to get a lot. She was always complaining about being poor. She had her aunt to support, you know. Talk about a drain on the finances, but she did it. She always said her aunt was the only one who gave a shit about her. Every week, she’d give her a call no matter where she was. But it wasn’t just her aunt. They’d send her to the States and she could hardly afford a movie. She was always angling for a raise. But something changed a few months ago. She said she was ready to move on. She was free.”

“Why?”

“Who knows? No reason we can’t still get the money. Pilar would have wanted it. Do one thing right for her, Jacob, you liar. Maybe you could send some of it back to Pilar’s aunt. Do that and Pilar will definitely talk to you in Heaven when you’re dead. You don’t want to get the cold shoulder in Heaven from the only woman you ever loved.”

“They killed her. And it’s your fault.”

“What do you mean? It was a car accident. Wasn’t it?”

Ray looked at her, alarmed at her alarm. I enjoyed their confusion for only a moment.

“No,” I said. “Condepa killed her. They’re the people who own the hotel. They found out that Ray was your boyfriend, and that Pilar hired him. They realized that she must have lied to them, so they killed her.”

Hilary said nothing. My words seemed to act on me more than on her.

“How did they find out about Ray?” asked Hilary.

Still wandering in my thoughts, I looked at Kenny.

Hilary took quick Lamaze breaths to calm herself. It didn’t seem to work. “You told them?”

“No!” cried Kenny. “Not on purpose.”

“You moron. You killed Pilar. You killed me too. You’re a murderer. Ray”—she spoke in Spanish—“Kenny tells them. About us. Then it kills Pilar. Condepa kills Pilar.” Her Spanish was just one rung above Kenny’s.

I turned. Kenny just rubbed his eyes, looking about as little like a murderer as anyone possibly could.

“Cainny,” said Ray, scornfully this time.

“I just wanted to see if you were okay,” Kenny said.

“I’m not okay,” she answered, “because you’re here. I tried to be decent to you, Kenny, and you turn around and ruin every hope I ever had. If you weren’t such a doofus, I’d say you planned it all out from the start. You arrogant son of a bitch. What gave you the right?”

“The right?” he asked.

“To follow me. Like bad luck!”

“Be careful,” I said. “You’re making a lot of noise.”

“I thought I could find you,” Kenny said. “Ever since that night—”

“What night?”

“That night you kissed me.”

“You pathetic lech. I’m so sorry I ever felt bad for you.” She bent her head back to shout at the ceiling. “Next time, Lord, I’ll shit on the doofus like everybody else, I swear it! Now enough with the frogs and locusts!”

“Keep quiet!” said Ray.

Kenny turned from her wrath and kicked at the wall, bowing his head to obscure his shame. With his other hand he yanked violently on a handle embedded in the wall. An ironing board popped out, and Kenny’s head snapped back in surprise.

“What passes?” demanded Ray in English. He tried again in Spanish: “What’s he saying?”

Grunting at this new affront, Kenny plunged both hands into the recess and worried the iron out of its niche above the board.

“You fucking doofus.”

Kenny looked at her and set the iron upright on the board.

“They’re looking for you,” I said.

Kenny was now flicking the useless light switch by the door on and off again, furiously.

“Stop it, Kenny,” I said, as kindly as I could. He stopped.

“I hear something,” Kenny said. “Do you hear something?”

Hilary rushed to the door and pressed her ear against it.

“Someone’s coming!” she whispered. I heard it too.

Hilary and Ray stared at each other from across the room. Had this happened before? Did they know how to deal with it? Ray twisted right and left, as if to look for some weapon or escape hatch, but his feet never moved.

“You better hide,” I said. “I’ll tell them a story.”

“Right,” said Hilary, as if this was all part of the plan. I scanned the murky room, with its lit and unlit candles, the strewn-about blankets, the trash scattered like rubble on the floor. It would have to be quite a story.

