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When thou beatest thine olive tree, thou shalt not go over the boughs again: it shall be for the stranger, for the fatherless, and for the widow.

—Deuteronomy 24:20
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1 – Little Monsters
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There were two of them, and they came at Liam McCullough fast and low, both screaming as they did.

The one on the right went for his leg, while the other tried to climb up his chair and get to his head.

“Children! Please!” their mother called. “Leave the nice bodyguard alone.” Her English was heavily accented, and she switched into her native Brazilian Portuguese, following with a string of speech that did nothing to pull the boy or the girl off him.

He smiled grimly and grabbed them both under his arms and stood up. The little girl kicked at the back of a gilt chair, which fell to the plush carpet with a thud. “Why don’t I take the kids outside so they can run around?”

The middle-aged saleswoman who had been showing Zoraida Figueroa hand-embroidered shawls looked relieved. She had been twisting the pearls around her neck with long, elegant fingers as the children rampaged through the narrow store.

Liam and Aidan, his partner in love and business, had been watching Zoraida and her two children for three days by then, while her husband concluded a deal to sell Brazilian rubber to the Tunisian government. Zoraida, twenty-eight, had bonded immediately with Aidan, the two of them chattering away and shopping like best girlfriends.

That left Liam to watch the kids. João was four and Morena three. They were like wild animals, spoiled beyond reason. Their mother could not discipline them, and their father was caught up in business so often that he didn’t either.

Liam carried them, kicking and squirming, across the hot, sun-drenched street, dodging the onrush of taxis, buses, and luxury SUVs that ignored the traffic signals with impunity. The girl pressed her hand against his chest, and when she grasped the gold ring in his right nipple, he quickly shifted her away.

The air was redolent with sweat and automobile exhaust, and stepping into the cool greenery of the Parc Habib Thameur was like entering another world. The date palms and cork oaks created a leafy bower above, and tiny green geckos and furry, inquisitive gerbils darted through the lush undergrowth. Though it was in the low sixties in the sun, under the trees it was at least ten degrees cooler, and Liam could feel the heat generated by the two squirming bodies in his arms.

Liam set the two kids down on the gravel path and stood up to stretch his back. They immediately ran toward a group of children playing on swings, screaming like banshees.

Liam liked being a bodyguard, but he hated this job. Zoraida’s husband, Gilberto, was insanely jealous—with good reason, Liam thought. Zoraida was a dark-haired beauty who oozed sexuality, and she dressed to accentuate her massive breasts and her long, tanned legs. The dress she wore today was cut so low that you could almost see her nipples, and it was so short that when she sat down, Liam had realized she wasn’t wearing panties.

Liam was astonished when Gilberto first called to hire them and asked if he and Aidan were gay. Years of “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” in the military had made Liam wary of such questions, but he had stopped lying when he resigned his commission. It turned out that there had been an unfortunate incident with a bodyguard in Canada, and Gilberto would only hire men who couldn’t be a threat to his marriage.

The whole deal made Liam uncomfortable. Kids were too unpredictable; they didn’t understand about threat factors or appropriate behavior. Hell, since they only spoke Portuguese, he couldn’t even talk to them. He couldn’t wait for this assignment to finish.

A half hour passed, the two Brazilians tormenting every child they met, before Zoraida and Aidan left the boutique, burdened with shopping bags. Liam called the children, but they ignored him.

They were experts at avoiding capture. When Liam strode toward them, they split up, going in separate directions. He feinted toward Morena, then caught João off guard. He grabbed the boy, who kicked him in the shins.

“Ow! That hurt. Stop that.”

He was sorely tempted to immobilize the little brat, but that wouldn’t go over well with the client. “You want to give him to me, or you want me to go for the girl?” Aidan said, coming up to him.

“Take him. But watch out. He kicks and he bites.”

Amazingly, the little boy nestled into Aidan’s arms as Aidan cooed to him in some broken combination of English and Portuguese. He looked like the sweetest little angel—until Liam caught him smirking as Aidan turned away.

Morena was darting among the palm trees, using her small size as an advantage to crawl through the underbrush. Liam grew increasingly frustrated as aloes stung his arms and palm trunks bruised his shins.

“Come on, Liam,” Aidan called from the limo. “Get a move on.”

“I’m going to kill someone here,” Liam muttered. “Maybe Aidan. Maybe one spoiled little girl.” He swooped on Morena, and she squirmed away from him. He narrowly missed falling on his face.

Her long hair proved her undoing. As she scooted past Liam, he grabbed a handful and used it to pull her toward him. Not the best tactic in child care, but it was effective. He got her under one arm, careful of her flailing arms and legs, and walked back to the limo.

By the time they returned to the Hotel Africa, Liam was fed up. The children had screamed and cried the whole way in the limo, their mother and Aidan ignoring them for chitchat and giggles. Liam had a pounding headache, and he was delighted that the Figueroa family was leaving Tunis that afternoon.

