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For Tom, my rock, my love

























Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay. Your people will be my people and your God my God.


Where you die I will die, and there I will be buried.


Ruth 1: 16–17




 







 





The land of Dilmun is holy, the land of Dilmun is pure.


In Dilmun the raven does not croak, the lion does not kill.


No one says, ‘My eyes are sick, my head is sick’.


No one says, ‘I am an old man, I am an old woman’.


Ancient clay tablet found in Mesopotamia, c.2000 BC


displayed in the Bahrain National Museum
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Theirs had been the first wedding





Theirs had been the first wedding of the new millennium to be held in the little church at Kirkskeagh. The smooth granite steps of the porch had been scrubbed of their habitual coating of creeping yellow lichen by the elderly sexton, and the ivy cut back in the places where it had begun to send curling tendrils inching over the low limestone wall. Wooden buckets planted with white hellebores and early yellow primroses had been placed on each side of the steps, and the papery petals, so bright against the dark soil and the grey stones, fluttered and shivered in the breeze coming in off the lough.


They had not intended to get married in February. Ruth had wanted an autumn wedding, some warm and lazy afternoon when the air would be filled with the scent of cut grasses and of hay drying golden in the fields; when the sun, golden too, would pour down like a benediction from a deep blue sky; when apples would be ripening on the gnarled old trees in the orchard and the first blackberries swollen in the hedgerows; the thrushes that nested in the rowan coppice down by the ancient rath burbling their liquid songs and the waters of the lough calm and shining silver. That was to be their wedding day. A day perfectly balanced between summer and winter, plump and sun-warmed, like an ink-skinned damson ready for the plucking. Euan laughed when she described their wedding day to him, and asked: what if it rained? But even if it rained, she would not mind the rain. She knew all the moods and nuances of the seasons in these parts. The sudden, spattered sprays of rain in early spring, and the fresh bright light that followed; the sullen shiver of raindrops on the lurid yellow whin bushes after a summer shower; the fogs that rolled in from a grey and seething autumnal sea; the tattered sky and sudden piercing shards of light on a bright winter’s day that sent the wavelets glittering like quicksilver. And September was her favourite time, rain or no rain: the heifers weaned and grazing the last of the sea-meadows, the black-wrapped bales of silage fermenting in the barnyard; the sugar-frosts in the mornings and the nights drawing in; the last weeks, then days, before her father declared it was time to turn in for winter.


Everything, still, even on a modernised farm – which had computerised milking and identification systems to track precisely the yield of each cow, the number of days since heat and service and until a probable calving date – was done according to the seasons. The time to bring the herd in for the winter was after the second ground-frost; the time to plant barley after the first crocuses showed. You did not impregnate a cow before the summer, or else she would calve too early for the calf to grow strong on spring grazing. Everything, too, had its place in the order of things. Turnips were planted after harrowing, which was done three times after harvesting the barley; a field used for crops one year must be fallow the next, untilled, and used for pasture after that. A time to plant and a time to uproot, her father had framed in his office, a time to scatter stones and a time to gather them.


They planned the wedding for the last day of September, a Saturday: after the flurry of harvest was done, and before the winter wheat was sown. But when she discovered she was pregnant, they brought the date forward: settling for a plainer version of the dress, a reception at the local golf club rather than the hotel on the marina up the coast, which only opened for six months of the year; a weekend in a country manor house in Sligo rather than a two-week honeymoon in Italy. But it was the marriage, they insisted to each other, the marriage, and not the wedding, that counted. What did one day matter when you would have all the days of your life with someone, and the days beyond that? They were to be blessed with a child, too: and unplanned, unexpected as that child was, a child was always a blessing. They told each other this, eagerly, relieved to hear it said and affirmed by the other. Saying it made it true; made you realise that it was true. It allayed, too, the quiet guilt each felt at not having waited until their wedding night, as they had planned to, as they had ought to; at taking the engagement to be married as the marriage itself, the intention for the action. A time to embrace and a time to refrain. But this was 1999, not ’59, they reminded themselves: a generation ago, things might have been different, but the worst that happened to them was a ribbing from Euan’s colleagues at Braemore Park.


And the weather was with them for their February wedding. January had been uncommonly nasty, even for these parts, which were exposed to the Irish Sea and used to fierce winters, with storms blowing up almost daily and thick, greasy fogs roiling in across the land. But a few days into February, a fortnight before the wedding, a cold snap set in. The days turned crisp and bright, the low skies lifting to show the heavens wide and cloudless above; blooms of frost appeared on the dark bare fields like icing; cracklings of ice covered the puddles in the lane. As a result of the torrential rain, the waters of the lough were up, heaving black and oily against the shingle shore. But the danger that the sea-meadows would flood had passed, and at sunset the rippling currents blazed and danced like scattered handfuls of rubies. Every day, they prayed it would hold, and it did hold, the morning of the wedding dawning crisp and bright and brittle.


That was two years ago now; more than two years. Anna will be two this May, and the word husband, once so slow and soft in the mouth, has become easy, familiar.




