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      Marriage is my practice.
One who forsakes this practice of mine is not from me.

      
      —the Prophet Mohammed, praise be upon him,

      sallalahu alayhi wasallam.





      




      
      
      1

      
      Before the sun set that evening, Nayir filled his canteen, tucked a prayer rug beneath his arm, and climbed the south-facing
         dune near the camp. Behind him came a burst of loud laughter from one of the tents, and he imagined that his men were playing
         cards, probably tarneep, and passing the siddiqi around. Years of travelling in the desert had taught him that it was impossible to stop people from doing whatever they liked.
         There was no law out here, and if the men wanted alcohol they would drink. It disgusted Nayir that they would wake up on Friday
         morning, the holy day, their bodies fouled with gin. But he said nothing. After ten days of fruitless searching, he was not
         in the mood to chastise.
      

      
      He scaled the dune at an easy pace, stopping only once he’d reached the crest. From here he had a sprawling view of the desert
         valley, crisp and flat, surrounded by low dunes that undulated in the golden colour of sunset. But his eye was drawn to the
         blot on the landscape: half a dozen vultures hunched over a jackal’s carcass. It was the reason they’d stopped here – another
         false lead.
      

      
      Two days ago, they’d given up scouring the desert and started to follow the vultures instead, but each flock of vultures brought only the sight of a dead jackal or gazelle. It
         was a relief of course, but a disappointment too. He still held out hope that they would find her.
      

      
      Taking his compass from his pocket, he found the direction of Mecca and pointed his prayer rug there. He opened his canteen
         and took a precautionary sniff. The water smelled tinny. He took a swig then quickly knelt on the sand to perform his ablutions.
         He scrubbed his arms, neck and hands, and, when he was finished, screwed the canteen tightly shut, relishing the brief coolness
         of water on his skin.
      

      
      Standing above the rug, he began to pray, but his thoughts kept on turning to Nouf. For the sake of modesty he tried not to
         imagine her face or her body, but the more he thought about her, the more vivid she became. In his mind, she was walking through
         the desert, leaning into the wind, black cloak whipping against her sunburned ankles. Allah forgive me for imagining her ankles, he thought. And then: At least I think she’s still alive.

      
      When he wasn’t praying, he imagined other things about her. He saw her kneeling and shovelling sand into her mouth, mistaking
         it for water. He saw her sprawled on her back, the metal of a cell phone burning a brand onto her palm. He saw the jackals
         tearing her body to pieces. During prayers, he tried to reverse these fears and imagine her still struggling. Tonight, his
         mind fought harder than ever to give life to what felt like a hopeless case.
      

      
      Prayers finished, he felt more tired than before. He rolled up the rug and sat on the sand at the very edge of the hill, looking
         out at the dunes that surrounded the valley. The wind picked up and stroked the desert floor, begging a few grains of sand
         the better to flaunt its elegance, while the earth shed its skin with a ripple and seemed to take flight. The bodies of the
         dunes changed endlessly with the winds. They rose into peaks or slithered like snake trails. The Bedouin had taught him how to interpret the shapes to determine the
         chance of a sandstorm or the direction of tomorrow’s wind. Some Bedouin believed that the forms held prophetic meanings too.
         Right now, the land directly ahead of him formed a series of crescents, graceful half-moons that rolled toward the horizon.
         Crescents meant change was in the air.
      

      
      His thoughts turned to the picture in his pocket. Checking to see that no one was coming up the hill behind him, he took the
         picture out and allowed himself the rare indulgence of studying a woman’s face.
      

      
      Nouf ash-Shrawi stood in the centre of the frame, smiling happily as she cut a slice of cake at her younger sister’s birthday
         party. She had a long nose, black eyes, and a gorgeous smile; it was hard to imagine that just four weeks after the picture
         was taken she had run away – to the desert, no less – leaving everything behind: a fiancé, a luxurious life, and a large,
         happy family. She’d even left the five-year-old sister who stood beside her in the picture looking up at her with heartbreaking
         adoration. Why? he wondered. Nouf was only sixteen. She had a whole life in front of her.
      

      
      And where did she go?

      
      When Othman had phoned and told him about his sister’s disappearance, he had sounded weaker than Nayir had ever heard him.
         ‘I’d give my blood,’ he stammered, ‘if that would help find her.’ In the long silence that followed, Nayir knew he was crying;
         he’d heard the choke in his voice. Othman had never asked for anything before. Nayir said he would assist.
      

      
      For many years, he had taken the Shrawi men to the desert. In fact, he’d taken dozens of families just like the Shrawis, and
         they were all the same: rich and pompous, desperate to prove that they hadn’t lost their Bedouin birthright even though, for most of them, the country’s dark wells of petroleum would always be more compelling than its landscape.
         But Othman was different. He was one of the few men who loved the desert as much as Nayir and who had the brains to enjoy
         his adventures. He didn’t mount a camel until someone told him how to get off. He didn’t get sunburn, didn’t get lost. Drawn
         together by a mutual love of the desert, he and Nayir had fallen into an easy friendship that had deepened over the years.
      

      
      On the telephone, Othman was so distraught that the story came out in confusing fragments. His sister was gone. She had run
         away. Maybe she’d been kidnapped. Because of their wealth, it was possible that someone wanted ransom money – but kidnappings
         were rare, and there was no ransom note yet. Only a day had passed, but it seemed long enough. Nayir had to pry to get the
         facts. No one knew exactly when she had left; they only noticed she was missing in the late afternoon. She had last been seen
         in the morning, when she told her mother she was going to the mall to exchange a pair of shoes. But by evening, the family
         had discovered that other things were gone too: a pick-up truck, the new black cloak she was saving for the honeymoon. When
         they realized that a camel was missing from the stables, they decided she’d run away to the desert.
      

      
      Her disappearance had taken everyone by surprise. ‘She was happy,’ Othman said. ‘She was about to get married.’

      
      ‘Maybe she got nervous?’ Nayir had asked gently.

      
      ‘No, she wanted this marriage.’

      
      If there was more to the story, Othman wasn’t saying.

      
      Nayir spent the next day making preparations. He refused the lavish payment the family offered, taking only what he needed.
         He hired fifty-two camels, contacted every desert man he knew, and even called the Ministry of the Interior’s Special Services
         to see if they could track her by military satellite, but their overhead optics were reserved for other things. Still, he managed to compose a search and
         rescue team involving several dozen men and a unit of part-time Bedouin who wouldn’t even look at Nouf’s picture, claiming
         they didn’t need to, that there was only one type of woman for whom being stranded in the largest desert in the world was
         a kind of improvement on her daily life. The men developed a theory that Nouf had eloped with an American lover to escape
         her arranged marriage. It was hard to say why they all believed the idea. There had been a few cases of rich Saudi girls falling
         for American men, and they were shocking enough to linger in the collective memory. But it wasn’t as frequent as people supposed,
         and as far as Nayir knew, no Saudi girl had ever eloped to the desert.
      