Zoraida set the children up in the living room of the suite with snacks and juice boxes, and Liam stood against the wall, watching them. The food kept the children occupied as Aidan helped Zoraida finish packing, and by the time the bellman had taken all the suitcases downstairs, Gilberto Figueroa had returned.

They all piled into a small airport bus. The kids ran back and forth while their father spoke on his cell phone and their mother gossiped with Aidan. At the airport, Zoraida kissed Aidan and Liam on both cheeks and thanked them effusively.

Gilberto stopped speaking on the phone long enough to pull a wad of bills out of his pocket, held together by a gold money clip. He handed a stack to Liam. “Hazard pay,” he said in English only slightly less accented than his wife’s. “Thank you.”

Aidan and Liam watched as Gilberto led his family and a skycap loaded with bags into the terminal. “Thank God,” Liam said as the doors closed behind them. “Never again.”

“What?” Aidan said. “That was a pretty easy gig. Just wandering around from store to store with Zoraida.”

“For you, maybe. For me it was hell. What a pair of little monsters,” Liam said as they walked down the sidewalk to the taxi rank.

“They’re good kids. You just have to know how to handle them.”

“Morena bit me,” Liam said. “If I get tetanus, I’m suing.”

Aidan laughed. “Don’t be a wimp.”

As they prepared to get into a cab, Liam leaned down to Aidan’s ear. “When we get home, I’ll have to show you who’s a wimp.”

Aidan laughed, but he shivered  a bit. Good, he thought.

There was a demonstration ahead, and the cab slowed. Liam saw a cluster of young men with placards clogging the narrow street and hear the low rumble of their chants. “What’s going on?” he asked the driver in Arabic, leaning forward.

“They are calling it the Jasmine Revolution,” the driver said. “Now it comes to Tunis.”

Liam had read news reports of uprisings in small towns all over the country since mid-December. A vegetable seller in the small town of Sidi Bouzid, south of Tunis, had been arrested for peddling without a license, and his cart and goods had been confiscated. After enduring insults and a fine at the hands of a policewoman, the young man, Mohammed Bouazizi, had gone home and set himself on fire.

His story had galvanized hundreds of desperate, downtrodden young men and women in Tunisia. Many of them were university educated but couldn’t find work, and they felt that the unwritten compact their parents’ generation had made with President Ben Ali—trading political freedom in exchange for economic opportunity—had come undone. They had begun protests against the government in Sidi Bouzid, and the fever had caught.

“The president says he will fire the Interior Minister and free people arrested during the demonstrations.” The cab driver shook his head. “No good will come of this, I tell you.”

By riding on the sidewalk for a few hundred feet—dangerously close to a storefront selling hammered brass tea urns and an elderly man in a shabby housecoat—the cabbie made his way to a side street and bypassed the demonstration. As they drove, Liam checked the Facebook and Twitter feeds on his cell phone. They were full of reports of protests in and around Tunis.

Liam had no idea what was going to happen. Would the president crack down? Would there be widespread riots in Tunis? He called his police contact, Faisal Qasim, but the call went right to voice mail. Not surprising if Faisal was out handling demonstrations.

It was close to five o’clock by the time he and Aidan got back to the small house they shared behind the Bar Mamounia, just off the Boulevard Habib Bourguiba. Their little mixed-breed dog, Hayam, jumped and yipped joyfully as they walked inside, then darted past them to pee on the date palm out front.

“Remember, we’re meeting Louis and Hassan for dinner at seven,” Aidan said, as he closed the front door.

Louis Fleck’s official title at the US Embassy in Tunis was cultural attaché, though Liam had known for years that Louis worked for the CIA. Until recently, though, he hadn’t known that Fleck was gay or that he had a Tunisian partner. A few months before, Aidan had met Louis and twigged immediately. Bold as brass, Aidan had asked if Louis was seeing anyone, and just like that, they’d become a pair of gay couples who got together once or twice a month for dinner and conversation.

Once they were inside, Liam grabbed Aidan’s waistband and pulled him close. He leaned down and kissed Aidan hard on the lips. He cupped his broad hand around Aidan’s smooth, pert ass. Whatever was going on in the city could wait.

Aidan kissed him back, opening his mouth to accept Liam’s tongue. With his other hand, Liam reached up under Aidan’s shirt and found his right nipple. He pinched it, and Aidan shivered. He leaned his head back, and Liam nipped at his throat like a horny vampire.

“We’ll see who’s a wimp now.” In a swift motion, Liam pulled Aidan’s polo shirt over his head and tossed it to the couch. Then he unbuckled Aidan’s belt and unhooked his pants. They dropped to the floor.

Aidan was already hard, his dick straining against his cotton boxers. They were decorated with tropical fish in neon colors. Liam thought they were silly—he preferred simple white cotton jockstraps himself. But they were all part of the charm that was Aidan.