*





Ruth shivers suddenly. She has been standing still too long, watching the sky grow ragged to the east where the night is thinning, dissolving into grey. This morning is the last morning: today the very last day. Finally, suddenly, it has come, and she is trying to see everything with new eyes, as if she can imprint it on her mind’s eye and take it with her, as if she might never see it again. She can see the little old church from here, across the bay, the shape of it squat and mute, dark against the lightening sky. Services are rarely held there any more; weddings, because it is picturesque, or occasional funerals, candlelit carols during Advent, but that is all. She and Euan worship at the bigger church in Kircubbin, or the cathedral at Downpatrick to hear the Bishop of Down and Dromore, and she has not set foot in the little church for months. The thoughts, the memories it has brought back! She had not known she remembered so much of the day; it was all such a blur; everything had passed so fast. But now her mind conjures up the groomsmen, stiff and upright and self-conscious in their morning suits, in a semicircle at the base of the steps; the bridesmaids huddled together, their bare white arms mottling in the cold as puffs of wind snatched at their flimsy shrugs and sateen fichus. Her mother and father and Euan’s mother and father and sister, standing not quite close together enough; the waves of cheers and applause; the handfuls of pastel-coloured horseshoes and shamrocks and hearts, flung straight at them by the breeze; ducking and laughing and clutching at Euan’s hand, married. No longer Miss Ruth Bell but Mrs Armstrong; Ruth Armstrong; the strangeness, solidity of it; the certainty.


At last the sun is rising now, slowly, large and red, creeping over the waters. A sharp crescent moon and one or two stars are still visible, and the waters of the lough glitter quietly, slapping and sucking at the pebbles on the shore. She nudges at a couple with the toe of her wellington, then picks up a particularly smooth one and puts it in the pocket of her bally old fleece jacket. It is icy cold. Her fingers curve perfectly around it. She will take it with her, she decides. A living stone, like Isaiah’s stone, to lay in Zion; the one who trusts will never be dismayed.


She turns, walks quickly back across the fields, stamping her feet to warm them. When she reaches the lane, her footsteps ring out across the frozen ground as if her wellingtons are iron-soled.


In the farmyard, her father and the farmhand are already letting the first lot of cows into the milking parlour. Each cow knows where to go; she ambles into her slot and nuzzles at her feeding tube. The cows are slow and heavy-bellied; thick with calf. In a few days her father will start separating from the herd those due to calve in the next four weeks, and cease to milk them so their milk can thicken, swell with the fats and antibodies needed by their newborns. She will not be here for calving, she realises. It will be the first year, the first time, ever, that she has not been here. Even last year, she had been able to leave Anna with Euan or with her mother and go down to the barn for an hour or so to help with the newborns, give bottles of defrosted colostrum to the two or three whose mothers couldn’t or wouldn’t suckle them, keep watch over the first-timers for the signs of impending labour. And even the year before that, big with child herself, she had kept vigil with her father, wrapped up in rugs and fleeces and oilskins, ready to help a cow in fear or distress. It will be strange not to be here.


By faith he made his home, she reminds herself, in the promised land like a stranger in a foreign country. She and Euan have been studying the passage from Hebrews all that week, to strengthen their faith in preparation for the task ahead of them. Last night, they concentrated on the final verses, the tribulations, the warnings. Those ancients who faced jeers and flogging, those chained and put in prison. Those stoned, or sawed in two; those put to death by the sword. Those left to wander in deserts and mountains, to hide in caves and holes in the ground. They were all commended for their faith, yet none of them received what had been promised. God had planned something better for us so that only together with us would they be made perfect. What they are about to do, Euan assures her, will be the most important thing they have ever done. They must shore up their faith; they must pray for serenity; for courage. The bags are packed, the arrangements checked and finalised; all that is left to do is pray, and keep on praying.


The solid warmth of the cattle is comforting; the smell of them; the steam from their flanks and the scrape and clatter of their hoofs on the concrete floor. She slaps her way through them to find her father and he smiles to see her, surprised. She has not helped with the first milking since before Anna was born; since she was pregnant, and married.


‘I couldn’t sleep,’ she says. ‘This time tomorrow, you know?’


‘Aye,’ he says, the word puffing slow like smoke from his mouth. ‘Aye.’


Rosie, the arthritic old Border collie, whines by his feet, and Ruth bends down to scratch her forehead and tug her ears. It suddenly strikes her that Rosie does not have much time left.


‘Oh, Rosie,’ she says, letting the dog lick at her hand.


‘Come on,’ her father says, as if he understands, ‘no time for petting,’ and he sets to slamming the gates and setting the pumps going. She falls in behind him, her limbs moving automatically in the remembered ways. Once, she had thought she might take on the farm one day, take it over. But God, it seems, has other plans. Sometimes she can barely credit it, that she, a farmer’s daughter, should be chosen for such things. But that is the way, Euan says. The son of God Himself was born in a stable, and to a humble carpenter. And so she has been studying guidebooks, studying maps, learning new phrases and customs, hardly able to believe that they are going, what they are doing.


Bahrain. She says the word to herself, the weightless aspiration of it like the billowing of silk in the air. Bahrain. She shivers again, this time with excitement. It is not just a new place, Bahrain. It is a whole new life: a whole new world. Go into all the world, and preach the good news to all creation. She feels laughter bubbling up inside her, the joy of the Holy Spirit.


