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      The woman’s body was lying on the beach. “Eve’s tomb,” he would later come to think of it, not the actual tomb in Jeddah that
         was flattened in 1928, to squash out any cults attached to her name, nor the same one that was bulldozed again in 1975, to
         confirm the point. This more fanciful tomb was a plain, narrow strip of beach north of Jeddah.
      

      
      That afternoon, Abu-Yussuf carried his fishing gear down the gentle slope to the sand. He was a seasoned fisherman who preferred
         the activity for its sport rather than its practical value, but a series of layoffs at the desalination plant had forced him
         to take up fishing to feed his family. Sixty-two and blessed with his mother’s skin, he had withstood a lifetime of exposure
         to the sun and looked as radiant as a man in his forties. He hit the edge of the shore, the hard-packed sand, with an expansive
         feeling of pleasure; there were certainly worse ways to feed a family. He looked up the beach and there she was. The woman
         he would later think of as Eve.
      

      
      He set his tackle box on the sand and approached carefully in case she was sleeping, in case she sat up and wiped her eyes
         and mistook him for a djinn. She was lying on her side, her dark hair splayed around her head like the tentacles of a dangerous
         anemone. The seaweed on her cloak looked at first like some sort of horrible growth. One arm was tucked beneath the body;
         the other one was bare, and it rested on the sand in a pleading way, as a sleeper might clutch a pillow during a bad dream.
         The hand was mutilated; it looked to be burned. There were numerous cuts on the forearm. Her bottom half was naked, the black
         cloak pushed up above her waist, the jeans she was wearing tangled around her feet like chains. His attention turned to the
         half of her face that wasn’t buried in sand. Whole sections of her cheeks and lips were missing. What remained of the skin was swollen and red,
         and there were horrible cuts across her forehead. One eye was open, vacant, dead.
      

      
      “Bism’allah, ar-rahman, ar-rahim,” he began to whisper. The prayer spooled from his mouth as he stared dumbfounded and horrified. He knew he shouldn’t look,
         he shouldn’t want that sort of image knocking around in his memory, but it took an effort to turn away. Her left leg was half buried in the
         sand, but now that he was closer, he saw that the right one was cut around the thigh, the slashes bulbous and curved like
         tamarinds. The rest of the skin was unnaturally pale and bloated. He knew better than to touch the body, but he had the impulse
         to lay something over the exposed half of her, to give her a last bit of dignity.
      

      
      He had to go back up to the street to get a good cellular signal. The police came, then a coroner and a forensics team. Abu-Yussuf
         waited, still clutching his fishing rod, the tackle box planted firmly by his feet. The young officer who first arrived on
         the scene treated him with affection and called him “uncle.” Would you like a drink, uncle? A chair? I can bring a chair.
         They interviewed him politely. Yes, uncle, that’s important. Thank you. The whole time, he kept the woman in his line of sight.
         Out of politeness, he didn’t stare.
      

      
      While the forensics team worked, Abu-Yussuf began to feel crushingly tired. He sensed that shutting his eyes would lead to
         a dangerous sleep, so he let his eyes drift out to sea, let his thoughts drift further. Eve. Her real tomb was in the city. It had always seemed strange that she was buried in Jeddah, and that Adam was buried in Mecca.
         Had they had a falling-out after they were exiled from the Garden of Eden? Or had Adam, like so many men today, simply died
         first, giving Eve time to wander? His grandmother, rest her soul, once told him that Eve had been 180 meters tall. His grandmother
         had seen Eve’s grave as a girl, before the king’s viceroy had demolished the site. It had been longer than her father’s entire
         camel caravan.
      

      
      One of the forensics men bent over the body. Abu-Yussuf snapped out of his reverie and caught a last glimpse of the girl’s bare arm. Allah receive her. He leaned over and picked up his tackle box, felt a rush of nausea. Swallowing hard, he looked up to the street and began
         to walk with an energy he didn’t really have. Uncle, can I assist? This was another officer, taller than the first, with a
         face like a marble sculpture, all smooth angles and stone. The officer didn’t give him time to protest. He took Abu-Yussuf’s
         arm and they walked up together, taking one slow step at a time. The going became easier when he imagined Eve, a gargantuan
         woman stomping across cities as if they were doormats. She could have taken this beach with one leap. Pity it was only the
         modern woman who had been rendered so small and frail.
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      24 hours earlier

      
      In the loading garage of Al-Amir Imports, the great bustle of activity drowned out the sound of Nayir’s cell phone, which went
         unnoticed in his pocket. There were tents to be folded, rations to be stored, and water to be measured, not to mention that
         the GPS navigation network still hadn’t been brought online. While the younger Amir brothers were raising a fuss about the
         static on the screens of their handhelds, an assistant came rushing up to warn Nayir that the servants had forgotten to stock
         salt tablets.
      

      
      Nayir went straight to the Land Rover in question—cell phone still happily jangling—and foraged in the trunk for the missing
         tablets. He found table linens and silverware, two boxes of cigars, a portable DVD player, and a satellite dish—none of which he had approved for the trip. Men brought whatever they
         wanted to the desert, but the satellite dish was going too far.
      

      
      “Take this stuff out,” he ordered. “Don’t tell anyone. Just do it.”

      
      “Where should I put it?” the assistant asked.

      
      The sweat ran in rivulets down Nayir’s back. “I don’t care. Just make sure they don’t notice it’s missing until we’re gone.”
         He took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his face. The garage, like many belonging to the superrich, was air-conditioned,
         but it made no difference. The heat bled into everything. “And send a servant to buy salt!” These men were going to have daily
         doses of salt tablets whether they liked it or not. He didn’t want them coming home on stretchers, dying of dehydration.
      

      
      Nayir grabbed a water bottle and headed for the door. Behind him, twelve Land Rovers sat in regal formation, each attended
         by detailers, fussed over by mechanics, lovingly attended like pashas of old by the eager hands of slave labor (this more
         modern type of slave imported from Sri Lanka and the Philippines), and all for a five-day jaunt to the desert so that the
         male half of a large and obnoxiously rich family of textile importers could later brag to their friends and neighbors about
         shooting wild foxes, eating by a campfire, and generally “roughing it” at the edges of the Empty Quarter. The trip had originally
         been planned for a fortnight, but because of the great chaos of schedules and commitments—each Amir son with his own boutique
         to manage, investors to please, workers to boss around—their desert adventure had slowly been whittled down to five days.
         Five. Nayir counted them in his head: Days one and two, to the desert. Day three, piss in the desert. Days four and five, drive
         home.
      

      
      He remembered the preparations for long-ago trips, taken to far more difficult locales in the company of greater men than
         these. Packing sandbags and live pigeons for archaeological digs with old Dr. Roeghar and Abu-Tareq. “Why are we bringing
         sand to the desert?” Nayir had asked, back then a boy of eight. “To give us ballast in case of a storm,” Dr. Roeghar had replied.
         Nayir had not understood the word ballast, and he had had to refer to his uncle’s English-Arabic dictionary. When he finally understood, the idea conjured such a wild, windswept image
         of the desert that he could hardly suppress his excitement. Then he reached the real desert, so treacherously hot that he
         and the other children had to cover their faces for the first time, ingest water at ritual intervals like medicine, and discover
         the indignity of salt tablets on the gastrointestinal system.
      

      
      He’d worn his first pair of sunglasses that year and been teased by Abu-Tareq’s daughter Raja’ for looking American, so he’d
         taken them off and never worn sunglasses again. Young, beautiful Raja’ with the bright green eyes. She swore that she’d marry
         him someday, and he believed it, to his later, quiet embarrassment. During the day, they slept side by side in his uncle Samir’s
         tent on an old mattress of straw that smelled incongruously green and chemical. Machines loomed above them, set on folding
         wooden tables. He and Raja’ always curled up like twins, face to face, with dust on their cheeks and sand in their hair. They
         locked legs sometimes, and once he tied pieces of string in her hair while she slept, and then tied the whole bundle with
         a longer string to his own hair. Occasionally, when they woke, he’d find that her fingers had become entangled in his hair,
         which was long and often knotted from the wind. The wind would wake them at dusk, and they’d hear the camp stirring, and the
         coolness of the evening would beckon them outside. Entangled fingers would be forgotten as they raced off to play.
      

      
      It was hard now to imagine that he’d once been so close to a girl, close enough to sleep on the same mat and call each other
         “best friend.” At eleven, Raja’ had become a “woman,” and her mother had draped her in a veil and sent her off to be with
         her sisters. He never saw her again. The next winter Dr. Roeghar’s dig had gone on without her, and Nayir soon became mature
         enough to feel ashamed of any lingering thoughts of her face.
      