Aidan kicked off his deck shoes and stepped out of his pants. He lifted his right leg to wrap around Liam’s as Liam licked his throat and rubbed his five o’clock shadow across the tender skin. Aidan groaned with pleasure.

Liam jerked Aidan’s boxers down, catching his dick in them, and Aidan said, “Ouch! Watch it.”

“Watch this.” Liam sat down on the sofa, still fully clothed, and pulled Aidan down on top of him sideways, so that Aidan’s ass was in Liam’s lap. He raised his right hand and slapped Aidan’s butt.

“Who’s a wimp?” Liam said.

“You are,” Aidan said, his voice muffled by the sofa cushions.

“Wrong answer.” Liam spanked him again. He could feel Aidan’s stiff dick pressing against his thigh. He began playing Aidan’s butt like a pair of bongo drums, slapping one, then the other, then both in sync.

“Sometimes you need to be reminded who’s the boss around here,” Liam said.

“You are,” Aidan said, turning his head.

Liam sucked on his index finger, then slid it into Aidan’s butt crack and stroked it. His partner squirmed beneath him.

“Oh God,” Aidan said.

“That’s right. I am a god to you, aren’t I? You worship me, don’t you?”

“I worship your dick,” Aidan said. There were tears at the corners of his eyes, but he was smirking.

Liam removed his finger from Aidan’s ass. “Put it back, Liam, please.”

“Nah. I’m done here.” He squirmed out from under Aidan and stood up. “I’m going to take a nap. Wake me in time for dinner.”

“Liam!” Aidan turned over, wincing as his tender ass hit the textured sofa cushions. “You aren’t going to leave me like this, are you?” He cupped his dick in his right hand.

Liam laughed. “Who’s the wimp now?”

“I am. I’m a big pussy wimp. You’re the macho man. You’re the boss in this relationship.”

Liam looked down at him. Aidan was so cute, so charming, so sexy. Who was he kidding? He was dick-whipped. He dropped to his knees and took Aidan’s dick in his mouth. It felt so good, so right. He swallowed the whole thing, felt the dick head tickling the back of his throat, and began sucking.

He hadn’t been a virgin when he’d met Aidan, a year and a half before. He’d had sex with men, furtive encounters in hotel rooms and bars. But he’d never been in love, and he’d never had sex with a man he loved before. Sucking Aidan, fucking his sweet ass, getting sucked and fucked himself—it all felt so much better because of Aidan.

He sucked his partner’s dick furiously, bobbing his head up and down, suctioning, licking. His own dick, trapped in his jockstrap and his pants, was so stiff it hurt. He reached one hand down and stroked himself, rubbed the palm of his hand over the bulge in his pants. He felt like a crazy teenager, hepped up on lust.

Aidan was bouncing his ass up and down on the sofa, wincing when his reddened cheeks touched down but not letting up the pace. Liam felt his blood race and the amazing, beautiful pain of orgasm as he spurted off in his pants, the come soaking his jockstrap. As he did, Aidan bucked one last time and came in Liam’s mouth. He swallowed it all, then licked his lips and sat back against the chair across from the sofa.

Aidan turned to look at him. “There’s a wet spot in your pants. Did you come?”

Liam nodded.

“You didn’t save it for me? You bastard.”

“You want your ass spanked again?” Liam said, a smile dancing on his lips.

“Maybe later.” Aidan turned on his side, and Liam could see the redness on Aidan’s cheeks, rising beneath the fine layer of dark hair on his ass. Liam loved the way Aidan’s hairy body slid beneath his smooth one.

The gloppy come was cold against his dick, still trapped in the jockstrap. But Liam could feel his dick rising again, despite the workout. “I need a shower before dinner,” he said, standing up. “Care to join me?”

“I’ll never turn down an offer like that.” Aidan turned on his back again to get up and winced from the pressure of the sofa against his tender ass.

Liam leaned down and pulled him up, then nestled against his partner’s naked body. “After we shower, I’ll rub some ointment on your butt.”

Aidan’s cell phone rang as Liam was pulling off his polo shirt. “Leave it,” he growled to Aidan, who was already reaching for the phone.

“You know I can’t do that.” He looked at the display. “It’s Madame Abboud.”

“That witch?”

Mme. Habiba Abboud owned an employment agency for teachers and translators called the École Internationale de Tunis. As an accredited instructor of English as a Second Language, Aidan worked for her on occasion. Liam didn’t like her and didn’t trust her.

While Aidan spoke, Liam dropped his pants. The jockstrap was wet and sticky with come, and he pulled it off.

“Tomorrow?” Aidan said into the phone. “Sure. I’m free. Give me the address.”

“What’s up?” Liam asked when Aidan hung up the phone.

“Quick job. Businessman needs help with a translation. I’m meeting him at the Hotel Africa tomorrow morning.”

“Not a good idea,” Liam said. “Not with these demonstrations going on.”

“I’ll be fine. You forget I’m a bodyguard too.”

