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Dedication


    To Regina, who never gave up on me.

  


  
    
Chapter One


    Monday


    Lahore, Pakistan


    Our greatest enemies lurk in the recesses of our own minds. No external enemy can inflict a torture to surpass the debilitating agony we exact on ourselves. The untreated mental illnesses fester and haunt us during all waking and sleeping moments, if we sleep at all. We battle the guilt, the shame, and the inadequacy of our lives. Paranoia, fear, insecurity, and depression sizzle and burn away like battery acid at our potential happiness. Clark had come to believe that most of us suffer from some strain of bipolar disorder or neurosis that gnaws at our mental health like a hyperactive parasite inside the skull, eating away at healthy pink tissue and leaving necrotic blisters, matter, and nerve in its wake. He battled these disorders every day, and he was losing. He seldom slept anymore because he was up at all hours combating emotional demons.


    On this night in the brothel where they knew him by name, he lay there struggling with guilt and neurosis, unable to sleep. The prostitute they called Desi had long since fallen asleep. She was plump, and well into her thirties. She’d survived in her profession longer than most. Her legs and thighs were thick. Her ass was heavy. She had dense, strong arms and a thin attractive face. He suspected that she had been striking in her teens and early twenties. She had beautiful, intelligent brown eyes, and a smile that hinted at wisdom beyond her years. He wondered what type of tragedy had landed her in this nightmare.


    In the past two years, he had savored many different whores in Hira Mandi, Lahore’s red light district. All of them were more attractive than Desi, but he always returned to her. Something about her sensuality always pulled him back to her. Desi could dance, sing, and entertain. Despite her weight, she moved like a gazelle. She would recite Persian poetry. But best of all, she knew how to please him. Not just the typical ten-minutes of fellatio followed by copulation. She had mastered that too. No, Desi knew how to make ordinary, neurotic men feel special. She filled the emotional hollowness in their lives with doting female attention. Clark considered himself a sad creature, longing for the attention and affection of an old whore. For the hour or so he spent with Desi, she made him feel like a Moghul prince. And for a few drunken hours, she could almost make him believe that he wasn’t a total failure. And as sure as the morning’s sunrise would unleash a slashing hangover, the next morning would remind him just how meaningless his life was. He had but one purpose in Pakistan—come to think of it, only one purpose in life. And right now he was foundering.


    Two years he’d spent in Pakistan, learning the language, studying the culture, reading the history, navigating the politics, working endless hours, earning and spending money, paying bills back in the US, building networks of underworld contacts, and searching. The sex and alcohol and friendships were unplanned by-products of the pursuit. But for the night, as long as he was in her presence, he could forget all of that. Clark was in Desi’s spell.


    Now the Punjabi courtesan had satisfied his flesh, but nothing could satisfy his emotional stirrings. He’d come here tonight to drink and fuck his way into transcendent amnesia. Yet thoughts of regret swirled about him like the stench from the Asian toilet across the hall. He pulled himself up into a sitting position on Desi’s mattress on the floor and leaned his back against a rich red pillow along the wall. The tabla and harmonium music wafted in through the closed door. He could imagine recycled whores dancing for the last vestiges of the night’s clientele, hoping to score one last sale. The prostitutes would finish off the men in short order, collect their fees, and send them on their way back to their loud and frigid wives. Clark was one of the few who spent the night. His American citizenship lent him special status at the bordello.


    He covered his nakedness with a thick blanket. It was cold in Desi’s room. He lit a Pall Mall—not the cheap Asian version, but the authentic American imports. He opened a can of lukewarm Indian beer. He scooted the bottle of half-drunk whiskey closer to him. He drank and smoked and let the insanity parasite do its job.


    He envisioned Lucy as she was as a child—maybe four or five years old. In this vision, she was pure, vibrant, and innocent. She could always light up his heart with that patented dimpled smile of hers. Tears drummed into his eyes at the thought of it. An invisible fist squeezed the air out of his lungs, and his breaths became shallow. He grabbed the whiskey and took a nip to fight off the nostalgia. He was on the verge of weeping when the second vision took over.


    This image was the one burned into his mind the last time he saw her, an image he couldn’t bear. Fury swept over him like the alcohol rush. He had always wanted to be a good father. He’d wanted to protect his children from evil. Once, he had wanted nothing more from life than to have his children commission for his tombstone the words He was a good father. But he was no good at parenthood or at protecting his children. He clamped his eyes tight to squeeze out all thoughts of his daughter.


    Without really intending to, Clark began to entertain evidence of random injustice that haunted his existence. He saw injustice everywhere. Not just the political injustice in the West Bank and Gaza, or wealthy Pakistanis enslaving impoverished ones. He hated the arrogance of supervisors at work, and of intolerance of religious extremists. He hated the TV newscasters who spilled out bigotry to home viewers in the name of “journalism.” He hated American politics, politicians, and their millions of devotees. Washington, DC was a politically intolerant world. It nurtured a milieu of black and white, with no tolerance for gray areas, and certainly no space for nuanced political views.


    He hated the incompetent US government decision-makers in Islamabad who botched foreign policy, and the corrupt Pakistani officials who complied in order to secure their own futures at the expense of impoverished fellow-citizens. How many corrupt Pakistani contractors, non-profits, engineers and politicians had he clashed with?