Tomorrow.
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Bahrain.


As the plane circled Muharraq Island, waiting for clearance to land, fear budded in her stomach. This was the furthest from anywhere that she had ever been. A school trip to Germany, and another to France; a weekend in Paris, once, for her parents’ wedding anniversary; a two-week holiday to Disney World, Florida when she was thirteen. Day trips into Belfast, or down to Dublin, to go Christmas shopping with her mother; a week or so each summer with her cousins in Donegal. Until now, these have been the limits of her world.


When she was younger – nine, ten, eleven – she used to beg her parents to go skiing at Easter, or spend summers in the south of France or Spain. She cut out pictures from Sunday supplements and travel brochures and glued them into a series of scrapbooks; glossy photographs of honey-skinned models in straw hats and sundresses, dangling strappy sandals from their fingertips as they walked laughing through azure waters. They had reminded her of it at the departures gate this morning, her mother laughing and dabbing at her eyes, her father squeezing her arm and repeating each anecdote, each detail, until she feared they’d never make it past security in time. They had to jump the queue, in the end, with Euan praying audibly that they wouldn’t be chosen for a random bag search.


Now, as the plane wheeled and tilted into another circle, she tried to ignore the raw-penny taste of fear and concentrate instead on the fact that God, truly, worked in mysterious ways. Her parents were right: her scrapbooks had been more than a hobby, almost an obsession. She had been desperate to get away, convinced that elsewhere, away from the dull, incessantly drizzly countryside, life was happening. Marbella, her calligraphic caption would read, or Albufeira. She would whisper the words like magic charms, sitting in the draughty front room with the heavy Reader’s Digest atlas dragged from the shelf and propped open on the floor, imagining the starfish and sea horses such words conjured up, the palm trees and hammocks. Once, after reading an advert about safari holidays to Kenya (Kenya, the loop of the word round on itself at the back of your mouth), her scrapbook became a jumble of rhinos and elephants at waterholes, lions and zebras and all things exotic. She saved her pocket money to join the WWF, stuck the sad-eyed panda stickers in the cab of her father’s tractor and begged her parents for a holiday in Africa. But it was too far to go; always it was too far to go. The one occasion they left the farm for any length of time – the Disney World trip – her father grumbled and fretted, spent most of the day finding phone booths to telephone the locum and farmhands who were left in charge of things. When they got back he vowed never to do it again. And if Ruth talked about the plight of the great apes or the evils of the ivory trade he told her to volunteer with the Ulster Wildlife Trust on the boglands at nearby Inishargy, and help conserve the marsh fritillary butterfly or the mistle thrush. Oh, how that had infuriated her! As a teenager, though, she grew more involved with the workings of the farm and ceased to mind so much that there were countries she might never see; stopped dreaming of other places.


But God had not forgotten. When the phone call came from Richard Caffrey, Euan’s theological college room-mate, saying he had given Euan’s name as a possible replacement for him in Bahrain (there had been some accident; Ruth never fully understood the details, and he was coming home before his stint was up), she leapt at the idea: she knew it was meant to be. She had been more enthusiastic than Euan, at first: had persuaded him into it. Of course he had to go, she insisted, and of course she would go with him. And of course it would not be a problem having Anna with them. People had babies in the Middle East, didn’t they? And the Church would arrange everything; it was not as if they were setting off with backpacks into the middle of nowhere. It was a Calling, she was convinced of it, straight from God, sending them in the footsteps of the first Christian apostles. It took longer for Euan to be convinced – this she did not understand – but after several days’ prayer he decided that yes: they would go, they would do it.


People had asked her time and again if she was worried, or scared. Anna so young, the politicians nightly preaching war in the region. And Islam: was she not nervous of sharia law, of women stoned to death for adultery, of hands chopped off and public beheadings, of hostages? She laughed when her mother suggested the latter. It was Bahrain they were going to, she replied, not Iran or Iraq or Saudi Arabia; not Beirut in the eighties. There were cathedrals in Bahrain, Anglican and Catholic; there were malls that sold Marks & Spencer’s clothing; you could buy alcohol in off-licences, just like home. She looked it all up on the internet and in the guidebooks. She read blogs written by expats, online editions of weekly English-language newspapers. She was disappointed, in fact – that became her joke, her punchline – that Bahrain seemed so normal, so ordinary.


The plane lurched suddenly and she was jolted out of her thoughts. It had been a turbulent flight from Doha; the plane, buffeted by high winds, lurched and fell often. More than once she had reached for her sick bag, felt the bile rushing to her throat. She swallowed, steadied herself. Anna had woken and started crying again, and Euan was staring out of the window, distant, lost in thought. He had been quiet all day. Gazing blankly out of the window or at the unturned pages of his book, unwilling to be drawn into conversation. She wondered if he was nervous: if both of them were more nervous than they cared to admit.


A voice came over the PA system, first in the strange, guttural sounds of Arabic and then in English. They were beginning their descent.


‘Love,’ she said, reaching out to squeeze Euan’s hand, ‘this is it, it’s beginning.’


He turned and looked at her; blinked.