      
      The Shrawis asked Nayir to focus his search on one area of the desert, with radii extending outward from As-Sulayyil. They
         stationed other search parties to the north and northwest, and one to the southwest. He would have liked more liberty to expand
         his operations at his own discretion, but as it was, he was hemmed in by strangers who seldom bothered to communicate with
         him. So he ignored the rules. Two days in, he ordered his men to follow their own instincts even if it took them into neighbouring
         territory. If Nouf was still out there, her chances of survival dwindled with every hour of daylight. This was no time to
         be formal, as if the search were a wedding dinner and the guests should be seated just so.
      

      
      Besides, his team was the largest, and although he didn’t often do search and rescue, he knew the desert better than most.
         He’d practically grown up in the desert. His uncle Samir had raised him, and Samir kept foreign friends: scholars, scientists,
         men who came to study the Red Sea, the birds and the fish, or the Bedouin way of life. Nayir spent summers chipping dirt on archaeological digs for rich Europeans who sought the tomb of Abraham, or the remains of the gold
         that the Jews had carried from Egypt. He spent winters clutching the rear humps of camels, clattering through the sand with
         tin pots and canteens. He became an archer, a falconer, a survivalist of sorts who could find his way home from remote locations
         needing only a headscarf, water, and the sky. He wasn’t a Bedouin by blood, but he felt like one.
      

      
      He’d never failed to find a lost traveller. If Nouf had run away, he had to assume that she didn’t want to be found. For ten
         days they scoured the dunes in Rovers, on camels, from airplanes and choppers, and in frequent cases they found each other,
         which caused some relief, hard as it was to find anything living in all of that sand. But they did not find Nouf, and finally
         the reports that Nayir’s men placed before him began to suggest alternative theories in which she’d taken an overnight bus
         to Muscat, or boarded an airplane for Amman.
      

      
      He cursed the situation. Maybe she’d spent a night in the wild and decided it was too uncomfortable, too dirty, and she’d
         moved on. Yet Nayir feared that she had stayed, and now it was too late. It took only two days for a man to die in the desert.
         For a young girl from a wealthy family, a girl who had probably never left the comfort of an air-conditioned room, death would
         come faster than that.
      

      
      The sunset showered the landscape in a warm orange light, and a stiff sirocco troubled the air. It stirred a sharp longing
         that reached beyond his concerns for Nouf. Lately, he’d been overcome by thoughts of what was missing in his life. Irrationally,
         he felt that it wasn’t only Nouf he’d lost, it was the possibility of finding any woman. Closing his eyes, he asked Allah
         once again: What is Your plan for me? I trust in Your plan, but I’m impatient. Please reveal Your design.

      
      
      Behind him came a shout. Quickly stuffing the picture back in his pocket, he stood up and saw one of his men at the bottom
         of the hill, pointing at a pair of headlights in the distance. Nayir grabbed his rug and canteen and scrambled down the dune.
         Someone was coming, and a desperate foreboding told him that it was bad news. He jogged along the bottom of the dune and waited
         as the Rover drove into the camp. It stopped beside the largest tent.
      

      
      Nayir didn’t recognize the young man at the wheel. He looked like a Bedouin with his sharp features and dark skin. He was
         wearing a leather bomber jacket over his dusty white robe, and when he stepped out of the car, he regarded Nayir with apprehension.
      

      
      Nayir welcomed the guest and extended his hand. He knew he was too big and imposing to put anyone at ease, but he tried. Nervously,
         the boy introduced himself as Ibrahim Suleiman, a son of one of the Shrawi servants. The men gathered around, waiting for
         the news, but Ibrahim stood quietly, and Nayir realized that he wanted to speak in private.
      

      
      He led the boy into the tent, praying that the men hadn’t been drinking after all. There was no worse way to disgrace oneself
         than to lead a man into a tent that smelled of alcohol. But the tent doors were open and the wind blew in, along with a generous
         spray of sand.
      

      
      Inside, Nayir lit a lamp, offered his guest a floor cushion, and began preparing tea. He refrained from asking questions,
         but he hurried through the tea-making because he was eager to hear the news. Once it was ready, Nayir sat cross-legged beside
         his guest and waited for him to drink first.
      

      
      Once the second cup had been poured, Ibrahim leaned forward and balanced his teacup on his knee. ‘They found her,’ he said,
         his eyes lowered.
      

      
      ‘They did?’ The tension drained out of Nayir so suddenly that it hurt. ‘Where?’

      
      
      ‘About two kilometres south of the Shrawi campsite. She was near a wadi.’

      
      ‘They’ve had men there for a week. Are they certain it’s her?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Who found her?’

      
      ‘We’re not sure. Someone who wasn’t working for the family. Travellers.’

      
      ‘How do you know this?’

      
      ‘Tahsin’s cousin Majid came to our camp and delivered the news. He’d spoken to the Coroner.’ Ibrahim took another sip of his
         tea. ‘He said that the travellers took her back to Jeddah. She was already dead.’
      

      
      ‘Dead?’

      
      ‘Yes.’ Ibrahim sat back. ‘They took her to the Coroner’s office in Jeddah. They had no idea who she was.’

      
      It was over. He thought about his men outside, wondered if they would feel relief or disappointment. Probably relief. He wasn’t
         sure what to tell them about the girl. It was odd that the family’s own search party had been stationed near the wadi. A group
         of cousins and servants must have been right on top of her, yet they missed her completely. They also missed whoever had been
         travelling through the area. The travellers must have returned her body to the city before the Shrawis had even figured out
         that they’d passed through. All of this made Nayir uneasy, but he would have to double-check the information; it wasn’t exactly
         reliable.
      

      
      ‘How did the family find out about it?’ Nayir asked.

      
      ‘Someone at the Coroner’s office knows the family and called them to break the news.’

      
      Nayir nodded, still feeling numb. The teapot was empty. Slowly he stood and went to the stove. He poured more water into the
         pot and lit the match for the stove with a clumsy twitch, burning the tip of his thumb. The sharpness of the pain lit a spark inside him, a quick, fierce anger. The urge to find her was still strong. Forgive me for my pride, he thought. I should think about the family now. But he couldn’t.
      

      
      He went back and sat down. ‘Do you know how she died?’

      
      ‘No.’ There was a sad acceptance in the boy’s eyes. ‘Heat stroke, I imagine.’

      
      ‘It’s a terrible way to die,’ Nayir said. ‘I can’t help thinking there’s something we could have done.’

      
      ‘I doubt it.’

      
      ‘Why?’ Nayir asked. ‘What do you think happened to her?’

      
      The Bedouin looked him straight in the eye. ‘Same thing that happens to any girl, I think.’

      
      ‘And what’s that?’ Nayir asked. Love? Sex? What do you know about it? Ibrahim’s face told him that it had been wrong to ask; the boy was blushing. Nayir wanted to know more, to pry the answers
         out of him, but he knew, too, that if Nouf’s death had happened because of love or sex, then any truthful reply would be less
         proper still. Modestly, he waited for an elaboration, but Ibrahim merely sipped his tea, resolute in his silence.
      