    Clark checked emails and texts on his phone, hoping to find something from Firdows, but there was nothing, so he let the parasite feed on. He fought back fears of failing finances and a retirement plan that he had not gotten around to setting up. The years were piling up, and he was ill-prepared. Once he had dared to embrace big dreams of investing in a vibrant financial portfolio and retiring early to paint. But he was not good at managing money or making investments. He spent too freely and invested poorly. And his artistry was an illusion. He was kidding himself.


    Mostly he choked on unquenched yearnings for Firdows. He couldn’t reconcile his insatiable appetite for her with the wretched future that she had painted.


    At their last tryst, they had fought.


    “This is fuckin’ Pakistan. Not San Francisco, in case you haven’t noticed,” she had told him emphatically. “There is no ‘us’ here. We have no future. Just put it out of your mind and stop torturing yourself.”


    In the conservative Muslim society, theirs was a forbidden love. Clark called it love. She never did. She never valued the relationship enough to even lend it a label, but rather she led him to believe that he was no longer even capable of love.


    “You are not in love with me,” she told him. “You are in love with the idea of me.”


    “What does that mean?” Clark asked.


    “Figure it out for yourself. Middle-aged American man. Failure with American women. Finds a younger Pakistani woman who you think will be at your beck and call. Shower you with affection. Hang on your every word. Laugh at your jokes. You see me as a South Asian princess just dying to explore every position in the Kama Sutra with you. That I will magically reveal tantric sexual secrets every night, suck your cock at the kitchen table before work.”


    “Jesus, Firdows. Don’t degrade what we have like that. I adore you. I want to live the rest of my life with you.”


    “Wake up, Clark. I have two kids. What do you propose we do with them? Let Angelina Jolie adopt them?”


    “Firdows, please.”


    “Or are you going to adopt them?”


    “I love your children.”


    “What do you think they do to Pakistani women who abandon their husbands? Especially those who fuck American men?” she asked with disdain.


    “OK, I will adopt them,” he said as the desperation built.


    “Oh God,” she swore.


    “Listen to me. I’ll arrange everything. We can meet in Europe. Or in Dubai. I will-” he said before she interrupted.


    “Are you crazy?” And the message struck a self-conscious nerve. He’d been struggling with fears of his own insanity, inherited from his father.


    “No, I mean it,” Clark defended with fresh forcefulness, defiance of his impractical ideas. “We’ll get married, and then I will adopt the kids.”


    “Right,” she said.


    “I will. I love them because they are part of you.”


    “OK, Clark. Then answer me this,” she commanded with crossed arms and a defiant frown. It was sad to realize just how universal some female mannerisms were. “Just how many wives are you permitted in the United States?”


    For a few beats, Clark was silent.


    “That’s what I thought,” she said.


    “You didn’t give me a chance to answer,” he responded apologetically.


    “You lying bastard.”


    “I’ll get a divorce. OK? Is that what you wanted to hear? We can live in the US. In DC or Boston.”


    She shook her head, and he thought for a second that she was considering it.


    This is what she wants, he thought. She wants me to divorce Dawn so that I’ll marry her and adopt the kids. That way, they all get American visas. This is all a ploy to get me to commit to a divorce and take her away from this.


    Firdows lit a cigarette. Pakistani women of her social class rarely smoked. And she only did it when she had been drinking. Tonight they had been drinking in his room at the Avari Hotel. After sex, she had showered.


    Clark studied her. Even after two kids she was breath-taking. Her straight black hair fell to her tender shoulders, which were currently bare. She was wrapped in a towel. Her breasts were almost too large when contrasted with her tiny waist. Her complexion was a flawless olive. Firdows’s face was oval, the features perfectly symmetrical. Her deep brown eyes were alluring and radiated the impression of profound knowledge, as if she always knew what he was thinking. Her dainty nose was long and thin. The lips comprised a tiny pouty mouth over a button chin. She was feminine perfection. The kind that poets had written about for millennia. The kind of sensuality that drove men to war or insanity or suicide. Just the sight of her sent him into near seizures of recklessness. He wanted to embrace her, kiss her, fuck her, possess her. He was not enchanted by the sex, but by her presence.


    Oddly, the thought of Firdows beneath her sweaty husband didn’t aggravate him nearly as much as the fear of losing her. If forced, he would share her. But he could not entertain the thought of never again enjoying her affection.


    “And how do you propose taking care of us, Clark? Answer me that. Riaz has a business, savings accounts, investments, family holdings going back to the Partition. When his parents pass away, he’ll inherit a family fortune. What do you have to offer me and my children, Clark?” Without pausing for an answer, she continued, “We have one house in Karachi and another in Riaz’s village. Where would we live in the United States, Clark? With your crazy wife?”


    Clark didn’t have time to answer.


    “Riaz has a life insurance policy. Do you have any life insurance, Clark?”


    “No, I don’t have any of that,” he responded sadly. “You’ve made your point.” He had not seen this side of her before. We all have our ugly sides, he knew. Clark had his. She had hers. What made this worse was that she said it so clinically. She spoke as if she were his Byzantine Art professor trying to convince a particularly dense student of some artistic fundamental, something that every first semester freshman should know.