A tap on the door unfroze them, and they scrambled off to the bedroom. Kenny stayed with me, whether out of loyalty or confusion I couldn’t tell. If they wanted to hide, they should have blown out all the candles and huddled in the dark. Why hadn’t they thought of that? Because they were idiots. Or no one had come looking before. Someone barked a command through the door. I stepped back.

“Enter,” I said.

An electronic click, and the door flashed open an inch, then stopped, then exploded open with a shout that startled me so much I almost laughed. Arturo burst inside. He held a gun. Dionisius followed. I gave way to them, so they now stood between Kenny and me.

Dionisius had no gun, or perhaps he just hadn’t pulled it. He had made the armed Arturo go first.

“I found where Pilar was hiding,” I said, hoping hate would mask the shaking in my voice. Not to my ears.

“What’s going on?” Dionisius demanded. Arturo said nothing. His gun was aimed not directly at me, but not far away either.

I tried to think of a saving explanation, but though my thoughts were quick and precise, though my powers of concentration were so heightened that I could see every line on the skin of Dionisius’s hairless knuckles, even in the candlelight, no answer came to me. It was as if my brain was dashing just past the right response at every moment.

I heard a clumsy bump in the bedroom. Were Hilary and Ray trying to hide under the bed? Maybe they were struggling to throw open a window, or cut their way through the wall with dental floss.

Kenny heard it too. His eyeballs twitched in the direction of the bedroom.

“That young man”—Dionisius pointed at Kenny—“he knows what happened to Hilary Pearson, right? We will speak to him.”

“To Kenny?” I said.

At the sound of his name, Kenny stiffened.

“No,” I said. “It has nothing to do with Kenny. He’s just my friend. He helped me find this place. He’ll go back to his room now. Back to sleep.”

“He cannot leave,” said Dionisius.

He stared at Kenny, whose truly sleepy eyes were now bulging at me, bursting with confusion and the secret. I knew that all Kenny wanted was to read my mind, to pick from it a few words of advice and comfort. I couldn’t help resenting his helplessness. Who did I have to look to? Still I nodded slightly, to acknowledge his terror and remind him he wasn’t cast adrift.

“What’s he saying?” asked Kenny.

I wished I could approach Kenny, so I wouldn’t have to toss my English across the room, past the dangerous gaze of Dionisius and Arturo, but my feet had seeped into the carpet and were stuck.

“You don’t understand me. I have evidence back in my room. Let’s go there.” I hoped we would be safer in the main, occupied part of the hotel.

“Liar!” said Dionisius. “Your friend knows what happened.”

Dionisius examined Kenny through the dimness as a commando sizes up the nearby hill he’s been ordered to secure. Arturo’s gaze followed.

“You son of a bitch,” I said to Dionisius. “You killer. Will you kill him too?”

“Not if he tells the truth,” said Dionisius.

Kenny scratched his nose with a long, broomstick finger. “What did he say?” he asked.

“Enough,” said Dionisius.

“Wait,” said Arturo, but Dionisius had already started toward Kenny.

“Arturo, they’re hidden in the other room,” I blurted out. “Hilary Pearson and Ray Quinones. Go now and look. Tell him to leave Kenny alone.”

Dionisius halted just in front of Kenny. Arturo shot Dionisius one last lingering glare, then sidled to the door, flung it open, and plunged inside.

Kenny tried to leap after him, but Dionisius caught him by the shirt and spiked him like a football to the floor. He lay there stunned, his limbs jumbled. Then he opened his eyes, which immediately, infuriatingly, sought mine.

“I see nothing,” Arturo called.

“Kenny, don’t!” I said.

Kenny scrambled to his feet and stumbled backward into the ironing board, near me. It quivered but stood. The iron’s dangling cord, a thin black snake in the darkness, swung with the motion, counting the seconds.

Dionisius stepped toward Kenny, intently, almost delicately. He was just beside me. I could see the short bristles of hair on his neck, shining in the candlelight. Perhaps he had just had a haircut. I tried to tell myself to concentrate, but I wasn’t sure what I should be concentrating on. The pendulum was slowing. Soon it would be barely stirring. A thud came from the bedroom.