   



      
      
      2

      
      Dank and grubby, Rawashin Alley could not have less resembled a depot of Paradise, a way-station for bodies on their way to
         Allah. Yet the Coroner’s building was there, tucked between two ugly office buildings and looking rather like a cousin of
         both. The upper part of the Seventies-era structure was grey and boxy with round concrete protrusions that partially shielded
         a column of tinted windows. Iron bars crisscrossed the façade. The effect was like viewing cracked eggshells in a cage. The
         lower floor was windowless, a sheer slab of concrete interrupted only by a pair of metal doors and a security-code panel.
         Nayir had tried the doors already, spoken to an elderly guard, and been directed to a stairway at the side of the building.
      

      
      Incongruously, the basement exterior was like an advertisement for the Old Jeddah Restoration Society. It ran the length of
         the building and contained some of the famous bay windows for which the street was named. The rawashin displayed teak latticework and shallow arched headings. Peeling paint curled from the stone walls beneath them. At the bottom
         of the stairs, a single wooden door was propped open, revealing folds of darkness within.
      

      
      
      Loitering at the foot of the stairway, Nayir gathered his wits by chewing a peppery miswak and spitting its bristles onto
         the ground. He told himself that he had to go inside, there was no way around it. The sun beat down, and he was sweating in
         a painful way, as if his skin were oozing nails. This visit wasn’t just a favour for the Shrawis – which was what he had been
         telling himself the whole way there; this was, he now realized, an invasion of privacy. Nouf’s corpse was inside, and it was
         his job to take her home.
      

      
      He had spent all night in the desert wrestling with his failure. While his body sought much-needed sleep, his mind gnawed
         stubbornly on the myriad decisions he could have made, commands he could have issued, instincts he could have followed that
         might have saved her life. He’d finally fallen asleep around 5 a.m. only to wake abruptly an hour later to find that his frustration
         had dissolved into pity and guilt. There was nothing he could do for Nouf now, but however unlikely it was that he could still
         assist her family, he felt compelled to try.
      

      
      He’d spent his morning prayers meditating. The Shrawis were too modest, too private to appreciate a display of condolence.
         It had to be something useful and quiet. As he packed up his equipment, loaded his Jeep and drove back into the city, he scoured
         his thoughts for the perfect gesture, but the exhaustion of the past week was taking its toll. It was only when Jeddah came
         into view that his energy began to return, and with it a tentative idea: Nouf’s body might still be at the Coroner’s. The
         Shrawi sons would have just returned from the desert themselves; they would be distraught and exhausted. They would probably
         send servants to pick up the body, or perhaps someone from the mosque. How degrading to think of the parade of strangers’
         hands and eyes that had already swept over her corpse. Would the family not prefer that someone close to them handle Nouf’s final trip home?
      

      
      From the Jeep he phoned Othman and fumbled through the question: Would you need – would it be all right, I thought I might help, if she’s still at the Coroner’s …?

      
      ‘Thank you so much,’ Othman said quietly. ‘It would be an enormous help.’

      
      The tone of relief in his voice prompted Nayir to say: ‘Just tell me what to do.’

      
      Now staring at the bay window’s intricate latticework, his body weary but his mind perversely growing sharper as the minutes
         ticked by, Nayir confronted the less pleasant reasons he’d come. Morbid curiosity. The need for a sense of closure. A desire
         to prove himself capable of something. It was the selfishness of this last reason that weighed on him most.
      

      
      The family is waiting.

      
      Flicking his miswak into the gutter, he marshalled himself and entered the building only to find another set of stairs. He
         descended these with both hands pressed firmly to the wall. After the nuclear white of the day, the darkness was sudden and
         total.
      

      
      Once his eyes adjusted, he saw a security guard reading at his desk. The sight of the plain brown uniform and the surly face
         above it unsettled him. This was the building’s real security. Slicing and prodding a dead human body was forbidden by law,
         and while the government quietly sanctioned autopsies, there would always be vigilantes hunting for un-Muslim behaviour.
      

      
      Seeing Nayir, the guard narrowed his eyes. Nayir approached the desk and looked behind its occupant, down a single long hallway
         that was dimly lit with fluorescent lights. ‘I’m here to pick up a body.’ He fished in his pocket for the official release
         form he’d received from one of the Shrawi servants that afternoon.
      

      
      
      The guard studied the paper carefully, folded it, and handed it back. ‘She’s down the hall,’ he said.

      
      ‘Which—?’

      
      The man raised an eyebrow and pointed behind him to the only corridor in view. Nayir nodded. He tried to relax. He wiped the
         sweat from his neck and approached a pair of swing doors at the end of the hall. When he opened them, the smell hit him like
         a slap: ammonia, death, blood, and something else just as foul. Forcing a swallow, he thought he could taste sulphur from
         the brimstone that the Bedouin sometimes used to purify departing souls. No, he thought, that’s my imagination. The room was sterile and bright. In the centre stood a medical examiner bent over a body on the table. He was a lanky man
         with a cap of grey hair a shade darker than his lab coat. He looked up. ‘Salaam aleikum.’
      

      
      ‘W’aleikum as-salaam.’ Nayir felt dizzy and tried not to look at the body. He turned his gaze to the cabinets, packed with textbooks, gauze, empty
         glass jars.
      

      
      ‘Can I help you?’ the examiner asked.

      
      ‘I understand you have the girl who—’

      
      ‘Are you family?’

      
      ‘No, I’m not. No.’ Irrationally, Nayir felt like a pervert. He had the urge to explain that he was there out of duty, not
         desire. The air was hot and close; he could smell the corpse and it was making him sick. The edges of his vision flickered
         with darkness. He took a deep breath and turned to see a blood-smeared smock hanging on the wall.
      

      
      ‘Then you’re not allowed in here,’ the examiner said.

      
      ‘I have permission to see the body. I have to see – I mean, I have to pick it up.’ He ran a hand down his face. ‘I’m here
         to pick up the body.’
      

      
      The examiner dropped his scalpel in a silver tray and regarded Nayir with frustration. ‘We’re not done with it. You’re just
         going to have to wait.’
      

      
      
      Nayir was vaguely relieved. ‘Before I take her, I’d like to make sure that it’s really her.’

      
      ‘It’s her.’ The examiner, seeing Nayir’s reluctance, came around the table. ‘Let me see your papers. Nouf Ash-Shrawi, right?’
         He took the papers from Nayir and read them carefully. ‘Yes, she’s the one.’ He motioned to the table behind him.
      

      
      Nayir hesitated, uncomfortable with his next remark. ‘I’d like to see her face.’

      
      The examiner stared at him, and Nayir realized that he’d crossed a line, that the examiner now thought he was a pervert even
         if he did have the right papers.
      

      
      ‘Only because it’s a matter of principle,’ Nayir said.

      
      ‘She’s already been identified.’