Aidan got down on his knees and began licking Liam’s sensitive dick, and the touch of Aidan’s tongue made him shiver.

Liam heard the evening call to prayer begin at the Zitouna mosque nearby and realized they were running late. “We’ve got to shower and get ready for dinner,” he said. He reached down and pulled Aidan up by his underarms. Aidan nestled against him, rested his head on Liam’s shoulder, then followed him outside to the courtyard shower, grabbing towels as they went.

By the time they were finished, the redness on Aidan’s butt had subsided for the most part. Aidan bent over the sofa, and Liam rubbed his cheeks with analgesic cream. “You going to be okay?” he asked.

Aidan stood up. “Yup. Let’s just hope they have padded chairs at this restaurant.”
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​2 – Dinner
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Aidan noticed the feeling of unrest in the air as they walked to the Italian restaurant near the Tunis waterfront, just a few blocks from their house. The night crackled with static electricity, and he heard the low, distant rumble of a crowd cheering. Maybe Liam was right, and he shouldn’t go to that client the next day.

But then he caught his reflection in the plate-glass window of a store selling unlocked GSM phones. His chest filled out the polo shirt in a way he wasn’t used to. His skin, always a medium olive, was tanned, and the hint of five o’clock shadow made his chin seem stronger. He was in better physical condition than he’d ever been, and more confident as well. As long as he steered clear of any demonstrations, he’d be fine.

Louis Fleck was waiting at the hostess stand as Aidan and Liam walked into the restaurant. “Hassan’s in the men’s room making himself pretty,” he said, shaking hands with both of them.

Louis was about forty, a guy who in the States would have been called a bear. He had a bulky build and was hairier than Aidan. His head was shaved, but he had a dark mustache and goatee. He wore a short-sleeved, button-down shirt that hung loose over the waistband of his khaki slacks. Aidan had long since figured out that meant Louis was packing a gun.

“I invited another couple to join us,” Louis said. “Potential client for you.”

Liam groaned. “No more kids, I hope.”

Louis shook his head. “Just the two of them. James Gardiner’s from Silicon Valley. Made a mint off some software company, then took off to travel the world and find himself.”

“Did he?” Aidan asked.

“Well, he found a boyfriend here in Tunis, from a family that owned a few hundred hectares of olive groves in the Medjerda Valley. A couple of years ago, Farid’s father died, and he and James moved out there and started making their own oil.”

Hassan returned from the men’s room then. He was about Louis’s age, with a buzz cut and dark-framed glasses. Everything about him was precise, from the starch in his shirt to his amber cufflinks to his spit-shined black loafers. He was an architect with a designer’s attitude toward everything in his life. Aidan had been to their apartment, which was spare and immaculate, a dramatic contrast to the sloppy, crowded house he shared with Liam.

“We’re expecting two more,” Louis told the hostess in Arabic. “But we’ll sit now.”

She led them to a large round table in a corner of the restaurant. “Why does this couple need a bodyguard?” Liam asked as they sat.

“I’ll let James give you the details,” Louis said. “But the bottom line is that they’re preparing to debut a super-premium olive oil at a trade show in LA, and they’ve had a couple of incidents that might be sabotage. They want someone to keep an eye out until they get the oil shipped.”

They ordered a bottle of Vieux Magon, and the waiter was just pouring when Louis said, “There they are.” He stood up and waved, and the two men approached.

James Gardiner was older than Aidan expected, at least sixty, with wavy salt-and-pepper hair and a deep tan. His partner, Farid Mansoor, was twenty years younger. Both were slim and fit and oozed money, from their expensive gold watches to their designer clothes.

Louis made the introductions, and they all sat down as the waiter brought a platter of sliced bread with olive oil for dipping. “Cheap stuff,” James said, looking at the bottle.

“Louis says you make your own?” Aidan asked.

“It’s all down to Farid,” James said, nodding toward his partner. “He’s the one who knows the olives. I just pay the bills.”

“We have about two hundred hectares outside Tebourba,” Farid said. “It has been in my family for many generations, but my father did not have the money to invest in new production techniques. We have modernized and experimented with different olive blends. We’ve been shipping for two years now, but we have finally found the right mix.”

“Mix?” Aidan asked.

“There are many different kinds of olives, as I’m sure you know,” Farid said. “Just like grapes, olives vary based on breed and terroir—the characteristics of land, sun, water, and so on.”

“Like cocoa beans and coffee beans,” Aidan said.

“Exactly. But there is further variety with olives. Table olives have fleshy fruit but yield little oil. Some varieties need better soil than we can offer here in Tunisia, while others require colder temperatures to bear fruit. And each has its own taste profile to offer. We have tried many different combinations, searching for the best.”

The waiter took their orders. Liam drank some wine, then said, “This is all very interesting. But Louis said you might need bodyguards. That’s the part I’d like to hear about.”

