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For all those—starting with my sister, Gail, my mother, 
and Claudia—who worked so hard to make sure that 
I not only lived past October 2, 1997, but thrived.







No man can live this life and emerge unchanged.
 He will carry, however faint, the imprint of the desert,
 the brand which marks the nomad; and he will have within
 him the yearning to return, weak or insistent, according to his nature.
 For this cruel land can cast a spell which no temperate climate can
match.

—WILFRED THESIGER, Arabian Sands



 



 


Twenty years from now somebody
 will ask me to go to the beach and
 I’ll be thinking Sun. Sand. Saudi Arabia.
 And I’ll turn around and I’ll slap ’em.

—A U.S. MARINE
 INTERVIEWED THE DURING THE FIRST GULF WAR






 Chapter One

ANGUS AWOKE to a foul smell. He rolled onto his stomach and burrowed his head in the pillow, trying to convince himself that whatever reeked could not be in his room. The stench had to be oozing under the door or filtering through the supposedly sealed window.

From the day he checked in, Angus had noticed a funky odor haunting the Dhahran Palace Hotel. After years of excessive air-conditioning and few guests, mildew permeated the wall-to-wall carpeting in the dimly lit corridors—little gray diamonds on a midnight blue background. Stepping into a corridor was like opening a refrigerator kept shut for too long.

Three of the hotel’s four wings had been completely shuttered when the press suddenly descended to cover the war from Saudi Arabia. The reporters changed the place nearly overnight, of course, transforming the Dhahran Palace into their own peculiar ant colony.

Still in bed, Angus flipped onto his back. He was wearing a dun-colored army issue T-shirt and olive boxer shorts, unwashed since the abrupt, hundred-hour land war had ended earlier that week. He had been assigned to cover the U.S. Army sweep across southern Iraq through those last days of February. He raised his arms over his head and smelled  both armpits. Strong but not foul. He stretched and then brought his arms down, running his hands over his chest and stomach.

At thirty-five, he was no longer the sinewy soccer player he had been in high school, but months of living on coffee and mostly inedible army rations had almost returned his five-foot, eleven-inch frame to its youthful leanness. Muscles ridged his stomach again.

Angus listened for some noise, but the hotel was oddly still now that the press corps had decamped north to newly liberated Kuwait. The caravan has moved so far away that not even the dogs are barking anymore, he thought.

Any war hotel needed one of two essential attributes—it either had to be near the action or had to offer an unusual level of service, like a general manager who didn’t blink at billing a hand-woven silk carpet from the lobby store as telephone charges. War hotels tended to be dumps that enjoyed a fleeting glamour while the press corps was in residence, like a faded dancer asked to perform one final, breathtaking leap.

The Dhahran Palace, built smack in the middle of a dismal airport parking lot, enjoyed a rare location. Across a six-lane highway sat King Abdel Aziz Air Base, the main staging area for the hundreds of thousands of American troops who poured into the country ahead of the battle to liberate Kuwait.

The U.S. military’s Public Affairs Office, which controlled all press access to the troops, set up shop in the hotel. That’s all it took for reporters to besiege the place like land-hungry homesteaders. The three-story Dhahran Palace was far too small to contain the throng—more than 1,000 journalists jockeying for 190 rooms—and skirmishing for space started early. World Press, Angus’s employer, had been quick to set up its bureau in the hotel’s Royal Suite. A few weeks after Iraq invaded Kuwait, as he sat on a butterscotch leather sectional couch, Angus watched a phalanx of senior news producers from one of television’s big three U.S. networks, WBC, march in and start unpacking their computers and other gear.

“ABC already has a suite, so I guess we’ll use this one,” said the oldest, a swarthy man wearing a crisp white shirt under his khaki safari jacket, looking pointedly at Angus. That had been his introduction to Aaron Black, damn the guy.

“I think perhaps you need an empty suite,” Angus answered mildly, but Black and the others pretended not to hear, assuming that even the world’s largest news agency would, without question, do the network’s bidding.

When Angus told them point-blank that World Press would not move, the chagrined network men summoned the general manager and tried explaining that a famous American television anchor expected the kind of suite designed for the king of Saudi Arabia, if not better. Without it, they hinted, the entire allied war effort might suffer.

Wolfgang Brandt, the hotel manager, was a thickset German with thinning blond hair who always wore dark wool suits, even in August. He was sympathetic but unmoved. In the interest of keeping the peace, Herr Brandt doled out rooms on a first come, first served basis, politely declining thousands of dollars in bribes. Once everyone was firmly ensconced, he quadrupled the rates.

In bed Angus yawned, remembering how the story had erupted with about as much warning as a flash flood when Saddam Hussein jolted the world awake on August 2, just seven months ago, by rolling Iraqi tanks into downtown Kuwait City. Angus felt resentment when he was not included in the first wave of reporters, fearful of missing the action.

A Middle East correspondent stationed in Cairo, he was not among the small band of Pentagon-approved reporters whom Washington jammed down the throat of the Saudi government ten days after the invasion.

With Saddam’s tanks pawing Kuwait’s southern border and menacing Arabia’s oilfields, the aging Saudi royals suddenly faced the nightmare of losing the main source of their bottomless wealth. Despite the religious fundamentalists who became apoplectic at the very idea of infidel soldiers defiling Islam’s birthplace, the doddering princes bowed to the  need for American troops. As part of the package, the Pentagon dispatched seventeen journalists called the Department of Defense National Media Pool, one of those expansive government titles which sounded like the group would be all the press ever needed to cover the war.

Its members certainly felt that way. They treated Angus and the other foreign correspondents who started showing up soon afterward like a side dish they hadn’t ordered.

The smell in his hotel room suddenly became more rank than the memory of the Pentagon press pool. “What the hell is it?” Angus muttered, scrambling to his feet. He jerked open the heavy blue velvet curtains and peered out between the strips of duct tape that one of his jittery WP colleagues had stretched across the glass in case it shattered during a Scud attack. The swimming pool and rear terrace edged by tall palm trees were diced into little squares between the horizontal and vertical bands. It was as if someone had snapped dozens of Polaroids and then stuck them up in rows; the view reborn as collage.

His third-floor room looked out over the six sapphire domes of various sizes that the networks used as their backdrop for most live broadcasts. The domes seemed so exotic, so perfectly Middle Eastern that the television producers hadn’t reverted to their usual practice of paying someone with a headdress and a flock of sheep to amble into the background, providing the visual cue that the reporter was in the Arab world. The domes suggested a mosque or the opulent lair of a desert prince. They actually formed the roof of the hotel gym and changing rooms.

Two tennis courts lay just beyond the domes, and beyond that the flat desert sands stretched away. When Angus was a boy, his father, a small-town New England doctor with unfulfilled wanderlust, fired his only son’s imagination by reading him to sleep every night from the exotic tales of Rudyard Kipling, Antoine de Saint Exupéry and a host of other adventurers. Even now, surveying the sand sea, Angus remembered a line from Saint Exupéry about the nomads defending their great store of sand as if it were gold dust.

After checking into the hotel for the first time, Angus had stared out at the desert with a similar spirit, seeing in it a Klondike of untapped scoops, of major battles and bold front-page headlines. There had been some, but certainly not the endless string he first envisioned. He had spent far more time inside the walls of the Dhahran Palace than out there. My hotel room, my combat zone, he thought to himself with a wry grin.