    How deeply he wanted to placate her, to make her happy, to bring a smile onto that stunning face. He wanted to warm her heart, to rejuvenate what they’d shared for the past seven or eight months. He needed that. He would have said or done almost anything at this point to rekindle their happiness.


    “I didn’t think so. I don’t think you get it,” she said victoriously. “What can you offer us? How will you provide for us?”


    “If you love me, we can make it work,” he said, wanting so much for it to be true.


    “You are hopeless, Clark.” Then as if something occurred to her, she said, “A hopeless romantic, that’s what you are. And you know what romantics are good for? They are good for writing poetry and fucking in five star hotels when my husband is away on business. But that’s just about it. Not for building a future. Not for raising kids.”


    He looked away and tried to distract himself by focusing on the hotel art. Above the bed hung a cubist painting of a senior couple with large bulbous noses and deep flappy mouths. They were locked in comedic argument for eternity, mocking him. For a few irrational instants, he imagined the artist had created this scene for Clark’s benefit. Insanity seeped into his shoulders, neck, and head. Perhaps the canvas had morphed before his eyes. Maybe it magically absorbed the emotion of the room and adapted the seniors’ poses, like a mood ring. For Clark and Firdows, the painting became a vision of lust, betrayal, and tragedy. He felt the forthcoming tragedy of their relationship with overwhelming dread.


    Could he be projecting his own failing relationship onto the painting? Maybe he had it all wrong.


    “Why do you think I meet you? Sneak around and take these risks? Because I want to elope with you? No fucking way. I want an escape from the drudgery of my life for a few hours. I want an erotic weekend away from the monotony. An escape from changing shitty diapers and paying bills and cleaning the house and doing laundry and going to the supermarket and planning birthday parties.”


    He sat down in a chair disheartened. This is not what he’d expected for this evening. He’d fantasized about passion and magic, and what he got was the all-too-familiar winding down of an affair.


    She saw it. She saw that she had hurt him. She was not trying to be cruel, just pragmatic.


    “Clark, let’s just enjoy it while it lasts,” her voice softened. “This won’t last forever. Come back to bed and make love to me.” A smile washed across her face. She patted the space beside her in the bed.


    He wanted it. He wanted her. He wanted the sex, sure. But more so, he wanted her heart.


    So Clark didn’t go back to bed. He chose to pout and hold out hope that she would change her mind. That she would beg him to marry her. Take her away from this.


    Maybe she is right, he thought. Maybe my longings for her are little more than my own hubris and narcissism. Firdows had caused him to doubt everything he thought he knew about himself. He had always thought that he was a great lover, that the women slept with him because they adored him, and needed to be in his life. But now he realized he was just another guy. He wasn’t very good at romance after all. Whores laid down for him for money, Firdows for a fling, an escape. She said so herself. Not even his American passport could lure Firdows away from her husband.


    That had been two days ago.


    His thoughts were broken by the vibrations of his mobile phone. He fished it from the pocket of his filthy kameez that was lying on Desi’s floor next to the mattress.


    “Clark,” the Colonel said, “where are you? I am standing outside your house. Your guards tell me you are out. What in the hell are you doing roaming around the city at this hour? You know it is no longer safe for you to be out.”


    The tabla and harmonium music, and the dancing had stopped in the other room. The whores’ artificial moans and the drunks’ reveling had ceased.


    Colonel Qureshi was a retired MI officer in the Pakistani army. MI was short for the Directorate for Military Intelligence. Now Qureshi worked for Clark, and he’d proven loyal. And Qureshi was part of Clark’s plan. Once Clark had earned the Colonel’s trust, he’d had given Qureshi a covert, extra-curricular assignment. This had been a test of their friendship. The Colonel had passed the test, so Clark gave him his true assignment. Clark had taken a huge risk. If Qureshi revealed the task to anyone, Clark could end up in a Pakistani prison cell or on a Taliban execution video on a terrorist website.


    That had been several months ago, and Clark hoped that Qureshi was calling him with good news.


    “Nasir, what are you doing at my house at this hour?”


    “Please tell me you are not at a whorehouse again.” They were speaking in Urdu.


    “I am not at a whorehouse again,” Clark responded.


    The Colonel huffed, clearly unhappy with the American’s social engagements.


    “Do I need to remind you how dangerous this is for you? You have made many enemies. Enemies with powerful friends. Even I can’t protect you…” but he didn’t finish. He probably didn’t have enough minutes on his cell phone to elaborate on how many laws and cultural norms Clark was breaking, or how his enemies would enjoy catching him out vulnerable and exposed at this hour on the streets of Lahore.


    “I need to see you. It’s urgent.”


    “Really? You called me at this hour just so you could talk to me? Imagine that,” Clark switched into English. He always hated using his tuti-puti Urdu with anyone whose English was as dominant as Nasir’s.


    “Tell me where you are and I’ll come to you,” he said.


    “Did you find him?” Clark asked, barely able to conceal his excitement.


    “Not yet, but I wanted to talk to you about something else.”


    “Well if that’s the case, then let’s pick this up in the morning,” Clark told him. “The real morning. The one with the sun and daylight and chai and breakfast and traffic and school children on the streets and Jimmy Dean sausage and all of that.” He didn’t have the energy to deal with this right now.