      
      Nayir read the man’s nametag: Abdullah Maamoon, Medical Examiner. He was just about to speak again when the door opened behind them, and a woman entered the room. There would, of course,
         be female examiners to handle the female corpses, but seeing one in the flesh was a shock. She wore a white lab coat and a
         hijab, a black scarf on her hair. Because her face was exposed, he averted his gaze, blushing as he did so. Uncertain where to rest
         his eyes, he let them fall on the plastic ID tag that hung round her neck: Katya Hijazi, Laboratory Technician. He was surprised to see her first name on the tag – it should have been as private as her hair or the shape of her body
         – and it made her seem defiant.
      

      
      Worried that the older man might think he was staring at her breasts, Nayir dropped his gaze to the floor, catching sight
         of two shapely feet ensconced in bright blue sandals. He blushed again and turned away from her, trying not to turn completely
         but just enough to indicate that he wouldn’t look at her.
      

      
      The woman’s shoulders drooped slightly, which seemed to indicate that she’d noticed Nayir’s discomfort and was disappointed by it. Reaching into her pocket, she took out a burqa,
         draped it over her face, and fastened the Velcro at the back of her head. Pleased by the action, but still uncomfortable with
         her presence in the room, Nayir watched her from the periphery of his vision. Once the burqa was on, and it was all right
         to glance at her, he dared a peek, but a slit in the burqa showed her eyes, and she looked right at him. He quickly glanced
         away, disturbed by her forwardness.
      

      
      ‘Salaam aleikum, Dr Maamoon,’ she said, approaching the examiner. Her voice was challenging. ‘You haven’t been giving Mr Sharqi a hard time,
         have you?’
      

      
      Nayir hoped his confusion didn’t show. How did she know his name? And what sort of woman wielded a strange man’s name so confidently?
         The guard must have told her. But why?
      

      
      The examiner was piqued by her forwardness and grumbled unintelligibly. She must have been a new employee, not yet used to
         dealing with the more traditional old man.
      

      
      ‘Oh, good,’ the woman said, ‘because he’s here to pick up the body.’

      
      Maamoon shot Nayir a suspicious look. ‘So he said.’

      
      Miss Hijazi turned to Nayir. She was standing right next to him, a little closer than was appropriate, he thought. ‘How are
         you going to transport her?’ she asked.
      

      
      He hesitated, unwilling to speak directly to her. He glanced down and caught a glimpse of her hand. She was wearing a wedding
         band, or perhaps an engagement ring; he couldn’t tell. The fact that she had a husband made her presence here slightly easier
         to take – but only slightly.
      

      
      Nayir spoke to the examiner. ‘I have a Jeep parked outside, but I’d like to identify the body before I leave with it.’

      
      ‘All right,’ Miss Hijazi answered. Nayir thought it was brazen of her to talk when she was not being spoken to, but her professional manner surprised him. Women, even the forward ones, usually regarded him as an animal of some sort – his
         tall and hulking frame, his deep, rough voice. But this one, although she stepped carefully around him, seemed at ease. ‘We’ve
         already identified her, you know.’
      

      
      Nayir’s stomach flopped. She seemed determined to start a conversation, but he kept his eyes on Maamoon, wishing the old man
         would talk to him. Instead he stood there looking suspicious. ‘I want to see the body myself,’ Nayir said, thinking: At this point, all I really want to do is leave.
      

      
      ‘She’s on the table now. You can have a look.’

      
      Miss Hijazi led him to the metal table where Nouf’s body lay and pulled the sheet from her face. When Nayir looked down, he
         felt another wave of dizziness but remembered to breathe. At first, he didn’t see any resemblance to Nouf, but as he studied
         the contours of her face, he began to see it – the small, careful mouth, the high Shrawi cheekbones.
      

      
      ‘I think it’s her.’ He coughed as the smell rose up and engulfed him. Poor girl. Her face was half-charred from the sun, and
         the other half was a ghastly grey. She must have been lying on her side for days; the burns were extreme. The grey side, however,
         was spattered with mud. ‘Thank you,’ he said, stepping back.
      

      
      Miss Hijazi inspected Nouf’s head. Nayir noticed something sticky in her hair just above the left ear. He turned to Maamoon
         and asked: ‘Is that blood?’
      

      
      Maamoon simply shrugged while Miss Hijazi continued inspecting the wound. ‘Yes,’ she answered finally. ‘There’s bruising.
         It looks like someone hit her pretty hard. And there’s something else …’ With a pair of tweezers, she plucked a tiny sliver
         from the wound and held it up. ‘Looks like a wood chip.’
      

      
      Nayir felt a strange agitation. He kept his eyes on the examiner. ‘Was that wound the cause of death?’

      
      
      ‘No,’ said Maamoon. ‘She drowned.’

      
      A silence ensued, but Maamoon, his eyes flashing with a professional delight, pointed to an X-ray on the wall that showed
         Nouf’s chest. Nayir studied the X-ray, not sure what to make of it. ‘She drowned?’
      

      
      ‘That’s what I said. A classic case. Foam in the mouth. Her lungs and stomach were filled with water.’

      
      The simplicity of ‘drowning’ begged all sorts of questions. At least, when a woman drowns in the largest sand desert in the
         world, there ought to be an equally remarkable explanation.
      

      
      ‘If she drowned,’ Nayir said, ‘then how do you explain the wound on her head?’

      
      The examiner bristled. ‘She must have bumped it.’

      
      ‘While she was drowning?’

      
      ‘Yes, while she was drowning.’
      

      
      During this exchange, Miss Hijazi continued to probe Nouf’s scalp. Nayir noticed that her hands were unsteady. He dared a
         look at her eyes and saw a frown. ‘If this wound is from the drowning,’ she said finally, ‘then there must be other wounds
         like it on her body.’
      

      
      Nayir marvelled at her audacity and wondered how the examiner could put up with it. He glanced at her nametag again, noticing
         this time that she was a lab technician, not a medical examiner. What exactly was the difference?
      

      
      ‘It rained a week ago, did it not?’ Maamoon asked.

      
      ‘Almost two weeks ago,’ Nayir answered. ‘The day she disappeared there was rain. How long has she been dead?’

      
      ‘It’s difficult to say.’

      
      Nayir could feel the woman’s gaze on his face, but he kept his attention on Maamoon. ‘Is it possible to say whether the bump
         on her head occurred when she was still alive?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ the woman said.

      
      
      Nayir waited for an elaboration but she didn’t provide one. A silence ensued, and Miss Hijazi gently moved the sheet from
         Nouf’s arms. When she turned her attention to a series of bruises on the wrists and hands, Nayir allowed himself to watch.
         She swabbed one of the lesions. ‘Looks like sand,’ she said. ‘There’s something beneath her fingernails, too. These look like
         defensive wounds.’
      

      
      ‘No, no, no,’ Maamoon clucked, pushing her aside and pointing to one of Nouf’s wrists. ‘Those marks are from a camel’s reins.
         Don’t you see the pattern?’
      

      
      Nayir studied the wounds more closely. They weren’t uniform, and Nouf had scratches on her fingertips as well. ‘They look
         like defensive wounds to me.’
      

      
      Maamoon grew stern. ‘I said they’re from leather straps.’
      

