
 
[image: Cover image: The Peacock and the Sparrow by I. S. Berry]







[image: Mailbox Logo]


 


 


JOIN OUR COMMUNITY!


 


 


Sign up for all the latest crime and thriller 
news and get free books and exclusive offers.


 


 


 


 


BEDFORDSQUAREPUBLISHERS.CO.UK









Praise for The Peacock and the Sparrow


‘Crackling debut thriller’


New Yorker


‘A spy thriller that is engaging and utterly believable… cynical, fast-moving, and immensely readable’


NPR


‘Outstanding… The plot’s many twists will captivate readers, and Berry’s gorgeous prose is its own reward, with echoes of le Carré and Graham Greene’ 


Publishers Weekly (Starred Review)


‘The most realistic espionage story I’ve read… heart-stopping’ 


Joseph Weisberg, creator of The Americans


‘Berry’s former role as an operations officer for the CIA lends authenticity to this morally complex espionage tale’


The Washington Post (10 New Paperbacks to Read This Summer)


‘Berry crafts a literary version of Bahrain that is utterly sumptuous and delectable… From the absurdly disconnected expatriate world of the diplomatic community to the Shia slums and the waterfront, each of Berry’s details pulls the reader further into the world she creates… exceptional’


Diplomatic Courier (Best Books of the Year)


‘…[a] compelling espionage debut… Berry is a former CIA officer and writes about the region and role of intelligence agencies with precision and insight’


CrimeReads (Best May Debuts)


‘It’s cynical, fast moving and immensely readable’ 


Steve Drummond, National Public Radio


‘Berry has achieved something remarkable. She has written what may prove to be the definitive novel of the Arab Spring… a highly authentic and gripping spy thriller and a moving account of a culturally complex relationship against the backdrop of a country riven by sectarian and political strife. A deeply impressive debut’ 


Charles Beaumont, author of A Spy Alone


‘A sensational novel… feels like every inch of the real world of espionage’


Alex Gerlis, author of Every Spy a Traitor


‘Not since The Spy Who Came in from the Cold has there been such a riveting and thought-provoking story of international espionage. In the tradition of John le Carré and Graham Greene, former spy Berry has woven a twisted, richly evocative tale – one that plunges the reader into the depths of the Arab Spring and the blackest recesses of human nature. A breathless tour-de-force that smuggles the reader from the souks of Bahrain to the simmering streets of Phnom Penh, Berry’s debut delivers the perfect spy tale’


Ian Caldwell, New York Times bestselling author of The Fifth Gospel


‘Berry has the authentic voice of an insider, someone who’s lived the life. Engrossing and compelling, The Peacock and the Sparrow picks up speed, keeping you turning pages right up to the finale’


Valerie Plame, former CIA officer and author of Fair Game


‘I. S. Berry absolutely nails the psyche of case officers in this examination of life in the clandestine service. From the pitch-perfect opening to the stunning twist at the end, The Peacock and the Sparrow is gorgeously written with a surefootedness rarely seen in a debut. Sure to be a new classic among spy novels’


Alma Katsu, former CIA officer and author of Red London


‘An astonishing debut. In the spirit and tradition of le Carré – but somehow with even greater verisimilitude – Berry perfectly captures the romance, the grit, the overarching sense of loss, and even the underlying dry comedy of a life devoted to undercover operations. CIA officer Shane Collins is the most realistic representation of a spy I’ve encountered in fiction. What also sets this spy novel apart is how the country of Bahrain is not just an enigmatic backdrop to an exhilarating tale but a complex and captivating character in and of itself’


Lindsay Moran, former CIA officer and bestselling author of Blowing My Cover


‘Extremely complex and well written. Prose [that] enables the reader to see the streets. The author has the CIA credentials and experience to make the book ring true… reads like both a classic espionage novel and a current political narrative’


Robert Richer, former Associate Deputy Director for Operations at the CIA, The Cipher Brief


‘For those who want to better understand the complex political dynamics that have swept the Middle East in recent years, I. S. Berry’s provocative first novel will not disappoint. A powerful debut… Berry pulls no punches’


SpyTalk


‘This book joins the ranks of thrillers that work just as well as literature, inviting the reader to think about the human and political issues that it raises. Berry had me at the opening line. I could feel and sense what it was like to be on the street during the Arab Spring’


Nicholas Reynolds, former CIA officer and New York Times bestselling author of Writer, Sailor, Soldier, Spy: The Secret Adventures of Ernest Hemingway, 1935–1961


‘…engaging and compelling…’


The Strand Magazine (Top May Reads)


‘…bold, modern, and has the striking realism that only a former spy can bring to the page. Prose that is lush and haunting. A smart, sensational work of literature – put The Peacock and the Sparrow on your shelf next to all the espionage greats’


Dustin Thomason, bestselling author of 12.21 


‘A knockout! A tour de force that seems like it’s written by a sure, practiced hand… rendered in sumptuous, lush prose. The gorgeous writing makes the bleak reality of the country’s unrest and its precarious political balance stand out in high contrast’


Deadly Pleasures Mystery Magazine (Best Spy Novels of the Year)


‘Berry has produced one of the hottest hits in espionage fiction… This is not the spy novel we have become accustomed to. With its literary feel and a touch of noir, The Peacock and the Sparrow gives us a different view on the [Middle East], while its finely drawn characters reveal how big shifts in world affairs always come down to the lives of ordinary people. Sharp and intelligent, espionage for grownups’


Crime Fiction Lover


‘Berry, a former spy, takes us on an unvarnished and emotionally charged journey through the depths of espionage as she draws us into the intrigue, betrayal, and disappointment that confounded the Arab Spring. Like James Ellroy, Philip Kerr, and John le Carré, her characters live with the consequences of difficult, compromising, morally ambiguous choices. It’s a brutally realistic, murky, and evocative imagining of a place, a time, and a people’


Jay Newman, author of Undermoney
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So I find words I never thought to speak


In streets I never thought I should revisit


When I left my body on a distant shore.


T. S. Eliot, Little Gidding










1


I hated the smell of Rashid’s cigarettes. He always lit up in my car, a beat-up Mitsubishi Lancer with just enough space to breathe. I hated the smell of his cigarettes, but I always took one when he offered. It was the ability to please that you learned as a spy: smoking a cigarette, offering compliments you didn’t mean, falling down drunk from having accepted too many vodkas.


His cigarettes were Canary Kingdom, a cheap Middle East brand that claimed to import its tobacco from Virginia. Virginia: That’s where CIA Headquarters is, I would inform Rashid casually. Link his source of pleasure to his source of risk, another trick of the manipulation trade. I’d offered to get him real American cigarettes with my ration cards on the naval base, but he’d refused, said he liked his native carcinogens. Anyway, he insisted on green apple, a flavor I’d never find in any of Uncle Sam’s packs. It was my misfortune that cigarettes were Rashid’s only vice; he was too pious to drink and I was never able to expense alcohol during our meetings.