      
      Nayir drank half the bottle of water and resisted the urge to pour the other half over his hair. Their Bedouin guide, Abdullah
         bin Salim, was standing just outside the garage, unperturbed by the heat. He was staring at the traffic on the boulevard.
         It was the same look he wore when studying the winter pastures of the Empty Quarter, a look of contemplation and challenge that said What do you have for me this year?

      
      He frowned as Nayir approached. “Are you sure about this?” Abdullah asked.

      
      Nayir wanted to remind him that he said that every year, no matter what kind of people they were taking to the desert. “I
         have to admit,” he said, “they don’t seem ready.”
      

      
      Abdullah didn’t reply.

      
      “Listen,” Nayir said, “I’m sure it will be all right.”

      
      Abdullah’s eyes remained on the boulevard. “How do you know them?”

      
      “Through Samir. He’s known the father for twelve years.”

      
      “These people aren’t Bedouin. They never were. Just looking at them, you can see they were sharwaya.” Sheepherders, not the “real” Bedouin, whose lives were tied to camels. It was an insult, but Nayir had heard this remark
         before as well. The families they took to the desert were seldom good enough for Abdullah. And perhaps it was true that they
         could never actually survive in the landscape their forefathers had inhabited for six thousand years, but in the greater scheme
         of things, it was enough that they would try.
      

      
      Nayir nodded politely. “You’re probably right. So let’s teach them how to be real Bedouin.” His cell phone rang again, and
         this time he answered it. He listened patiently to his uncle, made a few replies, and once he was finished, excused himself
         from the preparations and headed quickly to the parking lot for his Jeep.
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      As Miriam Walker made her way to the back of the plane, she could see that the flight to Jeddah was going to be tedious. It
         was packed with holiday travelers. There were too many overhead items, too many nervous stewards scurrying down the aisles
         looking for space. She looked back at her seat: 59C, the distance from the bowler to the kingpin. She felt a familiar combination
         of dread and excitement. She was looking forward to seeing Eric again—she’d been gone for a month—but this simple walk down
         the aisle marked a return to a world where she would stay indoors for weeks at a time. As the line trudged forward, she pushed
         ahead, anxious to buckle herself in, as if the seatbelt would prevent her from stepping off the plane and turning her back
         on it all.
      

      
      Miriam’s seat assignment turned out to be next to a man. It seemed that Saudia ought to have restrictions against seating
         women next to unrelated men, but apparently not. The man stared as she approached, a knowing look in his eye. He had the dark
         eyes and olive skin of an Arab but a shock of natural blond hair. The contrast made him surprisingly handsome. Miriam’s cheeks
         brightened. A sidestep put her behind a tall man in a turban. Slowly, casually, she straightened her shoulders and licked
         her front teeth. Another brief glance told her he was still staring. They were technically in New York, but she could feel
         Saudi Arabia draping over them with every blast of recycled air. She ran a hand through her hair and thought, Enjoy your last bit of freedom, curly locks.
      

      
      She slid into her seat and shot him a casual smile, practiced to hide a crooked incisor. He greeted her with a satisfied look.
         To stall his talking, she rummaged in her purse, made a show of forcing it beneath the seat in front of her, and spent a few
         minutes inspecting the contents of the seat pocket. There she found a surprising comfort—a silk drawstring bag that must have been
         left by the passenger before her. In it was a toothbrush, a bar of soap, a tortoiseshell comb, and a small bottle of Calvin
         Klein perfume. Escape. She smirked.
      

      
      As the plane backed out of the gate, Miriam felt herself tense. No going back now. She never used to be afraid of flying, but traveling to Saudi had done something to her. As they lumbered down the runway,
         her instincts took over. Palms cold, forehead wet, chest tight. The plane would never go fast enough to rise off the ground.
         Everyone stared at the windows and walls, which were shuddering violently. An overhead compartment burst open, spilling jackets
         and a coffee tin on a passenger’s head. She wondered why anyone would take Folgers to Jeddah.
      

      
      “Do you know,” the man beside her said, “on the old Saudia flights, they used to say Mohammed’s prayer for journeys over the
         loudspeaker?” He spoke with a clear American accent, which surprised her somehow. She had thought he was Arab.
      

      
      “Oh, really?” She gave a nervous laugh.

      
      “Another tradition lost.” He seemed almost amused.

      
      They felt the pull of their bodies resisting the rise. A man across the aisle began cursing. Miriam wanted to hush him but
         she was hinged in a twilight of prayer, hoping they wouldn’t fall out of the sky. With a bounce, the plane leveled. It seemed
         to stop in midair and float like a walrus on top of a balloon. A mechanical lullaby hummed in her head. It was midnight. That
         and fear combined to make her feel crushingly tired. The only way to escape the terror of flying was to surrender to the void
         of unconsciousness, but there was no alcohol on Saudia flights, and the dark nestle of sleep would not come closer until they
         turned out the lights. She shut her eyes, hoping to deter her neighbor from starting a conversation, but he pressed the call
         button. Bing. The steward appeared, looking annoyed. Her neighbor leaned past her, almost touching her breast with his shoulder. “Excuse
         me,” he said. He asked for two empty cups.
      

      
      “One for me,” he told the steward, “and one for my girlfriend.”

      
     
      From the pocket of his jacket he produced two small bottles of wine. Miriam’s chest tightened.
      

      
      “You know that’s—”

      
      “Forbidden,” he said. “Yes. But what are they going to do, kick us off the plane?” He smiled at her, poured out two cups,
         and tucked the bottles in the seat pocket. He gave one cup to Miriam. She shook her head but he insisted. “Come on,” he said,
         “I’m sure the worst they’ll do is make us flush it down the toilet.”
      

      
      She felt like a teenager again and found herself doing just what she’d done back then. She picked up the cup. “Thanks,” she
         said, taking a sip. It was a welcome palliative. Actually, the worst they’ll do is arrest us and throw us in prison when we land.
      

      
      “First trip to Jeddah?” he asked.

      
      “No. My second.” Miriam saw the television flicker on, a big arrow showing the direction of Mecca and the time of the next
         prayer: five hours away, local time. The stewardess came by with amenity kits, followed by a steward passing out coffee and
         dates. Miriam quickly hid the cup beneath her tray table, but neither of them seemed to notice or care. “What about you,”
         she said, “is this your first trip?”
      

      
      “No. By the way, I’m Apollo.” His smile was teasing. “Apollo Mabus.”

      
      “Great name.” She smiled back. “I’m Miriam.”

      
      “Is that a southern accent I hear?”

      
      “I’m from North Carolina.”

      
      “Ah, I’m from New York.” He said it the way people say “checkmate.” She was a lesser species, Elvis perhaps, living in a trailer
         on processed cheese and grits. The slight was so common, so predictable, that it might have been imagined, but her cheeks
         flushed anyway and she hid the sting by taking a long sip of wine.
      

      
      “And what do you do?” he asked.

      
      “I’m a doctor.” She glanced at his reaction, saw his face stiffen, and decided she didn’t like him as much as she’d thought.
         She certainly wasn’t going to clarify that she had a doctorate in music. “And you? You look like the academic type.”
      

      
      He raised his eyebrows. “How’s that?”
      

      
      “Well, you’re squinting, which means you probably left your glasses somewhere. And you’ve got a big callus on your third finger
         and ink stains on your thumb.” He was trying to hide his discomfort with a look of amusement. The wine was warming her up.
         “But you don’t seem the tweed jacket type, and those are some pretty big biceps, so tell me, what kind of academic pumps iron?”
      

      
      “When you spend a lot of time at a desk,” he said slyly, “you need to do something to get the blood pumping.” She thought
         it was a cheesy thing to say. She took another sip of wine.
      

      
      “So what brings you to Saudi?” she asked.

      
      He set his elbows on the armrests, and she watched him play with his watchband, turning it around his wrist by fourths. “I’m
         a professor of Middle Eastern studies. My specialty is Quranic scripture. This trip is for research.”
      

      
      “Ah.” The first rush of alcohol hit her, and she felt a wave of dizziness. Something on the TV caught her eye, and she glanced
         up to see that the in-flight movie had been censored. Women’s arms and hair moved across the screen in blurred gray patches.
      

      
      “What about you?” he asked. “What brings you to Jeddah?”

      
      “My husband found a great job—”

      
      “Of course.” He interrupted her with a smirk. “I didn’t think you’d be going into the country by yourself.”

      
      Although she had just spent the past four weeks complaining loudly to her sisters, her father, her nieces, and anyone who
         would listen about the miseries of being a kept woman in Saudi Arabia, she found herself prickling.
      

      
      “I think it’s very brave of you,” he went on, “sitting it out in Saudi so that your husband can advance his career. Or are
         you only in it for the money?”
      

      
      “Both,” she said as flippantly as she could manage. It wasn’t strictly true. Eric had taken the job as a bodyguard—or rather
         as an “executive protection specialist”—even though most of his military training had been as an engineer. He had said he
         wanted to get out of that, into something more practical and engaging, but he could have worked in security anywhere. She didn’t like that he’d chosen Saudi Arabia, even if it was only for a year.
      

