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Don’t want to think about it?

…when landscape is more powerful than shelter…

…than humans.
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Preface

Disasters have vexed CJ’s personal life and professional landscape architecture career. And indeed another disaster has brought him to Fujairah in the United Arab Emirates. He must rebuild his professional career and recover his personal life.

Only one thing stands in his way—the Rub al Khali, the Empty Quarter.

Is that a landscape challenge… or… ?

CJ will tell his own story; and you can decide.

 

Edward Flaherty


1-Coming Up For Air


Under Water

Tramp steamer south out of Port Koper, Slovenia. Day after day. I didn’t know how many days. Didn’t know where I was. In over my head.

Sick, not from anything I ate—sick, not seasick—sick, vomiting all over my cabin. Again and again. Retching till nothing… but hurt. Living in a hideous nightmare where emotional storm waves drained my life force. Emotional waves and sea waves—waves pounded me.

Each wave was unpredictable and more intense than the last. And the emotional swells? Nauseating—more retching. I couldn’t keep track of time.

It was… I don’t know… it had been a couple horribly stressful weeks since Bree, my second wife, died in that “discover-the-ancient-gold” Mannlichen debacle in Switzerland. Bree was shot, died in a hail of gunfire around a Swiss military centre. While only watching, she and I had done nothing. Two friends of ours were shot attempting to illegally enter the centre in an historical yet foolhardy hunt for ancient gold from the crusade era; and I was on the run—the Swiss were after me.

But the Swiss were the least of my worries. From deep inside came those waves, swells, throbbing emotional hurt… Bree was gone. She had enabled me to finally overcome, after decades, the hurt, the loss of my first wife Sachy and our three young kids from their horrendous death years ago in an automobile accident in Albuquerque.

I owed Bree so much… and now, Bree… she’s gone. So many emotions dragging me under… destroyed, ruined, hopeless, nothingness.

I clambered out of my cabin, up on deck. Didn’t help. Sun, sand, wind, narrow channel. The Suez Canal and the Sahara. Blowing sands rasped my head. Powerful emotions suffocated me like swirling desert sands. No shelter inside or outside.

My personal life had been torn out of me. I had no oxygen, only hurt. I had to heal, protect, wrap myself so that my body, mind and intelligence could not linger on the bleeding, the throbbing wound that Bree’s loss had inflicted. And my professional career? It had always been my source of sheltering cocoons. But the Swiss police were after me. My professional career would be in danger for sure.

Talk about cocoons—I needed a big one. My cocoons had always been in my professional world. And after that Mannlichen debacle, I wasn’t sure that I even had a professional life. Professional? It doesn’t count, I’d lost Bree, nothing else mattered.

I’d been at sea, physically and emotionally, continuously for too long. No solid footing. My emotions had taken control. They had their way with me; and they were relentless. I’ve never known such internal pain. It had been 24/7 hell.

My escape route from Switzerland had me on that rusty bucket of bolts local cargo freighter—that tramp steamer port to port from Slovenia, the Adriatic, the Med, the oppressive Suez Canal. Would it ever end?

I knew I had to traverse the edges of the Arabian Peninsula around that most enigmatic landscape—the Empty Quarter. And before landfall I would be closer to India than I would to Europe—never with sea legs—never in peace.

***


Fujairah

Fujairah UAE (United Arab Emirates) wasn’t my goal.

It was my final destination on my international escape route, as dictated by my longtime personal friend and information-gathering colleague, JeanClaude. He had programmed it onto the burner phone he gave me should I run into trouble in the Mannlichen adventure. And trouble found me indeed; but I was safe—emotionally shattered but safe. After a month at sea, my goal was get my head straight, move forward.

And I had been really at sea in more ways than one. Fujairah was a destination that meant nothing to me. Nothing except landfall after 30 days at sea.

Nobody talks about Fujairah. But I had familiarized myself with it, not long ago when I was in the UAE, on a hospitality project in Ras al Khaimah, RAK. On the Gulf of Oman, Fujairah is the only Emirati city on the UAE outside of the Persian (Arabian) Gulf, free from the physical and political restrictions of the Strait of Hormuz.

The city of Fujairah is in the Emirate of Fujairah, like New York City in the State of New York. The cities of Dubai and Abu Dhabi also are in their own individual Emirates with the same name—Dubai and Abu Dhabi. Fujairah, Dubai and Abu Dhabi are three of the seven Emirates in the United Arab Emirates.

Travelling between the Emirates is like travelling between states in the US or cantons in Switzerland. There are no physical or administrative boundaries.