‘Everything OK?’ she said, softly.


‘Sorry, Ruth,’ he said. ‘I was—’ He stopped; took her hand in his; circled the palm with the pad of his thumb.


The plane juddered again, and she was forced to snatch her hand back, soothe Anna.


God would protect them, she reassured herself. This she knew. They were doing God’s work: He would not fail them.




*





Euan’s strange mood persisted. As they stood on the concourse waiting for Christopher, the man from the church who was coming to meet them, she clutched Anna to her and marvelled, taking in everything. The sweat and grime and cacophony of the night, the shoving, jostling, clamouring people, the muggy air thick with sand and cement dust, the curdled sounds of Arabic and shrilled sounds of Urdu. The men in long white thobes and red-and-white-checked gutra headdresses, the women gliding past in long black robes and veils – it really did look as if they were gliding. A chattering flock of Indian girls, like birds of paradise in their brightly coloured saris and jangling bangles and fluttering chiffon headscarves. She pointed things out: Look, look at that! but Euan was mute, impervious to her exclamations. When Christopher eventually arrived – he had been horribly delayed by the traffic, he said, pushing back a damp forelock with his wrist – Euan greeted him unsmilingly, and Ruth felt embarrassed. Christopher shook her hand – his was warm and limp – and made a joke about fresh blood and lambs to the slaughter. It was in poor taste, Ruth thought, but she laughed back, out of politeness. She felt Euan glance at her and frown. For goodness’ sake, she wanted to say to him. Help me out, here! Usually he had the right smile and banter for everyone, and she stayed demure in the background. But now it fell to her to make conversation. In the Jeep, Christopher explained that it would take them longer than it should to drive back to the compound because Thursday was the start of the Arabic weekend, when the highways jammed with Saudi boys who drove over the causeway to come to the nightclubs and hotel cabarets in Manama. As he spoke, she nodded eagerly, soaking in every detail, and encouraged him to tell them more about life in the Gulf. So he pointed out the monuments, and the notable buildings. There, lit up and proud in the centre of the big roundabout, was the great pearl clasped in the multi-pronged tower, a symbol of the island’s past, of course, and the pearl-divers – but to him a reminder of the parable in Matthew, about the merchant-man seeking goodly pearls, and selling all he had for the one pearl of great price. That, in the distance, was the dome of the Al-Fatih Mosque, the largest building in Bahrain, gleaming green in the floodlights. They’d get used to the muezzins’ calls to prayer, he said. Five times a day, through loudspeakers, from the Al-Fatih and all of the other mosques. The city didn’t exactly grind to a standstill, as it did in other Muslim countries, and you could pretty much go about your normal business, but you couldn’t ignore it. What he did was to lift up the name of Jesus each time he heard a muezzin; use it as a prompt to offer up his own, Christian prayer.


He caught her eye and winked, and laughed.


In that direction, he went on, was the King Faisal Causeway, stretching all the way to Saudi Arabia, and that highway took you into the desert, out to where they were building the new Formula One racetrack. It was a pity it was dark, that they arrived so late; tomorrow, he promised, he would drive them around Manama and show them the sights.


Even to this, Euan did not respond with more than a vague smile, and once more Ruth felt embarrassed for him, and for Christopher.


Finally, they arrived at the house. It was not what she had expected. It was in a compound of eight or so villas, single-storey, surrounded by a high concrete wall rimmed with barbed wire and stuck with broken glass. There was a sentry box, too, with a guard day and night, whose job was to keep watch of who went in or out, to raise or lower the barrier. Christopher saw her surprise at the security measures and told her not to be alarmed. It was not a dangerous area, he said, and Bahrain was not at all a dangerous country – the crime rate was, in fact, incredibly low. People just tended to live like this; the well-off or the expats, at any rate. Life out here in the Gulf, he added, was jolly good, all things considered.


They pulled up in front of the second villa on the left, and started to unload the bags from the boot. Ruth tried to catch Euan’s eye, to ask, wordlessly, What’s wrong? but he didn’t meet hers. They walked up the little pathway to the veranda, where there was a small swinging bench and a stack of yellowing plastic chairs, a line of terracotta pots holding a sorry-looking jasmine and a few other wilting plants. Christopher knocked and a woman came out to greet them, grinning broadly. She was Indian, with very dark skin and masses of wavy hair, speckled with grey, plaited loosely back. She wore a bright red sari, and her nose was pierced with a gold ring. Christopher introduced her: she was his wife, Rosa. They made a funny-looking couple, Ruth thought, Christopher so lanky and English-looking, dressed in scruffy chinos and a Grateful Dead T-shirt, and his wife so tiny and exotic, and evidently older than him. Christopher must be in his early thirties, she guessed, around Euan’s age, and Rosa would be late forties, at least. Oh well, she thought: she would meet other people her own age, make other friends.


She let Rosa kiss her, and bend to kiss Anna’s cheek. ‘We are honoured that you have come all this way to be with us,’ Rosa said. ‘By the grace of God your time here will be gainful for ourselves and for you.’ Her voice was lilting, sing-song.