James said, “We’ve had a number of incidents lately. It could just be bad karma, but it’s enough to worry us. We’re struggling to bottle our new oil in time for this big trade fair in LA, and every little problem slows us down.”

“What kind of incidents?” Liam asked.

“The olives are very fragile,” Farid said. “We pick by hand to make sure that they are perfectly ripe and there is no damage. And yet, when we sort, we find unripe fruits in the mix, and skins are bruised.”

“That’s all?”

Farid shook his head. “We have a traditional mill on the property, and we grind the olives ourselves into a fine paste. There have been many problems with the machinery—many more than we might expect.”

“Is there anyone who might have a grudge against you?” Aidan asked.

“There are those who do not like us because we are gay,” Farid said. “And those who distrust James because he is American. We have competitors who would like to see us fail.” He smiled. “My father was not a kind or gentle man, and there are many in the area who hold grudges against him. The Arab memory is a very long one.”

“Have you reported these incidents to the police?” Liam asked.

“Yes, but each one is so small,” Farid said. “Our local police, they are not very sophisticated. And because of everything I have said, they perhaps help us a little less.”

“I spoke to Louis about the problems,” James said. “And he recommended you.”

The waiter brought their appetizers—thinly sliced beef carpaccio, a platter of fried artichoke hearts, cherry tomatoes stuffed with goat cheese, and gleaming spears of asparagus drizzled with olive oil and lemon.

They shifted conversation as they ate. Louis was concerned about the increasing scale of the protests against the government, but Hassan stopped him. “No politics tonight,” he said. Instead, he spoke about a building he was designing, and then Liam complained about the Figueroa kids. They laughed and told stories and enjoyed their dinners.

When they finished, James asked, “Are you available to work for us? We’d need you to come out to Tebourba and keep an eye on things for a couple of weeks, until we’re ready to head to LA.”

“We have a guest cottage where you can stay,” Farid said. “You’ll take your meals with us—we have a wonderful cook.”

“I’m not sure what you want from us,” Liam said. “Our business is what we call personal protection. We safeguard human targets from potential dangers. It sounds like you need private security guards stationed at your mill. That’s not what we do.”

“They need someone with brains and brawn to track down who’s responsible for these problems,” Louis said. “That sounds like you guys.”

Liam shook his head. “We’re not private investigators either.”

Aidan pushed his chair back and stood up. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to the men’s room. Liam? You want to come with me?”

“You need me to hold your hand?”

“Or his dick,” Louis said, laughing.

“We do enough of that at home,” Aidan said. “Liam?”

“Yes, dear,” Liam said, standing up.

In the men’s room, Aidan went to the sink. “Is there some reason why you’re not interested in this job?” he asked as he began washing his hands.

Liam shrugged. “We just finished one. I was hoping we could have a few days off.”

“A guest cottage out in the country, with gourmet meals? Sounds like a vacation to me.”

Liam went up to the sink next to Aidan’s and began washing his hands too. “Weren’t you paying attention? Someone may be sabotaging their operation. That sounds like a job, not a vacation.”

“And isn’t that what we do? Accept jobs? They seem like a nice couple. If we can help them out and make some money and get out of the city for a while, why not?”

Liam shook his head. “It’s not what we do. And I’m not comfortable leaving Tunis while there’s so much uncertainty over the government.”

“Fine,” Aidan said. “I have that translation job tomorrow anyway.”

Liam dried his hands on a paper towel. “We’ll see. If there are still protests going on, I don’t want you out wandering the city.”

“You’re my partner, remember? Not my boss.” Aidan dried his hands. It was love, he thought, as he walked back to the table, Liam behind him. Sometimes Liam was just too bossy, but Aidan had to remind himself it came from a good place. And there were times when he had to go along with Liam, despite what he wanted. This was one of them.

When they were seated at the table again, Aidan said, “I think we’re going to have to pass on the job. But I’m sure Louis knows other people who could help you out.”

James Gardiner insisted on paying for dinner, and they all walked out of the restaurant together. The night was quiet, the only lights coming from the port where freighters were constantly being loaded and unloaded.

“Are you going back to Tebourba tonight?” Liam asked James and Farid.

James nodded. “We had a couple of business meetings here, and we tried to see Farid’s niece, but her mother’s being a bitch. Doesn’t like the fact that Farid is gay, so she’s keeping him from seeing Leila.”

“Families,” Louis said.

“Especially Arab families,” Hassan said. “I am lucky to be an only child. This girl is your brother’s daughter?”

Farid nodded. “He was a high-ranking officer with the Muslim Leadership, and he went into exile in France two years ago. As his brother, I should have taken on responsibility for his wife and daughter, but they refused. Instead, Khadija took Leila to live with her brother, who is also involved with the group and, I am afraid, with these protests.”

“What’s the Muslim Leadership?” Aidan asked.

“A very Islamist political group,” Farid said. “They wish to make Tunisia a Muslim society like Saudi Arabia.”

“That won’t happen,” Liam said. “The educated middle class in Tunisia won’t stand for it.”