Fujairah? Why Fujairah? I don’t know. It was just supposed to be a safe touching down point for me. I certainly never thought about what to do if I landed here. But here I was.

My professional and personal lives had been uprooted. What to do? I needed to sort out all of that. I couldn’t stop thinking about Bree. But I needed to think about the basics of life—food and shelter. I needed work.

My past project, at Queen of Sheeba in Dubai on the Palm Jumeirah, was near the huge landmark, that famous landscape of Atlantis the Palm. I needed a large, complex project like those to get my head straight. I needed to ensconce myself in my trustworthy professional cocoon, to get stuck in. Dubai was the place.

At Fujairah Port, after disembarking, I walked to passport control. I, Christopher Janus, with my original identification documents that my old friend and handler JeanClaude had returned to me with my international go-route escape package, entered the UAE without a problem.

My original ID? That’s a strange story—years ago, Egypt, the Sahara, walkabout searching for the Pharaonic landscape—I’d long put all that behind me. But JeanClaude had explained I should get rid of all my Charles Jacobs ID if the Swiss were looking for me. So I did. Dumped everything, including the burner phone, in the Gulf of Oman just before docking at Fujairah.

Exiting at the Port Entrance, I asked a policeman how I could get to Dubai. He spoke English, pidgin English—maybe he was Pakistani. Why do I say from Pakistan? First, the geography—check the proximity. Second, Pakistan is a Muslim country. And third, when I was working in RAK, I learned that many Pakistanis came to work on this side of the UAE in nurseries at the mouths of valleys, where the subcontinent weather patterns bring occasional seasonal moisture.

He said, “Take taxi Ajman University, take bus Dubai International.” Decades in this region have taught me to understand so many dialects of pidgin English. I knew Dubai International as DXB. I had come in and out through it when I did the RAK and Sheeba projects.

I had to cross a street to get to the taxis. And I felt for the first time the thrill of a strange landscape. I was on the ground on the eastern edge of the Arabian Peninsula. It had its own character. Modern but not flash, wide multi-lane, traffic-engineered, well paved, well-signed roads and intersections. Sand everywhere. Cloudless, blue sky. Unbelievably bright sun. And virtually no plants at all—no trees, no shrubs, no grass. Found the taxis and one took me to Ajman University bus station. The bus traversed some barren mountains and then sand desert. Three hours later I was in Dubai, at DXB, Dubai International Airport.

I had learned from my decades in this region—all the oil-rich Arabian Peninsula countries, with their oil wealth, sought dependable energy, dependable water and gardens. Dubai was the same and I needed to get a job.

As part of my international escape package, I had only limited cash. I had no credit cards, no links to my past “Charles Jacobs” resources. My cash would not last more than a month. And I had no income. With luck I hoped to find a large project which could become a cocoon that would help me get some kind of professional normality and hopefully emotional stability back in my life.

***


Mall of the Emirates

On the elevated Dubai Metro monorail system, I bought a one-way ticket at DXB and rode the Metro to the Mall of the Emirates (MOE)—a central location in New Dubai. I’d always wanted to spend time there but neither my Queen of Sheeba project nor my RAK project allowed me the free time. Indoor Ski Dubai snow slope and so many diverse uses and activities—a huge air-conditioned urban centre in its own right—I looked forward to seeing if it had the facilities to set me up for job hunting.

The mall was teeming with activity. I saw the ski slope and 3 plus levels of shops. I looked at an information board. They advertised 80 luxury stores and 250 flagship stores. I couldn’t count all the retail outlets—easily over 500 in addition to over 100 restaurants, coffee shops, and fast-food outlets. There were all the international fashion shops, male and female Emirati clothing shops, grocery stores, home supply stores, carpet shops, perfume shops, jewellery and watch shops, pharmacies, telecom outlets, a social program centre, and a cinema. Additionally, there were two hotels connected to the mall.

When I worked in Los Angeles (LA), southern California (SoCal), I thought I’d seen the best of the developed-world malls—lots of shops and food places, great architecture, first-class interior design, fantastic craftsmanship and welcoming landscaping… but here, the MOE outdid by orders of magnitude, in size, store variety and customer volume, any I’d ever seen in SoCal.

And it was crowded even on a mid-week workday in the mid-afternoon. Crowded at this time? I learned that so many of the larger construction projects were active 18-24 hours a day—shop when you have time.

In an Apple store, I bought an iPhone. At a telecom kiosk, I bought a data plan. Then I found a busy, good size Indian restaurant with an all-you-can-eat buffet. Sat down to eat and do some research.