“Come out!” came Arturo’s muffled bark, from within the bedroom.

“Kenny, no!” I cried.

With a swift intake of breath, Kenny slung his skinny fist at Dionisius’s head. It wouldn’t have mattered even if it had landed. Dionisius blocked the blow with his left forearm, and then with his right hand grabbed Kenny, whirled him around, and shoved him to the floor across the room.

Kenny lifted his head, again looking for me. He was cornered now, on the opposite side of the room from me. I did this, I thought. I did this too.

Dionisius observed him for just an instant, then pulled something out of his pocket. It glinted in his hand.

I picked up the iron from the ironing board. The room seemed as wide as the ocean as I started across it. At the last instant, Dionisius must have heard me coming, because he turned his head to look, and the flat of the iron landed directly on his face. He roared and toppled over, cramming his hands to his face, a gun still entwined in his fingers. Blood flowed through his fingers over his hands and his shirt. I must have broken his nose.

“Run,” I said. Kenny dashed through the doorway and halted, befuddled, in the corridor, flipping his gaze from side to side; then he turned and ran. Dionisius removed his hands from his face, revealing a gargoyle, black-smeared with blood. He was between me and the door. I didn’t even have the iron, which had slipped from my hand. I backed into the wall. He lifted the gun.

Arturo was in the bedroom doorway.

“Stop!” he cried.

Dionisius roared again and aimed, and a crack, like the sound of the air itself tearing, almost knocked me over. But it was Dionisius who pitched sideways and crashed to the floor. I couldn’t hear if he cried out. Human material was oozing from his chest. He wasn’t moving. I looked at Arturo. He was lowering a gun. He had shot his comrade.

“Son of a bitch!” he said, and crossed the room to crouch before Dionisius.

My fingers were curled into fists. I relaxed them and let my fingertips feel the surface of the wall behind me; it was rougher than I expected, unglossy paint, hard to wash. They’d have to clean the whole room, maybe repaint it, or just give up on it completely as cursed, make it a linen closet or maids’ dormitory. The iron I’d dropped was lying on its side like a kicked-off shoe. Arturo was still crouching.

“Is he dead?” I asked.

“How could he be alive?” Arturo sprang up. “This is your fault.”

“How my fault?” My heart rate was returning to normal. I couldn’t believe I was alive.

“You forced me to do this. Son of a bitch North American!”

“You saved the hotel,” I said. “If another American had been killed here, the place would have been finished. And this is justice. He killed Pilar. You know that.”

“Of course I know that. Now shut up or I’ll shoot you too. Bring those two idiots over here.”

“Come out, Hilary!” I called into the bedroom. “It’s all right. I’m going to take you home. Are you in the bathroom? Come out, both of you. You can’t stay there forever.”

I heard a low but frantic mumbling within.

“If he wanted to shoot you he could shoot you through the door. Or get a friend to kick it in first. Come out.”

Hilary emerged with her hands up, as she had seen in movies. Ray was trembling all over.

“Sit down,” ordered Arturo.

“I’m going for Kenny,” I said to Arturo. “I’ll be back.”

I knew he couldn’t have gone far without the passkey. He was crouching by the door to the wing, trying to hide in the shadows. All the doors had been locked to him.

“It’s me, Kenny. It’s all right.”

“What happened?”

“Arturo helped us out. We got him, Kenny. Dionisius. He’s dead. You helped.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“I tried to hit him.”

“I saw you.”

“He’s a big guy, but I tried. Why did I try? I don’t even care anymore. I’m not gonna waste my time. She’s got a boyfriend. She’s not worth it. Right? Let’s just go home.”

He made no move to stand up.

“We’ll go home. I promise.”

“Ray’s not dead. And she’s not dead, right? That’s not what I want. I want to get her out. That’s what I came to do. After that I don’t care anymore. Let’s go home.”