Louis shook his head. “You forget who is protesting, Liam. The men and women in these demonstrations are not the poor and uneducated. They’re people much like us who have been denied opportunities. If the Muslim Leadership provides a viable option to Ben Ali’s government, who’s to say they won’t succeed?”

The three couples parted, and Liam and Aidan walked back to their house. “What do you think would happen to us if Tunisia became an Islamist country?” Aidan asked. “Could we even stay here?”

“Not going to happen. Louis has his head up his ass. The Agency always does.”

Aidan wished he could believe his partner, but he had a feeling that in this case, Liam might just be wrong.
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​3 – Leila
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Aidan straightened his shirt collar in the mirror. Behind him, Liam said, “This is a bad idea. You don’t know what’s going to happen out there today.”

“Liam. I’ll be fine. If there are any problems, I’ll stay at the hotel until the police have everything under control.”

“Call me if you run into anything. Wherever you are.”

“Yes, Dad.”

Liam smacked Aidan on the butt, and Aidan said, “Ow! That hurts.”

“Good. Maybe you’ll learn something.” He went out into the courtyard to exercise, and Aidan walked down the Avenue Habib Bourguiba to the Hotel Africa. Cabs, buses, and luxury cars jockeyed for position along the broad avenue. A teacher led a group of uniform-clad schoolchildren, holding hands in pairs, into a gleaming office building. It was a bright, sunny day, and Aidan had trouble imagining that the city would be in real danger from any demonstrations.

His client was an elderly Scot who spoke only a few words of Arabic but had a complicated business proposal he needed to understand before he could sign. Aidan sat at the small table with his laptop and worked on a basic translation. His Arabic wasn’t perfect, but with the help of an online translation tool, he was able to make sense of the document and explain it to the client.

Mr. MacDonald ordered them room service, and they worked through lunch. By four o’clock, Aidan had completed the translation and printed it out in the hotel’s business center. “This is excellent, laddie,” Mr. MacDonald said. “Thank you so much.”

“My pleasure. I’ll let Madame Abboud know how many hours I put in, and she’ll invoice you.”

Though it was barely sixty degrees, the afternoon sun struck Aidan like a laser beam as he left the dimness and air-conditioning of the hotel. As he walked down the street, he heard men and women yelling in the distance, glass breaking. Someone was blasting the elephant-trumpet sound of a vuvuzela, made popular at the World Cup in South Africa. Aidan hurried ahead, but as he approached the cathedral at the intersection of the Avenue Habib Thameur, the demonstrators swarmed around him, young men in tracksuits or jeans and T-shirts, carrying Tunisian flags and protest signs. There were a few young women among them, and all were chanting in Arabic.

The crowd was suddenly so dense he could hardly move. The smell of sweat and garlic was almost overwhelming. Then he heard sirens and saw flashing red and blue lights in the distance. Riot police in camouflage uniforms and metal helmets appeared from the side streets, holding clubs and teargas guns. Sweat began dripping down his forehead and pooling under his arms.

Aidan was momentarily paralyzed with fear. How had he gotten himself in the middle of this? He had to get out. But which way to go? There were people all around him, and he had no idea which way the police were coming from.

A man next to him was knocked to the ground. Aidan tried to reach down to help him up, but the crowd pushed him forward. Ahead of him, he saw the Cathedral of St. Vincent de Paul. As a Jew, he’d never had a reason to visit the cathedral before, but now it seemed like his best chance to get out of the way of the crowd.

He pushed his way down the street, working toward the edge of the crowd, as the men and women surged around him, yelling and shaking their fists. He kept his head down, hopeful no one would recognize him as an American and turn the crowd’s frenzy his way.

His blood pressure and heart rate accelerated as he struggled to find a way out. A vendor’s stall next to the cathedral fell to the ground as the crowd reached it. Aidan saw his chance and darted through an opening. He hurried up the half-dozen steps and under the triple arches that led into the cathedral.

A smaller, nervous crowd huddled inside, others who had sought refuge from the demonstration, including elderly men and women and young mothers with babies in their arms. The inside of the building was shivery cool, and the sounds of the crowd outside echoed under the high arches. People milled under the stained-glass windows or sat on the hard wooden chairs facing the altar. An elderly woman with a white shawl draped over her shoulders knelt under a crucifix mounted on a side wall and prayed.

Aidan stepped to a quiet corner and pulled out his cell phone. “Aidan? Where are you?” Liam demanded before Aidan could even say hello.

“At the cathedral. I’m fine.” His voice quavered.

“You don’t sound fine. Stay right there. I’m coming.”

“No, Liam. Stay where you are. The demonstration is going to pass in a few minutes, and then I’ll be able to come home.”

“I told you not to go out today, but you wouldn’t listen.”

Aidan took a deep breath. Sounding more determined than he felt, he said, “We’ll talk about it when I get home. Just stay there.”