 



 



 



THINKING about his room reminded him of the terrible smell sluicing through his nostrils. He couldn’t see anything outside that would account for the odor, so he turned from the window. It’s got to be coming from someplace in the room.

Dingy veneered furniture crowded every room in the hotel, all of them numbingly alike. The standard issue included twin beds covered with shiny padded bedspreads in a sky blue and mustard paisley pattern. Angus slept in the bed closest to the window. The second one had nearly disappeared under his debris. The chunky table between the beds held a telephone and a lamp with a white, square shade. The front of the table was faced with brushed aluminum sporting a row of defunct black buttons that should have controlled a built-in radio, an alarm clock and assorted other functions.

Clothes—some dirty, some clean and folded neatly in their cardboard boxes from the hotel laundry—were piled high on a squat armchair. Splotched yellow fabric, sagging and slightly threadbare on the armrests, covered its scant padding. The small, six-sided wooden table next to it held a basket of fruit, a weekly gift from the hotel, inevitably sweating inside its cellophane wrapping.

Sheets of papers filled with Angus’s scrawl—mostly notes from telephone interviews—were stacked in vague piles across the top of the desk, which also had a television set on one end, a telephone, a reading light and a faux maroon leather blotter holding hotel stationery. An inverted Iraqi helmet sat on the desk, filled with oranges. Beyond the  desk, a built-in closet holding the minibar took up one side of the short hallway leading to the door, opposite the entrance to the bathroom.

The room could have been in any U.S. budget hotel were it not for a few Oriental touches. Each headboard curved up in an ogee arch, a favorite motif in Islamic architecture, twin S shapes that met at a point. The arches were made of pale wood and the area underneath them upholstered in the same padded fabric as the bedspreads. A similar arch topped the full-length mirror next to the bathroom door. Finally, a small print above the beds depicted an idealized Arab village, dense black palm trees surrounding little yellow huts. A yellow crescent moon hung suspended in the white sky.

Looking around, Angus paused at the oranges stacked inside the helmet. Maybe they had gone bad. He picked through them, but none were moldy. He lifted the hotel fruit basket. It smelled waxy.

His military clothing and the various contents of his backpack lay strewn across the unused bed and the floor, where he had dumped them when he returned from the Iraqi-Saudi border late the previous night.

The jumble on the carpet included a wrinkled pair of lacy, peach-colored women’s underpants. He picked them up and sat on the second bed, staring at them. Soldiers considered lingerie a prized possession and tucked their girlfriend’s panties into the webbing of their Kevlar helmets as a good luck charm.

Angus discovered the tradition months earlier, before the war began, when he had been out on desert maneuvers for a few nights with four women journalists who tried to minimize undue attention from the soldiers by waiting until dark to use the crude plywood cubicles that served as desert showers. The showers sat on the edge of the camp not far from a low ridge, which allowed anybody atop the ridge to peek over the doorway. That was one reason the women waited for nightfall. But they failed to anticipate night vision equipment.

About twenty Marines and a couple of male reporters filed noiselessly to the top of the ridge with night goggles strapped to their helmets. The women stood soaping themselves under a sporadic trickle of  chilly water in their individual cubicles, not suspecting that directly above them in the black night a line of men stared down. With their skinny night vision tubes swiveled in front of their eyes, Angus thought the men resembled some strange insect species.

He discovered that the goggles turned everything green, with human forms a shadowy blur, like opening his eyes underwater at night in a half-lit swimming pool. He couldn’t distinguish the shape of the women’s breasts exactly, but the dark circles of their nipples stood out against their white flesh. Clean lingerie lay on top of one towel slung over a door.

“Damn, I wouldn’t mind having that pair rubbing my head all day,” moaned one soldier looking through his goggles. Angus misunderstood what he meant until another grunt doffed his helmet covered in desert camouflage cloth and pulled out a pair of skimpy black lace panties trimmed with pink satin ribbon. “I got me a pair. My girlfriend was kind of embarrassed, but after a couple months of me begging in every letter she sent some,” he said, sniffing deeply as he crumpled them against his nose. “One whiff and you are sure to have great dreams.” A few of the other soldiers groaned and attempted to sack the guy to grab the panties, but he quickly tucked them back inside his helmet and strapped it on, laughing.

In his hotel room, Angus scrunched the peach confection to his nose in the vain hope of squeezing out a vague whiff of flowery Chanel No. 5 perfume, just enough to conjure up a woman’s presence. But it had long since evaporated. “Oh Thea,” he sighed.

Again the stench in his room interrupted his reverie. The second bed sat nearer the bathroom. Angus could see its turquoise tile floor through the open door, the tiles such a vivid hue that they stung his eyes when he snapped the light on each morning. The odor seemed stronger there. He thought maybe he forgot to flush, although the smell seemed too putrid for that. Angus found the toilet bowl clear.

Instead he spotted his construction boots under the sink, the tan leather encrusted with a thin white layer of dirt from months of tramping through sand. It was the boots that stank. He reached down to pick  them up and when he flipped them over his throat squeezed shut in a spasm of disgust. Lodged in the Vibram sole was a human finger.

It was a dusky finger, slightly swollen, with strands of flesh and a little splinter of bone hanging off where it separated from the hand. On a quick trip with the military the day before, Angus had visited a now quiet battlefield inside Iraq where the U.S. Army was burying dozens of soldiers killed by its helicopter gunships. As he had watched bulldozers covering the neatly stacked bodies with sand, he had accidentally walked across a mass grave. Angus realized he must have stepped on a hand buried beneath the thin covering.

He picked up his Swiss Army knife from the sink, opened the blade and gingerly pried out the finger, grimacing when it splashed into the toilet. He went to flush but hesitated. One infamous World Press bureau chief in Saigon kept North Vietnamese ears in a bag nailed to the wall. The shriveled ears, which resembled dried apricots, served as a reminder to everyone that despite the decadent living in Saigon, despite the bars and the whores and the endless poker games, a gruesome war loomed just over the horizon.

The Gulf War wasn’t anything like that. There had been few whores and little debauchery, at least among the press corps.

Angus knew that hotel affairs usually didn’t last long enough to foster the kind of intimacy that might change his life. Story assignments were too short and an automatic “God be with you” was built into any romance before it started. Still, he wondered whether this time might be different, whether his liaison sparked in the Dhahran Palace might resume elsewhere despite its wrenching twists. As usual when he relaxed his intense focus on a story, he was forced to confront just how unsettled his life really was.

On his bedside table sat a hastily scrawled message from the Dhahran bureau chief of one of the most storied newspapers in the United States, confirming what the guy had suggested to Angus in passing. It was the direct telephone number of his foreign editor, the man with the passkey  to one of the few newspapers where Angus had always wanted to work. He had found the note shoved under his door when he came back from the border, and had lain in bed staring at it before going to sleep. The note included a brief, glowing reference to Angus’s work as a war correspondent. He wasn’t convinced he had earned that title.

What war? The overture had lasted nearly three times as long as the war itself. What had the British reporters called it? Oh yes. The Phony War. They were comparing it to World War II, which commenced with a strange lull as well. Not that there was any real similarity.

His initial excitement felt absurd now. War was always the big story, the mainline adrenaline rush that most reporters needed to experience at least once to make a career, to prompt the editors back in the States to sit up and take notice. Angus knew that for the soldiers’ sake it would be wrong to wish that the war had been worse or had lasted longer. It had been bad enough for some people.