      
      “And how long have you been there?” Mabus asked.

      
      “Six months.”

      
      “Impressive,” he said. “Most women don’t last that long. Western women, that is—and if they do, it’s with the assistance of
         drugs. But I suppose you live on the compound?”
      

      
      Miriam looked at her cup. “No.”

      
      “Really? That’s unusual. Do you have a dedicated driver?”

      
      She pursed her lips, shook her head. This was dangerous territory, and she fumbled desperately for a clever way to change
         the subject, but she was feeling muddled by the wine.
      

      
      “Tell me,” he soldiered on, oblivious to her discomfort, “what do you do with yourself all day when you’re not allowed to
         leave the house, drive a car, or even ride a fucking bicycle?” He said it loudly enough that Miriam looked around, expecting
         a few horrified stares. No one seemed to notice.
      

      
      His questions had triggered a familiar sensation of self-pity and suppressed rage, and now she was sweating. She didn’t want
         to think of her confinement anymore, and he was a bastard to ask. Did he want to hear a little whining? She wouldn’t give
         him the satisfaction.
      

      
      He broke her silence with a laugh, an explosion that shot adrenaline through her. “That’s a wonderful answer,” he said, “an
         answer by demonstration.” Then his face grew serious. “It’s no place for a woman.”
      

      
      Miriam nodded. Anything she would say would only fuel his diatribe.

      
      “They hate women,” he said, leaning closer to her. “They fear them and they hate them, and do you know why? Because women
         are smarter, more biologically gifted, and have always had power over men.” She could smell the wine on his breath, mingling
         with the crisp woodsy scent of his cologne; it reminded her of a bedroom, closed air, the smell of a man.
      

      
      “There’s an old Islamic saying,” he went on, “that heaven is crowded with beggars, and hell is overflowing with women.” She
         frowned at him. “And you haven’t been through the worst of it, believe me.”
      

      
      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      
      “Now that you’re ready to go back to the States, good and ready, you’ll find that your husband has fallen in love with the
         place. I’ve seen it a dozen times. Men love Saudi Arabia about as much as their wives seem to hate it.
      

      
      “If you really want to keep your husband’s heart,” he went on, “then remind him that the religious Saudis believe in the ‘duty
         of dissociation’ from infidels. This means they have a duty to keep you at a distance. They believe that relating to infidels—that’s
         you—actually removes the person from the realm of religion. They might be hospitable to your husband, they might give him
         tea and dates, but they’ll never accept him, not there. It’s more xenophobic than anywhere else on earth. Here’s the Quran
         for you: Ye who believe, Take not into your intimacy, Those outside your ranks, They will not fail to corrupt you.”
      

      
      “I’m sure that—” not everyone believes that, she was going to finish, but it was as if he knew she would try to moderate his views, and he interrupted quickly.
      

      
      “They say that the Quran is the Word of God,” he said, “and that everything that was written in it is exactly as it was when
         the message was passed to the Prophet Mohammed. Exactly as it was. Even though it was written down by dozens of different people—and translated from Aramaic. But never mind that, they’re
         so damn proud that not a single diacritical mark has been changed in the holy book since it was written. Did you know that?”
      

      
      “Sort of,” she lied.

      
      “And are you really going to sit there and tell me that they’re not backward? What if I told you the Bible was the Word of
         God, and that the way it is today is exactly how God intended it, and not a single thing has been changed, would you believe
         me?”
      

      
      She felt thoroughly annoyed, afraid to speak in case it should provoke him, afraid of the awkwardness of more interruptions
         and potentially explosive rage. No one was watching them, but she felt as if the whole plane were listening. She reflected
         morosely that for someone with such a concern for women’s rights, Apollo Mabus had silenced her as effectively as any scornful Saudi
         had ever done.
      

      
      The effects of the wine had worn off in the adrenaline rush, and now she was coming down from that as well. Mabus went on,
         less angry now, but he seemed to feel it his holy duty to make sure she understood just how cruel and backward the country
         was, and how foolish she was for allowing herself to put up with it, especially for a man. She let the sound lap over her
         and wondered where all his rage came from. The curious duality of his appearance—part Arab, part Western—did not point to
         an equally intriguing depth of personality. In fact, he seemed to have been flattened somehow; he was the two-dimensional
         stereotype of a bigoted American.
      

      
      She thought about Eric, about his dogged appreciation for Saudi culture, for Islam, and how much stronger it had become over
         the past few months. She had come to Saudi expecting—half hoping, half fearing—that the intensity of this country would finally
         turn him off, but in fact his affection for it had only grown stronger.
      

      
      “I think you’ve got it wrong,” she finally said, cutting Mabus off midsentence.

      
      “Oh?” He looked surprised.

      
      She was sinking inside, filled with the terrible dread one feels when one has just committed to an argument that can’t be
         supported—certainly not when the mind is fuzzy with alcohol.
      

      
      “Yes,” she said, still not certain how she would proceed until the words came tumbling out. “I didn’t come here for my husband.
         I came for myself. I wanted to see how other people lived. I wanted to understand it.”
      

      
      “And what do you understand now?”

      
      She looked at him, perhaps too sharply. “That I hate zealots.” She picked up her cup, snapped open her seatbelt buckle, and
         stood up, catching his look of offense as she did.
      

      
      The stewards had vanished. No one stood among the rows, and the lights had been dimmed. Miriam stumbled through the small partition laid out for Muslim travelers to pray in and pushed
         her way into the restroom, fumbling with the folding door.
      

      
      Bolting the latch, she sat on the toilet seat and put her face in her hands. Her rib cage was thumping. She rubbed her forehead
         until the beating stopped.
      

      
      Don’t be stupid. What’s wrong with you? He’s obviously a crackpot. Standing up, she saw herself in the aluminum door—she seemed squat and dismal in a gray skirt from Penney’s, long enough
         to be modest, now with a liver-shaped stain on the front where she had, inexplicably, spilled wine on herself. Her reflection
         was warped so that her head was tiny and her feet were large. She looked like she felt—ugly and helpless.
      

      
      She filled the basin with water, splashed her face and dried it with a stiff paper towel. Mr. Apollo. She wished someone would
         send him to the moon. She stared at her hands, and no matter how hard she tried she couldn’t feel Eric. She could hardly even
         remember his face, just general features like the color of his hair and the shape of his shoulders.
      

      
      The smell of Mabus’s breath lingered around her, only now it was the rancid smell of old wine. She bent over the sink and
         rinsed out her mouth, washed her hands, and rubbed down her hair. She washed again and again, because she found it soothing
         and she wanted to get rid of the smell of the wine. She was, after all, going back to Saudi.
      

      
      Encumbered by a black burqa covering her face, Miriam clutched her purse to her chest and stumbled down the narrow walkway
         to immigration while men rushed around her in a blur of white. Mabus had been eyeing her as they’d gotten off the plane, so
         she’d put her burqa down, hoping to avoid a conversation with him.
      

      
      Twice she tripped on the bottom of her cloak, the second time jostling an unsuspecting male who made a low hissing noise in
         response. She stopped. Let them rush past until all of them were gone. Then she’d lift her scarf and indulge in the luxury of vision.
      

      
      The hallway grew quiet and she pulled up her burqa. Outside, the last brush of sunset was fading from the sky. The monster
         Saudia jet that had brought her from New York glowed green in the tarmac lights. Three stories high, it flouted gravity in
         the same way the Titanic had once flouted the dimensions of the sea.
      

      
      She drew the cell phone from her purse and glanced at the messages: no calls from Eric. She hoped that meant he’d left work
         on time and would be waiting for her at immigration.
      

      
      She fumbled behind the other stragglers down a series of carpeted hallways and into the enormous customs hall, lit fluorescent
         white, where passengers queued in immigration lines like orphans in a soup kitchen. Aside from the religious sites, this was
         one of the places where Saudis rubbed shoulders with their foreign workers—their Filipino janitors, Egyptian taxi drivers,
         and Indonesian housegirls.
      

      
      Getting into line for what promised to be an interminable wait, Miriam adjusted her attire—a floor-length black cloak, a headscarf
         to cover her hair, and a burqa, a rectangular piece of black fabric to cover her face. The burqa fastened at the back of her
         head with a simple piece of Velcro, but somehow hers never stayed on. Some women wore their gear with innate ease. They swanned
         through the streets, happily at rhythm with the swing of their fabric, swishing along. Among strangers, they simply cut strides
         through the crowd. They knew that men would retreat from them like courtiers from a passing queen, reverent, wary of touching
         them. These women had X-ray vision, they could see through black, see the curb coming up, see the teenage driver careening
         down the alley, see every single item in a gift shop window without ever having to lift their burqas.
      