“I’m not stupid enough to go out,” Liam said. Then Aidan heard him take a deep breath. “Just be careful, all right?”

“I will be.”

Aidan ended the call and looked around. Had anyone heard him speaking English? It looked like everyone around him was focused on the demonstrations outside.

He walked around the cathedral for a few minutes, calming himself down and waiting for the crowds to pass. As the noise outside faded, people inside the cathedral began moving toward the doors. Aidan lagged behind until he could move freely.

When he stepped outside, the square in front of the cathedral was a mess. The grass and flowers in front had been trampled underfoot, and the poor vendor’s stall had been scattered in pieces over the pavement. Empty water bottles and shredded signs littered the square, making it look like a hurricane had swept through.

In the corner, a man lay on the ground, bleeding from the head and moaning, and two EMTs tended to him. Aidan hurried back toward home, sticking to the side streets until he saw Liam standing in the doorway of their house.

Liam ran toward him and wrapped his arms around him. “I was so worried about you! Why don’t you listen?”

“I was fine, Liam,” Aidan said with more certainty than he felt.

“Whatever. Neither of us is going out until this is all over.” He took Aidan by the arm, and they walked back to the house.

“Did you at least make dinner?” Aidan asked as they walked inside.

“Are you kidding? I couldn’t concentrate on anything while I was worrying about you.”

“Or you just figured you’d wait for me to get home.”

Fortunately, there was plenty of food in the refrigerator and freezer, and Aidan threw together a chicken-and-vegetable stir-fry as they watched TV coverage of the demonstrations. “That’s where I was,” Aidan said as the camera panned past the cathedral.

“I don’t want to talk about it anymore,” Liam said.

Typical, Aidan thought. Whenever something important happened, Liam shut down, despite Aidan’s desire to talk things out.

They ate in silence, watching the TV until there was nothing new to see. Liam stayed in the living room when Aidan rose to go to the bedroom. He wanted Liam to recognize that he was upset and still a bit frightened, and comfort him. But that wasn’t Liam’s way. After nearly two years together, Aidan should have accepted that, but he couldn’t help wanting things to be different. He sat up in bed, unable to concentrate on his book, replaying what had happened earlier that day and what he might have done differently.

Just before ten o’clock, Liam’s cell phone rang. “Who the hell is calling this late?” he grumbled. Aidan came out of the bedroom to see him answer the phone.

“Who’s this?” he demanded without preamble. “Oh, James. Sorry. What’s up?”

Aidan watched Liam as he listened. “How did you hear?”

“Hear what?” Aidan asked.

Liam held up his hand. “I need a pencil and paper.” Then he spoke into the phone. “Give me the address. You want us to bring her to you tonight? It’s going to be dangerous. Why don’t we camp out at your sister-in-law’s apartment, then drive out tomorrow?”

He listened some more. “Yes, I know it’s not the Muslim way, James. But we don’t have much choice.”

He listened some more, then hung up.

“What?” Aidan asked.

“Remember Farid talking about his niece last night? Well, her mother and her uncle were arrested during the demonstration today, and she’s all alone. James wants us to pick her up and bring her out to Tebourba. He agreed we could go to the girl and stay with her, then drive her out tomorrow.”

“I’d better pack.” Aidan put aside his irritation and unhappiness and focused on the task at hand. It was what Liam did.

While Aidan put together their clothes and toiletries, Liam checked their guns and ammunition. It was too late to make arrangements for Fadi, the bartender at the Bar Mamounia, to keep an eye on Hayam, so she would have to go with them.

They finished at about the same time. “Where are we going?” Aidan asked.

Liam opened a program on his phone and punched in the address. “Apartment building off the Rue Mongi Slim,” he said.

After a particularly lucrative assignment, Aidan and Liam had bought a used Jeep, which they kept parked at a lot a few blocks from their house. They walked to it and loaded it up with clothes and gear. The streets were quiet and eerily deserted as they drove inland. Stores had turned off their neon signs and display lighting, and there were few street lamps. “Everyone with sense is indoors,” Liam grumbled.

“What do you know about this girl?” Aidan asked. “How old is she?”

“Thirteen. Her name is Leila. Farid doesn’t know much more because the mother has kept him away for the last few years, since his brother, the girl’s father, went into exile.”

“Thirteen, and her family is into radical Islam,” Aidan said. “She’s probably old enough to wear a hijab.”

“Women don’t wear the hijab in the city,” Liam said. “Even the most religious ones.”

It took them twenty minutes to find the Rue Mongi Slim and locate the apartment building, then to park nearby. Liam drew his gun from its holster before he stepped out of the Jeep. Aidan did the same, though there was no one around to threaten them. Hayam refused to stay in the Jeep, jumping out behind Aidan and quickly peeing against a curb.

They walked quickly to the building, hyperalert to any sound or movement. The lock on the front door was broken, so they walked inside and climbed to apartment 3G, Hayam trotting with them on her short legs.