    “No time, Clark. Miss Sarah is insisting that I fly up to the dam with her at daybreak. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”


    “Fuck,” Clark said. He clenched his teeth.


    Sarah Knight will be the death of me, he thought angrily.


    “She wants to interview the contractor and the engineers and even the local government officials, Clark. What’s wrong with this woman? Is she trying to get us all killed?”


    “Interviews, huh? That doesn’t sound good.” Clark thought for a second. She’d intentionally not informed him. That infuriated him. “I may have to join you on that trip. For all our sakes.”


    “Wheels up at dawn. But let’s meet now to strategize. We may not get a chance later on.”


    After he hung up, Clark dressed in his soiled salwar-kameez and pulled on his nylon vest. He smoothed his long hair with his fingers before donning his topi. He liked dressing in Pakistan clothes. It helped him identify with Pakistani culture. Locals appreciated it. But more importantly, it felt like wearing government-sanctioned pajamas to work. He combed his beard with his fingers and texted Faisal, his driver. Faisal told him he needed a few minutes before he could leave.


    Clark sat back on the floor mattress and swallowed a mouthful of warm, flat beer. In a conservative Muslim country where the alcohol was illegal, you couldn’t let even cheap lager go to waste. He checked his emails and texts, hoping to see a communiqué from Firdows, but there was nothing.


    He reached over and kissed Desi on the cheek. He couldn’t say why, but it made him feel awkward. He didn’t know what Lahori whore etiquette was. Yet the mere act of reaching down to kiss a prostitute on the cheek before leaving in the middle of the night was a demonstration of sentimentality that left him feeling like a chump. It was the feeling you get in one of those dreams where you find yourself standing in the high school hallway in your underwear.


    Clark stood and stuffed his 9 millimeter pistol in the small of his back and left the room.


    No sooner had he closed Desi’s door behind him, than a matching door down the hall opened and a young prostitute swept into the hall. Clark stopped to look at her. He had seen her before, but she was relatively new to the establishment. Her age could have been anywhere from fifteen to twenty-five years old. Her face was slightly lopsided with clever eyes and a fleshy nose. Clark found her extremely attractive. She could have been an undergraduate at LUMS, the Lahore University of Management Sciences.


    Her sweet smile brightened when their eyes met. She tugged on his sleeve and said, “You are Clark, right? The American?”


    Clark opened his mouth and closed it again without saying anything.


    She stepped closer to him. He could smell her perfume. It was light and stimulating. Her pinched fingers released the cloth of his sleeve, and her dainty hand rested on his forearm. Her hand felt oddly titillating even through the fabric of his sleeve. “You aren’t leaving, are you? You shouldn’t leave.” She lowered her voice, “It’s not safe out there tonight.”


    Men were much more confident inside flesh trade establishments than just a few steps outside. Clark smiled at her, knowing her attention would only intensify with his silence.


    She looked over his shoulder and must have seen someone because her smile changed.


    “What’s the rush? Let’s have a drink.” She was still smiling, but all sincerity was gone.


    “Maybe next time,” he told her, enjoying her attention.


    “You should taste all the goods here,” she said while edging close enough to smell Desi on him. She put the flat of her hand on his chest. She ran it up his left breast and slipped something in his kameez pocket before letting her hand rest on his shoulder. “Not just Desi every time. Don’t you get bored eating the same sweets every day? You owe it to yourself to get some variety. Who knows, you may like someone better.”


    Harem intrigue, he thought.


    He liked her. She was bright and sexy and alluring. He would have taken her up on the solicitation for sex, except she looked like a pretty child in her late teens. In his high school years, he would have not hesitated to accept her offer. But at his age, it seemed lecherous. He didn’t think the brothel employed underage women, but one never knew.


    He also would have volleyed with her on the sweets motif, but his Urdu was not good enough.


    “Maybe next time,” he repeated, feeling like a dunce.


    She puckered her lips like a pouty child and slipped back behind her door.


    “What’s your name?” he called too late.


    Story of my life, he thought.


    When Clark turned around, he saw the tabla player standing in the living area. He was staring at Clark but quickly diverted his eyes.


    He’s collecting intelligence inside the harem, Clark thought. I suspect that the information flow, exchange of secrets, and personal tussles inside these walls are staggering.


    The man crossed the room and exited through a door into another room of the house.


    Outside the air was chilly. Clark shivered and lit a cigarette to shake off the cold. He was still thinking about the young prostitute. No doubt he enjoyed the attention. Even in an artificial setting like a Lahori brothel, he still enjoyed her attention. It made him feel special.


    Hira Mandi means Diamond Bazaar, and Desi’s brothel was lumped in among dozens of other whorehouses on both sides of the street. They offered a brief escape from painful realities for hundreds of unfulfilled men each night. Hira Mandi could be a rough neighborhood at this hour, but Clark didn’t plan on venturing out beyond the sidewalk at the front door.


    A plainclothes chokidar appeared from the shadows of the shop fronts and greeted the American. Clark offered him a Pall Mall. The gatekeeper set his shotgun down against a plastic chair on the sidewalk. The two men spoke in Urdu for a few moments. A hijrah wrapped in a black shawl passed on the opposite side of the street. Clark intuited it was a man. To all but the trained eye, the transgender man would have passed for a woman at this distance.