Angus slumped against the wall next to the toilet and closed his eyes. He didn’t want to think about Black, to go over it all again, beating himself up over something that could have happened to any aggressive reporter.

For Angus, the battle of Khafji had been a perfect reporting moment,  his moment, at least until Black appeared. Trust some TV parasite to always show up at the crucial juncture, like a cowbird planting its eggs in another bird’s nest, outsourcing the hard work until the fledglings could fly. Given how it ended, he knew he would live with it forever, condemned eternally to wonder whether he would change anything if given the chance to do it all over. The answer was probably no, but Angus skittered away from that conclusion.

Still leaning against the bathroom wall and slowly opening his eyes, Angus reflected on how grim it was to be the only man left in a war hotel after the vital dateline shifted elsewhere. He could not staunch his sense of loss, his sense that the whole experience was already irrevocably fading.

Looking down again at the detached finger in the water, Angus knew he had no need for grisly souvenirs. He flushed.






Chapter Two

ANGUS first spotted her in the hotel coffee shop. He was sitting alone at a small table and reading a local English-language newspaper, the Saudi Chronicle, which specialized in stories about princes presiding over ribbon cuttings. Bland newspapers were a trademark of repressive Arab regimes like the Saudi monarchy.

The paper’s daily religion page proved riveting, however, particularly the fervent letters from imported Asian laborers seeking advice on matters of Islamic practice. In the coffee shop that late August morning, Angus was reading a letter from “Reza of Karachi” questioning whether it was acceptable to participate in the dawn prayer without fully bathing after a wet dream.

Angus glanced up from the column annoyed because a group of TV people were bantering loudly as they crossed between their booth and the breakfast buffet, acting like they owned the coffee shop. A couple cameramen were needling one of the women with dumb military jokes.

“Hey Thea, what’s the ugliest thing on a woman?” bellowed one bearlike guy weighing a good 250 pounds.

“There’s absolutely nothing ugly on a woman; how could you possibly  expect me to even entertain such a question?” she answered in mock horror, ladling plain yogurt into a bowl with one hand while nibbling a date with the other.

“A fighter pilot,” came the shouted response.

Thea groaned and then laughed, encouraging an endless stream of jokes in a similar vein.

At first glance she did not strike Angus as beautiful. Her complexion was olive, somewhat Mediterranean but not distinctly exotic. Her full, sensual lips framed small white teeth, and her nose, bending slightly over a little bump, was one that a less confident woman might have had reshaped. She was about five-nine with unruly, light brown hair cropped off at the neck.

It was the way she moved that held his attention. Her body was lithe, like a dancer’s. Her baggy, long-sleeved white shirt with the collar turned up seemed to respect Islamic sensibilities. But whenever she leaned over the buffet, Angus couldn’t help noticing that she had left one button too many undone.

The coffee shop, decorated in Day-Glo shades of lime green and radiating all the charm of a Denny’s restaurant, was the clubhouse for the gathering press corps—barely fifty people at that point given the Saudi reluctance to issue visas. It was a beacon in the hotel’s otherwise gloomy interior because light poured from its floor-to-ceiling arched windows, which ran across the lobby’s entire back wall. The rest of the lobby resembled a tomb, so dark that its brown marble floors and walls looked black. But every correspondent entering the hotel could see colleagues huddled together near the mountainous buffet. The draw of gossip and food was irresistible; they had to know what was being discussed. Officially named the Sand Dunes Coffee Shop, everyone called it the Dunes.

“Hey Thea, why did they make Marines slightly smarter than horses?”

“Are you sure they did?” she answered in an accent Angus could not quite place—it was a little too musical to be completely American.

“So they wouldn’t shit during parades!” two men yelled in unison.

Again she laughed. Angus wondered if she really found the jokes funny or was merely humoring her colleagues. Leaving the buffet table, she sat cross-legged in the booth and alternated between eating and playing with errant strands of hair. There was something private about a woman playing with her hair that Angus found intensely arousing.

He was pondering how to say hello when Thea abruptly stood and glided toward the doors. He vaulted from his seat, spilling the last of his coffee, but was too late. Angus hurried after her, figuring she was headed toward the U.S. military press office upstairs.

 



 



 



THE Dhahran Palace was built like an H, with the entrance at one end of the crossbar and all the rooms lining the wings off to the sides. An open central well soared up all three stories in the middle of the crossbar, with sickly ivy plants hanging over the narrow balcony that ringed the second floor. Four chandeliers, each a cluster of long strands of tiny lights designed to resemble falling raindrops, cascaded from the third floor ceiling down to the lobby. They never seemed to throw off any light, though.

The reception desk was off to the right of the hotel entrance. A wide staircase just beyond it along one side of the central well led to the two flights above. The staircase, like the corridors, was carpeted in dark blue, and the walls were clad with the same weird shiny brown marble as the lobby.

The marble slabs were also used to create a short, square fountain that sat right inside the main rotating glass doors. The timid jets of water on all four sides reminded Angus of a urinal. The lobby wasn’t an inviting place, and its armless couches in baby blue Naugahyde were usually deserted.

Rushing out of the Dunes, Angus slowed momentarily until his eyes adjusted to the dimness. He headed past the twin elevators tucked behind the stairs. No reporters used the elevators, which were for people  with time to spare, for Saudi minders or bellhops transferring countless heaps of equipment and suitcases. Later, long after the realization struck that they were doomed to spend week after week in the hotel, waiting, reporters still launched themselves up and down the stairs with synthetic urgency.

The military press office was housed in the Mecca Banquet Hall, one of several dining rooms on the second floor. All the banqueting halls faced the central well—small ones on the second floor, large ones on the third. Parked outside the Mecca room was a large, rolling cork board painted entirely white. It was the war’s main crossroads after the coffee shop.

Reporters commuted all day long between the Dunes and the bulletin board hoping that a sign-up sheet would materialize for rare opportunities like an overnight excursion to troops bivouacked in the desert; what they invariably found were offers to visit a military laundry facility with an impressive washing machine count or an army bakery introducing a new line of raisin bread.

Angus climbed the stairs two at a time to find Thea scanning the board, laughing over a notice headlined “Apology” that a reporter had pinned there: “To His Holiness the late Ayatollah Khomeini of Iran: Over the past years, in common with all other newspapers, we may inadvertently have given the impression that the late Ayatollah Khomeini was the most evil man in the world, a vile tyrant and the gravest threat to world peace since Adolf Hitler.

“We may also have given the impression that President Saddam Hussein of Iraq had in some way been worthy of our wholehearted admiration and support in his gallant 10-year struggle to rid the world of the menace of the Ayatollah. We further may from time to time have indicated that we might in some way have approved of the sale of Western arms and technology to President Saddam Hussein, on the grounds that these were being used to further the entirely laudable purpose of eradicating the wicked old lunatic with the beard and thus make the world a safer place.

“We now realize that the late Ayatollah was in fact a saintly and scholarly cleric whose main concern was to save the world from the evil clutches of the Hitler of Baghdad, the wickedest man in the history of the world, Mr. Saddam Hussein.

“We would therefore like to apologize to the late Ayatollah and family for any distress that these articles may have caused.”

Angus started laughing too, and when he finished reading, Thea thrust out her hand.

“Thea Makdisi, CBN,” she said.