‘Thank you,’ Ruth said. ‘Let us hope “his grace to us is not without effect”.’ It was Euan’s line; she had heard him use it before. Rosa smiled broadly, added an Amen! and Ruth smiled back. But when Rosa greeted Euan, she noticed, it was altogether more gravely, meaningfully, with no trace of laughter.


‘Reverend Deacon Armstrong,’ she said, ‘thank you,’ and Euan kept hold of her hands a moment too long, and nodded, as if he understood.


Euan? she thought. Her exasperation at him was starting to tip into something else entirely: worry, almost fear. The bud twitched in her stomach.


But Rosa was leading them inside, now, keen to show them their house. The lights were switched on, so it was bright, but Ruth noted that there were very few windows, and they were little more than narrow slits set high in thick walls. The floors were laid with marble tiles, white, with thick veins of blue and grey running through them; the walls too were smooth and white. At the heart of the house was a large, square room with no windows at all: which kept it, Rosa explained, the coolest room in the house. Its glossy floor was strewn with Persian rugs, midnight blue and gold, scarlet and orange, green and peach and violet, and it was furnished with an odd array of pieces, including a settee and matching divan upholstered in a maroon fabric embroidered with vines and satyrs and leaping goats. They were the ugliest pieces of furniture Ruth had ever seen. Rosa saw her staring at them and laughed.


‘A lady from church donated them,’ she said. ‘I say “donated” but if you ask me, she was glad to get rid of them. If you want to replace them, please do, please feel free to do anything you want. I can show you around the souk, if you like? You can buy anything you could possibly want in the souk.’


‘Oh yes,’ Ruth said, her anxieties momentarily forgotten, ‘yes, please!’ She had read about the souk, and she could just picture it: the narrow streets and billowing silken roofs, blazing with colour and quick with people: hawkers and vendors, street musicians and snake-charmers, the cluster and the clamour of it! There would be music, and the scents of mingled spices, piled high in wicker baskets alongside mountains of fruit, gold, oil lamps. A thrumming, bustling scene straight from the Arabian Nights. She could not wait to experience the souk. She felt the rush of excitement at being here all over again.


Rosa wanted to show them the rest of the villa. Their bedroom, and directly opposite a boxroom for Anna to sleep in, just big enough for a cot and a changing table. A second bedroom, which they could use as a storage room, or a study for Euan, empty but for a folded-up campbed. A bathroom (no bath, but of course they wanted to conserve water, in the desert), the kitchen, pantry, and a little back room where the maid would do the washing and ironing.


‘The maid?’ Ruth said, surprised, and Rosa explained that everyone had a maid in Bahrain. The church had engaged two for her and Euan. Liweiwei would do the cooking, and Maria was to come three or four mornings a week to wash and clean. Rosa held up a palm to silence Ruth’s objections. ‘You are providing employment,’ she said. ‘You are doing them a favour. They come here, from the Philippines or the subcontinent, and they have nothing – no social security, no medical insurance, no education, nothing. It is a form of charity to give them work.’


Ruth shook her head, smiled, gave in. She could just hear her mother: Two maids, her mother would say. Two! Life of Riley you’ll be leading.





When Rosa and Christopher were satisfied they were settled, and had everything they needed for the night – water in the dispenser, cartons of milk and orange juice and even a bottle of wine in the fridge, Tupperware boxes of food ready to be heated in the microwave – they took their leave. Ruth laid Anna in the cot and managed to undress and change her nappy without waking her – the child had fallen asleep in the Jeep, and it was a blessing she had not woken since – then went to find Euan. He was standing on the veranda, gazing at the sky. The air was hot and thick, even at that time of the night. If you breathed too deeply, the particles of dust caught in the back of your throat. She coughed; wondered if they would learn to breathe the air without noticing the taste and the feel of the sand. Euan did not acknowledge her.


‘Sweetheart?’ she said.


He did not move. ‘Look, Euan—’ she began again, angry now, but this time he turned and cut her off.


‘We have to talk,’ he said. His face was grey.


‘What?’ she said.


‘But not here; inside.’


So they went back inside, and in the windowless central room, where he could be sure they would not be overheard, he told her the real reason he had come to Bahrain.
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‘I hate you,’ Noor screamed at her father’s back. ‘I hate you so much.’


He walked calmly down the path, pretending he had not heard her. The hem of his fresh white thobe skimmed the dusty ground: already it was soiling at the edges, and his agal, the black cord wound round his head to hold the gutra in place, was lopsided, for all his careful twisting of it and his craning to check the back in the bathroom mirror. In all the time he had been married to her mother, she had never seen him in Arab dress, not once. It had been a shock to see him at the airport, wearing – as her mother would put it – a tea towel and a sheet.


She had known then that it was the wrong decision to come to Bahrain. But what else could she have done? There was nowhere else for her, anywhere.


It gave her a strange, bitter satisfaction to see the trailing hem and the clumsy agal.


‘You look stupid, you know,’ she shouted. Still her father ignored her. He was opening the car door now, gathering up his robes as he climbed in.


‘Really stupid!’


He looked like he was dressing up. He was dressing up. He was reinventing himself here, after all the years of apostasy and almost-estrangement from his Bahraini family.