I helped him up.

Back in the room, Arturo had Ray on his knees, mopping up what he could with toilet paper and tissues from the bathroom, while Arturo himself lit more candles and placed them on the floor around the corpse, so Ray could see what he was doing. It wouldn’t be easy to lug the body out of the building; perhaps they’d bundle it in more blankets and strap it to a handcart.

“Why did you kill him?” Hilary asked Arturo in Spanish.

“He was about to kill Kenny and me,” I told her.

“I didn’t kill him,” said Arturo. “He did.” Arturo waved at me with the gun. I tried not to flinch.

“This is the plan,” Arturo went on. “I want you all to listen! I am going to tell Barrientos what happened. That you grabbed his gun in the struggle, after you pegged him with the iron. With the iron! Very macho. Don’t touch it. It still has blood on it. My evidence. I only arrived much later, after you had run off. Yes, and I’ll throw my gun and his in the river.”

He nodded to himself. “It’s a good plan,” he said. “You, the American, will be the killer, Dionisius died bravely as he was investigating the false kidnapping, and the supposed kidnapped victim escapes alive. You three Americans can leave, but quickly. If Barrientos finds you, you die too, for killing Dionisius. Barrientos is not as reasonable as I am. Don’t leave through the lobby. His men are there.”

“We’ll find another way,” I said.

“And Ray?” asked Hilary.

“He stays to clean this mess with me,” said Arturo. “And you go home.”

He waved his gun again to emphasize his insistence, not threateningly but not idly either.

“Yes. You go home and tell everybody that you were hiding, and then became tired of hiding and decided to return home. That is your story. The hotel was not at fault; you were not kidnapped; you were only hiding. That is what you tell everybody. Your lover stays with me. If you tell a different story, then he dies, I swear it.”


Chapter 26

As we left, Ray was too stunned even to look up from his mopping to say goodbye to his lover. All Hilary brought with her was her passport and her wallet.

It was 4:30 A.M. We returned to our room to grab our passports from the room safe. All the lights were on; our clothes were strewn about, as if they’d been spat from the flung-open closet doors; the furniture had been yanked out of position. Dionisius had come here first tonight.

“How did they find us?” asked Hilary as we crammed stuff in our packs. “Did they follow you?”

“They’ve been combing the hotel. They saw me near the Alpaca Wing last night. I thought they’d find you soon. I took the risk to find out what Pilar was hiding.”

“That dead man killed Pilar?”

“Yes.”

She sat down and bent her head so that her hair fell around her face like a dark veil. In the heavy light of the room, she looked thin and pale, wasted by boredom and worry.

We left the room. On our way through the hall we passed a maid, the first woman up in the morning. She smiled and wrapped her skirt tight to shrink herself as we passed.

“Permiso,” she said to me. “Señor Esmalls?” She held up a finger, as if she had a message for me. Had the staff been told to look for us?

I shook my head. She took out a Nextel from her apron. I kept walking. From farther behind I heard another voice, a male voice, not Kenny’s, shouting “Stop!”

I turned a corner and ran, hearing only Kenny’s following thunder behind me. And Hilary’s.

I used Pilar’s passkey to slip through the door she had shown me, just last night. We struggled past the boiler and into the passage behind it. There was no light, but I knew it was a straight shot ahead. I grabbed Hilary’s hand like a lover and pulled her along, my other hand sliding forward on the wall to guide us. Behind us, Kenny yelped. He must have bashed his head. Finally my knuckles knocked on something hard. Far behind us I heard a door open and could suddenly make out my fingers in the gloom. I shoved the door ahead, and we were through into the cool air. It was almost sunrise. I shut the door.

“Where now?” asked Hilary.

“Down,” I said.

On a terrace high above us someone pointed and shouted.