      
      And then there are the women like me, Miriam thought, the ones who seemed to get stuck in their cloaks like plastic dolls in Saran Wrap on a hot summer day. Always
         fussing and adjusting, yanking, tripping, catching their headscarves before they could slide to the ground. Not to mention
         that her burqa had no slit for the eyes, just a thinner patch of fabric through which she could sometimes discern large shapes. Eric had bought it for her. He
         hadn’t noticed the eye-slit detail until he had brought it home and she had put it on. Embarrassed but amused, he had encouraged
         her to think of it as sunglasses. Bastard.
      

      
      Despite herself, she smiled at the memory.

      
      “You don’t have to wear a burqa, Miriam,” he had said. She knew that, but there were times when she actually preferred it. It gave her a
         sense of privacy. Anyway, she simply adjusted to the problem by pulling the fabric down so that it covered only her nose and
         mouth. When she did this, it left her forehead exposed, but it was better than nothing.
      

      
      Half an hour later, she dropped her passport in the well beneath the bulletproof window and reluctantly removed her burqa
         so the guard could see her face. She felt suddenly exposed and could feel the stares of the men around her. To her right a
         husband and wife were going through the checkpoint, and she noticed that the wife didn’t raise her veil.
      

      
      The guard compared her face at length to the picture on her document. It couldn’t be that hard to match the face to the picture,
         but she waited him out and reminded herself that he had every right to take his job seriously.
      

      
      “Point of origin?” he asked, rubbing his finger beneath his nose.

      
      “North Carolina, USA.”

      
      “Date of return to America?” he asked.

      
      As soon as possible. “January.”
      

      
      “Will that be a vacation or a permanent return?”

      
      “A permanent return.” She blinked. “God willing.”

      
      The guard looked up. “God willing.”

      
      He flipped through the twenty-four pages of her passport, then rubbed his nose and blew little bursts of air out of his nostrils.
         “Well, Mrs. Walker—”
      

      
      “Dr. Walker.”
      

      
      “Mrs. Walker.” He closed the passport and passed it through the cage. “You have no work permit yourself. I’m sorry, but you’re
         not allowed to enter without your hu—”
      

      
      “My husband’s here. I’m sure he’s on the other side of the barrier right now.”
      

      
      The guard glared at the top of her head. “And this… husband… where does he work?”
      

      
      “SynTech Corporation,” she said, feeling the stare of the man in line behind her. “His name is Eric Walker. He’s in th—”

      
      “Who is his sponsor?” The guard turned to the keyboard at his wrist.

      
      “His name is Mr. Mohammed al-Saeed.”

      
      The guard typed something and then studied his computer for an interminable time before he frowned. He motioned her through
         with a jerk of his chin.
      

      
      She wasn’t in the mood to thank him.

      
      “Ma’am, please to pile your belongings here.” The customs officer pointed to a specific spot on the table. “Here,” he repeated.
         She felt like part of a preschool game to test her fine-motor skills. He couldn’t be older than fifteen. There was no hair
         on his face, and his eyes were liquid with youth. Still, there was something ridiculous about him, an arrogance inappropriate
         to his age. His AK-47 swung down off his shoulder, and he hitched it up like a woman adjusts a purse.
      

      
      She heaved her suitcase onto the table. The officer unzipped it and, after a thorough inspection, asked her to remove the
         books. She piled them on the table, but he slid them into a plastic bin and swept them away.
      

      
      “They’re only thrillers,” she mumbled. She’d been careful not to pack books with pictures of people on the covers, which would
         have been considered too indecent. She could have bought the same books on the black market here, but she didn’t want to break
         the law. She closed the suitcase and locked it.
      

      
      They checked everything but her handbag, a beige leather affair with a fake Gucci stamp. It was really a bag of toiletries
         masquerading as a purse, a foil for potential bag-snatchers; she kept her money in her shoe. Walking through the metal gates,
         she wondered why they hadn’t asked to inspect it. Perhaps they were afraid of handling tampons or lipstick. Now her purse was indecent, too, but she clutched it, her last port of privacy.
      

      
      Miriam sighed. Almost there. She scanned the crowd on the other side of the barrier but there was no sign of Eric. Heading toward the entrance lounge,
         she became aware that her white face was visible to every man in the room. They never met her gaze, but on the periphery of
         her vision she could see them staring. Well, too damn bad. If she put on her burqa, Eric might not be able to recognize her.
      

      
      Between herself and the white partitions of customs there was only one figure—a uniformed guard striding briskly in her direction.
         He carried a semiautomatic on his shoulder, and although he averted his gaze, his trajectory indicated that he was aiming
         for her. She froze. People stared from the other side of the barrier. It almost seemed that the guard might walk past her,
         he was marching so rapidly, but instead he seized her arm and yanked her into his stride, scooping her along like a carousel
         ring. She offered no resistance but seized her suitcase and scurried beside him, amazed by the strength of his grip.
      

      
      “Where are you t-t-aking me?” she stammered, receiving a prompt, nonverbal answer as he flung open a door near the passport
         lines. She saw a dark, depressing room. Three women were sitting on metal chairs, looking wilted in the heat. The guard pushed
         her into the room, and she stumbled, losing her grip on her suitcase. It thudded on the stone floor a second before the door
         shut behind her.
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      Detective Inspector Osama Ibrahim leaned into the trunk of his car, rummaging for his field shoes while surreptitiously watching
         the old fisherman drive away. He wasn’t sure it was a good idea to let him drive off alone, he had seemed so shaken—and who
         wouldn’t be, finding a body like this one? But there was something about the old man that had stirred his pity and reminded
         him of what his father would have been like, if he had lived longer.
      

      
      He remembered a shaft of green light, the golden halo of the mosque’s interior reflecting all around them. Madinah, the Prophet’s
         tomb, peace be upon him. His father’s soft whisper came back to him suddenly: You’re not allowed to touch it, it’s forbidden to worship the grave, because that’s what Mohammed wanted, sall[image: image] llahu’ alayhi wa sallam.
      

      
      The association of his father’s memory with the gruesomeness of a murder scene felt sacrilegious, and he might have written
         it off as the quirk of an anxious mind, but it had happened too often. He’d been working homicide cases for the past five
         years and had certainly seen corpses, but his father was the only person whom he’d ever seen die, actually been there to witness
         the passage from life to death. Or, if he was being specific, barzakh came next, the state of cold sleep after physical death but before the spirit ascends from the body, when the questioning
         angels, Munkar and Nakir, come to interrogate the dead. Of course that was silly, but he liked to imagine it.
      

      
      He walked down the sand, feeling naked without Rafiq. His partner was still on leave. He wished to hell there were some way
         he could have brought Faiza, but a woman had no reason to be here, and it would only have raised questions in the department.
      

      
      The beach was roped off at a generous distance with crime scene tape, but beyond that even greater barriers existed where the forensics team had set up an impromptu field office at
         the back end of a van, and where men were noisily talking and buzzing between the patrol cars and unmarked vehicles parked
         haphazardly up and down the road. There wasn’t much traffic here, especially this early in the morning, but they’d put up
         a roadblock to keep out the curious.
      

      
      The old man who’d found her had referred to her as Eve, and now the name was stuck in his mind. Strangely, the site where
         Eve was lying, although surrounded by workers, was almost serene. Osama approached with caution. Please, not another housemaid, he thought. Only the forensic tech’s face revealed what he thought: a great, upwelling pity, as if it were his own sister
         lying there.
      

      
      Osama had once been very proud of the country’s murder rate—it was one of the lowest in the world. He had always believed
         that the harshness of their punishments had the intended deterrent effect. But that was before he’d joined homicide.
      

      
      The number of murders was rising, and many were shocking enough to make him feel that the country was going to hell. Last
         year, a man had chopped off his one-year-old nephew’s head in a supermarket right in front of the boy’s mother and a handful
         of shoppers. He’d actually managed to sever the entire head. In the fruit and vegetable section. He’d been having an argument
         with the boy’s parents; they’d angered him, and that was his revenge.
      

      
      Osama forced himself to look at the body. There was no ringing in his ears, but the brutality of the scene made his skin prickle.
         Her hands had been destroyed by some kind of burn; he imagined that they’d been dipped in hot oil. The skin was swollen and
         blistered an angry red. The year before, the police had found a woman’s burned corpse stuffed into an abandoned refrigerator
         in the Al-Aziziya district, right in front of the Department of Women’s Education, but that wasn’t his jurisdiction, and he
         hadn’t seen the body, only heard that it was still smoldering when they found it.
      

      
      This was a different kind of horror. Osama knelt beside her gently, careful not to touch. The tide was at her feet, soaking
         the bottom of the jeans that were still tangled around her ankles. They had set up sand barriers to keep the water back while
         they worked, but that was merely for convenience. From the look of the corpse, she had been in the water for a while.
      