    Clark’s standing out in the open on the street was a breach of security protocol. Faisal hadn’t texted to let him know that he had arrived. The international staff were forbidden from leaving the safety of a building until the driver notified them of his arrival, at which time they were to move directly from the building to the car. The intent was to minimize their exposure outside in the absence of a driver and body guard.


    The threat was real, Clark knew. Al-Qaeda had, after all, kidnapped Warren Weinstein from his own home just a few miles from here. The terrorists had posed as neighbors bringing Ramadhan food. When the guards opened the gate, the militants tied up the guards and pistol-whipped Weinstein. Likely, Weinstein’s own staff were involved. Clark wondered who on his staff he could trust and who he couldn’t.


    Weinstein didn’t have a 9 millimeter stuffed in his waistband, Clark thought.


    Technically Clark could be fired for such a security breach. Ironically, he had written most of those security protocols. Or more accurately, he had modified the security guidelines to suit the Pakistani context. No one really wrote protocols, regulations, or policies from scratch nowadays. Everyone just poached and modified them from existing documents.


    But you have to give a shit whether you get fired or not, he told himself. And I don’t give a shit.


    Clark wasn’t being entirely honest with himself. He needed the job and needed the money. In this economy, no one could afford unemployment. The alcohol and the emotional hole he had dug for himself made it easy to act carelessly. Firdows’s rejection even seemed to legitimize recklessness.


    Clark had but one purpose in Pakistan. And he could not leave before fulfilling that purpose. The job lent him the legitimacy to reside and work in the country, not to mention the visa and the funds to stick around and buy information. At all costs, he needed to keep the job until he’d done what he came to Pakistan to do. He needed to push the Colonel to complete the assignment. The clock was ticking.


    His phone vibrated in his shirt pocket. The long, loose-fitting, pajama-like kameez draped near the knees and was always tailored with right-hand pockets above the hips. That’s where he kept his cash, and sometimes he stashed his phone there. At other times he kept the phone in his upper left-hand shirt pocket above his breast. And other times, he kept it in his vest. Clark was not organized enough to be consistent.


    Story of my life, he thought.


    “Dad, where are you?”


    It was Butch, Clark’s twelve-year old adopted son.


    “I’m in Lahore. What’s up?”


    “Dad, you gotta do something. She’s on a binge again and bill collectors are calling 24/7. When the fuck are you coming home?”


    “Butch, I’m sorry to hear she’s gambling again, but please don’t cuss.”


    Clark heard the roar of automobile engines and looked down the block. Two vehicles with bright lights raced toward him. The chokidar stared dumbly at them with his hands clasped behind his back, but he didn’t move toward his shotgun. The cars didn’t threaten the gatekeeper, just ignited his interest.


    “Are you coming home? If not, I want to come and live with you,” Butch said with desperation in his voice.


    Clark felt his heart tingle. He’d always had a tender spot for the boy who was the product of his wife’s affair with another man thirteen years ago. In all honesty, he did not care much for the bastard boy until he was three. Clark and Dawn had been arguing on a trip from Maryland to Texas. Clark had insisted on a divorce. In an effort to salvage their marriage, Dawn left Butch in the women’s room of a rest area near Knoxville, Tennessee. When Clark returned to the car, the boy’s car seat was covered with a thick blanket. Dawn had insisted the boy was asleep and Clark should not bother him. After twenty miles or so, Dawn’s eerie smile alerted him that something was horribly wrong. He reached to the back seat and found the boy was gone.


    “What have you done?” Clark yelled at her.


    “I want us to be happy again. I don’t want any reminders of my indiscretion. This is the only way,” she said still smiling.


    He nearly wrecked them racing back to the rest area. By the time he arrived, the police were there. A black lady had found the boy and called the authorities. When Butch saw Clark, he ran screaming “Daddy, Daddy” to his arms. Clark’s heart melted. He spent the next several hours explaining that his wife’s medication had caused her to forget their son, and a purse full of prescriptions helped to convince them.


    As a result, Clark had abandoned all discussions of divorce. He’d assumed full responsibility for raising Butch. He loved him like he was blood. He took him to his first days of school each year, helped him with homework, shuttled him to soccer practice, and took him to the doctor. That is not to say Dawn was not involved in her son’s life. She loved him and when she was healthy, she was an excellent mother. But manic depression is a powerful disorder and without proper treatment, she was volatile and unpredictable. Early on, Butch recognized his mother’s mental illness and came to rely heavily on his father’s love as sanctuary from her lunacy.


    Patiently Clark explained, “I can’t come home just now. You know that. I was there last month. I came home to visit you, remember?” That much was true. Butch was the primary reason that Clark had returned to the US last month. He’d needed to sort out some problems at school, and pay some of his wife’s debts.


    “Then I am coming to live with you. I can’t stand it here anymore. She’s a fuckin’ lunatic.”


    “Butch, please. You cannot live here.”


    The cars raced closer.


    Absently, Clark tapped his shirt pocket. He retrieved the note that the prostitute inside had slipped to him.


    “It’s not safe for you here.”