Green apple had begun to mix with the odor from a nearby dumpster and our stationary car smelled like a rotting orchard. ‘We will not negotiate until they release Junaid,’ Rashid was saying, shaking his head and looking out the window. The slums stared back at us, brown and uneven and stunted, as though they’d grown tired over the years, further from notions of a legitimate city. Late afternoon sun turned the car windows, caked with dust, to tarnished copper. I’d convinced myself that the car didn’t need a washing, that the dirt helped hide my informants.


Rashid’s eyes narrowed, his black pupils reflecting the dying rays of sun like rusty steel blades. He was getting self-righteous and indignant as he always did when talking about Junaid, the dissident poet who’d been rotting in a Bahrain jail since the early days of the uprising.


‘Someday the king will answer to Allah for what he has done!’ Spittle flew through Rashid’s crooked brown teeth. His youngish skin was dark and pockmarked, his curly hair greasy, undoubtedly styled with the cheap gel sold at every corner cold store. He looked leaner than usual – maybe the lingering effects of fasting for Ramadan – the concavity of his chest visible beneath his thin shirt. I never allowed him to wear his preferred white thobe when he met me – too conspicuous.


‘If not to Allah, at least Al-Hakim will answer to the international community.’ I smiled.


Rashid’s face turned conciliatory. ‘I forget you Americans do not believe in Allah. Yes, even the international community has con-demned the meritless detention of Junaid.’ His English was perfect, the product of four years at Oxford – or was it Cambridge? I could never remember.


‘And Junaid is not the only unjust detention,’ he continued. ‘Four doctors imprisoned last week for treating protesters. Simply providing medical care. Following Hippocrates—’


‘Yeah, I heard about it.’


‘Your country’s arms embargo is the only thing that keeps us alive.’


‘Glad to hear it.’


Rashid took a drag, blew a cloud of smoke into my face. ‘Anyway… you understand our position.’


I opened the window a crack, threw out my cigarette, returned the pen flashlight to my mouth. ‘So what about Fourteen February? What’s your plan? Continue the war?’


‘Yes.’ Rashid tapped my notebook with his knobby finger. ‘Write that down. Inshallah, we will continue the struggle.’


————


Rashid’s silhouette disappeared behind Diraz Cemetery, a dirty ghost among the burial mounds. He was a decent source and an easy one. Help America learn more about the Opposition, I’d proffered, and he’d dived in, clothes still on. Pathetically eager to make his case and fund his revolution in the process. A planning officer within Fourteen February, he wasn’t perched on the highest echelon, but was good enough to provide the CIA its daily bread.


From the dashboard I removed the safety signal, a pack of cigarettes, took a gulp from my flask, turned my Lancer toward Juffair. The lampless streets were shedding their bulk, becoming paper-thin. I stopped for a soda at a cold store on Avenue 54, one of many Manama streets too nondescript and uninspired to warrant a name. Headquarters liked to remind us to run surveillance detection routes following meetings with informants, but after two decades in the business I could confirm their futility. Fine for younger, fresher case officers who needed the practice. Fine when you were going to a meeting and risked dragging the local intelligence service to your source. But useless after the fact.


When I reached the naval base in Juffair, the white of early evening had darkened to gray. The sky here was never blue. Always hazy and colorless, laden with dust so thick and constant you forgot it existed in the first place. I parked in a dirt lot sandwiched between opulent gated villas. Two-plus months in-country and I still didn’t qualify for a parking permit on base; you needed to hold an important position or learn the secret handshake, and I couldn’t seem to master either one.


The station was in a small annex at the rear of the base labeled OFFICE OF MIDDLE EAST ANALYSIS. It had the air of hasty and halfhearted officialdom – cheap cubicle walls, clean but shabby furniture, everything unoffensively decorated and slightly dusty, most things in acceptable working order – typical indecisive midpoint between peacetime and war-time operations. A frayed rattan ceiling fan attempted to cool the desert-infested space, buzzing like a dying mosquito.


Rashid’s information was thin and it only took a few minutes to type a report. Headquarters had been demanding new dirt, but there wasn’t much left. Almost autumn of 2012 and Bahrain had been stuck in a messy attempt at revolution for nearly two years, stalled in an advanced percolation stage: violent but not particularly deadly, a few casualties on either side, recycled rhetoric and sporadic material destruction. International newspapers had stopped reporting on the uprising, relegating it to the bin of petty civil wars. Bahrain’s Arab Spring, like its neighbors’, was doomed to the annals of inconsequentiality.


The cipher uttered its metallic click and the vault door swung open. Whitney put down his leather satchel, greeted me with a ‘Hey, Collins.’ Like nearly everyone else, Whitney discarded my first name, Shane, although coming from his mouth it invariably sounded stilted and unnatural, like a high school boy unsure how to refer to a girl he’s dating. Whitney Alden Mitchell had the distinction of being the youngest station chief in CIA history, and if that weren’t fodder enough for ridicule, he looked even more juvenile than his twenty-eight years.


‘What are you doing here?’ Whitney asked as though it were the first time I’d worked past five o’clock.


‘Writing up intel from SCROOP.’ Rashid had the misfortune of receiving one of Langley’s uglier code names.


Unbuttoning the top of his shirt, Whitney glanced at my computer screen. He was softly bulging and short and had to lean forward to see what I’d written. ‘Anything good from our friends on the other side?’ Friends on the other side. That’s what he called the Opposition.


‘Not really. Same old shit. Continued protests, demands to release Junaid.’


Whitney’s blue eyes, framed by girlish lashes, sat eagerly in a round doughy face. Freckles on his neck, cement brown like his hair, quivered behind his starched collar. Every day he wore buttoned white shirts and khakis and penny loafers, and he still had the near-maniacal enthusiasm of a first-tour officer, his smiles uncomfortably close to genuine and his handshakes firm and compulsive. His parents were State Department diplomats, he liked to tell people as though explaining the polish and poise he’d acquired. Then he would make a joke and punch you in the arm, convincing you he had enough grit and humor to be spook material.


‘What about Iran?’


I shrugged. ‘Nothing.’


‘Collins.’ Whitney’s penny loafers shifted. ‘We need details on the weapons and money. Where they’re coming from. How they’re getting here. H.Q. is going to be all over us.’ He pronounced ‘H.Q.’ as two letters, cozily, the way one would say a friend’s nickname.


‘Understood, Chief.’ (At my use of the vocative he blinked rapidly, feigned his usual discomfort.) ‘Nothing so far. But I’ll keep my eyes open.’


He smiled confidently. ‘It’s there. You just need to find it.’


Whitney had arrived a few weeks after me wearing a cheap heavy wool suit in the scorching June heat. Even before attaining station chief status in Bahrain, he’d been dubbed a ‘rising star,’ the coveted term bandied about Headquarters, a title he wore with aspirational dignity like a Brooks Brothers jacket that didn’t quite fit or that he couldn’t quite afford. A lively contrast with me – twenty-five years a case officer, never a station chief. My prior tour in Baghdad had been the latest in a multiyear descent, a descent made worse by the disappearance of a few hundred bucks from my operational revolving funds and an official diagnosis of early-stage liver deterioration. With only a few miles left, I’d been assigned to Manama as the resident Iran Referent, tasked with uncovering the vast Persian conspiracy behind the Shiite uprising against the Sunni monarchy, putting flesh on our fears of Tehran’s regional domination. A suitable assignment before I exited the shadows permanently. Manama, as everyone knew, was a halfway house to or from places that mattered: Baghdad, Kabul, Sana’a. Generous living allowances, yearlong tanning, beachside villas – all the facets of decadence rarely seen on a government income – could not disguise the sepulchral reality. Manama was a place where spies came to die. Unless you were twenty-eight and a station chief.