We ran past the altars and down the hillside gardens, shouldering through shrubbery and trampling priceless tropical flowers, their bold colors a pewtery gray in the gathering predawn light. With his gasping breaths and heavy footfalls, Kenny sounded like a charging bison, but I couldn’t spare the breath to shush him. Hilary kept close behind me. Or maybe she just wanted me to take the first bullet. I didn’t know where we were going, but I knew that the road and the river were below, so I followed gravity and kept blundering down. Then the gardens were behind us and we had to slalom through an orchard of trees. Coffee? Banana? How big was this orchard?

We moved as fast as we could, waving our arms before us to intercept the branches whipping at our eyes. There was no wind, no sighing of the branches, and as yet no clamor of pursuit behind us. But they’d be coming. Back in the garden, we must have left a Sherman’s swath of destruction to follow. Or maybe they were ahead. Maybe they had a helicopter. There was a helipad at the hotel. I glanced up. You’d hear a helicopter, wouldn’t you?

It seemed that we spent years pushing through the trees, until the adrenaline wore off and my arms felt as heavy as clubs. At last there were no more branches. We were at the road. The clouds and the pink dawn made the sky as blotchy as the face of a feverish child. Kenny leaned back against a tree and puffed for his life. I sat down at the roadside and saw black fireworks. Now that my legs had stopped I could feel their electrified trembling. What a stupid place for a rest, I thought. We couldn’t stay by the road. But how else could we get to Coroico? I didn’t know any other path through the wilderness. As soon as I got my breath back I’d make a decision.

“Where are we going?” asked Kenny, between puffs.

“The nearest village.”

“Then what?” asked Hilary.

“Back to La Paz.”

Kenny slid his butt down the tree trunk until he was sitting and folded his arm around his eyes. He probably hadn’t exerted himself this much since high school gym class.

I had just gathered enough of my reluctant strength to stand when I heard what at first sounded like the wind rising and then the rumble of an engine. Hilary darted away, and I pulled Kenny behind a tree. It wasn’t big enough to hide both of us. I started to drag him farther back into the orchard when I realized the vehicle was coming from the other direction, not from the hotel, and it wasn’t an SUV or a minivan.

It was an open-backed fruit pickers’ truck, loaded with laborers, tottering over the rise. The first truck of the morning back to La Paz. Kenny gasped as I jogged out to the middle of the road and flagged it down.

It groaned to a halt, and the driver leaned out the window, his eyebrows squished together less in annoyance than in incredulity. In the growing daylight I could see the muck on my arms and pant legs. I flicked a wet leaf from my shirt and waved Kenny and Hilary over.

“Good morning.” I forced myself to speak slowly. “Can you take me and my friends to La Paz?”

The driver said nothing. Kenny’s backside was glistening with wet mud and grass; he must have slipped on the way down. Hilary stood beside him.

“Please,” she said.

“I’ll pay you twenty dollars,” I added.

I pulled a crumpled bill out of my pocket, smoothed it ingratiatingly on the truck’s filthy hood, and handed it up like a prayer. Twenty dollars was more money than any of those laborers made in a week. It bought us each a square foot in the back of the truck.

* * *

The bumps, backfires, and engine roar rendered conversation impossible. I would have been grateful had I not been devoting all my concentration to not throwing up. The overpowering smell of exhaust and people wasn’t helping my efforts. Kenny, to my surprise, seemed to bear the ride easily, perhaps because he had ridden rush-hour subway cars all his life. He even tried speaking to me over the chaos, but I couldn’t listen. His fair face rose over everyone else’s like a white flag. What if someone saw him and stopped us? But no one did. The truck never stopped at all, not even at Chuspipata; perhaps it was too early for the soldiers to be up. Hilary huddled in the corner; the other riders gallantly allowed her a few extra inches of space. We all got splashed when the truck thundered under a waterfall, but we dried quickly in the sun. In El Alto, the driver let most of the men off and I managed to suppress my queasiness enough to leap off and negotiate a ride to the airport for another twenty dollars. The driver might have done it for free, but I wasn’t taking any chances. The snobby airport guards refused to permit a clattering truck driven by an Indian to pass the security gate, so the three of us climbed down and trotted the rest of way, gasping in the thin air, looking in all directions for we didn’t know what. I had felt so much safer in the truck, despite the nausea.