    “Oh, but I suppose it is safe for you?” Butch asked sarcastically.


    The two cars came to an emergency, squealing halt in front of the brothel. The doors burst open and seven or eight armed police leaped out. They were shouting at Clark in a mixture of Urdu and English.


    He opened the note.


    It read, Do not trust Desi. Your are in danger. Call me. And below her telephone number, it was signed, Samira.


    “Clark Miller?” one Pakistan policeman asked.


    “Butch, I gotta call you back.” Clark shut off the phone.


    “You need to come with us,” another policeman said without waiting for a response.


    He was surrounded by several police with outdated rifles while others were armed with only batons. As far as Pakistani authoritarian figures go, they didn’t look terribly menacing. Still he did not doubt that they would break a few bones or knock out a couple of teeth if he didn’t comply.


    Several thoughts went through Clark’s mind. Most of them elicited emotions of anger and frustration. Colonel Qureshi had been right. It was a dumb idea to be out whoring at this hour. Clark had made too many enemies here. He shouldn’t have left the safety of the brothel before his driver texted of his arrival.


    Like an arrogant American hoodlum, Clark produced a warped smile highlighting the cigarette that protruded from the crook of his lips.


    “Well, when you ask like that, how can I possibly resist such a hospitable offer?” Clark said in English. “Take me to your leader.”

  


  
    
Chapter Two


    Monday


    Lahore, Pakistan


    Shahi Qila is a magnificent medieval structure, wouldn’t you agree Mr. Miller?” Inspector General Gillani said while twisting his head to read the American’s face. “It dates back to the 17th Century in its current form. It was built by Mughal Emperor Akbar. But the origins can be traced back to ancient times.”


    The aging Pakistani police officer was clean shaven and dressed in a Punjab police uniform: Dark blue shirt and tan pants. The shoulder epaulets were bedecked with a gold star over a crescent representing the Muslim state, and a crossed sword and baton, an insignia adopted from the British Raj. He wore a deep blue beret and had a large bushy mustache. He pointed north across the courtyard.


    Clark said nothing.


    “Let’s go for a little walk over to Diwan-e Am.”


    Again Clark remained silent as they took the first few steps toward the Mughal court.


    “I have been infatuated with Diwan-e Am since I was a child. My father used to bring me here during Ramazan.”


    For a few moments, Gillani seemed lost in memories of his childhood.


    “I always visualized Shah Akbar holding court there,” he said.


    When they entered a dark, narrow passageway, Clark imagined brigands awaiting him in the shadows. They would bind him and beat him and torture him before handing him over to Al-Qaeda. In this part of the world, many authorities collaborated with the terrorist organization purely on ideological grounds. Other did so for financial reasons. Whatever the motivations, Clark didn’t want to be taken hostage.


    The officers that grabbed him in Hira Mandi had not taken his phone, nor had they searched him or found his weapon. Clark tensed, preparing to defend himself. He wondered how quickly he could draw his 9mm from his waistband, knock off the safety, and fire. He might have to shove an assailant back, or strike one with his fist before drawing his gun.


    Whatever the cost, he would not be taken hostage.


    A year ago, a Christian Pakistani cook had handed him a DVD. It was a homemade Taliban recruitment and propaganda tool for the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA). The video showed Pakistani youth being decapitated by Taliban extremists. The entire video was in Pashtu, a language he could not understand. The Taliban were pre-dominantly Pashtuns and Sunni Muslims. The most extreme Taliban hated Christians almost as much as they hated Shiite Muslims. He suspected the victims in the film were Christians, Shiite Muslims, and Sunnis labeled as spies and traitors. While he was accustomed to a certain amount of violence, even Clark could not watch the entire video. He became physically sick at the beheadings and stopped after two.


    Walking through the dark passageway, Clark committed himself to making his stand here and now. He much preferred losing his life here in a gun battle to his beheading being posted on YouTube.


    The two men crossed onto the expansive open-air platform with no incident. He began to relax and look around. The platform had no walls on three sides. He’d seen it before in daylight, but never at night. In the moonlight, Clark could appreciate the beautiful arcade comprising dozens of tan overhead arches sculpted from stone and supported by four long rows of perfectly-aligned arcading, dark brown piers nuzzled on enormous slate floor tiles.


    Gillani pointed a flashlight to the only wall that ran the length of the rectangular structure. The light landed on a small raised platform.


    “Right here is where peasants and merchants would come for an audience with the Shah, seeking justice,” Gillani said.


    “This is all fascinating, Inspector. Absolutely fascinating. Really. Glad you brought me out here in the dark to view the Mughal court by flashlight. The only thing I can imagine more breathtaking would be a game of UNO by candlelight.”


    The inspector general narrowed his eyes.


    “Answer me this. How does one go about getting access to the Lahori Fort at this hour?” Clark asked, looking around, as if admiring the architecture. “I could use the night seclusion of a compound like this to trade in enriched uranium and reactor parts.”


    The inspector general was smoking now. He exhaled and looked away from Clark before speaking.


    “You know a lot of Pakistanis would take offense to such facetious comments. It’s a post-911 era now. Everyone is sensitive to America’s anti-Muslim rhetoric. In Pakistan, A.Q. Khan is a hero.”