I found that one of the hotels attached to the Mall had reasonably priced rooms. I booked a room in that hotel, then at nearly 6PM, I went to check in. I paid in advance. JeanClaude had me take $10,000 in cash for my international escape—I thought it was way too much; but lo and behold it all was necessary. Check-in went smoothly. Smoothly? Until I got into my room.

I sat on the edge of my bed. Job was one thing but… the hurt descended on me. It overcame me. Flattened. My emotions, hidden by my travelling in Dubai, now returned with a vengeance. I just sat there, head in hands.

I had not come out of the emotional cloud shock of having lost my second wife. Bree had died in my arms just like Sachy, my first wife. Did I still carry that curse? The curse from Morocco. The curse that the shaman from New Mexico supposedly removed 25 years ago? Bad juju—was I still carrying bad juju? But… but… what about Bree? The hurt was filled with unknowns and uncertainties.

What happened in that Swiss Alp Mannlichen debacle? In the very heart of the Jungfrau Region landscape, the landscape of Byron, the landscape of Tolkien? What happened when she… disappeared?

Disappeared? I hadn’t processed that. I didn’t know what to make of it. Did it actually happen or was it just my imagination? Did her spirit, soul and body really get absorbed into the majestic Swiss stone pine—into that landscape? So many thoughts, so many loose ends…

I wondered about the guys, our friends, Garrett and Faf, the private sector mercenaries who went with us to the Mannlichen. On the day, it all happened so fast. ROCKSTAR over the comms, gun shots, then quiet. I figured they were dead or captured. With all the shots, it was most likely they had been killed. How many times can I rethink those days, those hours, those minutes? Are they still alive? Captured? Are the Swiss really after me? And what if they found Bree’s dead body on the edge of that forest? What if her disappearance really was my imagination? Too much!

I stood up for a moment, staggered over to the minibar, unlocked it and found a bottle of beer and a small bottle of Seagrams. Boilermaker! I chugged the Seagrams and followed it with the beer. Still an unquenched thirst. I needed more. I called the chef de l’étage who within a half hour was able to supply a 375ml bottle of Seagrams and four bottles of Heineken. I had him add the charge to my room.

***


Drunken Sailor

Boilermakers—downed them like water. I struggled over my situation. I remembered what Bree had warned me about working on the pirate coast in a country where the majority of people were contract labourers away from their homes and families. The boilermakers started getting to my head—pirate coast of a country? The UAE? I had done some research before my previous projects here.

I recalled my research and dug deeper online… around the edges of the Empty Quarter, its history and the most prominent Western explorers of the last 200 years: Burckhardt, Wallin, Burton, Bell, Lawrence, Thomas, Philby, and Thesiger.

They were all about the mysterious sands… but the tribes of the UAE and their history? What is the mystery? Of all the explorers, only Thesiger connected both the Emiratis and the sands. I remembered Al Ain Oasis, Liwa Oasis, Salalah, the Empty Quarter and the people he encountered at the edges of the Empty Quarter.

Pirate coast? This is, was and always has been a landscape of spice and incense. But the harsh life of pearling and annual retreating from the cruel climate into the oases made for an impossibly difficult life. Pirates raided dhows. Tension abounded until 1971 when Sheikh Zayed united the Trucial States into the United Arab Emirates as it is today.

My thoughts on local history were dry and lifeless. I downed another boilermaker. I was wracked by my realities. I had hacked off my career, my wife, my life…

I was both numb and hurt. Melancholic music in my head wrung out onto the floor whatever job-related plans I had. Getting closer and closer to the edge. I wasn’t clear in my mind. I felt my soul had gone mad. I broke from my family, broke from my wife, broke from my job, now I’d broken from myself. I knew the risks at Mannlichen, or imagined I knew the risks. And did it anyway. It hurt everywhere.

I forced myself across the room, opened the curtains, looked west toward the Arabian Gulf coast. The sun sets fast in the tropics—not like the northern temperate zones where the sunset lingers. I was watching it set beyond the 5-star destinations on the Gulf. At the twilight’s last gleaming, I downed another boilermaker. And I didn’t know how many more.

It was 2am, fear was gone; and so were the Seagrams and Heinekens. Was I slipping into the twilight zone… my own madhouse… where might I go if I go too far?

My head was heavy. I had been running for over a month. I was tired, physically and emotionally. I was alone in a hotel, in a single room, in a new place. Alone. Deeply alone. I couldn’t take it. I fell back on the bed, rolled over, and collapsed into unconsciousness.