“I have to call Ray,” said Hilary, inside the sanctuary of the terminal. “I can’t just abandon him.”

“Leave Ray alone if you want him to live,” I said. “All you can do is go home.”

“We should have taken him with us.”

“Arturo wouldn’t have let us. He’s holding Ray hostage to make sure you don’t say anything stupid to the media. Just go home and tell everyone you dropped out of sight for a few months until you got sick of it. You were staying with a man you don’t want to talk about. You’re sorry, and now you’re home.”

“My parents, my friends, my boss—they’re supposed to buy that?”

“Why not? It’s just about the truth. Anyway, you better hope they believe it, if you want Ray to live.”

“When can I see him again?”

The answer was too obvious to state. “Do you have any money?”

Through all her hardships, she had managed to hang on to her parents’ credit card. “They must have canceled it by now,” she said.

“Maybe not. They were hoping someone would use it, someone they could track down. Preferably you.”

We spent some time cleaning ourselves up in the bathroom before attempting to haggle with the ticket agents. We bought Hilary a pair of sunglasses and a cap to tuck her hair under so she wouldn’t resemble the Missing picture. I decided we should split up, for Kenny’s sake—he winced whenever he glanced at her, which was every five seconds. I gave her enough cash for eggs at the café and a copy of USA Today and told her we’d see her later on the plane. She said she wasn’t hungry, so we left her browsing listlessly through sweaters at a gift shop and went to arrange our return home.

The LAB agents in Bolivia were, as always, solicitous of American passengers; our agent professed (in English no less) to be delighted to change my ticket, though she let slip that today’s flight to Miami featured a stopover in Manaus, Brazil, thus adding several hours to the flight time. No wonder she had space. She let Kenny change his bucket-shop ticket too, but charged him $150. I expected a tantrum, but he just pulled out a credit card. I was half surprised he had a credit card. I wondered if Hilary would find changing her ticket as easy. Probably—as far as a gate agent was concerned, she was just another name on a computer, that of a rich, idle American who had missed her flight weeks ago.

“There’s food at the gate,” I said. “We’ll eat there.” Our flight wasn’t for another four hours, but I wanted to put Hilary, and more airport security, behind us.

At the gate, we agreed to stay alert and maintain a strict anti-napping policy until airborne, just in case. We bought empanadas and coffee.

“What was she doing with Ray?” Kenny said. “That dumb-ass. And what was your girl doing? Pilar.” He was poking at the innards of the empanada. I realized he was picking out the olives.

“Lying to me.”

“Hilary never lied to me. No one ever lies to me. So fuck me.” Kenny inserted a tiny piece of his empanada into his mouth and chewed slowly, ready to spit if it offended. Finally he swallowed, with a little nod to help him toss the morsel down. “But I found her,” he said. “That’s what I said I’d do, and I did it. So what if she never loved me.”

“You don’t know that,” I said. “Maybe she loved you for a moment, when she kissed you that time. Just because she changed her mind doesn’t mean she never loved you.”

Kenny rubbed his fork and knife together fretfully. “It’s like she’s dead.”

“But she’s not.”

“No. Pilar’s dead. It’s not right. I don’t care if she lied. I liked her. We should do something.” He was pleading. “Call the police. Shut down that hotel.”

“What good would it do? Dionisius is dead, and so’s Pilar. That’s everyone I care about.”

Kenny stopped rubbing and went back to scrutinizing his food for olives.