      
      Miss Hijazi placed a swab in a glass tube and set it gently on the counter. Turning back to the body, she paused for a moment
         and then gingerly lifted the edge of the grey sheet that covered Nouf’s legs. She held it in the air and studied the body
         for a long time. Nayir watched her eyes move over it, as carefully and sensitively as her hands, and it surprised him to see
         that she was touched by this death. There was a sadness in her eyes that spoke of personal loss, and he wondered if she had
         known the family and if she was the one who had informed them.
      

      
      Finally, she laid down the sheet. When she spoke, her voice was questioning, reluctant, a sharp contrast to her words. ‘I
         see no evidence that she touched a camel. No hairs on the body, no abrasions on her thighs.’ Maamoon tried to interrupt her
         but she continued: ‘I don’t have much experience estimating time of death, but I’d guess she’s been dead at least a week.’
      

      
      ‘Of course!’ Maamoon snapped. ‘Considering how often it rains in the desert, I’d say she died when it rained. Here’s what happened. The wadis filled up, she was crossing the desert through one
         of those wadis and – shack! – it started to rain. She tried to swim, but a flash flood carried her away. She banged her head; she hurt her wrists. Yanni, she drowned.’
      

      
      Nayir studied the examiner. ‘But she had a camel.’

      
      ‘So what?’ he cried. ‘Camels can’t swim!’

      
      Which was completely untrue. Gorillas were the only animals incapable of swimming. Camels, despite infrequent contact with
         water, happened to excel at the sport. Nayir had seen it himself at the Dromedary Rehabilitation Centre in Dubai, where the
         therapists encouraged their patients into pools to heal broken bones and soothe arthritic joints. Once in the water, the camels
         frolicked like children and even grew angry when the sessions ended. Why, they seemed to ask, did Allah craft our bodies to live out of water?

      
      ‘Camels swim,’ he said. ‘And the camel would have saved her life.’ Nayir fumbled in his pocket for another miswak and stuffed
         it into his mouth, grateful for the spicy taste which took away some of the odour of death. He chewed for a while and circled
         the table. Nouf’s right hand stuck out from under the sheet. The wrist was splattered with a brownish mud. It seemed to have
         been baked into her skin by the heat. ‘What is this?’ he asked.
      

      
      ‘It looks like mud,’ Miss Hijazi said. She scraped samples of the skin into a jar.

      
      Maamoon snatched the jar. ‘She drowned, my friends. Mr Sharqi, are you convinced that it’s her?’
      

      
      Nayir stopped chewing. ‘Yes, it’s her. But that’s strange about the camel.’

      
      Maamoon shrugged. ‘Maybe they got separated, say, before she entered the wadi?’

      
      ‘No one loses a camel in the desert. That’s suicide.’

      
      ‘I did not suggest suicide!’ the old man yelped.

      
      ‘Neither did I,’ Nayir said.

      
      
      The examiner narrowed his eyes. ‘Don’t even say it. It’s ridiculous! You think she was murdered?’
      

      
      Nayir raised his eyebrows.

      
      ‘How? I mean … how?’ Maamoon choked on his spit and coughed. ‘Someone would have to wait for the particular condition of this woman being in
         a wadi, alone, in the middle of the desert, without any camel, and it would have to rain and there would also have to be a
         flash flood at the very same time. And then this killer, who is by Allah a very patient man, would have to find a way to drown
         her in the flood without actually drowning himself. Who would do that? Why not just stab her and be done with it?’
      

      
      No one replied. Nayir stole a glance at Miss Hijazi’s eyes and found them inscrutable. The examiner was right – murder by
         drowning seemed far-fetched. Had Nouf found a water source and died in her desperation to take a drink? Perhaps she’d entered
         a flooded wadi. The rain had been strong, and he remembered being grateful for it, thinking it might just give her a chance
         to survive.
      

      
      ‘Is there anything else?’ the old man snapped, glaring at Nayir.

      
      ‘I just wondered if everything else was okay?’ he said. ‘With the body, I mean … was she okay?’
      

      
      Maamoon grimaced. Nayir realized that the examiner felt deeply pressured by his question. It gave him an odd feeling of power,
         even if it was only the result of the authority conferred upon him by the family.
      

      
      ‘I know what you’re asking,’ the examiner said, ‘and we haven’t got that far. Although she is not actually a medical examiner,
         Miss Hijazi’ – he said the name pejoratively – ‘is here to do an ultrasound.’ Abruptly, he whipped back the sheet to reveal
         Nouf’s whole body. Nayir blanched and lowered his eyes, but it didn’t prevent him from catching sight of everything – the
         hips, the legs, the pubis. Searching desperately for somewhere to rest his gaze, he caught sight of a tube of jelly, a syringe, and a metal instrument that looked
         dangerously like a phallus.
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ he said abruptly. ‘I think I’ll wait outside.’ As he turned to the door, he stopped. The room was spinning. He
         sucked in a chest full of air and bent over, hands gripping his knees, forehead pounding. His heart felt like a stone in a
         can. He imagined that single chasm between the girl’s legs but that moment bled strangely into the next, in which he found
         himself lying on the floor, head thumping.
      

      
      ‘Mr Sharqi!’ Maamoon was kneeling beside him, holding a bottle of camphor to his nose. ‘Mr Sharqi, Allah protect you, you’re
         an honest man.’
      

      
      ‘Water,’ Nayir croaked.

      
      ‘I’ll get you some!’ Shaking his head, Maamoon stood up and left the room.

      
      Nayir struggled to his feet, pausing as he stood to make sure he wouldn’t faint again.

      
      Miss Hijazi seemed upset. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Sharqi.’

      
      He was too embarrassed to reply, but at least she had the decency to go about her business. She took a fingerprint kit from
         the cabinet and, pulling a chair up to the table, she sat down and began taking Nouf’s prints.
      

      
      A long silence went by and he looked down at Nouf, or what used to be Nouf. The body was now safely beneath the sheet, but
         he still felt nauseous and had to look away.
      

      
      ‘Why do you need to do an ultrasound?’ he asked, keeping his eyes away from Miss Hijazi’s face.

      
      ‘Maybe you’d better sit down?’ she suggested.

      
      He was too startled by her forwardness to give a reply.

      
      ‘You’re here to pick up the body,’ she said, ‘so pick up the body and forget about the rest. The case is closed; they’ve decided
         it was an accidental death. As Maamoon said, I am not really an examiner. The real examiner is on maternity leave. I’m only here because they couldn’t find a replacement, and they need a woman to supervise the job. But because this
         is an important case, they brought Maamoon in from Riyadh, and he decided the death was caused by drowning. So drowning it
         is. No need to ask questions. It’s done.’
      

      
      The sarcasm in her voice surprised him. ‘You think it is a cover-up?’ he asked. She shrugged. If it were true, then the family
         would have to be behind it. They were the only people powerful enough. He could think of a few reasons the Shrawis would want
         to hide the truth, but the biggest reason of all was right in front of him.
      

      
      He hesitated before asking. ‘She wasn’t a virgin?’