‘You do know who Junaid is, right?’ I nodded toward my report.


Whitney nodded vigorously, freckles bouncing. ‘Of course. The poet. Poor bastard’s been in jail for… what? A year? Two years?’


‘About that.’


Whitney’s hips were wide and curvaceous, I noticed, almost womanly. His belt struggled to circle the rotund waist, a snake clinging to its tree. And a peculiar odor emanated from him – baby powder mixed with sweat.


‘You ever read any of his poetry?’


‘I’ve heard his speeches here and there.’


Turning to the page Rashid had earmarked, I handed Whitney a leather-bound volume titled The Manama Verses. I’d only read a few poems and found them overly lofty and sentimental, but I was a good spy and had mastered enough material to talk intelligently with Rashid, pay homage to his hero. ‘Read it,’ I suggested.


Whitney frowned. ‘It’s in Arabic.’


I flipped the page to reveal Rashid’s translation. Whitney’s eyes grew roundly suspicious, as though he were about to view a terrorist bomb plot.


‘I can translate if you don’t trust SCROOP,’ I offered.


‘Looks interesting, but—’


‘Please. Read it out loud.’ I turned my hands upward: no sinister motive. ‘I haven’t read much of Junaid myself. We can both become enlightened.’


Whitney cleared his throat. ‘Tonight we hear echoes.’ He glanced up to verify he was reading the correct poem. I nodded.


Tonight we hear echoes.


Tonight we hear echoes across the dunes


From Tunisia, from Egypt, from every maidan where people wear chains


And must stand on footstools


To drink the water from alabaster fountains on high.


Be warned all kings on mountaintops


Whose feet we can see and nothing more:


We are climbing the fountains, flooding your cities with their water!


We are eating your saffron and occupying your checkpoints!


We are shouting to each other, sharing our maps!


You bathe in diamonds but cannot afford freedom.


You are afraid of what will happen when the gems wash down the drain.


We are happening. We are moving.


We hear echoes and we are moving.


‘Good stuff, eh? Stuff that would move the masses. SCROOP did a nice job with the translation.’ I grinned. ‘Or maybe SCROOP’s a better poet than Junaid.’


Whitney handed me the book, rapped his knuckles on my desk. ‘So when can I expect your report?’


‘It’s done.’


Back at his desk, shielded by glass walls, his corpulent fingers began typing. Always busy. The job of a station chief was never done.


I turned off my computer, stared at my image in the monitor’s cruel glass. Gray had spread across my black hair over the last few years like taunting cobwebs. My face neither American nor foreign. Nationless. My mother used to tell me I looked like Jack Kennedy but taller and darker, the less classical Irish strain. Women seemed to agree, at least in my thirties. Now I looked like an overtraveled bureaucrat or maybe Kennedy if he’d lived to regret Vietnam. My stomach was expanding and my knuckles had begun to ache in the morning – warnings, undoubtedly, that I was spending too much time at a desk. But I reasoned that I still had a full head of hair for the cobwebs to roost and, at a divorced fifty-two, some residual luck with women.


On the way out I stopped at Whitney’s door. A moment of generosity – guilt about the poetry book, maybe. ‘You wanna grab a drink somewhere? Heat’s starting to get tolerable.’


Whitney glanced at his watch, thrust his thumb at the monitor. ‘Thanks. But I really need to finish this cable.’ His eyes jerked uneasily. ‘Jimmy left for the night?’


In mock curiosity I surveyed the office for Jimmy, our remaining officer, a counterintelligence guy who always left early on weekends. ‘It appears he has.’


‘Appreciate the offer. I’ll definitely join you one of these nights.’


I made a child’s salute. ‘See you at the Admiral’s party.’


————


Usually humming purposefully with sailors and golf carts, the base was emptied for the weekend. It was a small base that people called quaint, picturesque. Palms, cacti, and bougainvillea lent the Fifth Fleet’s home a manicured feel; brick patios and grills hinted at a tropical party. INSHALLAH POOL and MOVIE SOUQ were etched onto whimsical arrows pointing in different directions. Names that were too cute, as though someone had used the only Arabic words they knew. Above the exit gate a ticker broadcast a message of good wishes for the weekend, followed by a list of hotels that were off-limits to U.S. military – located in revolution-prone areas, home to a surfeit of prostitutes. BAB AL BAHRAIN HOTEL, SEA SHELL HOTEL, CONCORD HOTEL.


Outside, the taxi stand had filled to capacity. Thursday night, beginning of the Middle East weekend. It was still early and cab drivers were reclining on plastic chairs beneath a crude awning, making persistent inquiries of any passing single male like a fly buzzing incessantly around a ceiling lamp. Piles of trash surrounded the taxi stand in the shape of a fort, too close to the base for Manama’s garbage trucks to heed, too far for American jurisdiction, a no-man’s-land. From behind the rancid heaps came the sweet contrast of shisha, favorite way to make the night go faster. One driver in particular always sat in the same chair at the same angle, inhaling his sugary mixture with a rapidity and seriousness that betrayed his addiction. Within a few years he’d probably drop dead from the poison, his twisted leathery features permanently at rest, and another driver would take his place, no one the worse for it.


Taxi, sir? You need taxi? Good fares.


American Alley, just beyond the taxi stand, was starting to glow. A mess of massage parlors advertising authentic Asian treatments in brash neon, antiques shops peddling rusty junk, American fast-food joints serving up burgers and fries and Cokes in sprawling quantities. Sailors would soon be staggering down its narrow sidewalks, Saudis in Land Rovers with tinted windows cruising like movie stars.


Thursday night traffic, as always, was a brutish cockfight, and my Lancer crept along Awal Avenue in inches. Tightly packed buildings rose to garish heights beside the street, limbs that had grown too quickly for their body during the oil boom years, an awkward metropolis desperate to prove its bulk and stature. Crawling at street level, like basement vermin, was the third world: tiny photocopy shops, overflowing dumpsters, beggars on bicycles. The city had none of the graceful colonial architecture or curving ancient construction one sometimes sees in the Middle East. Instead, there was a sense of disconnection – noncontiguous streets, noises without origin or purpose, angles that didn’t quite fit together – as though everything was an afterthought and nothing worth fighting for.