      
      Eve was lying on her side, one arm exposed, the hand open like that of a person about to supplicate in prayer. Her face was
         a mutilation of tissue and skin—probably from fish, although it was hard to be certain. The lower half of the black cloak
         she was wearing was tangled around her waist. One of the sleeves was torn. And the scarf that had perhaps been covering her
         hair was wound around her neck like a garrote. Had she been strangled?
      

      
      The coroner, Ibrahim, was staring down at the body with a faraway look in his eyes.

      
      “Washed up on shore this morning,” he reported. “This beach is busy. Someone would have noticed if she’d washed up last night.”
         Although the coroner shared the name of Osama’s father, Osama often noted that the two men had little else in common. This
         Ibrahim, who was soft and dough-faced and missing an ear, had served as one of Osama bin Laden’s mujahideen in Afghanistan
         back in the 1980s. For that the officers gave him respect, but Ibrahim’s behavior could be abrupt and crass, and sometimes
         downright menacing. Osama tried not to feel like an upstart. He was only thirty, the department’s youngest detective inspector,
         as Ibrahim often liked to point out.
      

      
      “The water’s pretty warm,” Osama said. “She would probably have died, what—seven days ago?” Ibrahim scowled, prompting Osama
         to ask: “Do you want to revise that?”
      

      
      Ibrahim glared at him. “Not until we cut her open.”

      
      “Cause of death?” Osama asked.

      
      The coroner jutted out his chin, an unmistakable sign of annoyance that said I’ll tell you when I know, now leave me the hell alone.
      

      
      Osama had to admit there were too many options. She might have drowned, or died from loss of blood from the many stab wounds
         covering her body. Perhaps she had been choked by the fabric around her neck. The burns probably wouldn’t have killed her, but it was possible that the pain from the burns had rendered her unconscious and caused her to drown after someone had
         thrown her in the ocean.
      

      
      “These burns look premortem,” Osama went on.

      
      “Yes,” Ibrahim said, then added, almost as an afterthought, “I’ve seen worse.”

      
      Osama was giving up. He knew that anything he asked now would be subject to future revision anyway. Ibrahim was always tense
         at a crime scene, especially when women were involved.
      

      
      “And I’m guessing that her hands were dipped in something,” Osama said. “Kitchen oil, maybe?”

      
      Ibrahim walked away without an answer.

      
      Osama turned to Majdi, who was kneeling in the sand a few feet away.

      
      “What has forensics got for me?” Osama asked.

      
      Majdi was combing a quadrant of sand with a gloved hand, his glasses sliding down his sweaty nose. He looked up, but like
         a child who can’t stop playing, he compulsively turned back to the sand and kept combing. “Up the shore, behind you a bit,
         we’ve got a spot of your usual beach detritus—cigarettes, bottles, pieces of Styrofoam—but not much of it, frankly. And I’m
         not finding anything here. It looks like nothing else washed up on shore with her.”
      

      
      “Are you certain she washed up?”

      
      “Yeah.” Majdi glanced at the girl’s body and Osama knew what he was thinking: A sea-bloated corpse isn’t proof enough for you? “Well, you never know,” Majdi said. “I’ve already been in touch with the coast guard; they’re faxing us the ocean current
         reports for the past two weeks. We should be able to get an approximate location of where she entered the water, but I can’t
         make any promises.”
      

      
      “Any ID on the body?”

      
      “No,” Majdi said. “There’s no cell phone, no ID card or anything. You saw the condition of her hands. I hold out a little
         hope for fingerprints, but just a little.” He gave a dry rasp and shook his head.
      

      
      Osama began to feel the dread of having to deal with Missing Persons. The reports were almost all of women—housemaids, mostly—who had left their employers because of bad pay, brutal conditions,
         sexual or psychological abuse, or in some cases just because. Slavery had been outlawed in the kingdom in 1962, but that hadn’t changed the fact that it still existed in some quarters
         under the less charged name of domestic help. There were about fifteen thousand runaway housemaids in the country, plenty
         of them in Jeddah and not half of them reported. But even if there were only two, that would still be too many single women
         running around without money, food, shelter, or proper domestic visas. And anyway, if Eve had been killed by her employers,
         chances were they wouldn’t have reported her missing. Please, not another housemaid. Rationally, he knew it was no worse than any other kind of murder, but with housemaids there was the added horror of the
         victim being so far from family and home and, in most homicide cases, of having been physically, sexually, or emotionally
         abused, or at the very least subjugated by strangers who thought they were superior.
      

      
      Osama glanced at the body again. Her jeans, twisted around her ankles, were caked in sand and salt. “The water wouldn’t have
         torn her jeans off like that. Someone tried to rip them off.”
      

      
      “Yes,” Majdi said.

      
      “Do you think you’ll find any hairs or fibers on them?”

      
      “Maybe.” Red-faced, Majdi got to his feet and wiped his hands together. “Of course the seawater washed almost everything away,
         but I’ll do a third check when we get back to the lab.” He gave a weak smile. “She’s also wearing a Metallica T-shirt.”
      

      
      Osama looked at the body again. “Housemaids don’t usually wear Metallica T-shirts,” he said with a twinge of hope.
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      Nayir knew he wouldn’t be able to eat, but he offered to make dinner anyway. His uncle was looking pale, and he felt that the
         older man could use the company. Earlier that day Samir had learned of the sudden death of his friend Qadhi.
      

      
      “The police won’t tell me anything,” Samir said, after half an hour on the phone with them.

      
      Nayir was standing at the counter mashing eggplant with a fork, preparing one of the two cold dishes he knew. It seemed to
         get hotter every week, which was difficult to imagine in a world of already scandalous temperatures. Nayir’s appetite, typically
         reliable, had shrunk by degrees so that now he ate only when he felt weak, or when Samir began commenting on his appearance.
      

      
      “Perhaps you’ll be able to find out more in the morning,” Nayir said.

      
      “Hmmph. Are we ready to eat?” Samir asked.

      
      “Not yet, I have to pray first.”

      
      “Oh.” His uncle’s face fell. “Why don’t you wait until after dinner? It’ll be more satisfying then anyway.”

      
      “Prayer time is now,” Nayir said, glancing at the clock. He left the room before his uncle could give him another lecture
         on the perils of taking one’s religion too seriously.
      

      
      “Eating ought to be like prayer to you,” Samir called after him. “You need the nourishment.”

      
      Once Nayir returned, they began the meal. A few months ago he might have been willing to fake a robust appetite to appease
         his uncle. But he was tired of pretending, and what with the sweat trickling down his back, he could barely manage to sit
         comfortably in the old vinyl chair. He couldn’t tell anymore if this lethargy was caused by the heat or by a more general
         discontent that, Samir had rightly noted, seemed to be getting worse.
      

      
      Samir took a piece of bread from the stack on the table and ate in the room’s heavy silence. “You know,” he said finally,
         “you might have better luck at getting some answers about Qadhi’s death than I. You could talk to the coroner’s office.”
      

      
      Nayir was fairly certain that he’d kept his face in control, but the mention of the coroner’s office instantly stirred an
         image of Katya from his memory.
      

      
      “It’s only been a day,” he told his uncle. “Maybe the police need time to get their paperwork in order.”

      
      Samir grunted. “You know, when your parents died, it took them six months to figure out what had caused the crash.” He looked
         at Nayir with sympathy, aware that this was always a sensitive subject. Nayir wanted to tell him not to worry. The conversation
         was triggering a much more recent pain.
      

      
      He hadn’t spoken to Katya in eight months. At first, she had continued to call him every week or so, but each call seemed
         only to push him further into an association he couldn’t justify—a relationship with a woman who was neither his relative
         nor his wife. The investigation into Nouf Shrawi’s death was over; Katya’s engagement had been broken as a result. And he
         knew from experience that the pleasure of seeing Katya in person was offset horribly by the anxieties that invaded him whenever
         he was alone with her. Without the approval of her father, Nayir could not continue to see her, and winning genuine approval
         would have been impossible. Nayir could never admit that he had been seeing Katya alone, and yet not to admit it was the worst
         kind of lie. In either case he would be a blackguard in her father’s eyes, should the truth come out. And it had to have come out. Her escort knew they’d been seeing each other. He must have told her father.
      

      
      Given what had passed between him and Katya, any modest, concerned parent would dismiss Nayir at once. He was certain that
         that was the right thing to do, and he was equally certain that he couldn’t take the rejection. It would have made permanent
         the very separation Nayir had imposed upon himself, half in the hope that it wouldn’t last forever.
      

      
      But then Katya had stopped calling. She must have realized his position. She knew him, after all, and, more important, she knew her father.
      

      
      Or perhaps she’d simply stopped wanting to see him.

      
      “… so will you check it out?” Samir’s words brought Nayir back to the present.

      
      “What?” he asked with a note of alarm. “Check what out?”