      
      Miss Hijazi finished the fingerprints and packed up the kit. She stood and returned the kit to the wall. Nayir waited, hoping
         she would give him something, but when she turned back in his direction, he quickly looked away. He wished there were a way
         he could persuade her to trust him, but she was right not to. He was a stranger, and a man. Grudgingly, he acknowledged the
         decency of her silence, rebellious though it seemed.
      

      
      He looked at his watch. It was three-fifteen. Nouf had to be in the ground by sunset. He had less than an hour to get the
         body to the Shrawi estate; the family would need another hour to prepare it for burial.
      

      
      Maamoon came bustling in with a glass of water. It tasted like soap, but Nayir didn’t complain. The old man clapped him on
         the back and gave a sympathetic frown. ‘It’s not that bad when they’re alive, you know, don’t let it spoil you.’
      

      [image: image]

      
      The best of women, the Prophet said, is the one who is pleasing to look at, who carries out your instructions when you ask her. The phrase ran through his mind as he pulled his Jeep out of the cargo bay at the back of the building and took a left into traffic. Although the Prophet was right, it seemed there was also
         a way of being righteous without being obedient. Miss Hijazi’s silence at the end of the visit weighed on him.
      

      
      He thought back on her earlier behaviour, which he still considered brazen, although he wondered if that, too, was conducted
         in the spirit of protecting Nouf. Miss Hijazi had argued with Maamoon about how Nouf had died, about her camel, about the
         cause of the wound on her head. Nayir couldn’t be sure whether her boldness was in Nouf’s best interests, or whether it was
         carried out because of professional egotism, or because that was simply the sort of person she was. His instincts told him
         that the former was the case, and that she was guarding secrets for Nouf’s sake.
      

      
      Anyway, she was right about one thing. Defensive wounds. Head trauma. Drowning, no camel. It sounded strange. The camel part
         was especially troubling, because if he knew anything, he knew that no one lost a camel in the desert.
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      Driving south along the beachfront road, Nayir watched the city’s skyscrapers and urban jumble give way to a lazy desert sprawl.
         To the left, tiny cottages dotted fields that lay barren in the afternoon sun, and over to the right, the sea fluttered like
         a blue satin scarf. Keeping his eyes on the landscape, he was hoping to forget that Nouf’s body was in the back, yet how could
         he ignore it? He drove slowly, took turns carefully, and obeyed every traffic light despite an absence of traffic, for though
         it might not be possible to upset the dead, it would be a grievous act to upset the living by injuring or mauling a beloved
         daughter’s corpse.
      

      
      He left the freeway and turned onto an access road that followed the shoreline south. Here a magnificent mosque stood alone
         by the beach, its dome pure white, its minaret slim. The road turned into a private drive, marked by a wooden ‘No Trespassing’
         sign, and he drove until he reached the tower gates, two white concrete sentinels with an iron fence between them. An ancient,
         broken video camera hung askew from one of the gates.
      

      
      Nayir took a few deep breaths and tried to focus. A two-kilometre bridge stretched out before him. It was narrow – barely wide enough for a pick-up truck – and from the shoreline perspective
         it appeared to be made of rubber. Under the glare of the heat, the macadam rippled like a roller-coaster. The chain-link railing
         gave him no comfort – in some places it had been ripped apart, exactly as if a car had blown through it. This was the only
         motor access to the estate. Over the years, he’d crossed this bridge a hundred times, but it still made him uneasy.
      

      
      He drove forward slowly, eyes fixed on the road, taking one breath after another until he picked up a rhythm. He tried to
         suppress his usual image – blowing a tyre, crashing through the fence, dropping into the murky sea – and soon the Shrawis’
         island grew larger. Glancing up, he could see the soft contours of the whitewashed palace set among jagged rocks.
      

      
      Once on the island, he followed the gravel road that led to a small, seldom-used service entrance on the estate’s west side.
         Two men were waiting there. They took Nouf’s body out of his trunk, thanked him curtly, and told him to drive back around
         to the front. Watching his cargo disappear through the gate, Nayir felt a surprising sense of loss.
      

      
      He thought of calling Othman to let him know that the body had arrived, but he hesitated, wondering what the family already
         knew about the cause of her death. It occurred to him that he might be asked to explain what he’d learned at the Coroner’s
         office. The examiner had said that someone from the family had already identified the body and come to collect Nouf’s belongings,
         but that could have been a servant or an escort, not someone who would press for sensitive information. Nayir wasn’t sure
         what he would say to them. He might explain that Nouf had died in a flood, but he was wary of saying anything that implied
         she was murdered, in case they had been responsible for the cover-up, if that’s what it was. Looking up at the house, he felt
         disoriented. He’d never really noticed it from this perspective before; the outside walls were the same shiny white, but the
         windows were smaller, their screens a solid black, nothing like the elaborate wooden screens at the front of the house through
         which it was possible to view certain things, if one looked carefully. This must be the women’s part of the house.

      
      He got into the Jeep and drove away from the service gate. It occurred to him that Nouf would have driven down this road.
         Othman said she had stolen a truck from the parking lot in front of the house, although Nayir had to imagine the rest himself.
         There were dozens of cars in the lot that the family owned but seldom used. It would have taken days for anyone to notice
         the absence of an old Toyota pickup. All of the car keys hung in the cloakroom by the front door. They were meticulously labelled.
         Nayir often fetched them himself while preparing trucks for the men’s desert trips. When no one was looking, Nouf could have
         stolen the keys from the cloakroom, sneaked outside and taken the truck.
      

      
      From there, she had to drive down the access road, past the small service entrance to the rear gate, a large wooden door that
         was usually open. She would hardly have been noticed on the road. It was bordered by hedges and trees. The house itself sat
         so high above, and was surrounded by such steep cliffs, that most of the time it was difficult to see the road even from the
         terraces. The stables were just inside the rear gate. He imagined that she drove right up to the stable door, took the camel
         out of her stall, and encouraged – forced? – her into the back of the truck. How that happened was a mystery to him. Once
         it was done, she would have driven back along the service road and past the front parking lot, where she could have got onto the bridge with very little chance of being seen. It wasn’t a foolproof plan
         for running away, but she’d left while most of the men were at work. The women seldom ventured outside, and so probably hadn’t
         noticed anything. Only the servants might have seen her, but Othman had already told him that no one had.
      

      
      Nayir pulled into the marble-topped parking lot near the estate’s front entrance. A multitude of town cars, Cadillacs and
         Rovers crowded the lot, forcing him to circle back toward the bridge for a spot. He didn’t mind parking so far from the house
         – there was less chance that people would notice his ugly, rusted-out Jeep – but as he walked across the lot, shoes clacking
         loudly, he began to wish there’d been a spot by the door. The heat was intense, and in his suit it was excruciating. He wondered
         for the millionth time how much the family had paid to construct a polished marble parking lot. The glare was so bright that
         Nayir, who prided himself on never needing sunglasses, was forced to place his hand across the bridge of his nose to shield
         his eyes.
      