Outside the Juffair Mall a large screen mounted on a billboard announced the month’s events, made possible by King Jassim and the Jasri royal family: a culinary convention, a lottery with staggering rewards (Sharia-compliant, the video assured doubtful drivers), a garden show. Behind the billboard, plastered to the side of a building, the king’s five-story mustached visage stared down, gruesome and misshapen in its elongated form. It was a new poster and the king sported his latest fashionable apparel: sable aviator sunglasses, gleaming gold thumb ring. Directly opposite, a large placard admonished drivers to retain their vigilance amid the advertised pleasures: DOWN IRANIAN CONSPIRACY!


Past the Grand Mosque, domes of Italian marble gleaming in the electric lights. Right on Airport Road. Planes descended toward their runways, armored vehicles ringing the airport in jittery concentric defenses. From minarets across the city the maghrib call to prayer somersaulted through the streets, beckoning Muslims to pay homage to their god one last time before the sun went down.


Across Hidd Bridge, north on Dry Dock Highway (south was Dry Dock Prison, Junaid’s cozy abode), the Gulf murmuring sweet nothings to the east, calm in the emerging china-white moonlight, the only really beautiful part of Bahrain. Squat date palms rushed by in neatly pruned rows, creating the illusion of a fecund wall, the sole greenery that grew in the arid soil without extraordinary assistance, an unconvincing reminder that this once-feracious island was the storied location of Eden. Along the coast newly erected houses gleamed like sugar cubes, dregs of the decades-long construction boom still riding the last drops of oil. Rashid insisted the monarchy had promised these beachside rent-controlled homes to disgruntled Shia, but when a Saudi royal glimpsed them, he said, they’d turned to luxury properties within weeks. From the top of each home a Bahraini flag fluttered, its zigzag pattern wolf’s teeth in the night.


Amwaj Islands drew near, an archipelago of gilded neighborhoods housing an assortment of diplomats, foreign oil executives, and Gulf Air pilots. The safest place to be on the island, at least according to wishful conjecture, a sanctuary if the war ever took a bad turn. RETURNING WATERSIDE LIVING TO THE PEOPLE OF BAHRAIN, a sign proclaimed.


The unarmed guard at the gate waved me through. Creamy villas, windowpanes bright with the refracted light of crystal chandeliers. Alosra, gourmet grocery store stocked with Western favorites like potato chips, frozen pizza, and microwave popcorn. Harsh crooning of a Rod Stewart tribute band from inside the Dragon Hotel. Place was probably crawling with Brits, a rowdy indulgent crowd thrilled to exchange their native rain clouds for sun and palms but who clung to their music and alcohol with Churchillian tenacity.


An Indian loafing on a bicycle jumped at the sound of my car entering Floating City. He emerged from the shadows of a trellis where several other Indians had gathered for the night, their worn jean cuffs rolled up in the unthinking laborer’s way, sunburned faces black in the darkness. One of them, I suspected, was mentally disabled; for nearly two weeks he’d knocked on my door looking for odd jobs though I’d told him I had none, and he looked at me through unfocused eyes that never seemed to see or comprehend.


‘Car wash?’ the brave leader shouted through my open window. He held up dirty rags to advertise his wares, approaching just close enough to make his case, not close enough to make me feel threatened. It was the dance of the impoverished in the Kingdom of Bahrain.


‘Another day.’


The disabled man stared past me, his starving eyes reflecting my headlights like a nocturnal animal.


Inside my small villa I didn’t turn on the lights. Even without looking, I knew exactly what uninteresting furnishings awaited me, lurking like silent conspirators. A worn beige leather couch that had survived all my overseas assignments, more durable than my marriage; a gilded upright globe my son had given me before he’d stopped talking to me; bookshelves filled with a few nonfictions, Arabic textbooks, the occasional Graham Greene or le Carré novel through which I’d futilely tried to make sense of my life choices. My walls were bare; the only art I’d amassed over the years consisted of dated mementos and cheap gifts from informants. At least the place was clean; the maid had come that morning and the cloying lemony scent of her disinfectant hovered in the stillness.


My cell phone rang.


‘Collins.’ Whitney’s voice had that officious nasal quality, the kind that makes information seem prematurely unimportant. ‘Listen, you need to come back in. Just got a call from our friends. Big dust storm predicted tomorrow. Wind coming from the north this weekend.’


It was code: There would be a major uprising the following day and a shipment from Iran that weekend – arms, money, some variety of revolution-aiding materiel – information conveniently supplied by our Sunni partners in the Bahrain Intelligence Service, information we received with numbing and comical regularity that had yet to bear fruit.


‘Doesn’t sound like anything new.’


‘Collins, I need your help. This is your job.’


I hung up. In the Palladian windows that overlooked the lagoon my reflection emerged and disappeared on the black ripples in malicious repetition.
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Festive prattle hovered like dragonflies. White laughing throats formed half-moons in the large dark windows. Ice cubes made soft dying thuds in their glasses, their half-lives shortened to seconds by the sticky Gulf heat.


When I said I wanted a cocktail last night, I didn’t mean a Molotov cocktail!


Damn, we missed all the fun.


Just moved out here from Budaiya – should’ve stayed there another week.


No one inside was smoking, one of those irritating American customs adopted more stringently overseas than at home. The whole place was a kind of farce, a shinier, cleaner pocket of the Admiral’s homeland. Nostalgic paintings blanketed the walls – picket fences, a flag-saturated Main Street parade, aspen-coated mountains – while perfectly creased leather armchairs waited patiently for employment. Neatly trimmed potted palms trembled lightly from the footfalls, their green shadows cowering like villains on the marble tile.


The usual milky parfait of nationalities was in attendance: a thick layer of American, followed by British, topped with a sprinkling of French and German. Loud pastel-collared diplomats, grinning dexterous naval officers, boozy inappropriately dressed civilians, too-relaxed oil commuters to neighboring Saudi, carefully chosen clean-cut enlisted. Indistinguishable from the receptions held nearly every weekend, hosted rotationally by the Ambassador, Admiral, Deputy Chief of Mission, Naval Attaché, and garden-variety lesser officials. Soirees, galas, hails and farewells, shindigs, wingdings.


Whitney Alden Mitchell hadn’t shown up. Embarrassed, maybe, by Thursday night’s unnecessary summons. Demonstrations had erupted Friday, but they were tepid and confined to the slums, abating to a manageable simmer within hours. Even the Ministry of Interior’s report to station had confirmed the weekend’s banality: ROUTINE CLASHES ON BUDAIYA HIGHWAY NEAR THE FISH HOUSE ROUNDABOUT. PARTICIPATION ESTIMATED AT LESS THAN 100 MEMBERS OF THE OPPOSITION. MOLOTOV COCKTAILS, CONCUSSION BOMBS, AND CRUDE HOMEMADE INCENDIARY DEVICES EMPLOYED. No shaped charges, no explosively formed penetrators, not even an assault weapon. No illicit shipments had washed onto Bahrain’s shores or shown up on airport X-ray machines. Despite their best attempts, all the king’s men couldn’t make Humpty Dumpty into a fire-breathing dragon. Our emergency cables to Langley and port-air interdiction alerts might as well have been Christmas cards.


I tapped my beer bottle against the sofa, tiny drops of amber sprinkling the white leather cushions like ugly age spots. The passage of an hour had not prompted me to change my position; small talk had become more repellant as I grew older, drinking and watching easier.