‘It’s so pathetic, you know’ – her voice was cracking now, and she had to make an effort to get the words out – ‘pretending you can’t hear me. You’ll be sorry. One of these days, you’ll be sorry.’


But he had started up the engine and her words were lost. She watched as the sleek black car swept around the compound and out of the gate. Her legs were shaking and she felt sick. An Indian woman, carrying Tupperware containers into No. 2, turned to look at her and quickly looked away. Noor was suddenly conscious of what a sight she must be: barefoot and red-faced, screeching at a car. She turned and slunk back inside, trembling and ashamed.




*





She did not know how the fight had started. It had seemed to erupt out of nowhere, and before she knew it she was howling at her father and trying to hit him, so enraged she was hardly in control of her limbs, let alone her words, which came out in incoherent gulps. Dr Badawi had told her to picture her anger and despair as two black dogs, with red eyes and snarling, dripping mouths. When they started rearing up within her, she was to be stern with them, and send them back to their kennels. Noor thought Dr Badawi was stupid. It was the sort of thing you might say to a child. Anger wasn’t a dog, and you didn’t tame it down to a manageable, chihuahua size.


She leaned against the marble wall to steady herself. It was cool under her hand. She pressed one cheek to it, and then the other. She could feel the thrumming of her blood, and the unsteady skittering of her heart. Her legs were wobbling so much now she thought they might collapse under her. She slid down to the floor. Her thighs strained against the hem of her shorts, and her stomach bulged over the waistband. That was how the fight had started: her shorts. Her father had ordered her to wear something more modest, and she had let rip at him. It wasn’t really about modesty, she knew that. It was that she disgusted him. The way he had looked at her in the airport, the first moment he saw her: he had tried to hide it, but beneath the polite veneer she knew he was utterly disgusted with her, with what she had done. And over the past three weeks there had been nothing to do but lounge about the villa and eat. Seconds, and thirds, of the meals that Sampaguita cooked; boxes of cookies; whole cartons of grape juice. Sometimes at night she would creep out and eat whatever was in the fridge: chunks of cheese, slices of bread, just cramming them into her mouth, hating herself, able briefly to forget that she hated herself in the physical, mechanical, desperate act of chewing, swallowing. She had been plump before she came, but now she was grotesque: she knew that she was, without even needing to look in a mirror. A monster on the outside, to match the monster within.
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When her legs had steadied, she went down to the basement. It was a low-ceilinged room with walls of raw concrete breezeblocks; sunless and airless. Large brown cockroaches stalked boldly across the damp floor, and you could sometimes hear the skiffling and squeaking of rats behind the shipping crates. But it was the only place that Noor could be alone: the only place in the villa that was safe from the prying eyes and hands of the maids or the various al-Husayns who had taken to dropping by, sometimes with dishes of food, sometimes not even bothering with a pretext, curious to see the prodigal daughter.


No: ‘prodigal’ was wrong. She was not a stray sheep, welcome back into the fold. She was a pig, an abhorrence, an embarrassment. They came to see her not out of kindness or compassion, for her or her father, but as you might go to see a freak in a travelling sideshow. She belonged down here, with the scuttling cockroaches and the rats.


She felt for the cord to turn on the light. It was a single, naked bulb, hanging from a flex taped to the ceiling. It cast a dim, watery pool of light over one end of the room, where Noor had tugged the dust sheets back from their old mahogany dining table and one of the Louis XV-style chairs – her father used the basement to store his share of the furniture from the old Surrey house – and here she sat, undisturbed. It was possible to wedge a plank of wood wrenched from one of the crates under the handle of the trapdoor leading down from the hallway, so that if anyone did try to come in, or came in search of her, she would have time to hide whatever she was doing. What she was doing was mainly writing. She had started to attempt a few poems – another Dr Badawi suggestion – but mainly she was writing a truthful account of what had really happened, so that one day everyone – her parents, teachers, all of them – would know what really happened. Only by then it would be too late, and they would be sorry.


She took out her exercise book, unwound the string and the elastic bands that sealed it, and flipped to find her place. From the hallway above, she heard the shrill, distorted sound of the telephone ringing. She waited. It stopped. It would be her mother. Her mother was the only person who ever called – apart from once, excruciatingly, her English teacher. Noor had liked her English teacher, a lot, and had been so surprised to hear her voice on the other end of the phone that she had mumbled, been rude, unable to think of anything to say. She had nothing to say to her mother, either. In a sudden fit she seized her pen and scrawled a list of the things her mother would say:








How are you darling?


Are you all right?


And how is Hisham?











Her mother never said anything else, was careful to keep the conversation light. She had probably been advised to do that. Anything that mattered, she emailed or talked about with Noor’s father: who she never even called your father any more, simply ‘Hisham’. Noor would see him take the phone from the maid and get up with a sigh, go into his bedroom and close the door. Sometimes she listened outside, but mostly she did not bother. It was usually her mother who did all of the talking, anyhow. Her father was a morose, taciturn man. He was happiest at work: the strict hierarchy that put him on top of the pyramid, above the polite, respectful doctors and deferential nurses who would never dream of questioning or talking back to him.