“Angus Dalziel, WP,” he answered. “You a correspondent or a producer?”

“Don’t tell me you haven’t been watching?” she answered in mock alarm. “Surely the mighty World Press of all people should be watching television to know what the entire planet is really talking about? It’s going to be CBN’s war.”

“That will be the day,” he shot back, hastily adding, “However, I’ll start watching immediately now that I have such an obvious reason.”

She grinned briefly, then asked him if he was a good enough reporter to have a pen.

“You know there is one twisted up in your hair, right?” Angus asked, proffering a slightly chewed blue Bic from the pocket of his khakis.

“I love you observant writer types,” she said, taking his pen and poking him playfully in the chest with it.

On the bulletin board that day the military announced a series of chemical weapons lectures, required of all reporters who wanted to spend time with the troops. Every reporter in Dhahran would do practically anything if it meant spending time with soldiers. Thea opted for a lecture that afternoon and Angus wrote his name under hers.

They stood by the board for a while, engaged in the sort of initial conversation that is inevitable between reporters: about the stories they were working on and where they were based and how they snagged this particular assignment.

Angus let Thea do most of the talking. She told him that she took a gamble that spring by moving back to Beirut—where the shaky agreement between the major sects to end the civil war seemed to be holding —to help cover the region for the Cable Broadcast Network. “My boss said, ‘You’re foreign, you should go work for the Foreign Desk,’ and that was that,” was how she explained it. “Some senior producers doubt that I will ever overcome my slightly foreign looks and accent, but I am determined to prove them wrong.”

Angus wondered if she was fishing for him to agree, but she went on before he could say anything. “Of course now that headquarters in Miami has decided we are the world’s network, we can’t call it the Foreign Desk anymore; we’re supposed to say International Desk,” she said, beginning to walk away. “So I risk having $10 deducted from my pay-check every time I tell that story.”

“I promise not to denounce you if you will have dinner with me,” Angus said.

“Blackmail?” she asked, dropping her mouth open as if shocked.

“Whatever works,” he answered, smiling.

“Sure,” she laughed. “Let’s talk about it after the lecture.”

 



 



 



LECTURES convened near the swimming pool behind the hotel, under a yellow-and-white striped canopy shaped like a pyramid that shaded the permanent barbecue and imparted a lemony glow on everyone sitting underneath it. The lectures started in the late afternoon after the broiling heat finally eased down to around 100. When Angus walked up, about half the thirty chairs facing a lectern were already taken by reporters trading grim jokes about the horrible death brought on by chemical weapons.

“I hear the end comes with the victim twitching and foaming at the mouth.”

“Then how will we be able to tell if a correspondent just took a hit or just finished talking to an editor back in the States?”

He saw Thea already seated under the canopy and took one of the empty chairs next to her, picking up the handout placed on it. She was fanning herself slowly with hers.

“Is it me or is there something chemical between us?” he said.

She shrugged and gave him a cursory smile as she said hello but did not laugh. Angus told himself to stop trying so hard.

A thin blond doctor, a captain from a reserve unit, walked up to the lectern and started arranging gas masks and other paraphernalia. The prospect of chemical weapons was the one thing that made the reporters covering the war from Dhahran queasy. Saddam had lobbed them at his own Kurdish minority and at the Iranian army in the late 1980s, so everyone expected the worst.

Angus read the handout, which listed frequently asked questions about what to do during a chemical warfare attack.

 



Q: When do you know that it is time to put on your suit?

A: If you see everyone else walking around in them you probably should too.

Q: What might be one clue that there is something odd happening in the area around you?

A: A big death of animals.

 



Angus groaned. “These must be questions asked by television reporters,” he said, but Thea didn’t react.

The officer started his lecture.

“First let’s talk about the term ‘germ warfare.’ I think it is emotional and ridiculous,” he said. “It is really biological warfare. Anthrax. Cholera. Typhoid. That is what we are really talking about. Some are more lethal than others. Anthrax, for example, is considered 100 percent lethal. Now the first thing that you should know, and that you should find encouraging, is that in high temperatures biological agents have a very limited life. They don’t like ultraviolet light and they don’t like heat at all.”

“Who does?” moaned a female voice from somewhere in the audience,  provoking scattered laughter that choked off when the officer frowned.

He switched to chemical warfare agents. “Three kinds of defense exist. The first and the very best is detection and avoidance. The second is physical protection, meaning the mask, this charcoal-lined suit, the rubber gloves and boots you see here on the table. The third is medical,” he said, holding up six syringes and a twenty-one-day supply of pills that came in a little olive green kit.

As the doctor lectured, Angus tried not to think about the sepia-tinged photographs he once saw in a European museum, showing a World War I battlefield at Ypres where gassed soldiers lay with their mouths gaping open, their death masks frozen in the horror of their final moments. Dwelling on the gruesome would serve no purpose.

“For every casualty unlucky enough to absorb a fatal dosage,” the officer was saying, drawing rings on a white board with a red marker to illustrate where the impact area would be, “there will be twenty others who will have pinpoint pupils with difficult vision, uncontrollable sweating and testicular disturbances, muscular coordination difficulties and so forth.”

Angus wondered if he could risk making a joke to Thea about how a beautiful woman is like a chemical warfare attack—they both cause testicular disturbances. But he figured it was a little early for jokes involving his balls and berated himself for not concentrating on the lecture.

The officer moved on to mustard gas. “It emits a faint odor of garlic and if you smell that, it means your eyes are already injured, if not worse.”

“I think Saddam might have pulled off a mustard attack on this hotel already,” said a male baritone from the back, “I’ve been smelling something weird ever since I set foot in the place.”

There was more scattered laughter. Angus recognized the voice of Aaron Black, the network bureau chief who had tried to appropriate the WP suite. Middle-aged, he was burly and handsome in a kind of dark way, with close-cropped, slightly kinky hair dusted with gray and a nose  that might have been broken once. He grew thick stubble so fast that he could have shaved twice a day.

Angus had heard him joking to someone in the Dunes earlier in the week that he had been born too dark and too smart to be a correspondent. Producers are the brains of any television operation and Black was considered a master. At the Dunes, everyone gossiped endlessly, and Angus had found out that Black started his career in Vietnam, where he did some controversial reporting about U.S. soldiers burning villages and using their rifle barrels to smoke dope. In the military, rumors that Black used his own Zippo lighter on a few village huts to get better pictures had never quite died down. More recently, Black had become infamous among his colleagues for serial philandering with novices and rebuffing all home office enticements to work in the States.

Once the laughter subsided, the military doctor resumed.

“A chemical attack could come any time, so at a minimum everyone must keep a mask nearby and should probably lug around the heavy charcoal lined suit also, at least in the field,” the doctor warned. “The mask is the essential piece of equipment to get on first, like the oxygen mask in a depressurized airplane cabin. If your air supply is not protected, then nothing else will do you any good. Remember that.”

Everyone shifted uneasily in their seats. The doctor had reached the last line of defense, the one that made them all cringe. Inside the carrying case for the mask was a small canvas bag about the size of a crayon box that held three twinned sets of syringes.

The two green ones the size of a magic marker were filled with atropine, an alkaloid compound developed by the British in 1945 and not tinkered with since. The second set, black and about the size of a large felt-tip marking pen, was filled with a chemical compound called pralidoxime chloride. The third and smallest set contained valium.