    Gillani was referring to Abdul Qadeer Khan, the infamous Pakistani scientist who sold nuclear technology to North Korea, Iran, and Libya, advancing the thermo-nuclear weapons capabilities of those nations by generations. Thanks to him, Pakistan had also now raised the nuclear stakes in South Asia, tit for tat with its neighbor India, bringing them occasionally to the brink of nuclear war.


    The Inspector General was correct about the nuclear scientist, though. While the west had demonized Khan, Pakistani popular pride had soared over his achievements. Nuclear monuments in the shape of Chaghi Mountain, the site of the first successful tests, had popped up all over the country to immortalize the country’s burgeoning nuclear arsenal.


    “I’m with you there, brother. I say blow all India to hell and let Krishna sort ‘em out.”


    The police officer studied the American disapprovingly.


    “We are a Muslim country with enemies all around us. India has one billion Hindus just waiting to obliterate us. Ahamdulillah, A.Q. Khan gave us the ability to defend ourselves. Something the Americans and the Hindus never wished us to have. Now we have first-strike capability and can eradicate out an entire Hindu city anytime we wish. There is nothing anyone can do to prevent it. If you are asking me to apologize, I won’t,” Gillani said.


    “A preemptive strike is defensive?” Clark asked.


    “You,” the inspector general said accusingly, “an American—of all people—would be so hypocritical as to tell a Pakistani about preemptive strikes? We learned it from Mr. George W. Bush.”


    This was a gross exaggeration, but Clark didn’t want to argue the point. Instead, he took another angle.


    “Demographically, India is much more complex than simply a nation of one billion Hindus, Inspector General. There are more Muslims in India than in Pakistan. What? Two hundred million? How do you reconcile that little fact with annihilating an entire city? Besides, India would retaliate immediately and wipe out a Pakistani city faster than you can say nuclear holocaust. What’s the point?”


    The Inspector General nodded his head to the line of debate. Perhaps he thought the American a worthy adversary.


    “What are a few million Muslims on either side of the border? There are plenty of us. If it is Allah’s will…” The corners of his mouth drooped down in false apathy. He tossed his cigarette butt on the slate and mashed the tiny embers out with the toe of his shoe, as if squashing a microcosmic nuclear battle.


    “Well,” Clark pursed his lips as if convinced by the statement, “why didn’t you say so sooner? Now that you put it that way, do you mind starting with Mumbai? This taxi driver once beat me out of ten bucks. Let’s wipe Mumbai off the face of the earth? What do you say?”


    Gillani chuckled at that.


    “Indeed, you are an unusual American, I must admit. Unique.”


    “Ahamdulillah,” Clark said. Praise God.


    “Let me show you something,” Gillani said and walked back to the passageway. Inside Gillani shined his flashlight on the ceiling, but didn’t find what he was looking for. He stepped forward and shined the light on the next arcade.


    “Here it is. Look at this.”


    Clark stepped into Gillani’s space and looked at the ceiling. At the center of the tiny dome ceiling was a tile of a sun with a face on it. To the American, it looked out of place in the iconoclast Muslim structure. The surrealism of the moment flirted with Clark’s sanity. Could he really be witnessing this? Could he really be standing with the inspector general in this tiny cubicle in the middle of the night? Was that tile real or was he imagining it? Had Gillani inserted it for Clark’s benefit?


    “It’s Surya,” Gillani said. “The Hindu sun god. This is doubly offensive to Muslims. First, la ilah illa allah wa muhammed rasul allah.”


    Clark new the Arabic phrase well. Muslims called it shahada, the testament of Islamic faith. There is no god but God, and Mohammed was his messenger. Islam was a monotheistic religion. Essentially all Muslims had to testify that there was no god, but Allah.


    A professor in Islamabad once told Clark, “Muslims have a zero tolerance policy on flirtations with other gods, images of gods, mothers of god, sons of god, or other deities. That’s why they find the notion of Jesus as the Son of God or Mary as the Mother of God so offensive.”


    Clark looked at Gillani.


    “Second,” the inspector continued, “Islam forbids reproduction of sentient beings. Art, photography, movies, cartoons, whatever. Only God can create life.”


    Clark also knew this narrow interpretation of Islamic tradition, and it made him furious. Muslim iconoclasts had from time to time destroyed art in the name of keeping religion pure. The Taliban had destroyed the great Buddhist sandstone carvings in Bamiyan, Afghanistan in 2001, just like the first Muslims had destroyed idols inside the Kabaa—the holy cube in the middle in of Mecca—in the Prophet Mohammed’s time.


    “Creation of life is what Doctor Frankenstein did, not Walt Disney,” Clark said.


    “It’s all infidelity to Allah.”


    To think that any intelligent human being would pray to a cartoon was beyond absurd. But any attempt to sway a hardliner’s position was equally absurd. It would have been easier to convince conservative Amish to pilot jets.


    To avoid further argument, Clark merely said, “How did it get here?” He indicated the tile of Surya.


    “Emperor Akbar,” the Pakistani said and flicked off the light. “He allowed Hindus to contaminate Islam during his reign. Akbar had Hindu and Christian wives. They swayed his judgment.”


    Always blame the women. How convenient, Clark thought.