      
      Othman’s mother, Nusra, met him at the door. Like many older women, she had relinquished a face veil and wore a simple black
         scarf to cover her hair – hers fastened so tightly that it looked like a skullcap. Her deeply lined face posed no threat to
         strange men, was certainly no cause for erotic alarm, but her sons complained anyway, fussing over the impropriety of exposing
         herself in public. Nayir suspected that their protests were not about propriety; he believed they were repulsed by her eyes.
      

      
      Inexplicably blinded while giving birth to her first child, Nusra refused to wear sunglasses. She liked to feel the light
         on her face and claimed it could illuminate the darkness in her head. One day, she said, her vision would snap on as abruptly as it had snapped off thirty-three years ago, and when that day came, how would she notice the miraculous change
         if her eyes were hidden?
      

      
      When she opened the door, Nayir looked away out of respect and because the sight of those enamelled, blue-rimmed eyes made
         his spine seize up. He was surprised that she would answer the door. She should have been surrounded by comforting women,
         suffering paroxysms of silent grief.
      

      
      ‘Nayir,’ she crowed. (How did she know? She always knew.) ‘Ahlan wa’Sahlan. Please come in.’
      

      
      He stepped through the giant doorway and remembered himself. ‘Many blessings on you, Um-Tahsin. I’m deeply sorry for your
         loss.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you.’ She fumbled for his hand, took it in her own and stroked the flat of his palm, her rough, dry fingers catching
         his skin. ‘Thank you for everything. Your search for Nouf brought us hope when we had none.’
      

      
      ‘It was an honour.’

      
      ‘Please come in.’ She led Nayir down the hallway, her steps as confident as a child’s. ‘I always know when it’s you because
         the air in the house becomes fresher, happier. And I can smell the desert on your skin.’
      

      
      ‘What does it smell like?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Sunlight.’ She opened a door and motioned him into the sitting room. ‘And dust.’

      
      He looked around. The crowd was thinning, and he didn’t see Othman among the men. Small groups of cousins and uncles, most
         wearing headscarves and long white thobes, were wandering onto the terrace that surrounded the house, whispering to one another, their faces stoic and respectful.
         Nayir had half expected to find the brothers sitting quietly with tear-stained faces, but that was ridiculous. Of course they
         wouldn’t let their feelings show.
      

      
      
      ‘The ceremony begins soon,’ Nusra said. ‘But meanwhile, rest.’

      
      Nayir turned to thank her, but she’d slipped away.
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      The Shrawi women had cleaned Nouf’s body and wrapped it in the kafan she’d worn on the Hajj the summer before. The white sheet, long and unbroken by stitching or seams, circled her slender body
         in three tight bands. The women placed the body on a wooden board in the central courtyard of the family’s mosque, the cleanest
         room on the island.
      

      
      Nouf’s head was facing Mecca by the precise calculations of the GPS system that the builders had used to construct the mosque.
         The entire room jutted at an awkward northeasterly angle from the house, but the builders had promised that the room was in
         perfect alignment with the Ka’aba in the Holy Mosque, some hundred kilometres distant.
      

      
      The right side of the room was closest to Jeddah, to the mountains and the desert beyond that. This was where Nayir stood,
         waiting for the prayers to begin. Just ahead of him, the Shrawi brothers formed a dignified crowd. Nayir was the only non-family
         member in the group – at least among the men – and this distinction pleased him almost too much on so grim an occasion. Behind
         them, the women stood in a cluster. From the corner of his eye, Nayir noticed that some were not veiled completely – their
         eyes were showing – and he kept his gaze firmly on the men.
      

      
      Suddenly, the imam put his hands to his ears and invoked one of the ninety-nine names of Allah, Al-Haseeb, the Reckoner. As his prayers began, all the members of the congregation placed their hands on their bellies, right over left, and began
         to whisper their own versions of the prayer. As the prayer expanded, the chanting grew fiercer and the women grew louder, some even breaking from traditional prayers to utter spontaneous pleas. Above the clamour Nayir heard Nusra
         repeating the prayer: Oh Allah, make the end of my life the best of my life, and the best of my deeds, their conclusion, and the best of my days
            the day on which I shall meet Thee. Her voice was so powerful that the men began to hush. It reverberated through the open room and overcame the crashing waves
         on the rocks below.
      

      
      When she was finished, she called out one last thing, her voice rising to the roof like a scurrilous wind: Works are accomplished according to intentions. A man receives only what he intends.

      
      It was not clear why she uttered this phrase; surely Nusra would never send her daughter to the gates of Paradise with a thought
         as cynical as that one. It must have been meant for somebody else. Unable to turn around and look at her face without humiliating
         himself, Nayir made assumptions about her meaning by studying the faces of her sons, who stood nearby in a militant row. Even
         from the side, they projected the same anger that had shocked Nayir in their mother’s voice, and in that precise moment he
         realized that the family must have known that someone killed Nouf, and that the killer was still at large.
      

      
      Othman caught his eye, and Nayir quickly returned to his prayers. Once they were finished, he followed the procession out
         to the burial grounds. Nouf was the first Shrawi to be laid in the earth on that Red Sea isle, but the family had constructed
         a spacious graveyard, fenced by a black stone wall. A thick layer of cedar chips covered the earth except where the diggers
         had opened her grave.
      

      
      Once the diggers had laid the body in the hole and climbed back up to join the living, the family lined up to pay their final
         respects. From the back of their hands, each person tossed a portion of sand onto her body, which was still wrapped in the
         kafan. A coffin would be vanity.
      

      
      
      From a white ceramic bowl, Nayir scooped out a teaspoon of sand and spread it on the back of his hand. It was a very fine
         grain, a shade lighter than his skin. The diggers must have carried it up from the beach. The sand’s touch brought back memories
         of the desert, when he’d still believed that Nouf was alive, when he imagined she might be in hiding.
      

      
      Reaching the grave, he noticed something odd. The sand had not obscured the position of the body. She was wrapped completely
         in the kafan, but a slight bend in the knees indicated which way she was facing. He tossed his sand into the hole and fumbled in his pocket
         for his compass. A quick glance determined that he was right: Nouf’s back was turned to Mecca. Not her feet, but her back. He mumbled a blessing and turned away.
      

      
      The image disturbed him. If what he suspected was true, why hadn’t Miss Hijazi told him?

      
      A family buries a woman with her back to Mecca only when she carries a baby in her belly, a baby whose face, in death, must
         be turned in the direction of the Holy Mosque.
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      Nayir entered the men’s sitting room and stood for a moment facing the courtyard. A network of hand-carved mahogany screens
         laced the room, and through their geometric web flowed the sound of gurgling fountains. In the centre of each screen was a
         religious phrase carved in the shape of a spinning hawk. The letters and diacritics wrapped around one another like wings
         and feathers, clouds and sun. For most men who entered the room, the screen’s picture was simply a hawk; but a searching,
         patient eye would find the phrase that Nayir had deciphered long ago: Whoever pays the tax on his wealth will have its evil removed from him.