And all the road closures yesterday! Poppy Johnson’s voice cut through the din like an electric guitar hitting a sour note. Had to change my salon appointment three times! She was swaying on the balcony over the canal, dress hanging sloppily across one shoulder, her husband bracing for a fall in his direction. Burt Johnson, referred to unceasingly and absurdly as ‘Mr Johnson,’ was the senior political advisor to the Admiral, a civilian handpicked for his knowledge of the Middle East. Bottomless, they called his expertise, as though it were a cheap buffet.


What’s the point of it, really? All the protesters do is destroy their own country. The voice bobbed across the conversation, ownerless and adrift like the buoys in the canal.


No point at all. It was Jimmy Bakowski, our ‘broom’ and the third spook at our small station. A former jarhead in his early forties, he was paunchy, bald, and perpetually perspiring, a guy who liked to wear weekend shirts with slogans like I’M NOT LAZY I JUST REALLY LIKE DOING NOTHING. Can’t go into sources and methods, of course. But take it on good authority that the protesters are getting a push from the wrong corner. From across the Gulf, if you know what I mean.


I caught eyes with Jimmy’s mousy wife, Gretchen. Jimmy knew better than to advertise his inside access, especially with foreigners around, but he couldn’t seem to resist the godlike attention he got from his half-baked insights and cryptic quips.


Road closures or not, I’m switching to the Ritz. Poppy Johnson patted her blond updo like it was a child in need of consolation. My salon keeps ruining my hair. Bad dyes. And they always make me wait.


The Admiral’s wife shrugged. Ritz is fine.


Through the open French doors glided the Chaplain’s wife. The Ritz? Fabulous brunches. Only place you can get beluga caviar. It’s banned in the States, you know. She examined the henna tattoo on her hand, turned to the Admiral’s wife. Do you like my henna? I’m getting it done every week now.


Poppy Johnson wagged her finger, spilling half her drink. Be careful. Some of the local girls use black henna. That’ll scar you for life. Unless you buy it yourself, you don’t know what you’re getting.


Side by side the women’s tresses were piano keys: elegant and glossy and begging for touch. Expat wives in Bahrain took mythological pride in their hair, I’d observed, nurturing their manes as though they held the secret to everlasting life. Hues of auburn, gold, and ebony cascaded across chairbacks, swayed in the gusty Manama winds, paraded through cafés like stampedes of vainglorious ponies. Nails apparently exacted equal devotion; I had yet to shake a hand that was not perfectly finished. It was part of the package deal: Here on this island, women inhabited a world far removed from tiny box houses, hands rubbed raw from dishwashing, cardigans, and lawn envy. Here women could sip from pyrite spoons and talk of Michelangelo.


A Filipina maid entered the room carrying a steaming tray of lumpia. She offered her tray to the Admiral, seated by the window with a woman, looking somehow more polished in civvies than in a uniform. A tall man of fifty-three whom people liked to call distinguished, the Admiral had a full head of silver hair and the kind of fundamental muscular build that only gets leaner and more sculpted with time. His face, pleasantly aged like the man on an Old Overholt whiskey label, was tinged coppery red with sunburn. Maybe from a day of training exercises in the Gulf, maybe an excursion on his thirty-foot yacht, Safe Harbor. Rumor was that the Gulf War hero, the man who’d spearheaded a crucial interdiction operation against Iraq, was poised to become the chief of naval operations.


See that house over there? The woman indicated a domed palace across the lagoon. Owned by the royal family. Did you know Michael Jackson lived there one summer?


Is that right? The Admiral munched his food, squinted at the mansion.


Can you blame him? No paparazzi. Privacy. Beach right outside your door.


Unable to resist nicotine’s claws any longer, I walked onto the balcony. Someone – the Admiral’s wife, I suppose – had adorned the deck with citronella candles. Comical: The Kingdom claimed so little vegetation that even insects sought residence elsewhere. But the Admiral’s wife, in good delusional diplomat form, liked to construct her own travel brochure, pretend we lived in a tropical paradise. Land of the golden smiles, she called Bahrain, smiling to prove her point. Where it never rained and the unending dust created incomparable sunsets.


The conversation outside had grown louder and more raucous, Jimmy and another man apparently engaged in a rhetorical match to describe the Opposition. Ignorant hangers-on to the Arab freedom fighters. Unwitting – hell, probably witting – lackeys of Tehran. Self-styled, self-defeating, bumbling revolutionaries. Jimmy was drunk, even drunker than Poppy, his polo-shirted heft moving erratically like a sailboat struggling to enter its harbor. The quips now were mocking, shuttlecocks bandied back and forth on gusts of laughter. If the shit hits the fan, I’ll just jump off my dock and hop on my motorboat. What are the protesters gonna do, chase me across the Gulf? Hell, they don’t own boats, do they? (If they do, why are they protesting?) Laugh, wink.


A pontoon glided by, green lights melting into watery emeralds. Glasses clinking. All the houses in Floating City, I realized for the first time, were variations of the same color. Cream, beige, tan. As though none wanted to depart too radically from the landscape, or from each other.


————


Salaam! It’s about time! The Admiral’s booming voice. Flock of guests gathering around the door like pigeons to a feeding. Whitney! He’s here! There’s our man!


Busy writing reports, Whitney explained his tardiness to the crowd, apologetically indicating his work attire. He removed his jacket as though coming home to a hot toddy and roaring fire, his fat hands a flurry of handshakes.


And then – lo and behold, the embassy consular officer, a tall brunette, attempting conversation. She wore a tight black dress and cherry-red fuck-me heels. Whitney’s face was turning an infantile pink. Poor kid. Jimmy and I used to wonder whether he was a virgin, had gone so far as to place bets one afternoon, then gave up when we realized there wasn’t enough legitimate doubt to play. For his sake I hoped the boy would find someone. A spy’s job was punishing and lonely, the job of a station chief worse.


Fate was cruel tonight. The Admiral approached and the consular officer beat a dutiful retreat. Beers in hand, the two men retreated to a corner. The vast difference in height between them lent the scene a farcical air. I watched for a few minutes, decided I needed another drink.


‘Collins!’ Whitney had spotted me, was striding over. The Admiral followed. ‘Great to see you, Collins. Thanks for the help Thursday night. Solid work.’


‘Too bad nothing came of it.’


‘Actually, the Admiral and I were just discussing this very topic.’ He flashed a loose smile at the Admiral, bowed his head like a prep school boy seeking pardon. ‘Well, sir, I’ll let you use your own words. If I try, something will be lost in translation.’ He punched me in the shoulder.


‘Sure thing.’ The Admiral nodded soberly. ‘Collins, you’re doing a great job – whole station is. Some of the reports you folks put out go straight to SECDEF. Have a real impact on policy.’ His jaw tensed, eyes squinting in the direction of the Gulf. ‘Here’s the thing. We’re getting information through different channels that our neighbors to the north are part of the supply chain.’