Then other-world dreams began. Bree was out in the haybarn garden. I was inside exploring her labelled glass jugs of mead that she kept under the staircase.

“CJ, can you give me a hand out here.”

I went outside to see what she was doing. “Sure, what’s up?”

She had her beekeeping suit on. “I’m harvesting honey and beeswax.”

“Honey I understand, but beeswax?” I’d never paid much attention to her beehive, out back next to some protective shrubs.

“Me and bees… got started on the wrong foot in my grandfather’s garden. How I remember it—I wasn’t much more than five when, looking at the flowers in his garden on a warm early summer day, I bent over to smell a flower’s fragrance. Never saw the honeybee. The bee took issue with my nose. Bee sting on the nose. Massive pain for the little boy. Baking soda plaster, the whole bit. So I keep my distance. Anyhow…”

“I use the beeswax as a base for some of my cremes and unguents,” she said.

“What do you need?”

She handed me a large stainless-steel tray and said, “I’ve got to select a frame. When I find the one I want, I’ll set it on that tray you’re holding. You wait holding it while I put the top back on the hive.”

I stepped back while asking, “Do I need bee protection?” I was worrying.

“No, these bees are settled here and they don’t get stirred up easily. Just stand there without threatening movements—you’ll be okay.”

She opened the hive box and began inspecting one frame after another. I had never seen so many bees. Like a densely packed high-rise, and they all were busy and buzzing. I stepped back further.

Bree knew how to lovingly joke with me. It was a heartfelt pleasure for me when she did.

“What’s the matter, CJ? International traveller, expatriate mercenary, met your match, a one cm insect?

“Here’s a good frame—see that waxiness…” She had a bee brush and started brushing huge quantities of bees off the frame into the hive. It was getting too much for me. Anyhow in one smooth motion, she finished with the bee brush and reached over to me, placing the frame of beeswax and honey with maybe 15-20 confused looking bees on the tray I was holding.

“Just wait there while I close up the hive and we will take that frame to another side of the haybarn for processing. You okay?”

That was the last word I heard. The bee buzzing overwhelmed me, I didn’t feel a sting but I certainly imagined them. I wanted to run, but I couldn’t. I was frozen in place and buzzing kept getting louder and more furious.

Then I woke up. It was morning and my room phone was buzzing. Buzzing way too loud. The phone’s buzzing kept my dream alive. Had to stop that buzzing. I leaned over and picked the receiver from the bed table. It was already 9AM but I had all the curtains drawn tightly. No light except from the clock and phone.

“Hello?”

“Hello, CJ is that you?”

***


Eileen

“Who wants to know?”

I was totally bothered—Bree, Garrett, Faf, the bees—and I had been sleeping soundly.

“Who wants to know?”

“Have you forgotten, Morocco, Casablanca, the California nursery, the Trump Golf Club in Palos Verdes, our time in Kuwait?”

Only one person knew all that, Eileen. I was mixed up. The loss of Bree had torn my heart so deeply that logic, memory no longer functioned normally. But Eileen? Yeah, a friend.

“Eileen?”

“You’ve got it. Thought I’d check in.”

“Check in? I’m confused. I just woke up.”

“Just woke up? Perfect. You’re in the MOE, why don’t we meet for breakfast on the ground floor at the Paul Café, say at 10AM? Can we do that? Just the two of us?”

I didn’t know what to think; but a friend is a friend and I needed to talk.

“10AM at the Paul Café? I can do that.”

“See you there.”

“Got it and thanks for the wakeup call.”

I didn’t know what to think. I hadn’t expected any calls. And Eileen? What could that mean? Analysis Corp.? Will? Info gathering? Could they be tracking me? How did they know? Could this be about jobs?

These questions already took my mind off Bree and the Mannlichen debacle. But all I had to do was let the name Bree float through my mind and the hurt resurfaced worse than ever.

I needed breakfast and getting out of my room was a good thing. I cleaned up and headed to the Paul Café.

When I met Eileen at Paul’s I reached out my hand to shake hers but she came right in, hugged me and gave me a squeeze.

“I’m so glad to see you are safe, CJ.”

I stepped back and looked at her. She had aged well. She was fit, pushing 6 feet tall. She was dressed as always with toreador pants and a large Texas cowboy style shirt, not tucked in—just like when I first met her years ago in Casablanca where she had a gun concealed under her shirt. She looked good. But I was slow, uncertain, not normal.