The first two were designed to be self-injected, but the valium was supposed to be administered by a medical corpsman who would magically materialize at the right time. It allegedly prevented brain damage  from the antinerve serum. There was confusion and grumbling in the audience.

“Wouldn’t it be better to inject the valium first, to be calm enough to whap yourself with the other needles?” Angus suggested.

The reporters laughed, but the military guy responded by asking for a volunteer to demonstrate the injection technique.

“Who is feeling brave this afternoon?” he said, drawing nervous chuckles.

“I’ll do it,” said Thea, jumping up and grinning with evident pleasure that she had been first to volunteer. Angus watched her relish the chance to upstage the men around her.

The officer positioned Thea sideways, her right foot up on a chair with her knee bent, her inner thigh facing the audience, the muscle pressing against the black cloth of her pants. The lecturer started smacking his right fist into his left palm, saying that a decent momentum was required for the needle in the auto injector to break the skin.

“You have to inject yourself right through the anterior lateral thigh,” the military guy said, running his hand right behind Thea’s knee. Angus felt a twinge of jealousy.

“Do not place your finger anywhere near the bright green end of the auto injector; that will cause the needle to emerge,” the officer said, prompting audience members to half rise out of their seats and crane their necks to see. The idea was to grab the auto injector like a knife and stab it down fast but smoothly into the fleshy inside of your lower thigh.

The officer continued. “When you are gassed, you have one minute to inject yourself with the antidote, so there is very little time. Do it without hesitating.”

“I might prefer taking a few deep breaths and ending it all rather than even thinking about jabbing myself with that thing,” Thea shot back.

There was a burst of laughter, breaking the tension. Thea struck Angus as a natural performer; he guessed she did pretty well in front of a  camera. She certainly had her audience of fellow correspondents riveted.

Then the officer handed Thea chunky boots and an unwieldy protective suit lined with charcoal. She was supposed to get into that regalia in a minute or less. The trousers looked like they would fit a baby elephant and the waist kept slipping down around her knees. She hoisted the pants every time they dropped, while the other reporters threw out scattered comments like, “What the hell happens when your suit falls off?”

Thea had flushed slightly, a reddish hue coloring the upper part of her cheeks, and she was sweating. Her bangs stuck to her forehead and sweat dripped down her neck into her shirt.

“To get a sense of what this will entail, imagine running around the desert with an extra plastic bag over your head,” the doctor was saying. “Also remember that once you get the mask and chemical suit on, you won’t be able to touch your body, especially your face. You better get used to the idea now that you will always have an itch that you can’t get to.”

“Jesus, I already have an itch I can’t scratch and I haven’t even tried on my suit,” Black yelled out.

Faint laughter again rippled through the gathering, but the doctor cut it off quickly.

“Remember, you have to master this because when the gas comes, the soldiers with you will don their masks before they can get to you and hopefully you won’t be twitching by then,” he said. “Chemical weapons are intended to create as much mayhem as possible. The main thing is survival.”

The lecture left the reporters gloomy. Most had long since gotten over the idea that their jobs were glamorous, but they clung to the notion that what they did was more exotic and exciting than sitting at a desk. The prospect of facing a chemical weapons attack made them wonder what the hell they were doing in Saudi Arabia.

Subdued, they stood and slowly wandered back toward the hotel building. Thea was still trussed up in the chemical gear, and Angus watched from his seat as Black and a few others headed up toward the  lectern. Ignoring the fact that Thea was struggling with the unwieldy garment, Black enveloped her with a huge bear hug.

“I’m so happy to see you!” he exclaimed as he wrapped his arms tightly around her and tried to massage her buttocks, grasping a cheek in each hairy hand. Angus was glad that the thick chemical pants were in the way.

Black eventually relaxed his hug and then chatted with Thea, telling her she made them all look bad when she started signing off her reports “Thea Makdisi in eastern Saudi Arabia” while the rest of them were stuck outside the country and signed off “in the Gulf,” hoping no viewers would notice.

Angus guessed they’d met while marooned with other network reporters in a neighboring emirate waiting for Saudi visas. He listened for any hint of intimacy beyond the hug, having seen Black envelop several women in that way.

Black asked Thea if she had figured out how to get multiple entry permits so they could drive over the causeway to Bahrain, a country where the bars served alcohol.

“Our visa problems have evaporated now that we are King Fahd’s favorite network,” Thea bragged. “You saw our interview where he said he would defeat Saddam because he is richer? How great was that! Anyway, after the interview aired he told us we could have all the visas we needed, although I doubt he had the Bahrain bars in mind when he said it.”

“Well then the king and I agree on at least one thing, or at least one reporter,” Black said, “Let me know if I can help with your stories or with any advice at all, really. Also you remember what the chemical weapons guy said about how you’ll get an itch when you get your suit on...” He leaned over and whispered something in her ear. Thea laughed uncertainly and shoved him away.

When she started striding toward the hotel, Angus caught up to ask about dinner. “I’m running over to the flight line with a camera crew,” she said. “Why don’t you come along? Surely the World Press needs reaction  to Saddam?” The Iraqi dictator had announced from Baghdad a couple hours earlier that foreigners living in Iraq would be used as human shields, dispatched to all possible military targets to deter allied bombing. The U.S. military made it clear that it would not be deterred, laying on a special trip to the air base for reporters to garner reaction from the fighter pilots.

“Someone else in the bureau already opted for that,” Angus said.

“Well, I’ll probably end up cutting my piece later,” she told him, smiling brightly. “But let’s have a meal soon.”

“Definitely,” Angus answered, smiling back to hide his disappointment.






 Chapter Three

A FEW WEEKS later, well into September, Angus laughed when he walked by the CBN bureau, housed in the Gulf Banquet Hall at the back of the third floor, and spotted a long computer printout pinned to the wall: “Elvis Sightings on the Flight Line: 5.” The sign, its letters a foot high and printed in bold black type, reflected the growing frustration with endless trips to the air base, daily excursions offered as a placebo for any real action. There was an almost complete embargo on taking reporters out into desert, where the U.S. Army was gradually deploying in a long defensive line paralleling the kingdom’s northern border.

Instead, trips to the flight line unrolled like a second grade outing. A truncated yellow school bus drove up the curved, palm-lined driveway of the Dhahran Palace and jerked to a halt under the hotel’s boxy front canopy, two stories high and faced with slabs of while marble. A ten-minute bus ride delivered the reporters to the flight line, the long row of airplanes parked on the tarmac, where incoming troops were briefly available for supervised interviews as they staggered off the chartered jumbo jets transporting them from the States or elsewhere around the world.

No U.S. television network managed to start the day without interviewing a few soldiers for their reaction to the diplomatic news of the  hour, or if there wasn’t any, the weather. Naturally the WP editors back at wire service headquarters in New York saw so much flight line babble on television that they demanded similar from their staff.

Angus did not regard traipsing to the flight line as war coverage. Actually he started going on the trips to hide. Being on the base with the American military got him away from the baleful eyes of the Saudi minders, the much reviled officials from the Ministry of Information assigned to the Dhahran Palace as press chaperones.

Angus had run afoul of the minders quickly, starting with a shopping excursion downtown.

In the years since Arabia’s vast oil reserves were first discovered in 1938, the series of fly-blown hamlets that once dotted the sandy, muggy coastline of the Persian Gulf had developed into an extended urban sprawl that mirrored its American model. Wide freeways linked an anonymous series of strip malls and shopping centers featuring stores like Abdel-Latif Furniture or Al-Ghanim Ceramic Tiles. The malls were interspersed periodically with expatriate residential compounds surrounded by high walls.