Liam knocked on the door and spoke in Arabic. “Leila? My name is Liam, and your Uncle Farid has sent me and my partner to look after you while your mother can’t be here.”

There was silence on the other side of the door. Liam knocked again. “Leila? Are you there?”

The door opened just an inch, and Aidan could see a dark-haired girl peeking through. “My mother does not like my Uncle Farid,” she said in Arabic.

“That’s true,” Liam replied. “But you know a young woman needs a male relative to look after her. Your mother was arrested today at a demonstration, and she called your uncle. He could not get into the city from Tebourba this late at night, so he asked us to come to you and then bring you to his house tomorrow.”

She opened the door a bit wider. Aidan could see that she was wearing jeans and a long-sleeved top despite the warm temperature. “My mother was arrested?”

Liam nodded. “May we come inside?”

She stepped back and opened the door, and Liam and Aidan walked inside. “You have a dog!” Leila got down to the floor and petted Hayam, who rolled on her back and waved her little legs in the air.

The living room was simple, with a low sofa along two walls, a couple of chairs, and a television set on a wooden table. There were frayed carpets on the floor, and the only art on the walls were a series of verses from the Koran written in a flowing Arabic script.

“You are American?” Leila said in English as she stood up from petting the dog and backed away.

“You speak English?” Aidan asked.

She nodded. “But I must not speak to men outside of my family, except when my uncle is present.”

“Well, that’s going to be a problem,” Liam said. “Since one of your uncles is in jail with your mother, and the other is in Tebourba. We’re going to have to bend the rules a little.”

“I do not have to listen to you,” Leila said, crossing her arms. “You are infidels.”

Liam shook his head. “Ah, Leila, you don’t know your Islamic law, do you? I’m a Christian, and Aidan is a Jew, and that makes us both People of the Book. The Koran says it’s a punishable offense to call any member of the People of the Book an infidel.”

Aidan would have snickered if he hadn’t been so irritated by the girl. “Let’s not argue tonight,” he said. “It’s late, and we’re all tired. Liam and I will sleep out here in the living room. You sleep in your room. Then in the morning, we’ll discuss where we go and what we do.” He crossed his arms in a mimicry of her own actions. “And besides, according to the Koran, men are the maintainers and protectors of women. You are required by your faith to obey what we say.”

“I want to talk to my mother.”

“She’s being held at the Mornaguia Prison,” Liam said. “You can call there, but I don’t know if they’ll let you talk to her.”

“We have no telephone,” Leila said.

Liam pulled his phone out of his pocket. He looked up the phone number for the prison and dialed it, then handed the phone to Leila. She took it reluctantly.

Aidan could only follow Leila’s side of the conversation, but he understood that whoever Leila was speaking to could not confirm that her mother was being held there, and even if she was, Leila could not speak to her.

As she argued with the prison official, Aidan looked at her more closely. She was not a pretty girl; her face was round and already pockmarked with acne, and the perpetual frown she wore didn’t help.

Whoever she was speaking with must have hung up on her, because Leila cursed and looked like she was ready to spit.

“Would you like to talk to your Uncle Farid?” Liam asked gently.

She frowned, but she nodded slightly. She handed the phone back to Liam, who dialed the number in Tebourba. “James? Liam McCullough. I’m here with Farid’s niece. She’d like to speak with him.”

He waited until Farid was on the line and then handed the phone to Leila. She spoke in a rush of Arabic that Aidan couldn’t follow at all. All he could do was watch her body language move from anger to resignation. She handed the phone back to Liam, looking down at the ground.

“We’ll bring her out to you tomorrow,” Liam said into the phone. He listened. “Good. We’ll call again in the morning.”

He shut the phone off. “You have a bathroom here?”

Leila went into her bedroom and locked the door. Aidan and Liam both used the bathroom, then rolled sleeping bags out on the carpeted floor.

* * *
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WHEN AIDAN WOKE THE next morning, filtered golden light streamed in through the living room windows, and dust motes danced in the air. The sounds of morning traffic rolled in through the open window. He shifted and realized that Liam’s arm was sprawled over him. Hayam was curled up at their feet. It was a lot like being back home, only surrounded by other people’s furniture and without a bed beneath them.

He looked up to see Leila standing over them. She was wearing a black-and-silver scarf over her head and wrapped around her neck, a long-sleeved shirt, and jeans.

“You are homosexuals,” she said, spitting the words out. “In the Hadith, Mohammed says that homosexuality is an abomination and a grave sin. If a man comes upon a man, then they are both adulterers.”

Aidan groaned and pushed Liam’s arm off him. “Good morning to you too, Miss Sunshine.” He sat up. His back was out of kilter from sleeping on the floor, and he shifted and twisted to stretch.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
AOLIVES

"A great story... | can't wait
for the next installment
of this series."
—Amazon reviewer

. PLAKCY

rar u':g-—i;//,-'-_ 1o






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