* * *

During the flight I was too espresso-wound to sleep. Hilary sat far behind us, dozing or pretending to doze. I shut my eyes and interrogated myself. What was I going to do next? Once home, I’d have to line up another guidebook gig, but how could I go on writing guidebooks? People who’ve suffered as I had need to change their lives; otherwise, suffering would be unbearably pointless. But how could I go on paying rent and buying groceries if I didn’t write travel guides? Could I make it just on magazine work? I hadn’t been able to yet. I should have taken a job at a website while I had the chance. They would have laid me off by now, but maybe I’d have had the foresight to sell my stock options early. I knew I wouldn’t have been that smart. I decided I had to do something better with my life. I could become a schoolteacher in East Harlem. Unlike the other white teachers, I’d know when the kids were mouthing off in Spanish. I’d mouth right back at them, and the rest of the kids would cheer or woof or whatever kids did these days for the cool new teacher. Yeah, right. Those kids would eat me alive.

Since our first night together in the Ecuadorian jungle, and even after she dumped me by email, not a day had gone by when I hadn’t thought of Pilar at least once. When would I break the streak? What if it took years, or even the rest of my life? My regret would last many years longer than our romance. I should try to hate her, to hurry the pain to the grave, to molder there with Pilar’s body. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t even resent that she hadn’t loved me in the end. After all, I had failed her first. I was only sorry that her pride had robbed both of us of our best chance at contentment. She had been happy with me. I repeated the statement, and found it settled easily into my mind. Everyone is entitled to at least one article of blind faith.

I opened my eyes. Kenny was sleeping, his head slung against the airplane window, his mouth gaping in permanent surprise. Thank God he was going home.


Chapter 27

At the Miami airport, I said farewell to Kenny, but we arranged to beer ourselves up again at Siberia later in the week. We shook hands, and he gave me the urban half hug he must have picked up from watching guys on the subway. “Phew,” he said when we released. “You stink.” I watched him watching Hilary, at a respectful but not excessive distance, as he drifted toward the gate for the flight to New York.

I went to the counter to postpone the last leg of my flight. I had met Pilar’s aunt once before. Pilar and I had stopped over for the afternoon in Miami so we could take her out to lunch. At the time, I had hoped this was an official family introduction, and perhaps it was. Her aunt squinted at me suspiciously as I moved in to kiss her on the cheeks. She had immigrated from Spain via Puerto Rico many years before, but never lost her Spanish snobbery. We went to a real Spanish restaurant, one that served an authentic cocido madrileño, a thick chickpea stew that no other culture ever thought to specialize in. I tried to ingratiate myself by asking her about Spain, but she was more interested in complaining about the waitresses at the diner where she worked—stupid Cubans, all of them, and fat. She wouldn’t be at the diner now; a month after that lunch Pilar had told me she’d been fired for being too slow. But I thought I could find her.

I could think of no one else who might know, or could help me to figure out, Pilar’s last secret. At the hotel, Hilary had told me that something had happened to Pilar in the last few months, something that rendered her “ready to move on”—which meant, evidently, ready to betray her employer, to lie to me and the rest of the world, and to risk the anger of Condepa. What had made her so bold or so desperate? It could have been something as mundane as being passed up for a promotion or hitting the max on her credit cards. It could have been something far more interesting—something involving a new love, or an old one. Perhaps even me. Far more likely she had fallen in love with someone better than me, a man whose only fault was an urgent need for money to escape his country, his job, the police, narcotraffickers. No, maybe love had nothing to do with it—Pilar had seen an ad for a little inn by the beach on Sanibel Island, and now the only thing standing between her and the life she wanted was cash to meet the asking price. Whatever had changed Pilar, the woman who had raised her, who had talked to her every week, who Pilar till the end had supported—she would know what it was. First I’d have to tell her what had happened.

A directory chained to a phone booth provided her number and address. I thought about calling ahead, but the romance of showing up in person, like the uniformed U.S. soldiers, to break the terrible news appealed to me. I’d take my chances. Where else would an old woman be but at home? The clerk at Budget rent-a-car patiently traced the directions on a photocopied map. While I waited for the car to be processed, I bought a few minutes at an Internet-connected computer and sent a query to the only person I knew at The New York Times Magazine, asking her to send it as far up the masthead as she could. At least it wasn’t a travel guide gig.