Al-Shoula Mall was the biggest of its kind with at least sixty stores spread over three levels, all linked by escalators and anchored on the ground floor with a food court. Angus had popped into the video store there one day to ask what movies were popular and was surprised to discover a Saudi man furtively paying the equivalent of $10 for a bootleg video of the speech Saddam made after the invasion, the dictator growling that the Kuwaiti people themselves begged him to depose the stupid, fat, corrupt royal family.

“That seems like an awful lot of money to pay for one speech. How did you miss it?” Angus asked.

“Surely you don’t think they let us see this?” answered the man, who was wearing a long white robe and heavy brown leather sandals but no headscarf. “They didn’t even tell us Saddam had invaded Kuwait until three days after it happened.”

“Three days? You’re joking!”

“C’mon, you must realize that the Saudi press is a government monopoly that makes sure nothing remotely resembling real news actually gets reported,” said the guy, who turned out to be an affable chemical engineer educated at the University of Oklahoma and working for Aramco, the giant Saudi oil company. “They didn’t report on the invasion, I’m sure, because the head guys for TV and radio were crapping their pants at the thought of making such an important decision. So they no doubt passed it over their heads until finally it reached the king, who said okay. But it took three days to get through all the bureaucrats. God help us if they invade Saudi Arabia. We’ll probably find out when an Iraqi tank passes down the street.”

“You mean nobody really knew for three days?” Angus asked.

“Some didn’t, but of course we listen to BBC radio from London and there are tons of illegal satellite TV dishes,” the guy said, waving a little plastic bag with his contraband tape. “I moved recently and I don’t have my new dish up yet. If you would like to come over to watch the speech with me, you are welcome.”

“Thanks,” Angus answered, knowing he was onto a story. “I’d love that, but some other time.”

After interviewing a few more people about how they tracked war news, he went back to the hotel to get the official version from the Saudi press office.

Ibrahim al-Misri, the senior minder whose flowing white robe barely concealed a considerable paunch, had studied Romantic poetry at an obscure British university and tried befriending the reporters. He suffered from the naive belief that in return they would file nothing but glowing reports about the kingdom. So he considered it an affront when Angus asked a question implying that the government bungled press coverage.

“The invasion was weeks ago. Why do you care about that now?” he said, glowering from behind a table littered with half drunk cups of tea and coffee in the ministry’s suite. Each of the four largest suites in the  Dhahran Palace was decorated in a different motif, and the ministry was housed in the Swiss chalet suite, complete with wooden walls, fake antlers dusty with cobwebs and a real cuckoo clock.

“I was wondering why people have to resort to buying a video of Saddam’s speech, why the government wouldn’t broadcast it?” Angus said. “There is probably some reason I am not considering.”

“At what store did you see this video?” the Saudi official asked, taking a heavy gold pen out of the breast pocket of his robe and uncapping it.

“I don’t know, somewhere downtown,” Angus answered. After a few similar exchanges he knew he was treading in circles, so he asked point-blank whether Misri wanted to comment for a story or not.

“Off the record?” the senior minder asked.

Angus squelched a smile. Perhaps Misri and the rest were getting press savvy after all. One just had to keep asking.

“Sure.”

“No comment,” the Saudi official barked.

 



 



 



AFTER that, Misri started whispering to other reporters that Angus was a spy. Some humored him and agreed, but most vigorously denied the accusation to no avail. Angus decided it was best to ignore Misri and hope somebody else attracted his official ire.

The first major event managed by the Saudi minders came when the Iraqis decided that the easiest way to control Kuwait was to let everyone leave, prompting a human flood. On September 16, the Information Ministry hastily organized a bus trip to the Saudi border town of Khafji to interview refugees.

Angus and the other reporters found thousands and thousands of Kuwaitis—their Jaguars, Mercedes and GM Suburbans groaning with personal goods—backed up across six lanes for ten miles into Kuwait. Scared that the Iraqis would change their minds and swoop down on them, they were all honking, wailing and sometimes fainting in the  scorching heat. It was like watching blood back up behind a clogged artery and waiting to see where it would erupt.

Television reporters typically wanted to stay at the border for at most two hours—just long enough to film the endless lines and grab a few cursory interviews before rushing back to Dhahran. If they returned by early afternoon, the time difference with New York meant they could satellite the images to their networks for breakfast news shows like Today.


Angus wanted to linger. This was his first chance to interview people about life under the harsh occupation; there had been virtually no eye-witness accounts because the few Western reporters in Kuwait when Iraq invaded soon fled. One man told him about a car dealership owner who refused to hang a picture of Saddam Hussein and was taken out of his showroom and summarily executed; another man arrived weeping, saying his twenty-year-old son was one of dozens of young men Iraqi soldiers had just dragged from their cars as they sat in the traffic jam.

Khafji, a quiet town of about 30,000 people, boasted a decent beach motel overflowing with refugees. Others were camping in the sand next to their fancy cars, waiting for relatives to cross. Angus decided to spend the night to interview as many of them as possible.

He had to come out of this war with a fistful of clips that would make newspaper editors sit up and take notice. He had been overseas for five years with little to show for it. A vivid description of the occupation would definitely be a keeper.

Back at the border post, Angus found Misri in the frigidly air-conditioned office of the chief of operations. The minder, smoking and drinking tea, sat slumped on a padded black leather chair behind a desk overflowing with stacks of passports and visa forms. Naturally he hated the idea of Angus staying.

“There will be no change of plans!” Misri said, shaking his head vehemently, the fringes of his red-and-white checkered headscarf dancing around his shoulders.

“Come on, Mr. Misri, there is lots of news here,” Angus argued,  knowing already that it was pointless—the guy would fear making any such decision. “This is the most news we’ve covered since we’ve been in the kingdom and it’s a black eye for Saddam. What difference does it make if I stay a few more hours?”

“If I let you I will have to let everyone and that is impossible!” he screeched, furious not just about the request to alter the agenda but about a foreign reporter having the nerve to answer back to a Saudi government official.

“They’re television, Mr. Misri; they have no interest in staying,” Angus said, still hoping logic would prevail. But Misri was insulted, figuring Angus was talking down to him about his own job and again suspecting that he wanted to hang around for nefarious purposes.

“You can’t satisfy an American reporter; you give him the tip of your finger and he would like to eat your whole arm!” Misri screamed. “You will go back to Dhahran on the bus and that is final!”

Angus decided to ignore Misri, slinking away after asking the television correspondent who had been sitting next to him on the bus to answer for him when they took attendance. But the guy was combing his hair or something and forgot. After taking a head count, Misri quickly determined Angus was missing and vowed not to leave Khafji without him. No amount of chanting “Leave him!” from the others would change his mind.

They spent a couple hours roaming Khafji, looking for Angus. He was walking down a side street when the wildly honking school bus skidded to a halt next to him and Misri, spitting with rage, ordered him back to Dhahran. Most of the press corps reacted like a lynch mob.

Aaron Black, dressed in one of his sharply pressed safari jackets with epaulets, threw the butt of his fat Cuban cigar at Angus and spat out the window. “We did this trip just for fucking practice, because we damn well won’t get back in time to satellite the stuff to New York,” he barked. “And why? To wait for a goddamn wire service reporter. I have a good mind to call the owner of the network and have him get you fired.”