Paul’s wasn’t crowded. We chose an out-of-the-way-table in a quiet corner. When we sat for breakfast, my appetite was under the emotional influence of Bree’s death. Little appetite. I ordered a continental breakfast—coffee, juice and bread. Eileen took coffee only.

“All social chit-chat aside, Eileen, how did you know I was here? And why did you contact me?”

Eileen took a sip of her coffee before she started. “A wire from the Swiss Police to Interpol came across our desk. Two weeks ago, your name, Charles Jacobs, and Bree’s name were identified as persons of interest in the deaths of two international mercenaries who were killed in their attempt to enter a secure military site, Mannlichen, in the Berner Oberland.

“I knew all about your identity change after Cairo, so I flagged Charles Jacobs and Christopher Janus in our communications watch list. I knew you entered in Fujairah and that you had registered in the hotel here in the MOE.”

I listened carefully. I understood. “But why?”

“Why? You and I have serious history. That counts. And Will? He likes you.”

Will Clendenon had set up my projects in Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Turkey and Bahrain. Three years ago, when I left Analysis Corp., Will and I parted on good terms.

“Will? Is he here in Dubai?”

“Until recently, he’s in Qatar now. But tell me about yourself and Bree, is all well? Why is she not here with you?”

Was I going to tell it all?

“She’s gone. She died the same day as those two mercenaries. She had saved my life and I couldn’t save hers. I have been on the run since that day. Been at sea most of the time until, as you know, I landed in Fujairah. The details… I don’t like to talk about. But I am hurt. Two wives each died in my arms. I’m looking down a dark tunnel… if you hadn’t called I would have just stayed in my dark room… all I have left is my work, and after that incident in Switzerland, I don’t know if I even have any professional life left.”

“There might be a couple ways I can help you…”

Oh no, I thought, the Analysis Corp. again.

“In return for… what? I don’t ever want to be in the same room as that pushy son of a bitch, Alan, the handler that tried to take advantage of me in Yenbo, Cairo and again in Bahrain—that guy is off the charts.”

“Not at all, I know what he put you through. If your professional world doesn’t work out—listen. Your current Charles Jacobs ID will get you nothing but trouble because the Swiss are chasing it. So… I know for sure your Christopher Janus ID and passport are clear. And if you want to startup your banking world again, I can assure you that the local branch of CitiBank will set up a secure (including the US) international account for you, no questions asked… but after your Sahara walkabout all the rest of your professional record as Christopher Janus is gone. If you want to work here, I can arrange a driver’s license and a work visa that will let you work for anyone here in the UAE. And if that doesn’t pan out…”

She paused for a minute. I had no idea what was coming; but she and I had form and were close from Casablanca and Los Angeles. I was listening.

Then she continued, “Nothing to do with Alan but in my work I need people on short notice for anywhere in MENA (Middle East and North Africa) to clean up problems, messes, like janitors. It’s not landscape work but it’s work and if work can get your mind off the recent horror…”

“Work, yeah, I need work; but my strength and best cocoon is landscape architecture work. I’d like to look around here to see what I can get. I’d like that driver’s license and visa you offered… and I’d like to keep in touch. What you’ve shared has helped me understand better what happened on the Mannlichen in Switzerland.”

She paid our bill and we walked the MOE up to the indoor ski slope. We paused there and watched a ski instructor teach a class of 8 how to ski.

“Looking for work here in Dubai—you should know that Alan is deeply involved in the expanded Atlantis the Palm project—so don’t even try there. What do you plan?”

“Good question. My insides are all shook up. I’m still in emotional shock. I’m going to go back to my room and quietly think through what you’ve shared with me. And then I don’t know. Maybe start looking for work, maybe go look at Souk Madinat Jumeirah, on the Gulf coast, not far from here. I’ve always wanted to go there. I can’t stay in my room. I’ve got to keep busy. Maybe we can go for dinner there tonight, I’ve heard there are nice restaurants on an abra-only canal.”

“Yeah, there are some nice restaurants there, if you are still into vegetarian meals, you should try the Magnolia, or is it the Plumeria, it’s a flower name. It’s five-star quality. But as for your invitation—thanks but I have work to do. Here, take my card. Get in touch with me anytime if you have questions… or want to talk about working for me if you need an income… or when you’ve settled maybe we can get together socially…”

“Thank you for everything. I really needed some deep root stability… being with you today has given me that.” I smiled and looked into her eyes. She returned my smile and then I asked, “You’re not moving to Qatar as part of Will’s team, are you?”