      
      Samir looked exasperated. “I was hoping you would go to the coroner’s office and ask a few questions. You know people there.”

      
      “But I don’t.”

      
      “You’re going to tell me that you can solve a whole murder by yourself, and yet you can’t go down to ask a question about
         an old family friend for me?”
      

      
      Nayir was flabbergasted. He hadn’t solved Nouf’s murder on his own, he had solved it with Katya’s help. And he had never intended
         to get involved in the first place. He was a desert guide, he had only been investigating as a favor to his friend Othman.
      

      
      “The Shrawis,” he tried to explain to his uncle, “that was completely different.”

      
      “I know you’re concerned with seeing justice done. You’ve shown that you’re willing to work hard, even fight, to see that
         it’s accomplished. That is rare indeed. And now you’re acting like—”
      

      
      “It’s not rare,” he snapped, fighting to maintain control. “There are people who do it every day.”

      
      Samir took a bite of bread with dignity. He chewed slowly, watching Nayir, before saying, “I am very proud of what you’ve
         done.”
      

      
      Nayir, who was about to erupt for a tangled mass of reasons that he didn’t dare analyze, was suddenly cut short. His uncle
         had never said those words to him, at least never so directly, and although they had fallen on angry ears, this did not diminish
         their significance.
      

      
      Nayir abruptly stood up to refill the water pitcher and took his time before returning to the table. He had hardly touched
         his plate, and the lump of food now looked repulsive.
      

      
      “Of course I’ll go,” Nayir said gruffly. “I’ll see what the coroner has to say.”
      

      
      Samir nodded with satisfaction. Nayir began clearing off the table, taking away plates, even the one Samir was using. He busied
         himself with wrapping everything up and putting it in the refrigerator before it spoiled. It wouldn’t take long in the 45-degree
         heat.
      

      
      “You are getting thinner,” Samir observed from behind him, oblivious to his nephew’s anger. “You know, you don’t even look
         like yourself anymore.”
      

      
      Nayir didn’t respond, and that silenced Samir. But a little while later the words carried him out the door and into his car,
         where they echoed uncomfortably in the cramped space.
      

      
      The Corniche was uncharacteristically empty. No families picnicking or strolling down the long boardwalk. Although it was dusk,
         it was still dangerously hot outside, and the air was so thick that it felt to Nayir as if it were actually slowing down his
         Jeep. He half expected to look over and see the ocean boiling.
      

      
      In the last phone conversation he’d had with Katya, she’d told him that she’d been promoted to a different branch of the ministry’s
         forensics department, where she was going to be given more responsibility. Instead of being confined to a basement coroner’s
         office, she’d be working in a new police building downtown. Everything was new—the machines, the offices, all the technology
         was up to date. Nayir wanted to ask if the attitudes were new, too, but instead he got right to the point. “Will you be working
         directly with men?”
      

      
      This was met by silence. “Yes,” she said finally. “I’m sure I will.” After that, she’d gone cold. The rest of the conversation
         had been awkward. He felt guilty, but it genuinely bothered him that she’d be working with strange men. Then again, who was
         he to complain? He wasn’t her husband.
      

      
      She hadn’t called him since. He understood why. She had contented herself with believing how backward he was, how his religious convictions kept him from treating her the way she wanted to be treated. She had finally given up on him. At
         first he had simply accepted it. He had unmoored his boat and gone out on the water and lain on the deck staring at the glorious
         stars. He could have stayed there for days, overcome with an unrepentant laziness, away from people and their discomforts.
         There was no call to prayer to break his thoughts, and for once he was glad. He realized then that the thing he loved most
         in the world was solitude, and that perhaps he wasn’t the sort of man who should be married in the first place. But sailing
         back to the marina, he knew that solitude would never satisfy him. And the words of the Prophet rang in his mind: Marry those among you who are single.
      

      
      Someone cut him off and he honked angrily, speeding up to tailgate the reckless driver. Then he realized what he was doing
         and slowed down. Allah, he prayed, guide me from this anger. I don’t know where it comes from. I don’t know how to cure it.
      

      
      But another voice struggled for space in his head. It said, You know exactly how to cure it. This anger is a punishment for your coldness toward Katya. You did to her exactly what Fatimah
            did to you!

      
      It wasn’t true, of course. The situation wasn’t as simple as that. Fatimah and he had been introduced through a mutual friend
         for the express purpose of courtship. It turned out that Fatimah was being courted by other men as well, and she chose her
         future husband without ever telling Nayir what she was up to. But Katya was different. They hadn’t been courting; they had
         been solving a crime. They had had to work together, and any closeness they experienced had been grounded in their thoughtlessness and sin.
      

      
      Then why did this separation hurt so much?

      
      Because I want a wife, he told himself.
      

      
      No matter which way he thought of it, nothing changed the fact that being with Katya was a zina crime. The Prophet Mohammed had said: Not one of you should meet a woman alone unless she is accompanied by a relative. Did injunctions come any clearer than that? In case there was any doubt, the Prophet had also said: Whenever a man is alone with a woman, Satan is the third among them. Thinking this, Nayir couldn’t help picturing her poor escort, Ahmad, who had sat in the Ferris-wheel cabin behind them at
         the Funfair on their one real date.
      

      
      Back at his boat, he had set a pot of water on the stove before he realized that hot tea was the last thing he wanted. He
         went into the bedroom to change and found himself staring dumbly at the porthole. He regretted telling Samir that he would
         go to the coroner’s. He could just as easily call and speak to an examiner. It wasn’t as if he had to be there in person.
      

      
      The past few weeks had been nothing but humid, restless nights full of longing. The worst agony came when she broke into his
         dreams. The days were no better, time stretching as long and empty as the desert. And no one wanted to go to the desert. The
         Saudis had hunkered down for the summer, taking refuge in their air-conditioned sitting rooms, their private swimming pools
         and cool shopping malls.
      

      
      Before going to bed, he performed istiqara, the recitation of special prayers before sleep to produce an answer in a dream. He had never tried it before, but Imam Hadi
         had recommended it to him once, telling Nayir, “Sometimes you have to search very seriously for the answers you need. Allah
         will not make it easy for you.” The istiqara was no anxious bedtime prayer, but a cleansing, altering-of-consciousness-before-falling-unconscious method of praying that
         could produce an answer of the highest precision. According to Imam Hadi, it was the process that had assisted Niels Bohr
         in his discovery of the atomic structure and that had helped René Descartes formulate the scientific method. Nayir figured
         that such a powerful tool ought to help him through the rather modest matter of deciding whether to go to the coroner’s office
         in the morning.
      

      
      Just before dawn, he dreamt he was in a gigantic room full of sweets. There were plates of baklava, Jordan almonds, Turkish
         delight. The more he looked, the more there was to eat: dates and nuts caked in sugar crystals and dipped in honey, glazed
         beignets waiting in a patient row, sherbets that never melted. Painfully hungry, Nayir sat on the stone floor and ate the
         sweets on every side while a dusting of powdered sugar drifted over him like snow. He ate and ate until he was sick, and then he went
         to the corner to vomit.
      

      
      It didn’t take Niels Bohr–level intelligence to interpret the meaning of that particular dream: he was in grave danger of
         indulging himself. The answer was no.
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      Miriam was sitting on a bench against the wall, feet pulled up, arms curled around herself. The airport air was chilly, and
         now she was shivering and afraid, and hating herself for it. She had no idea how much time had gone by. An hour, two hours?
         She couldn’t remember when they’d brought her in, and it was too much trouble to figure it out. She’d tried calling Eric on
         her cell phone a dozen times, but he hadn’t answered. So she waited. She couldn’t call the neighbors or her friends; Eric
         was the only one who could give her permission to enter the country.
      

      
      The only person who came into the room was an airport worker. He brought a bottle of water and asked if there was anything
         she needed. Tampons, she wanted to say. A side of pork and a bottle of wine. But she’d said no and gone back to staring at the walls, realizing only later that he hadn’t offered anything to the other
         women in the room.
      

      
      After a while, someone came to pick up the other women and Miriam was left alone. Now she was wondering which was worse: being
         worried about Eric or about herself. She felt like a child again, the one feeling she hated above all others. Everything about this country was designed to infantilize women. She’d said so a hundred times. But it hadn’t changed anything.
      

      
      She sat on the bench for what felt like another hour. But damn me to hell if I’m going to check my watch. She would not resort to an open display of waiting. To the world—even one composed of four blank walls—she was here by choice.
         Someone outside was waiting for her.
      

      
      Finally the door opened; the guard poked his head inside and motioned her out with a wiggle of his hand. She took her time
         standing up, righting her suitcase, adjusting her cloak, and making sure the burqa wasn’t going to slip off her nose. She
         glanced at the door and saw a sign she’d missed before. It said in English Unclaimed Women.
      