Angus stared silently through Black and stalked past him down the aisle of the bus. He found refuge with a veteran New York Times reporter  who made room on the seat next to him. “Good effort,” the guy whispered, which made Angus feel better.

“Why should TV always set the fucking program anyway?” he thought.

As soon as the bus reached Dhahran, Angus turned around and drove the two hundred miles back up to Khafji to report the piece he wanted in the first place. The Saudis were outraged. A few days later Misri and a flock of junior minders came sailing into the WP bureau.

“If you ever go to Khafji again without my express written permission, we will expel you!” he screamed, waving a copy of the offending story at Angus. “How dare you defy the Ministry of Information?”

“What do you mean defy? I came back with you on the bus, Mr. Misri,” Angus answered, trying to sound befuddled. “Besides, read the story; it’s a pretty grim portrait of Saddam’s soldiers doing stuff like shooting people dead at checkpoints inside Kuwait.”

Misri couldn’t care less. “If you continue, you will never get another visa, nor would I expect any more visas for the World Press!” he yelled, wheeling out of the office.

At least New York loved the Khafji stuff. The foreign editor sent a herogram pressing for more. “Your vivid Khafji piece widely played on front pages across the States,” he messaged. “Kudos. Story really gave readers the feeling of being inside Kuwait. Please repeat border interviews soonest.”

Angus put him off for a few days but finally had to call. “There’s no place I would rather go than Khafji, believe me, but frankly the Saudis are still steaming that I bent the rules a bit,” Angus told his editor. “I think maybe I should do refugee stories around Dhahran or perhaps spend a little time with the U.S. troops. I hate to say it, but it is probably a good idea to let the minders cool off, lest they punish us for being uppity.”

The editor, spooked at the idea of having visa problems, agreed.

After that Angus passed his mornings shuttling to the military flight line and his afternoons interviewing refugees in hotels around Dhahran.

On one air base visit a kid from Alabama told him, “My daddy says  we should roll on up there to Baghdad and stomp a mud hole through Saddam Hussein and walk it dry.” Angus had enough material for a mood-of-the-soldiers story that day and figured he would not do better than the mud quote, even if he wasn’t quite sure what it meant. So he climbed back aboard the bus to sketch a story outline.

He flipped his notebook open and was puzzling over the quote when someone came up next to him and laid a hand on his shoulder, raising the hairs on the back of his neck. Without even lifting his head, he knew it was Thea. He felt tongue-tied by her sudden arrival, his usual reaction to a woman he liked, so he read her the mud hole quote.

“I swear sometimes it seems easier to translate from Arabic,” he said, winning a laugh.

“Maybe you should have asked an officer for simultaneous English translation,” she joked, plopping down on the seat across the aisle from him. “So what have you been up to for the past few weeks, besides alienating the entire television contingent of the press corps?”

“So you heard?” he asked.

“What, you thought it was a secret?” she answered. “I’m probably risking my own bright future merely being seen talking to you. But as you are no doubt aware, I love danger.”

With the school bus jerking slowly across the airfield and Thea sitting next to him, Angus realized he should forget about his next story for a minute and concentrate on her. He would try to charm her with believe-it-or-not tales from the lives of the Kuwaiti refugees—not exactly standard pickup palaver but all he had to work with right then.

“You know how in most wars, the refugees scurry over the border and drop within sight of their old homeland, convinced they will return in a matter of days?” he asked.

Thea nodded and he went on: “Of course the Kuwaitis weren’t terribly interested in living in any kind of temporary tent city. Maybe their nomadic ancestors were happy to squat out in the sand and milk goats, but they have achieved a level of civilization where even the tents they erect in their backyards for nostalgia come with air-conditioning.”

She chuckled.

Angus had discovered that Saudi Arabia possessed tens of thousands of unused luxury hotel rooms—visitors being scarce even in peacetime. The Kuwaitis fleeing their country happily occupied them all. Actually not quite happily. Angus witnessed screaming marathons at front desks with everyone demanding suites.

Thea, across the bus aisle, was smiling. Angus struggled to focus on his thoughts and not on her lips.

“The local governor has agreed to pick up the tab,” he went on. “But rather than being grateful, mostly they are calling his office to see if he can get them upgraded. Plus they put absolutely everything on their hotel bills. I mean they have been charging things like visits to the hotel hair stylist and the masseuse and...”

Thea interrupted him. “You mean the Saudi government is paying for women to get their hair done?” she wanted to know. “You mean we might be able to get unveiled women on camera looking great and report that the Saudi government is underwriting the moment?”

He nodded and she let out a whoop, “Wouldn’t that be a fantastic way to stick it to those warped religious types who fought to ban even veiled women from working on Saudi television!”

“I guess hairdos might be the money shot, but there’s all kinds of stuff,” Angus said. “The Kuwaitis have charged clothes from the hotel boutiques and birthday cakes for their children from the hotel bakeries and they probably would have charged cars to replace the ones abandoned in Kuwait if only the hotels sold them.”

He told Thea that he attended a sort of town hall meeting convened weekly by Prince Khalid, the Saudi king’s nephew and the governor of the Eastern Province. A young, good-looking, amiable man, the governor started off by telling the gathering of local notables and refugees, “The Kuwaitis are like brothers; any number are welcome in this country.”

“Is that really true?” Thea asked, curling a lock of her hair with her index finger. She had that solemn but wide-eyed look that television reporters so often adopted around their print brethren, not wanting to  admit to ignorance but repeating little phrases from the conversation they thought they could use on the air later.

“I think he was just spouting one of those rote Bedouin lines, because the local governorate is bleeding cash. His top aides were muttering that it’s time for the Kuwaiti royals to start paying the bills,” Angus told her. “The governor’s press secretary told me that his boss finally drew the line at paying for deluxe hotel rooms for the small army of Asian maids, nannies, cooks and other servants the Kuwaitis brought with them. The prince ordered all domestic servants returned to their home countries on special flights.”

“Speaking of flights, I heard the prince imports high-priced call girls from Europe in his Gulfstream,” Thea said. “They are whisked directly to his palace for a fuck and then right back out again without sashaying anywhere near passport control. Is that true?”

“Gee, he didn’t bring that up at his public meeting. How odd,” Angus said, uncapping and recapping his pen, one of his nervous tics. “And I forgot to ask, being concerned with the silly problem of housing hundreds of thousands of war refugees and their often abused servants.”

“You clearly have no future in television,” she ribbed him.

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Dinosaur!”

“Speaking of dinosaurs, have you heard what the Kuwaiti emir and the rest of the ruling family are up to in exile?” Angus asked, swinging his legs out into the aisle and facing Thea directly.

“God, you are just a wealth of information! Where have you been all my life?” Thea said, leaning out of her seat toward him.

“Watch it, you risk catching the print virus that compels one to ask meaningful questions,” Angus said and she laughed. “But on the Kuwaiti royals, I really was asking if you had heard anything specific.”

“No, just that they were all in Taif and stuff,” Thea answered, a crease wrinkling her forehead indicating that she was suddenly worried that she had missed something important.

Kuwait’s rulers were housed in the Sheraton near Taif, a green, pleasant town in the low mountains not far from Mecca. Located about 650 miles from the Kuwaiti border, where all the troops were massing, it was about as far as they could get from their country and remain in Saudi Arabia. Angus had been toying with the idea of a road trip to Taif, and he wondered if Thea might be interested. He usually found working amid television cameras worse than maddening, but one camera seemed an acceptable price for her company.