On the road, I rolled up the car windows and set the air conditioner to Arctic Gale to prevent sweat from further stinking up my body. I tried to anticipate how Pilar’s aunt would react. She might break down and sob. Perhaps that would give me an excuse to shed a few manly tears with her. I hadn’t cried since I was a child, and all it had done then was leave me tired and thirsty, but crying would be cheaper and less exhausting than a whiskey bender or some other manly way of treating my grief.

I cruised into her neighborhood, passing an aqua-blue McDonald’s, an auto-body shop that apparently specialized in eighties Buicks, a gang of old men outside on folding chairs playing dominoes, a Seventh-Day Adventist church. Pilar’s aunt was an old woman; maybe she’d want to pray. If she asked me, maybe even if she didn’t, I’d tell her I too believed Pilar was in Heaven, embracing her parents. The lie would be my gift to her and to Pilar.

It was a semidetached stucco house, with chipped pink siding that swirled and clumped like badly spread frosting. I knocked, and a woman’s voice called in Spanish: “Who is it?”

“Mrs. Salamanca?” I said. “I’m a friend of Pilar’s.”

How would I start? I hoped she’d offer me coffee, so I could sit down and compose myself before casting off into my story. I’d never had to break bad news before. I hoped I was good at it.

“Mrs. Salamanca?” the voice echoed. The door opened a few inches, revealing a swath of skin that belonged to a woman much younger than Pilar’s aunt.

“Oh! I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m looking for Mrs. Salamanca. Does she live here? I have news about her niece.”

The door opened a few more inches, until its chain was stretched taut, just in front of the woman’s forehead, a thin golden crown.

“You mean the old woman who used to live here?” she asked.

“She’s not here? Do you know where she is?”

“She passed away.”

The woman didn’t know how much sympathy to express to me; with my accent and pale skin, I surely wasn’t a relative.

“The landlord said she was very sweet,” she added. “I never met her.”

“She died?”

“A few months ago. We just moved in.”

Something large roared by on the street behind me, a bus or a garbage truck, and I felt its dragon breath on my back. Already I was oozing sweat everywhere. I hated Florida.

A few months ago must have been just before Pilar concocted or agreed to the scheme. Pilar had told Hilary that she was now free. Free from her aunt, who had loved her and hadn’t lied to her. After her aunt’s death, there was no one left to care if Pilar disgraced herself, or got fired, or killed. No one who mattered. I thanked the woman and turned back to the car.

I twisted my body in the car seat as I groped in my pockets for the key. So that was all the truth I would ever get. What did I expect? I had been listening for a voice from the dead. But hadn’t Pilar herself whispered secrets to a photo of her dead parents? They used to speak in my dreams, she had said. Perhaps I would hear Pilar in my dreams, now, before her memory faded. Perhaps my subconscious believed in the afterlife. I would find out next time I fell asleep.

What would she say? Perhaps she’d creep into my arms, weeping and laughing at the same time, and apologize for all that mortal silliness. Unlikely. Perhaps the dream would be a nightmare; she would grow fangs and chase me screaming through an underground labyrinth, until I could feel her claws on my back. I’d take it. I knew I’d never hear her voice, but I wanted just for a moment to believe she was alive, in however weird a manner.

As I started the car, I wondered whether I should change my ticket yet again and try to snag a night at the Delano in South Beach, or at least the Richmond. I had written up both several times. The rooms at both were quiet and bright. I’d lay my notebook on the writing desk in my suite and start planning the rest of my life. And I’d sleep better at a good hotel, I thought, as I eased out into traffic.

After I surrendered my car to the valet parkers, I saw a message on my cellphone. It was from the editor in chief of The New York Times Magazine. “If you really found Hilary Pearson,” he said, “we want the story. Give me a call.”

I called.
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