      
      When she came into the hall, Eric was standing beside the guard. He was a whole foot taller than the officer, and he stood
         in his typical position when dealing with shorter people, shoulders hunched, head bowed, one hand compulsively reaching up
         to run through his close-cropped blond hair, all of which made him seem confused and slightly lost, which was seldom truly
         the case. Right now he looked upset about something. She wanted to ask what was wrong, but she didn’t want to embarrass him
         in front of the guard. He was also wearing a new shirt—indigo blue, not his typical color. The silky fabric reminded her of
         Saudi men.
      

      
      The guard shifted his machine gun to the other shoulder and put a final signature on a piece of paper, which he handed to
         Eric along with his passport and work permit. They traded her like runners passing a baton: Now it’s yours—run! Eric grabbed her suitcase, clutched her hand. They hurried out of the building, through the glass doors and onto the street,
         where the Ford pickup sat parked at the curb. The air hit her like a slap. It was like opening an oven to take out a pie,
         except that this pie was made of diesel fumes and dust. She gagged and pressed her burqa to her nose.
      

      
      Eric heaved the suitcase into the trunk and Miriam stumbled into the passenger seat, careful not to hit her head on the frame.
         Once she shut the door, the climate relaxed, as if someone had drawn a curtain on the world. He started the car. The air inside was still slightly cool from his drive to the airport, and
         when the AC came on, she turned the vents to blow directly at her face and heaved a sigh of relief. Eric spun a lazy arc into
         the opposite lane, heading back to the freeway.
      

      
      “So… double-checking here.” He glanced in her direction. “You are my wife?”
      

      
      She took off her burqa. “Your Stepford wife. You know, the one you left for airport security to handle.”

      
      “Jesus, Miriam,” he whispered, running a hand through his hair. He took a deep breath. “I’m so sorry.”

      
      “What happened?” she asked.

      
      “I’m really glad you’re back.”

      
      “What. Happened.” She knew she was about to lose her temper, but she was determined to hold off as long as she could.

      
      He looked abashed. It took him a moment to speak. “I got the time mixed up. Miriam, I’m—”

      
      “You forgot the time?”
      

      
      “I was so busy at work…” He trailed off, lamely. “Please forgive me. I’m sorry, it won’t happen again.”

      
      You’re damn right it won’t, she thought. But despite herself, she couldn’t stay angry. She was too relieved to see him. She turned to the window and
         tried to calm herself down. Traffic was flowing smoothly; the streets were whizzing by.
      

      
      Taking a deep breath, she said, “So how’ve you been?”

      
      “The usual. How was your trip?” he asked, attempting to soften her up.

      
      “Good,” she said. Unable to stop herself, she added, “Too short.”

      
      He wasn’t going to take the bait. “I missed you. A month is too long.”

      
      “Mmmmh.”

      
      He took her hand, surprising her. “But I managed to find a second wife, so it wasn’t so bad.”

      
      “Oh?” She gave a half smile; she’d play along. “Hence the new shirt.”

      
      “Actually, one of my clients gave it to me. His wife’s family owns a fabric bazaar in Riyadh. This client is one of these hotshot princes who wants a bodyguard just so he can feel important.”
      

      
      It galled her that Eric’s work wasn’t earth-shatteringly important; that she was putting up with everything here so he could
         guard one of Saudi Arabia’s five hundred princes, and one who didn’t need protection in the first place.
      

      
      “Anyway, my new wife,” he went on teasingly. “The good news is, she’s Saudi, and she does all the cooking and cleaning, so
         now you’re off the hook.” He shot her a sly look. “I’m saving you for other things.”
      

      
      “Well, you know, I am your kept woman.”
      

      
      Eric hit the brakes, veered onto the shoulder, and cut dramatically across a rocky stretch of sand, stopping beside a row
         of scrub. His fists gripped the wheel, and for a moment she thought she’d gone too far.
      

      
      Leaning over, he took her face in his hands and kissed her. “Don’t be angry at me anymore,” he whispered. “It’s only five
         more months, and then we’re going back. I promise.”
      

      
      She shut her eyes. She wanted to tell him that it wasn’t her dread of the next five months, it was what had already happened
         in the previous six, the fear, the frustration, the constant worry. This country was slowly crippling their marriage, and
         she was afraid that by the time they got home, it would be too late.
      

      
      But she’d already said these things. He’d already failed to understand them. She leaned back against the seat and said the
         words that had been echoing in her mind for months: “I’d really just like to get home.”
      

      
      They drove the rest of the way in darkness, punctuated by the occasional pink neon sign announcing all-night shawarma parlors by the side of the road. Miriam’s stomach grumbled for food, but she didn’t want to stop.
      

      
      Disorientation gripped her as the truck turned onto the road that led to their neighborhood. From the outside, it was a stranger’s
         land, a man’s land. Her knowledge of it was limited to the walls of her building and the occasional brisk walk to the grocery
         store.
      

      
      Now she saw the view that she didn’t often get, a sprawling neighborhood teeming with immigrants from Sudan, Somalia, and
         other Muslim countries, men who spent their days picking trash from the streets—but not in their own part of town. There were
         Saudis, too, in their white robes and scarves. A young man wearing a baseball cap over his headscarf walked past their car
         and spit near the fender. Miriam grimaced and thought that these men spit too much to be descended from people who believed
         in conserving body fluids. But these weren’t Bedouin, and this wasn’t the desert. This was Jeddah, humid port, stewing in
         the endless moisture of the sea.
      

      
      When they’d first moved into their apartment, Eric had convinced her that it was safer than living on a Western compound.
         But the unspoken reason that they lived here was that he hated the segregation of Americans. He respected Muslim culture and
         wanted to be a part of it, at least while they were here. He spoke Arabic from his years in the military, and two tours in
         Iraq had taught him that there was more to the Muslim way of life than a handful of extremists and some hookah smoke. It went
         against everything he believed in to cloister himself in an English-speaking compound, even if it was the only place where
         women could wander around freely, walk their poodles, and lounge in their swimming pools.
      

      
      In the beginning, she had pushed hard to live on a compound, arguing that he could see all the city he liked, while she could
         spend time in more familiar territory. But he wouldn’t have it. According to him, there were two types of compounds. The bigger
         ones were enormous, with upwards of five hundred homes and all the amenities an American could hope to have, including shopping
         complexes for military personnel. But why live in Saudi Arabia if you were just going to rent a slice of America? The smaller
         compounds had a wider variety of people, even Muslims, but they weren’t reliably safe. Ever since the bombings in Riyadh in
         2003, all compounds were required to have heightened security—that is, until some of the smaller ones began evicting their
         Western tenants. If they got rid of the American and European residents, they didn’t have to pay for the security anymore.
         Two friends of Eric’s had been evicted in the past six months and been forced to move to more expensive homes across town. So that was the
         choice—living in mock-America, or living somewhere more integrated where you might be kicked out for being American. Miriam
         would have liked to live at the sprawling Arabian Gates compound, because whether it was fake or not, she wanted some freedom.
      

      
      “It’s one of the biggest al-Qaeda targets in Jeddah,” he had told her. “We can’t live there.”

      
      The truck turned onto a narrow street, a dusty splinter, slowing down as they approached their building. It was much like
         its neighbors, boxy and stucco white, except that theirs was the tallest on the block; a plaster wall enclosed the roof, adding
         an extra ten feet of height. Black wooden panels shuttered every window, and the front door, studded with upholstery tacks,
         looked as if it could resist a tank.
      

      
      They drove past. It was always difficult to find parking on the little street, but especially at night. It took an effort
         of will for Miriam to stop herself from griping about it. Instead she stared numbly out the window as they crept through the
         streets, first circling their block, then the surrounding blocks one by one. Eric approached the problem methodically, eliminating
         one block at a time. After only a few minutes she was utterly lost and couldn’t remember in which direction their apartment
         lay. All the streets ran together. Some were full of homes, others full of shops, all unfamiliar at night.
      

      
      Finally, they parked in the middle of a block. Miriam climbed out of the car and a dull, black pain spread behind her eyes.
         She was deeply exhausted. As they walked back to the apartment, she tried to prepare for the shock of confinement. When Eric
         was at work, she found it difficult to leave the house. There was a time when he’d encouraged her to get out more often—“for
         your own good,” he’d say—but she’d learned from experience that it was a terrible idea.
      

      
      “You’re American,” he said once. “They won’t bother you.”

      
      “I’m a woman. That’s all that counts.”

      
      Early on, every time she left the house, she drew the neighbors’ attention. Hearing footsteps in the hall, they poked their
         veiled faces out the door and warned her that unescorted women could be picked up by the religious police and sent to jail.
         They had problems with the religious police, they said; it would be twice as bad for a Western woman!
      