“No, I’ve got my own team here in the UAE. So it will be easy to get together.”

She gave a hug and a tight squeeze as we said goodbye. She went her way and I returned to my hotel room. I thought. I felt. A lifeline.

***


Magnolia

My head was still unsettled about everything that had happened on the Mannlichen. Lost my loving Bree. Lost friends. All dead. Uncertainty. Haybarn, my home, finished. I figured I had to make my new life here in Dubai. Being stuck in my hotel room was not a solution. If I could fill my life here… maybe…

That evening I decided to go out to Souk Madinat Jumeirah—always wanted to go there for that restaurant Eileen had recommended, Plumeria or Magnolia. The Souk Madinat—I could see it from my hotel room and read about its old Arab character with modern Dubai convenience.

I had to take a taxi to get there because it was not on the Dubai Metro line. The souk is a modern take on an old Arabian medina and is interconnected by 3km of lazy waterways and surrounded by lush gardens. I walked through the souk area until I found the placid, palm-fringed waterways where I rode a traditional wooden abra boat (like a water taxi, driver and quiet electric power), the only way to get to the “healthy food” restaurant I was seeking. The weather was clear, warm and peaceful as I rode to the Magnolia restaurant where I could eat outdoors creekside or indoors.

9PM—outdoors uncomfortably warm and humid. I was looking for an air-conditioned indoor table with a good view. The indoors was quiet and peaceful, but there were too many people. So I went back outdoors. Creekside was beautiful—nobody else outdoors. I wanted to be alone and quiet so… I figured might as well get accustomed to 9PM too warm and humid. Welcome to Dubai on the Gulf.

I sat outside and quietly and slowly worked through four delightful courses of artistic vegetarian fare. It was a pleasure to see each plate arriving but by the end, I was hankering for an espresso and a Lebanese sweet. While I was thinking about it, who did I see walking toward my table? JeanClaude Thibault. I hadn’t seen him since Interlaken almost two years ago, the day he set up my international bug-out should I get in serious trouble on the Mannlichen adventure—as I did. I wondered how he knew I was here.

Before I could answer, JeanClaude stood next to me reaching out his hand saying, “Kismet, mon ami, Kismet!”

We shook hands heartily—two old friends. I thought he was in Papua New Guinea. This wasn’t a coincidence… or was it?

***


JeanClaude

I first met JeanClaude in Yenbo, Saudi Arabia, some fifteen-odd years ago when he was introduced as Alan’s Analysis Corp. boss. He was a hands-off boss who replaced Alan, a guy always in my hair.

I didn’t really get to know JeanClaude well until a bit later when we bumped into each other as speakers at an ASLA (American Society of Landscape Architects) conference. In our own ways, we were both into plants and the landscape. Easily we became friends and he, via Analysis Corp., was my trustworthy handler in the passing years as I did projects in MENA.

JeanClaude was an explorer. I was a builder. We were friends, even though our clatteringly different approaches to the landscape often belied that friendship. Nevertheless, JeanClaude was happy to see me and greeted me saying, “Well, my old friend, long time no see. You’re looking a bit stressed. Have the Swiss Alps let you down? Wait a minute, are you here as the ‘Surveyor of Fabric’ on some new mind-boggling landscape extravaganza? Or… did that adventure with you and your wife fall apart?”

I didn’t know what to say… hurt from the loss of Bree came bubbling up all over. Then I realized the only reason I was safe in Dubai was the bug-out setup that JeanClaude had given me with that burner phone back in Switzerland. My head was spinning.

“JeanClaude, there is too much. I need an espresso and we need time to talk.”

“No hurry, take time. Compose yourself.”

He was understanding as always. He said he knew another place here in the Souk Madinat and we caught an abra.

Along the way, JeanClaude shared what he had been doing.

“It’s about, as always, ethnobotany. I’ve been on and off years working on the edge of the Empty Quarter mentoring a Sheikh’s young son who was going to the USA for education. I check in with him from time to time.”

In my mind I recalled JeanClaude’s background. He might be able to help me move my professional career forward.

JeanClaude Thibaut, a forty-nine-year-old Belgian, was a confirmed bachelor who found his pleasures in the “hair-shirt” explorations of cultures, of marginal groups beyond the edge of mainstream society—people still in contact with the land, with the old ways—Bedu, Berbers, true Gypsies, Calusa fisherfolk descendants and similar humans in the distant backwaters of lesser developed countries.