She ripped the page of platitudes from her jotter – just looking at them was making her angry – and crumpled it into a ball, threw it into a corner to be shredded and used as bedding by the roaches. Then she turned to the back of the book, where she was keeping a diary of her time in Bahrain. 
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1. Sleeping tablets


2. Razor


3. Hanging


4a. Drowning


4b. Being run over




 





1. Sleeping tablets


Advantages: Painless?? Like drifting off to a gentle sleep??


Disadvantages: Vomiting them up or someone (Baba, Samp.) finding you too soon. Getting hold of them. a) the pharmacist won’t sell you any b) Baba locks spare drugs in cupboard (could get hold of key??)


N.B. Tylenol won’t do because you have to take hundreds and hundreds of it and might just end up with liver failure like in Biology video.




 





2. Razor


Advantages: Quick?? (is it?) so long as you cut the right way (find out which is right way) and get artery not vein


Painful. Messy. No bath. Blood makes you faint.


Don’t have a razor and Baba won’t buy one because girls shaving legs is sluttish. And Baba uses electric shaver.


N.B. Maybe you could use scissors? Ugh ugh ugh. Not razor.




 





3. Hanging


Advantages:


Disadvantages:




 





4a. Drowning and 4b. Being run over


Advantages: They both look like accidents (or is this disadvantage??)


Disadvantages: OK at swimming and sea too salty to sink well in. Swimming pool drained. Car might stop in time or might just end up paralysed not dead.




 





THINK NOOR THINK!





As soon as her Account was finished, she had decided, she was going to do it. That much was certain. Even if she did go to hell – and she wasn’t sure if she even believed in such a thing, anyway – it couldn’t be worse than this, here, now.


Maybe, she wrote, gouging blank despair through the previous pages, this is hell and I’m in it already.


She put her head down on the scratched, dusty table and wept.
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He has come to Bahrain to smuggle Bibles into Saudi Arabia.


‘Not “smuggle”,’ Euan objects, ‘that makes it sound like drug-running.’


What, then?


‘Introduce. Bring in. Please, Ruth’ – he is close to tears – ‘don’t get hung up on the word. It’s not alcohol or drugs or illicit substances or what have you. It’s bringing the Word of God to those who are dying of thirst for it.’


He shows her the gospel – it is the Gospel of Matthew, with the Sermon on the Mount – printed in a tiny font on rice paper, fragile and flimsy as the veined skeleton of a fallen leaf. The paper is rolled up into a tight tube, thinner than a pencil, and inserted into the body of a cheap biro, branded with the logo of a construction company or engineering firm. He has a whole box of the pens, one hundred of them. He carried them over in his suitcase, along with a carton of cheap pamphlets about the fictional Northern Irish business.


‘You what?’ She can barely form the words. ‘Euan, you—’ she tries again. Words fail her. She gapes at him. The whole way – in their luggage – alongside their books and clothes and Anna’s toys – the whole time?


He tries to take her arm and she pushes him away, so violently she almost topples over.


‘Please, Ruth,’ he says, ‘I’m begging you. Please hear me out.’ He kneels on the floor in front of her – he actually kneels – and she feels too sick and stunned to stop him.


He will make the trip across the causeway to Saudi Arabia, he says, along with another man, or men, ostensibly for the purpose of meeting with Saudi-based companies. There are networks in place to distribute the gospels. It must be done before Easter.


‘“He led you through the vast and dreadful desert,”’ Euan recites, ‘“that thirsty and waterless land, with its venomous snakes and scorpions.”’


‘Euan—’ she interrupts, but he continues. His voice is thin. ‘“He brought you water out of hard rock. He gave you manna to eat in the desert, something your fathers had never known, to humble and to test you so that in the end it might go well with you.” We must pour water on the thirsty land, Ruth.’


‘But—’ Her mind is starting to whirl with questions. ‘You need a visa to get into Saudi Arabia. You can’t just cross the border. It’s the strictest place in the Middle East, you need a company to sponsor you, and a visa from the state, even I know that. And what about the fake company you’re supposed to be representing, surely all it takes is a couple of phone calls or a Google search to see that they don’t exist?’


He tells her that he cannot go into the details: that even he does not know all the details. They keep them secret until the last minute, even from him, until the last possible moment, in case the plan is discovered.


‘They?’ she says. She is almost shouting now. ‘They? Who are “they”, Euan?’


He does not know their names; not all of them. ‘But trust me, Ruth, these people, they’re not amateurs.’


‘But you are!’


That’s different, he tells her. They always need new people, new faces. You cannot make more than one or two crossings, your face becomes known. And it cannot be people who have lived out in the Gulf long; they become known, too.


‘One or two crossings?’ she yells at him. ‘Are you out of your mind? It’s illegal, Euan! It’s worse than illegal – it’s against Islam, it’s blasphemy, it’s the worst crime possible! They still cut off people’s hands in Saudi for stealing a loaf of bread from a market stall, they stone people to death, they cut off people’s heads! What if they catch you? What if it goes wrong? And what if it had gone wrong on the way over here, and they’d found the, the’ – she casts about for a word – ‘the material on us? Us, Euan. Your wife and baby daughter. Us.’


‘Please, Ruth,’ he begs again. ‘Please.’ But she moves away from him, puts the divan between them.