My eyes were drawn to his gold cuff links. Engraved with Asian symbols, a likely memento from his tour in the Pacific as deputy commander of the Seventh Fleet. A shiny Naval Academy ring kept the cuff links company. Class of ’82, he let everyone know.


‘What different channels?’


‘Well, Collins, you understand the importance of compartmentalization, and unfortunately I’m not at liberty to describe precisely all the sources to which I’m referring. There’s information I receive… and that Whitney receives as chief. Information that’s pretty powerful, that might give you pause when you’re out there collecting.’


‘What’s the category? SIGINT?’


The Admiral pressed his whiskey-label lips together. ‘Listen, just know that we’ve received additional information. Use what I’ve told you in your operations. Let it guide your collection, the questions you ask. It’s a target for you.’


‘Fourteen February hardly has a full pile of rocks to throw.’


The Admiral stepped closer. ‘Collins, you know what my job is?’ His voice sounded like an armored vehicle peeling out on gravel. ‘My job is to keep the Gulf safe. We have a repressive theocracy a thousand clicks to the north that feeds Hezbollah and comes closer to a nuclear weapon every day. I take that very seriously. When I get word a country like that is fueling revolutions in the neighborhood, I run it to ground. You understand?’


‘Yes, sir. Understood.’


The Admiral rocked back on his heels. ‘Then I think we’re all on the same page.’ He put his arm around Whitney, squeezed the soft shoulder. ‘You’re in good hands, Collins. This man here will lead you in the right direction.’


————


Poppy Johnson was already naked and lying on her back when I reached the private beach at the end of the street. Her clothes were balled into a hasty sequined heap, her hair unpinned and spread in a yellow fan. The only thing she’d kept on was her pearl necklace. Despite the growing ravages of middle age – and an artificial tan that only highlighted the discrepancy between youth and senescence – from a distance she looked sufficiently appealing, her small breasts immune to gravity in their skyward position. She’d been one of my easiest targets – even easier than Rashid – a classic neglected wife and stultified mother, minimal manipulation required. All that had been needed was a too-long party at the Ambassador’s house, a potent combination of boredom and lychee martinis, and a rooftop deck.


‘What did I tell you?’ I settled beside her, knocking over the pile of seashells she’d assembled.


She looked around, an indignant child. ‘What do you mean? I’m exactly where you told me to be. Told Burt I was walking off the drinks.’ Her breath stank of too many fruity cocktails.


I nodded toward a villa under construction. ‘Behind there.’


‘But no one can see us here.’ Her voice wavered.


‘Doesn’t matter to me. You’re the only one with anything to lose.’


Poppy’s eyes wandered mournfully to the scattered shells. The surf lapped at the beach, thin and mumbling. Slowly, deliberately, she fingered her pearl necklace, a signal for me to notice.


‘A gift from Mr Johnson?’


Poppy’s mouth turned up in satisfaction. ‘No. I bought it myself.’


‘At the souq? You went there by yourself? Didn’t even bring the maid?’


‘Well, I brought Lata… but I drove. She just helped carry bags.’ Poppy cast her mascara-caked lashes down. ‘Figured I’m a diplomat’s wife and it’s about time… And Bahrain has the most renowned pearl industry in the world.’


I started to tell her that Bahrain’s natural pearl industry had died nearly a century ago, crushed by Japan’s cultured pearls, that her necklace was probably a fake, but I simply smiled. ‘Looks great on you.’


Poppy fingered the bridge of her nose. ‘Too bad all these pearls can’t fix my nose. There’s this bump… You see it? Right here—’ She grabbed my hand, pulled it to her face.


‘Jesus, Poppy, your nose is fine.’


‘And my boobs…’ She raised her head to examine her breasts. ‘Two kids and this is what happens.’


‘Your tits are great.’


‘All the wives swear by Dr Pierre. Have you seen the ads? Surgeon to the stars – Doc Hollywood, they call him – trained in the best medical schools in France, here visiting the Middle East for only a short time. Less than half of what I’d pay in the States.’ She looked up at me earnestly. ‘He did the Chaplain’s wife’s boobs.’


‘Poppy, you don’t need any of that. You’re fine… beautiful.’


‘Wish Burt would tell me that. All he talks about is work. Work this, work that. He’s never home, always traveling with the Admiral. They traveled to Singapore last week. Thailand or someplace the week before. Phenom… Phenomenal pen?’


‘Phnom Penh. It’s in Cambodia.’


‘All I know is he stank of noodles when he came back. Whole suitcase did. I asked him who ordered the takeout.’ She uttered a tremulous half laugh.


I lit a cigarette. Sex, I could see, would have to wait; I would be her friend and confessor and adoring fan first. Just like with my informants. I felt bitter, resentful of all the hours and nods expended over the years – for this, a world of weak cocktails and fake pearls and faker tits.


Poppy was shaking her head. ‘You never talk about work. And your work is more important than Burt’s.’ Her vacant blue eyes grew lusty. ‘You’re a spy.’


The stick of tar between my fingers felt suddenly like a nuisance, an unnecessary appendage. I tossed it into the sand. Past Poppy, a few of the Admiral’s guests were visible in the canal, their white limbs submerging and surfacing, a late-night dip. A few more weeks and the water would be too cold for their aqueous orgies. In the distance a faint plume of smoke was spiraling up from Muharraq, waiflike, little more than a cloud. I rose to get a better view. Behind the buildings flames had started lapping at the night. Muffled popping: the chirpy soundtrack of Molotov cocktails. With a few frantic splashes the midnight bathers scrambled up the dock ladder and into the villa.


Poppy had crawled over and was watching the scene with alarm. Before she could begin her panicky questions, I cupped my hand over her mouth. Guests had started climbing onto the Admiral’s roof deck, staking out prime positions, silhouettes poised against the distant flames like gods gazing down at a dying civilization. A few had lugged chairs and cocktails through the hatch door, and they set up a picnic-like viewing party, hanging over the railing as though at a swanky Manhattan affair, cigarette embers and glass stems glowing gold. Heads tilted back to enjoy the breeze.


I grabbed Poppy’s clothes, pushed her toward a cinder block wall. ‘Get behind there before someone sees us.’


The crowd had massed together, leaning toward the attraction in a sloppy tilted pyramid, looking like a parody of the Marines at Iwo Jima. Watching the blaze like morning would never come.
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Trader Vic’s, squeezed into a corner of the Ritz, had only been around for a decade, but its kitschy Polynesian wood statues, pineapple-patterned upholstery, and dimly flickering sconces imparted the outmoded grandeur of an older place. Despite unremarkable food and service, Vic’s had earned a devoted following among Westerners, achieving that inexplicable halo, something approaching veneration, that hangs over certain expat establishments in foreign countries, the haphazard product of luck, whim, location, and perhaps an original cocktail. The same unspoken force that once drew British resident ministers to Bombay’s Elphinstone cricket club or Saigon journalists to the Majestic: the black fact of exclusivity, of similar elbows rubbing together, everyone sharing the same brand of pants and jokes and adolescent memories. In the last few years shinier watering holes had opened their shutters across Manama – Copper Chimney and The Meat Company, where you could smoke cigars with names like Punch Punch Punch or Bolivar Royal Coronas or, for fifteen dinars, the legendary Cohiba Maduro 5 – but expats still patronized Vic’s filially and doggedly the way one feels compelled to visit an aging grandparent.