      
      It was a reference to the Shrawi business, the First Muslim International Cooperative, a network of charitable organizations
         whose income flowed from the ancient principle of zakat, religious almsgiving. Saudis gave two and a half per cent of all monthly earnings as alms, a practice enforced by law. Every
         year some ten billion dollars passed from rich to poor. It was money for needy Muslims, not for hospitals or mosques or religious
         schools, and so, under law, the Cooperative could accept donations only for the poor.
      

      
      And accept they did. They acquired nearly a quarter of the cash and assets that the citizens of Jeddah found fit to donate. Over the years, the Shrawi Cooperative had become so
         renowned, the family so respected, that the donors began to heap money on the Shrawis themselves, which allowed them to live
         very well.
      

      
      But in honour of their Bedouin ancestry, their furnishings were elegant and plain. Except for a glass globe that hung from
         the ceiling, the sitting rooms where they welcomed guests had none of the typically ostentatious décor of the wealthy. The
         carpets were flat and white, the sofas well used. Even the water tray was simple: white ceramic mugs, a bamboo tray. God himself is graceful, the Prophet said, and elegance pleases Him.

      
      The Shrawi sons lived by this code, which their father taught them with unrelenting drive. Abu-Tahsin was a Bedouin who’d
         grown up in the desert, where a man kept only what he could carry. He believed that nothing material was worth having. ‘You
         can’t take it with you when you die,’ he would say. ‘Remember that! No baggage on the final journey.’ He was well known for
         giving things away, not just money, but cars and boats and purebred horses. The sons, too, gave their belongings away, so
         that the family was, in effect, a channel through which vast treasures flowed but never quite rested.
      

      
      And that, thought Nayir, is why I can stand them.
      

      
      He heard shuffling in the hallway. The door opened and the Shrawi brothers entered the room with two other men, whom Nayir
         vaguely recognized as cousins. The brothers greeted him with hugs and a kiss on each cheek. Had he been blind, he could have
         identified them by their colognes alone – Tahsin wore Gucci, Fahad wore Giorgio. But when he kissed Othman, he smelled a musk
         that suggested a sweaty sleep.
      

      
      The eldest brother, Tahsin, introduced the cousins, one of whom shook Nayir’s hand with a jerk and said: ‘You’re the Bedouin I’m always hearing about!’
      

      
      ‘Nayir’s not a Bedouin,’ Othman remarked.

      
      ‘Oh, what are you then?’ the cousin asked, his tone suggesting the existence of a new and fantastical race that would be even
         funnier and more backwards than the Bedouin.
      

      
      ‘Palestinian,’ Othman said, pre-empting Nayir.

      
      ‘Ah, Palestinian.’ The cousin plunked onto a sofa and glanced up at Nayir, who stood uncomfortably in the centre of the room.
         There was nothing funny about a Palestinian. All eyes scanned his ill-fitting suit, and Nayir wondered for the thousandth
         time what it was about him that made people stare. Perhaps it was his size, which, coupled with a stern manner, made him seem
         unfriendly. Either that or he looked like a dolt, a dusty, under-stimulated man who had spent too long in the stupefying heat.
      

      
      ‘It’s good to see you, Nayir. Please, sit down.’ Tahsin spread his arm in a generous arc, gathered his robe in his fist, and
         settled onto a sofa. He laid his manicured hands on his lap, one hand poised to fidget with the mammoth ring on his pinky.
         ‘We would offer something, but—’
      

      
      Nayir raised a hand. It was gauche to offer well-wishers food until three days after the funeral. Othman motioned him to sit
         on one of the white foam cushions that hemmed the room, and Nayir accepted with relief.
      

      
      He dared a glance at Othman. He was the only brother wearing trousers – the others wore robes – but he looked no more formal;
         in fact, his shirt was wrinkled and one sleeve was rolled up. Normally, he did his best to look and act like his brothers.
         He was an adopted son, and perhaps more inclined to prove that he belonged, or at least to prevent anyone from noticing his
         difference. He was taller than the others, thinner too, and his large grey eyes were certainly a rarity among the brown-eyed
         Shrawis. But in his sitting-room behaviour he was an impeccable Shrawi – cool, reserved, quietly pious.
      

      
      Once water had been served, Nayir felt the familiar gloom of etiquette descend. He knew his place here. He was the desert
         guide, the outside friend whose presence imposed the burden of noblesse oblige on the family’s sons. Nayir glanced at Othman, his only ally. Othman looked sallow and tired, but he met Nayir’s eye with
         a look that seemed to say: We have much to discuss.

      
      Nayir had a million questions for him, but he wouldn’t ask them in front of the others. He wondered especially what would
         happen with Othman’s wedding; he was supposed to be married next month. Had they decided to postpone?
      

      
      Politely, Nayir enquired about Othman’s father, Abu-Tahsin, who had undergone heart surgery a week ago – some said because
         of his daughter’s flight – and was politely informed that Father would be home by next week, Allah willing.
      

      
      Abu-Tahsin’s attack had taken everyone by surprise. In all the years Nayir had known him, he’d seemed as healthy as a man
         half his age. He worked tirelessly for his charities, and in his spare time raced camels, motorcycles, and all-terrain vehicles.
         His interest in his sons had never flagged, and he took them wherever he went. By the time they were men, they knew their
         world well and were just as easy in the palaces of Riyadh as they were in scuba gear at the bottom of the sea. It was because
         of Abu-Tahsin that the family made twice-yearly excursions to the desert.
      

      
      Tahsin turned to Nayir. ‘Brother, thank you for coming. What you’ve done for Nouf puts us in your debt. I hope you’ll give
         us the chance to return the favour one day.’
      

      
      Nayir cleared his throat. ‘May the day never come.’

      
      ‘Indeed,’ Tahsin said. Whenever Nayir sat with the brothers, Tahsin did the talking. He was the oldest, and perhaps used to taking charge of things, but in appearance and manner he came across as an oddly self-effacing man. He never
         looked Nayir in the eye but kept his gaze down. He spoke clearly but softly, and his face reminded Nayir of prey, that delicate
         mouth unused to vicious acts, the eyes widely spaced to keep watch for danger. Nayir went back and forth between thinking
         that Tahsin was humble and thinking that it was all an act, because when Tahsin wanted a certain result, he got it.
      

      
      ‘I regret the outcome of my search,’ Nayir said. Tahsin clucked his tongue, but Nayir pushed on. ‘I had hoped to find her.’

      
      ‘We rest assured of your intentions!’ Tahsin exclaimed.

      
      Nayir weighed his next words carefully. ‘I had also hoped to satisfy your curiosity about why she left.’ He glanced at his
         company and saw that their faces were impenetrable masks. Only Othman showed discomfort, but he didn’t meet Nayir’s eye.
      

      
      ‘We will never understand why she ran away,’ said Tahsin, settling his bulk deeper into the cushion’s folds. ‘A girl like
         my sister, so naïve and pristine, so untouched by the world. Do you know I never saw her cry? Or frown? Or even turn down her lip? She was bliss in a girl’s body, as virtuous
         as her mother, ism’allah, my Nouf. It’s not real. Not even now, with her body as evidence.’
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