      
      At least that’s what she thought they said. Talking with most of the neighbors was a game of pantomime and guessing. Miriam
         thanked them and went out anyway. On the street, she felt safe and terrified by turns. Some days she could wander freely,
         going where she liked as long as she wore her cloak and headscarf, and kept her burqa at the ready in case she started to
         feel too exposed. Sometimes people stared blatantly, even occasionally stopping to gawk at her. Sometimes women would greet
         her politely. But on other days she would encounter resistance. Men would notice that she was out alone, and they would stop
         her by whistling and even standing in front of her, blocking her passage. They would tell her to go home. They warned her
         that it wasn’t safe to be out. She believed them. Even though she was never arrested as her neighbors had promised, she felt
         more and more unsafe as the weeks went by. She began to think that it was only a matter of time before something horrible
         happened.
      

      
      They finally reached the building and ascended the wide marble staircase. She stopped at the second-floor landing to listen
         for noises from the Assad household, but it seemed they’d gone out—probably to a relative’s wedding or funeral. The women
         seldom left the house at night for any other reasons.
      

      
      Miriam followed Eric up the stairs. Before turning the key, he admitted that he hadn’t had time to clean.

      
      “You haven’t cleaned for a month?”

      
      “Well, I did do some work.”
      

      
      She slid through the door and glanced around at the bare white walls, the cold stone floors. Truth was, there wasn’t much
         to clean. While Eric dragged her suitcase into the bedroom, she wandered into the kitchen. Except for a can of fava beans
         and some stale pita bread, the cupboard was emptier than she’d left it, and for a moment it seemed unfamiliar, someone else’s
         kitchen. Paint curled from the cabinets. The stove, thick with grease, wore a bonnet of carcinogens and barbecue scum. Eric
         had written “biohazard” on the dirty oven window. Jerk, she thought, forcing a smile. Once white, the linoleum looked like cauliflower mold, its tiles guttered with rivers of grime.
      

      
      Eric appeared in the doorway. “I’m going for food.”

      
      “That’s okay, I’m not that hungry.”

      
      “I always know when you’re hungry.” He reached in his pocket and pulled out his keys, pointed them at her. “You start chewing
         your lip. Leave the door locked. I’ll be right back.”
      

      
      She watched him leave. “Hurry back,” she said, but he was already gone.

      
      Miriam inverted her purse on the table and sorted through the junk. Receipts, bus tickets. She tossed out candy wrappers and
         American pennies, and extracted a sheet of folded paper that she’d received from the consulate when they’d given her a visa.
         It was a State Department warning. She’d read it before, but she scanned it again to refresh her memory.
      

      
      
         American women should exercise extreme caution in matters concerning personal security. Maintain a low profile, reduce travel
            in the kingdom, and report any suspicious activity to the U.S. Embassy at once.
         

         The religious police, known as mutaween, have the same powers as normal police. To ensure that conservative standards of conduct
            are observed, the mutaween harass and arrest women for the following infractions:
         

               –drinking alcohol

               –wearing trousers or other Western clothing

               –eating in public restaurants

               –driving a car or riding a bicycle

               –dancing, listening to music, or watching movies in public

               –associating with a man who is not a husband or family member

         Women mingling in public with unrelated men may be charged with prostitution, which can be penalized by arrest and death.
         

         The penalty for drug trafficking is death. Saudis make no exceptions. U.S. officials have NO POWER in Saudi courts to obtain
            leniency for American citizens in any circumstances.
         

      

      
      When she’d first read this note, she’d been chilled by its severity. She remembered with a sting that when they’d decided
         to come to Jeddah she’d dreamt about nomads and dark men on horses, swords sheathed in leather, and hawks soaring above their
         white-turbaned heads. Saudi was romantic, if you were a man.
      

      
      She crumpled the paper and tossed it in the trash. Now she was back—officially back—and although she’d been home for only
         twenty minutes, she was already waiting for Eric to return, to come back from the store, back from work, from a world she
         was afraid to enter without him. Wait, wait some more. Her suitcase was jammed with distractions she’d never engaged in back
         in the States: cross-stitching, embroidery, knitting needles. She was going to knit in the desert. Someday she’d laugh, but
         right now it wasn’t funny. Look at that, she thought, I’m even waiting to laugh.
      

      
      From the bottom of her purse, she scooped out the remaining handful of junk, and a small piece of plastic appeared on her
         palm. She threw the junk aside and inspected the thing. It looked like the memory card from a digital camera, but it wasn’t
         hers. Distractedly, she put the card in her pocket and decided to ask Eric about it when he got back.
      

      
      Heavy with dread, Miriam opened the back door and clattered up the staircase to the roof. At least here she could pretend that
         she was still in the States, in a world that granted her fresh air, sunshine, and her own set of keys. To the east, a pair
         of stars sparkled blue on the horizon. She leaned against the wall and took a whiff of a night that was heavy with jasmine
         and the frankincense smoke rolling up from a neighbor’s window. It was a comforting smell. She thought instantly of Sabria, her downstairs neighbor, and how much she enjoyed sitting with her in the smoke-filled
         room, drinking coffee and talking.
      

      
      But as the minutes ticked by, the suffocating heat wove itself around her. She thought again of the American compound—swimming
         pools sounded like paradise now.
      

      
      Five more months.
      

      
      She noticed that Eric had hung out his laundry—days ago, judging from the stiffness of the fabrics and the fact that the sun
         had bleached the top of his shirts. A thump on the other side of the roof made her turn. She saw the neighbor’s roof-access
         door swing open and a girl’s face peeked out.
      

      
      “Sabria!” she said.

      
      The girl grinned and came rushing over to embrace her. Miriam went forward, stumbling on a clothesline and cursing with a
         laugh. “I’m so glad to see you!”
      

      
      Sabria kissed her cheeks, squeezed her shoulders, and frowned. “You were gone too long! What am I going to do when you leave
         for good?”
      

      
      “You’ll have to come with me.”

      
      “And leave my family? Are you kidding?” She smirked. Precisely how her family drove her crazy was one of their favorite topics
         of discussion. Sabria lived downstairs with her parents, six sisters, and a profoundly devout older brother. She was the oldest
         of the girls, and much of the burden of housework and child-rearing fell on her shoulders, but a few months ago she had cast
         it off when she took a job working in her aunt’s beauty boutique. Her parents did not approve.
      

      
      “We’re just about to leave for my cousin’s wedding,” Sabria said. “Everyone’s going. My parents already left, but I forced
         my cousin Abdullah to stay behind because I wanted to see you. I thought you’d be home earlier.”
      

      
      “That’s so sweet.” Miriam felt an irrational swelling of tears. “We were held up at the airport. Don’t hold up your plans
         on my account. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
      

      
      “Yes, but I wanted to let you know: I’m getting married next month.”

      
      “What? To whom?”
      

      
      “My cousin Omar.”

      
      “Congratulations.” Miriam felt her throat constrict. “Is he the one who lives in Riyadh?”

      
      “Yes, the one I told you about.” Sabria glanced nervously at the clothesline.

      
      “Are you happy about the wedding?”

      
      “Yes, I am, it’s just…” She shrugged. “It’s happening so fast.”

      
      Miriam nodded. She took a dim view of how anxious Sabria’s parents were to marry off their girls.

      
      She heard a clatter in the kitchen below. “Listen, Eric’s home,” she said. “Can you come down for a few minutes? He brought
         dinner, and I’m starving.”
      

      
      “No, Abdullah’s going to leave without me if I don’t get down there.”

      
      “Oh, right.” Miriam hugged her again. “Come up when you get back.”

      
      “I will.” As Sabria trotted back to the door, Miriam was reminded how young she was. Seventeen on the outside and—most of
         the time, at least—twelve on the inside, with rare and beautiful flashes of maturity.
      

      
      “Have a safe trip!” Miriam cried, and a muffled response came up from the stairwell. She smiled and grabbed the laundry bucket.
         They didn’t have a washer. She cleaned their clothes by hand, and although she complained about the constant housework, deep
         down she was grateful. It gave her something to do.
      

      
      She hastily collected Eric’s laundry—cursing at the clothespins, which had somehow ruined one of his white shirts—and then
         made her way downstairs.
      

      
      The smell of hummus and shawarma wafted out the kitchen door. She dropped the bucket on the counter and went straight to the table, peeling the tinfoil from
         a take-out tray and dipping her finger in. She tore a slice of pita from a giant round and shoved it in her mouth.
      

      
      “Errrk?” She swallowed. “Honey, come eat!”

      
      She heard no response. “Eric?” A hard swallow. The bug zapper crackled like rounds from a machine gun and she jumped, dropping her bread on the floor. She stooped to retrieve it and took a deep breath. It was probably a lizard; they fried longer
         than mosquitoes.
      

      
      She unwrapped a shawarma and sat down to eat, pleased that the meat was still hot. “I’m eating without you!” She opened a water bottle and took a
         long drink.
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