I smelled Jimmy’s cigar smoke before I saw him. Habano. He was sipping a mimosa on the veranda, watching the palms gyrate in the breeze around the Venetian pools like belly dancers. Already perspiring, he’d rolled up his sleeves, short forearms bulging, dark stains spreading into flattened spiders under his arms.


The click-clack of hanging wooden beads was deafening to my brain, still tenderized from the Admiral’s party, as I ducked through the doorway, grabbed two copies of the monarchy’s free Gulf Daily News. Kitchen Fire Destroys Restaurant in Shiite Village, the Arabic edition declared. Shiite Thug Vandals Destroy Own Restaurant, the English edition insisted. I sat down next to Jimmy, lit a cigarette, watched the smoke blur the headlines into gray smudges.


Jimmy reached for the ashtray. The tattoos on his arm, a circle of thorns and Semper Fi, peeked out from his sleeve, the words looking forlorn in their partially revealed state like an unfinished crossword puzzle. His shirt, as usual, was comically snug; despite having a naturally fit physique, he’d become softer in Bahrain – too many drinks on the job, he joked – and he unsuccessfully tried to downplay the effects by wearing even tighter clothes.


Across the pool two men in pristine white thobes were tilting back whiskeys, morning sunlight turning their Rolex faces blinding gold, each fingering a loop of agate prayer beads. I nodded in their direction. ‘Good thing Allah doesn’t see across the causeway.’


Jimmy raised his mimosa. ‘Here’s to Bahrain never going dry – for our neighborly Saudis and for us.’


‘To the birthplace of original sin.’


‘Coffee, sir?’ The waitress appeared tableside, Jimmy’s scrambled eggs in hand.


‘Sure.’ I tossed aside the newspapers. ‘Black.’


The waitress, a petite Filipina wearing Vic’s tight tropical uniform, retreated, pausing at a table with three Bahraini women fully clad in abayas and hijabs. The women were sharing a cake, each struggling to ensure that her mastication was covert, that her fork reached her veiled mouth unseen.


‘Modesty makes for starvation,’ I observed.


Jimmy grinned, bits of egg hanging from his teeth. ‘You ever think about what’s under those abayas?’


‘Nah. It’s like fantasizing about a brick wall. I like to see what I’m getting.’


‘Still… kinda mysterious. Could be interesting. ’Course foreign pussy’s just asking for trouble.’ He puffed on his cigar. ‘Anyway, you want a quick fix, you got your maid. Hell of a lot easier. Payin’ her already, got her passport locked up – and she’ll clean up after.’


The waitress came with my coffee and tried to adjust our umbrella, a losing battle. I poured a measure of whiskey from my flask into the mug.


‘Feel your pain. Rough night.’ Jimmy leaned toward me in confidence. ‘Tell you what: Boss man and that cute embassy gal really hit it off.’ He clicked his tongue as though sorry he hadn’t been the one to nab her.


‘The consular officer? Something happen?’


‘Boss man was a big hit. Who’d a thought he had it in him? Probably buyin’ her breakfast right now.’


‘Hope she likes the base donut stand.’


‘Eh…’ Jimmy waved his hand. ‘He’s not such a bad guy.’


‘Never trust a man who wears penny loafers. And puts pennies in them.’


Jimmy snorted, scooped up the last of his eggs. The sound prompted one of the abaya-clad women to glance in our direction. Her eyes, the only feature visible to the world, were trained on us like searchlights. Judging and probing, the eyes of a disapproving schoolgirl, a wrathful god. It was the last thing I remember before the explosion shook our table, rattling our coffee cups, shattering the morning air like a neat champagne cork.


————


Cars had been abandoned in the middle of Osama bin Zaid Avenue as though their drivers had spotted a looming tornado. Ambulances blared in the near distance. Shopkeepers stood in front of their dingy businesses, arms crossed, watching with the dark removed curiosity that surrounds catastrophes in the Middle East, their Iraqi art, roasting spits, and dusty Moroccan antiques quickly deserted for the sake of front row seats.


The explosion had come from Adliya, a pretentious (some called it fashionable) neighborhood of sidewalk art, faddish galleries, and candlelit restaurants, a lesser man’s Latin Quarter, a favorite expat precinct. Collins, throw on a light disguise and go with the Threat Mitigation Unit. Whitney’s shirt had hung tiredly from his frame, the same shirt he’d worn at the party last night. You know Arabic. Let us know what’s going on. He’d looked admonishingly at me and Jimmy as though he knew we’d been at Vic’s that morning.


Trails of residual smoke, carried by the strong westerly breeze, were drifting toward Exhibition Road. Rashid, that goddamned self-important revolutionary. A major attack on an expat quarter, and he’d given me no warning, hadn’t informed me of the Opposition’s shift in tactics. Hell, he hadn’t even called to see if I was okay – for all he knew, I’d been downing a coffee in an Adliya café when the bomb hit.


A wall of murals signaled the entrance to Adliya. The tech officer driving the TMU van, a lanky pimply kid called Smitty, had succeeded in pushing through traffic with sheer brute force, and now he pulled onto a patch of dirt. The Admiral’s aide, a close-cropped unctuous-looking lieutenant, hastily swallowed the last of his Coca-Cola and corralled his bag, moving toward the door as though about to air-drop onto Juno Beach.


We were in the ambitiously termed Arts District; in front of us stood Al Riwaq, the area’s flagship gallery. Usually a young, socially determined crowd sat on the terrace sipping complicated variations of coffee and feeling very much immersed in the imagined worldliness of the Middle East. Now the place was empty, minimalist canvases and tangled metal sculptures staring through the windows.


The fallout began at Café Lilou. The café’s wrought iron railing and burgundy awnings were intact, but two of its windows were splintered, calligraphic gold letters stumbling across the panes like a fallen dancer. A lone fractured coffee cup lay on the patio, its solo status suggesting a disgruntled patron rather than a violent event, and half-eaten chocolate cake waited to be finished, insisting on civility with its bright mint garnish. Poppy Johnson, I recalled, always raved about Lilou’s caramel flan. Behind the café police had cordoned off the alley with bilingual yellow tape.


The alley had the bitter stench of death and wreckage, something like rotted leather, mingled with the lingering fumes of commerce – cooking oil, frankincense, tobacco. Dust from the explosion had not yet settled, combining with the indigenous sand to turn the air sickly brown. Intense heat had burned and dimpled portions of the alley walls, melting awnings like cheap wax creations, and chunks of metal and debris had traveled down the block, piercing dumpsters and shattering windows. A few defiantly erect palms sagged slightly, their trunks black and flaky. It was odd to view the familiar alley through the lens of ruin, to see the backsides of Lilou and Coco’s and Minos transformed into dripping messes. An expat playground suddenly turned to smoke.