He examined human relationships with plants, through landscape, language, music, life. He was a very broad-scale ethnobotanist. He did not write for publication, did not have a PhD; but he did keep extensive multimedia digital archives, all collected first-hand: stories, songs, movies, images, along with plant-related artefacts—amulets, charms, talismans.

In a wealthy entrepreneurial Belgian family, he took birth in the Belgian Congo where he spent the early years of his childhood. He was a polyglot graduate of international schools in Brussels and Gstaad. Following formal education at the University of London, he had travelled and visited all major botanical institutions in Africa and Pre-Columbian America, gathering ethnobotanical information before his first post with the International Union for the Conservation of Nature. He became a director there. But he had since retired to focus full-time on his personal ethnobotanical research activities. His info-gathering with the Analysis Corp., when I first met him in Yenbo, Saudi Arabia, was only a part-time, sub-contract activity.

At five foot eleven and 165 pounds, he looked popularly slender and athletically lean. He had a self-effacing presence, and a manner of dress and hygiene making him as at home meeting and greeting in a five-star Monte Carlo resort, as in a majlis tent on the edge of the Empty Quarter. He was not shy about sharing the realities of the groups he studied. And there was no polite way to describe his most unusual first-hand experiences of old, almost forgotten ways of human interactions with plants in the landscape.

Threads of ambiguous tension often interlaced the substantial grounds of agreement between JeanClaude and me. Stubs of awkward conversation… mostly friendly… mostly the hidden subtleties of cross-cultural joking. Always good for a chuckle.

Those subtleties were built from JeanClaude’s frequenting of the boundary edges between humans and plants—inspired by his attraction to the writings of William Blake, Aldous Huxley, Carlos Castenada. No question, JeanClaude’s roots and his life were “over the edge” of the day-to-day, the traditional, the mainstream Western culture. I could not really imagine how he got into the intelligence business, where we started our relationship in Yenbo, Saudi Arabia.

We got off the abra at Al Makan. We sat next to a noisy water fountain and ordered two espressos plus a plate of baklava. Before speaking, I slowly chewed the honey-soaked baklava then sipped my espresso. I took a deep breath and started.

“It happened. The Mannlichen adventure. Bree got shot, died on the spot. I grabbed my go-bag and burner phone then hit the road. That was about a month ago. All your notes got me through the tough spots and here I am. But I still have to get through the loss of Bree. I must have bad juju—two wives have died in my arms. Wives who gave me a personal balance that my professional life needed. JeanClaude, it took me two decades to get over the loss of my first wife and our three kids. And Bree got me over that. Now, a month ago, she was taken away from me. I can’t talk about it anymore. I’ve got to get into my professional work—it has always been a cocoon to protect me from instability in my personal life. That’s where I am now.”

I took another sip of espresso. I looked into JeanClaude’s eyes. He was listening closely. He drained his espresso before he began.

“Okay, let’s take steps forward. What kinds of projects have you had since we last talked?”

“I’ve been fixing problems on short term contracts… a bunch of projects in the Gulf Region…”

“Stop! Bingo! That’s the direction, CJ! I see a future professional direction for you right there! Fixing a bunch—that’s your handle—you’re a fixer, an Arabian Peninsula specialist who can beat time and cost expectations—a fixer. Lots of Westerners can’t handle the work out here. You’re the exception.”

JeanClaude understood my predicament. He suggested how to package my professional future.

***


The Fixer

Well, JeanClaude got me into an improved mindset. He encouraged me to look into my experience and prepare to move forward as specialist landscape fixer.

What could I do as a fixer? I’d confront difficulties and challenges, then solve them in impossibly short time frames within strict budget limitations. What kinds of difficulties and challenges?

My specialization? I build fine gardens—five-star resort destination gardens. Not the high-minded megalomanic design that I have dreamt about; but practical, attractive, get-it-done design and installation. I work in a rarely defined, but critical gap—the gap between the air-conditioned carpet world of the planners, of the designers—and the oppressive, 50°C sweaty world of the people who, piece by piece, build those very large and complex iconic projects in the oil-rich Middle East.

The gold ring? Get them built and beautiful, so that they can begin the return on investment on opening day as scheduled. My most recent noteworthy example of success was the Queen of Sheeba Resort Complex on the Palm Jumeirah, a 1,000-unit mixed-use resort destination with its A-level international celebrity “Hollywood to Bollywood” opening media event.

My specialty has been external finishes. These are the things of the first impression, that must look good. The external finishes are the magnets that “wow” people from their first view, and then pull them on through the front door. They must be beautiful, fresh, healthy, seductive, and breathtaking! If not, I won’t work again. Reputation is everything.