‘You brought us,’ she says, struggling to keep her voice level, ‘you brought your wife and your daughter into this country knowing that’s what you were going to do?’


With all the talk of war, he counters, and hostilities to the Western world and Christianity running high, it is more important than ever that they support the struggle of their underground brethren in places suddenly more unsafe and unstable than ever.


‘“Support”?’ she says. ‘It’s not just “support”, Euan, it’s not the same as coming to Bahrain to help with the church – it’s an illegal act that could get us all thrown in jail, that could get you killed. All this time,’ she says, feeling her voice start to crack, ‘you’ve been – been – playing fast and loose not just with your own life, but with ours, too?’


But it’s not just our lives, he says. That’s the thing. It’s far, far bigger than that. It’s the eternal lives of tens of people, hundreds of people, who will otherwise burn in hell. It is far more than a matter of life and death.


She does not know what to say when he says this. She stares at him. His face is pale and set, like a death mask of itself, and his eyes are gleaming.


‘Ruth,’ he says.


‘Get away from me.’


Anna is crying. Ruth slowly registers the sound of the child’s voice, and realises that she has been sobbing for some time.


‘“For we who are alive are always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake, so that his life may be revealed in his mortal body”,’ Euan quotes. ‘Second Corinthians, chapter 4, verse 11. Romans chapter 8, verse 39: “Neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”’ It is these verses, he says, that he kept being drawn to, after Richard Caffrey’s phone call, when he did not know if he could, or should, accept the calling.


‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ she wants to know now. ‘Why didn’t you tell me, at the start?’


He couldn’t, he says. How could he? People’s lives were at risk, he was sworn to secrecy. He shouldn’t have told her now, even. He wasn’t meant to tell her. The fewer people who knew, the better, even her, even his wife. He had been planning on not telling her. Until he realised tonight that he couldn’t not tell her, it was too big a secret, and they had never had secrets before. It was too much of a betrayal.


A betrayal. She almost laughs. Not telling her was the betrayal?


He begins to plead with her. Does she not see how torn he has been? How torn between himself, his family, and the Word? He waves the cheap biro at her, right in her face.


‘This is what we believe,’ he says. ‘This is what makes us who we are. I understand you are shocked, and scared. I understand that. But I know you, Ruth, and I know you’ll agree, once you’ve had time to think about it. I know—’


She marches into Anna’s boxroom and slams the corkboard door behind her.
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She does not sleep that night. Of course she does not sleep. She feels Euan not sleeping beside her, too. Once, he reaches for her. But she keeps her back to him and makes her body rigid. They have never fought before, never, not in two years of marriage, nor all the years before that. Petty arguments, sure, or angry words, but nothing that has not been settled and forgotten before they go to bed.


She knows there is nothing more to say. She knows that Euan will do it. He will: she knows him, knows his determination, once he has set his mind on something. There is nothing she can do: she can be as furious as she likes; she can beg and plead; it will not change anything. His course is set; hers with it.


But now that the initial shock is subsiding, she cannot stop going over things in her mind, piecing together what was really happening, what was really going on, when all the while she was ignorant of it. The airy assertions to her mother that everything would be fine; the way she jabbered at Christopher in the car. The way she had thanked Euan, thought him so considerate, when he insisted he finish packing the cases so she could walk over to the farmhouse to be with her mother. The way she misunderstood his doubts, and set about convincing him that they should go. She feels a fool.


She does not sleep at all. Euan falls asleep. She feels his breathing soften and lengthen behind her. Finally, an hour or so before dawn, she gets up, goes into the kitchen. The dark, and the noises in the dark – the rattle of the air-conditioning unit, the gurgle of the electric water dispenser – are unfamiliar, foreboding. When she flips on the fluorescent light, even the shadows seem to have a different texture, a different quality. She feels a long way from home. She sits at the breakfast bar with a mug of instant coffee and flicks uselessly through her Arabic phrase book. She had been so excited about coming here, so excited. She had learned to say Murhuba, and Kayf haalak? – Kayf haalik to a woman – and the reply, Al-humdoolillah bikhair, thanks be to God. She has practised As-salaam alaykum and Wa alaykum as-salaam, twisting her mouth around the unfamiliar patterns. She has learned the etiquette – how Arabs may keep hold of your hands when they talk to you, after they have greeted you; how you must never ask directly about a man’s wife, or sit so the soles of your feet point at someone. Your right hand only is used for eating, and you must never admire something, or your host will be obliged to give it to you. And all the while Euan listened to her, let her test her phrases on him, let her believe that they really were coming to strengthen Christian ties in a Muslim country. It had seemed a game to her; an adventure.


At the back of the phrase book, amid the dense explanations of grammar that she has not yet read, her eye falls on a short paragraph, separated from the rest of the text. In Arabic, it says, there is no future tense. The present tense is also used to cover the future. The verb ‘to be’ does not exist in the present tense. She rereads the paragraph a couple of times, trying to get her head around it. There is no future, only the present. When she rests her aching head in her arms, pressing her forehead against the cool black granite of the breakfast bar, the words purl and reverberate around and around in her mind.
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