On the other side of the cordon an officer wearing the distinctive blue of the Ministry of Interior was issuing tepid commands to a handful of police, pausing every few seconds to regale higher-ups on his radio. He stood apart, with an aura of detached importance. The man in charge.


I ducked under the tape, introduced myself in Arabic. Name only. The officer would lump me with the plainclothes Navy investigators.


His name was Walid Al Zain and he had small muddy eyes and a thick uneven mustache that made him look like he was snickering. I asked him what had happened.


‘You are American?’ He spoke in heavily accented English.


‘Yes.’


He looked at me appraisingly as though gauging the truth of my response. ‘First bomb’ – he motioned behind me – ‘was in the dustbin behind Lilou. Second bomb—’


‘Second? How many bombs were there?’


‘Five.’ He smiled coldly. ‘You did not hear them?’


‘Just one.’


‘Ah, the first. It was the loudest.’


‘Where were the others?’


‘Who knows? The thugs put them all over the alley.’ Walid gestured impotently at the carnage. He was pushing sixty, probably nearing the point where he was too old to police a young man’s revolution.


‘Casualties?’


‘Yes. One is there.’


For the first time I saw the wilted stump on the ground. Still fresh, striped with vermillion and fringed with shreds of flesh, its center stubbornly tan, almost unscathed. About a third of a torso, the chest or abdomen. An expatriate from Asia, Walid informed me, precise origin undetermined. The unlucky man had triggered the first bomb while depositing trash in the dumpster. Two other Asians had been killed – likely laborers from India or the Philippines working in the kitchens and back-rooms of Adliya’s pricey restaurants (just illegals, Walid assured me) – and two of the bombs had detonated without any known casualties. Information was thin, collected mostly from accounts of eyewitnesses, all of whom had since left the vicinity or gone to the ministry to provide statements. No specific leads. ‘At least no Americans were killed,’ Walid concluded, his eyes seeking mine, confident of agreement.


I nodded toward the officers massed awkwardly by the side of the alley. ‘Your men find any remnants of the bombs? Batteries? Explosives powder?’


‘Nothing. It was all destroyed in the blasts.’ He lit a cigarette, apparently unconcerned about smoking in an ocean of flammable materiel. Following Walid’s lead, two of his men lit up, breaking into loud craggy chatter. Urdu. The Ministry of Interior was stuffed with foreign Sunnis, naturalized to fill the ranks, Rashid had told me. Better to have Pakistanis, Jordanians, and Syrians policing the streets than Shia.


‘When did your men get here?’


‘Ten, fifteen minutes after the last bomb.’ Walid checked a small notepad with one hand, unwilling to relinquish his cigarette. ‘Last bomb 9:45, so… maybe 9:55.’


‘Anyone else here when you arrived?’


With sudden impatience Walid shut his notepad. ‘No. There is no more information. I tell you everything.’ He glanced sharply at Smitty, who was trying unsuccessfully to communicate with a scrawny Indian in a chef’s apron. ‘We have our own experts, Mr Collins. Forensics, terrorism. We do not need help. We are well trained. Bahrain is not a third world country.’


Local hacks were the same in every country – dogged, territorial, middle-aged, usually overweight. I offered a watery smile. ‘We’re on your side, habibi. Just trying to find out the whole story.’


The dumpster behind Lilou seemed to have borne the worst of the damage. An explosion had ripped through two of its sides, creating a gaping, jagged-toothed mouth, and the interior was empty, the contents apparently obliterated, blown elsewhere, or cleaned out by Walid’s men. I circled the thing then crossed the alley, nearly stumbling over the half corpse. Lying in the gutter so close to Lilou’s napoleons and chocolate truffles, the stump looked like a kind of gruesome culinary protest, a poor man’s pot roast challenging the sugary delicacies next door. Up close the mottled flesh was a kaleidoscope of ruby and purple and deep brown, all the rich saturated colors of human ruination. I took my camera from my bag, snapped a photo. Something to show Whitney.


Midday heat had begun to infiltrate the concrete blocks, filtering laboriously through the smog, randomly anointing portions of the alley. In another minute this place would be intolerable – the stench, the swelter. Beneath the awning of Let Them Eat Cake bakery, I wiped my face and neck. A few more photos would do the trick: a mess of broken pottery; remnants of a sidewalk art installation; an unlit neon sign, CUCINA, hanging crookedly; trash and rubble tinged an odd shade of purple.


Back at the van, safely away from the incendiary zone, I lit a cigarette. Shop owners were returning to their businesses – to survey the damage, resume commerce, shutter their windows for afternoon qailula – streets refilling with sounds and smells. My back was aching. Smitty checked the van for bombs – tailpipe, underbelly, tires – the last officer climbed in, and I reluctantly stubbed out my cigarette. My pant cuffs, I saw, had become soiled with dirt, muck, and traces of John Doe’s blood, cakey and brown.


————


On the way back we heard the final explosion. Faint, a distant drumbeat. Then something odd happened, or at least something I would remember.


‘Sixth bomb’s a charm,’ I remarked as Smitty pulled to the side of the road.


The officer next to me, a puny nebbish I hadn’t really noticed until that moment, said, ‘Five. You’re losing count, man.’


I’d smiled. ‘That M.O.I. schmuck told me there were five this morning.’


‘Base watch officer recorded each detonation,’ the Admiral’s aide piped up. ‘Sent the data directly to our office. Four explosions this morning.’


Smitty met my eyes in the rearview mirror. ‘It’s been a long day. Anyone could lose count.’


I’d shrugged as if to say, Oh well, five bombs, six bombs, who gives a rat’s ass. I knew Walid had said five as sure as that disgusting fragment of a man would never walk again. But perhaps Walid, the aging burned-out bureaucrat, was as muddled as his third world investigation. After all, when you hit middle age, you started to lose your edge, drawing perilously close to obsolescence, wading into its muddy shoals.


Whatever the number, the last bomb, we would learn over the next four hours, was what the police termed ‘insignificant,’ a victimless detonation triggered by the local hazardous materials team clearing a dumpster two blocks from ground zero. Upon our return to Adliya, Walid informed us the incident had been investigated, no new information found, and the area swept clean for the safety of the good people of Bahrain.


————


All in all, little worth reporting when I returned to station. Despite the hoopla and fireworks, the incident had not been particularly momentous, the morning’s investigation yielding no new insight into the Opposition. Fourteen February had set off bigger bombs in a new location. Still amateurs, still alley cats pawing at trash cans. No Americans had been killed, nothing destroyed that couldn’t be rebuilt (hell, with expat money waiting, Adliya’s restaurants would be back on their feet in no time), not even a lasting traffic jam. The loops and whorls of Tehran’s fingerprints were nowhere to be found in the clunky mess. When the smoke cleared, Manama would be the same plodding place.


And as I headed home that evening down Awal Avenue, the dense haze over Adliya had indeed dissipated into the blanket of smog across the city; routine vehicular squawking had resumed; the white horizon was turning peach and gold in another exquisite dust-filtered sunset; and the maghrib call to prayer tumbled unfazed through the hot streets.
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