The school bus was slowing to a halt in front of the Dhahran Palace. “What about that dinner we were supposed to have after the chemical weapons lecture?” he asked abruptly. “Maybe we could do that tonight and talk about a trip.”

Angus watched her hesitate for a minute, upbraiding himself for paying too much attention to his work and not enough time thinking about his life. If he waited too long she would surely be off with someone else.

“Dinner? In the hotel?” she asked. “What if someone sees us?” She said it lightly, trying to make a joke, but the underlying startled reaction made Angus realize that the television crowd was not going to forgive him for Khafji.

“You can just tell them it was for industrial espionage,” he said, smiling because he sensed she was going to agree.

“I am so thoroughly sick of this flight line,” she said, standing up out of her seat and helping her crew by hefting their camera tripod. “Let’s have dinner tonight by all means, but at al-Hambra or even outside the hotel if there’s time, not at the Dunes. I don’t want everyone else sitting around eavesdropping and stealing the idea.”

Elated, Angus mentally uncorked a bottle of champagne, then laughed at himself for conjuring up such an unlikely image in dry Saudi Arabia.






Chapter Four

REPORTERS rarely ate in al-Hambra for the same reason they avoided the elevators: service in the dark, isolated room unrolled with taxing slowness.

The restaurant, on the hotel’s second floor right above the Dunes, was named after the famous fourteenth-century Moorish palace in Spain. Straining to reflect its namesake’s sumptuous decor, the restaurant’s pink stucco walls were engraved with Arabesques intertwined with lush plants. The tables, lining the walls, were separated from the rest of the room with carved wooden arches. Angus found that the restaurant, oddly for Saudi Arabia, almost achieved the romantic aura of a New York or Paris supper club—the tables were high booths upholstered in red velvet and the only light came from little brass lamps shaped like candle-sticks with pink shades. One lamp stood at the center of each table. Even the grating Muzak that played in the rest of the hotel was banished, replaced by the quiet strains of an oud, the Arab lute.

Saudi law required all restaurants to either offer separate sections for men and families or isolate the tables where women sat. Al-Hambra opted for the latter, the waiters placing a carved wooden screen around the front of the booth after Thea and Angus were seated.

“That ought to prevent any spy from denouncing you to the television police for cavorting with a known print reporter,” Angus joked and Thea gave him a rueful smile.

“This country,” she said, shaking her head. “No wonder so many of my Lebanese compatriots claim they are not descended from the Arabs.”

Angus ordered a pepper steak while Thea asked for a Caesar salad with grilled chicken. They agreed to share a pitcher of Saudi champagne, a blend of apple juice and Perrier water with fresh mint. The restaurant attempted to foster the illusion by serving it in tulip-shaped glasses.

“Wish it were wine, Thea,” Angus said, raising his glass. “But it feels almost as heady with us finally pulling off this dinner. To the success of any and all future collaborations.”

She smiled and clinked her glass against his but did not hold his eyes when he kept looking at her as he sipped. Her green eyes seemed a little lighter than usual, set off by a sea green long-sleeve T-shirt. A fine woolen scarf with stripes in various aquamarine shades was flung around her throat to ward off the inevitable chill from the air-conditioning, still pumping strong in late September.

“So what is a nice Lebanese girl like you doing in a place like this anyway?” he asked. “Plus you said earlier that you had just moved back to Beirut. When did you leave?”

Thea looked somewhere past him as she began explaining that she was half Lebanese and half Swedish. She spent her childhood at various American schools in Lebanon, where her father was a banker and her mother ran one of the city’s tasteful handicraft shops. She probably would have ended up following in her mother’s footsteps as a pampered, comfortable member of Lebanon’s bourgeoisie, if fate had not intervened with the civil war.

“Sometimes I think it odd how the war completed rerouted my life, like a local train shunted by accident onto the express tracks,” she said, cocking her head sideways and finally looking directly at Angus. “For the better, I mean. Lebanon is such a small place, reduced even further by  the fighting, that I suddenly knew I had to find an escape route. You know when the shelling in Beirut got particularly awful we would flee to my grandfather’s village up on Mount Lebanon. One of his brothers, my great uncle, had immigrated to America from Lebanon around 1920, coming back forty years later with a gold ring and a monthly pension from the Ford Motor Company in Detroit. He lorded it over the village, and awestruck relatives never tired of telling me how he had made it in America.

“I always wanted to scream, ‘If he made it, why the hell is he back here with the rest of us, trapped like rats in these clammy bomb shelters by the goddamn warlords?’ The war made me want to get out so badly that it sharpened my ambition; I knew I needed some form of insurance so that I could escape. I needed to play on a larger stage.”

Thea explained that she spent her freshman year at the American University of Beirut but transferred to the University of Southern California because of the war. She was a little vague about her degree, not specifying what she had studied. At some point she began working for the newly launched CBN in its L.A. office.

“I started adult life as the bureau chief ’s secretary, would you believe?” she said. She worked her way up from there, apparently through sheer scrappiness. News organizations were always short of bodies, so she volunteered to be on call every weekend. Whenever a crisis erupted on a Saturday night—a mudslide in Malibu or a movie star overdosing—she would hustle up the camera crew and get the interviews. Thea told him that she first went on air dolled up in her secretary outfits—big hair and clothes like a flouncy white shirt with yellow polka dots that came with an oversize bow tie. She thought she looked great. But when she overheard two producers mocking her, she realized she had committed a professional sin by distracting the viewers.

“It was one of those immigrant experiences that makes you feel terribly alone, out of place, but at the same time redoubled my determination to do everything necessary to make it,” Thea said, her features set in  a fierce cast that Angus had not seen before. “I think this sand trap might be just the ticket.”

Despite the sudden flash of raw ambition, Angus found himself charmed as he listened, completely captivated by her combination of grit and humor—her laughter often at her own expense—and the way her eyes sparkled even in the subdued light.

“Growing up in Beirut made me something of a war junkie—you know the excitement of all those dashes down to the bomb shelters,” she said, adding with a wry smile, “plus I was almost eighteen when the civil war started, so I spent a lot of those first years making out down in the dark.”

“You suppose history might repeat itself here?” Angus asked, raising his left eyebrow and allowing himself an abbreviated grin.

“I really don’t see myself spending a lot of time here in any shelter,” she answered, her face serious, unsmiling, looking him straight in the eye. “This time I am going to be a protagonist, or at least not a potential victim. Besides, artillery barrages don’t scare me anymore. I doubt I need the same reassurance, although I suppose time will tell.

“But enough about me, Angus; you haven’t revealed a single secret. How did you get into this tawdry business?” Thea asked, taking a small bite of her salad with one hand while pushing an errant coil of hair out of her eyes with the other. “I always pictured foreign correspondents as romantic figures in Burberry trench coats. But so far the ones I’ve encountered in this hotel seem like nerds with laptops, toting up their front-page stories like accountants and constantly referring to cabinet secretaries back in Washington by their nicknames, as if they were friends. It puts a decided damper on the romance.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean about the romance of it all,” Angus started. “I wanted to be a foreign correspondent almost as long as I can remember. My father planted the seed early by reading me too much Kipling, I think.”
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