Some developers plan for this. Others do not. For the developers who do not plan, a real-time anarchic mash-up ensues, rupturing cash and resources; and me, I get called in at the last minute, with panic all around.

***


White-Collar Mercenaries

As a fixer I have had to weigh into the following kinds of complexities—structures, personalities, processes and… the unpredictables.

White-collar mercenaries… experienced international professional consultants, planners, engineers, managers in design, construction, maintenance… what is their life blood? Large international projects! It’s all about reputation for success… and money.

Theoretically, each project has a repetitive structure, a dependable structure that each white-collar mercenary has learned to manipulate to advantage. In other words, there is a very general outline, a linear sequence for international project activities—planning, design, engineering, construction and operations.

But it is never so clear cut. There are many subsets and always unexpected complications. What? Why? Able to manipulate the structure? Which structure? That differs in every country and on every job—figuring that out is the first complication. And then each personality carries his own complications. These complications are exacerbated by the lack of locally established and fixed process guidelines, locally established and dependable consultants, contractors and material suppliers. So what is it then? These are free-for-alls where every manager must be a bully to succeed.

Yogi Berra had it right. He said, “In theory there is no difference between theory and practice, but in practice there is.”

It’s straightforward, and it’s not; but it has to work. Ironic once. Ironic twice. Confusing in the end.

That is why only experienced white-collar mercenaries can tough out these iconic large international projects. Mercenaries who, even in the most hostile environments can meet the often-unachievable cost and schedule requirements… to succeed on opening day.

***


Players and Processes

Once you understand the structural context—cultural and regulatory, the following “simple summary” explains what happens on a project. There are three players. Number one, the Owner/Developer—the Owner/Developer has the money and property to develop the project. Number two, the Consultant—the Consultant does the design and engineering for the project. And, number three, the Contractor—the Contractor builds the project. Then, construction complete, the Owner/Developer moves in and operates the project. Straightforward, right?

Almost…

How can a simple one, two, three—design, build, operate—project process become a twenty or more consultant spaghetti? Here is how it works, in theory and practice, in real life. The Owner/Developer intends to build a certain project, and is the money behind that project. At the outset, at the behest of an Owner/Developer, Consultants drive projects. That is the theory.

The Owner/Developer hires a Consultant, the Prime Consultant for the design and engineering. This Prime Consultant is in charge of herding a team of cats, twenty or more design sub-Consultants, each responsible for unique and specialized aspects of the design. The Prime Consultant translates the Owner/Developer’s intent into design documents.

These design documents are a coded set of reproducible plans, drawings, and specifications that translate the Owner/Developer’s intent into a buildable project. The Owner/Developer then hires a General Contractor to build the project, according to those design documents. The General Contractor then hires and coordinates a wide range of sub-Contractors to build their individual specialist parts of the construction.

During construction, the Consultant team provides oversight to assure that the Owner/Developer’s original intent is met and built according to the design documents. In the end, though, the practical, real-life reality is, the General Contractor truly drives the built project because he, alone, has the final responsibility for opening on time, all liability, all warranties, for everything built and supplied.

Now, that is the simple traditional outline—the simple project process, the three essential players, and the basic template for all projects.

***


The Complexities

However, with large, complex, international projects, in addition to the usual personality tensions between twenty or more consultants, and another twenty or more contractors, and their materials suppliers, lots of extra layers of management are often added. And me, I see these as problems—each extra layer of management tends to fray the clarity, fray the directness, fray the quality of the project.

For example, the Owner/Developer often hires a Project Management team. Why? To reduce the Owner/Developer’s workload. To oversee the day-to-day schedules and activities of the Prime Consultant team and the General Contractor team. Complications arise. Too frequently during the design process, these often-inexperienced design managers, either from the Owner/Developer or Project Management teams, second, third and fourth guess the Consultant. These continuous battles often undermine not only Consultant morale, but also, project quality.

After this, if the Consultant has any morale or willpower left, it is completely burned away by an additional series of reviews—cost control reviews commissioned by the Owner/Developer—another layer of management. I call them “acid washes”. These cost control reviews are known as the value engineering process, or VE, for short.

Essentially, VE is when people who know little about either the construction process, the local procurement market, or the local environmental conditions, get a chance to look good by simply lowering the cost estimates. It’s easy to do—less natural stone, thinning the hard materials, less, less, less—smaller trees, simpler way-finding, less interpretative signage systems, less lighting, etc. But this exercise has design quality implications.
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