    As they walked back onto the platform, Clark tried to predict Gillani’s point for this entire discussion. The policeman was not particularly conservative, but he did embrace his share of biases.


    “You know a few months ago, I was in the United States,” Gillani said. “I told my barber. All America’s problems would be solved if you drop birth control into every can of Coca-Cola.” Gillani laughed at his own cleverness.


    Clark let the insult sizzle between them. Just when the American decided to say something, Gillani spoke up.


    “I would hate to see something tragic happen to you, because you allowed women to sway your judgment.”


    Clark’s eyebrows involuntarily rose.


    “You threatening me, Inspector?”


    The Pakistani shook his head.


    “No. No, I am not. Quite the opposite. I am trying to protect you. You are a unique American, someone deserving our protection. However, I am afraid that you have gotten yourself into quite a predicament. First of all, you are taking counsel from weak men, like Qureshi. He is not to be trusted. Do yourself a favor and fire him.”


    Gillani had really unseated the American. He tried to shake off the concern and the growing dread. Clark listened with unusual concentration.


    But Gillani did not elaborate on Clark’s most trusted colleague. Rather, he narrowed to his true topic for the evening.


    “I have been hearing things,” Gillani said.


    “Such as?”


    “To begin with, you have made a lot of enemies in Pakistan, I hear.”


    “You, a Pakistani, are trying to tell me about enmity? Doesn’t that seem a little hypocritical? I had never even heard the word ‘enmity’ before I came to Pakistan.”


    The Pakistani chuckled.


    “Good point, Clark. However, we inherit most of our enmities. They are passed down from generation to generation like land and debt. You, on the other hand, have managed to make a lifetime of enemies in the short time you’ve been here.”


    Clark instinctively reached for his mobile phone in his breast pocket. It was not there, but the note from the prostitute was. He’d completely forgotten it. He had received two warnings in less than an hour. This couldn’t be a good portent.


    “Making enemies is extremely dangerous in Pakistan.”


    “Making enemies in any country is rarely healthy, Inspector. But if that is it…”


    Gillani interrupted.


    “Have you been sleeping with another man’s wife, Clark?”


    An immediate wave of anxiety slapped him. He suspected he looked guilty. He couldn’t help it.


    And like a child guilty of playing with matches, Clark said nothing.


    “This will get you both killed in Pakistan, my friend. It’s a matter of the family’s honor. Not just the husband’s, but it’s the responsibility of every family member to cleanse the family’s honor. You should know that by now.”


    “Who told you this?” Clark asked defensively. He thought that he’d been clever and hidden the adultery well. He’d never told anyone. Had Firdows?


    “It is my business to know everything that goes on in Lahore. And when it comes to Americans, I feel especially responsible for their safety.” The inspector general was now looking out over the lower level of courtyard, as if it were he who were dispensing justice.


    The Pakistani went on.


    “This is not America. All women are not whores. Here we protect our women. They are modest. They cover themselves. They cover their hair. They do not date, nor see men before marriage. They are all virgins on their wedding night. Then they spend the next fifty or sixty years being loyal to one man. There is no extramarital sex in Pakistan, Clark.”


    This upset the American. He couldn’t identify precisely which part of the inspector general’s diatribe did so or what it was connected to. Did it strike a nerve related to Lucy? Or did he feel he needed to defend the honor of all American women? Or was it connected to Firdows? Or Desi?


    “Well, that explains a lot. I guess all those Pakistani men at Hira Mandi are practicing cricket swings with all those women who are loyal to just one man.”


    “Whores, you mean,” the inspector said defensively. “Hira Mandi is full of whores and misguided men. That part of town is an embarrassment. It is an unfortunate outlet for weak men. Women, however—and I mean respectable, married Muslim women—do not have affairs with other men.”


    Clark knew this, but the injustice of the Pakistani’s comments infuriated him so badly that he didn’t even know where to start. Was it the injustice of double standards for Pakistani men and women? Or the hypocrisy of Pakistanis who valued fidelity over lives of millions of innocent Muslims and Hindus just across the border? Or was it the fact that they would kill their women to protect their honor? Or was it because the honor crimes and Muslim violence hit so close to home? Was he identifying with Lucy and Firdows?


    “I didn’t know Pakistan had morality police. I thought those only roamed about in Saudi Arabia and Iran and Afghanistan.”


    Many conservative Muslim societies had such official police forces that monitored citizens’ clothing, behavior, and associations. In Saudi Arabia, they were called the Committee for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice. Iran and Gaza had their version. Afghanistan under Taliban-rule dedicated an entire ministry to policing that enforced Sharia by flogging, arresting, and amputating believers into submission.


    The inspector looked deep into Clark’s eyes.


    “My friend, you are playing a very dangerous game. You need to be careful. If I learned this, then the husband may too. As well as other religious fanatics who may wish to seize an opportunity to take their anti-American frustration out on you. Both of you.”


    Clark thought about that.


    Indeed, I am playing a dangerous game, he thought.


    “Officially, I have nothing to do with policing your affairs.” Gillani flipped his wrist outward to discount the notion.


    “But? I feel there is a but coming,” Clark said.


    “Yes, I told you that you are unique.” The inspector’s eyes relaxed a little. “I am speaking to you as a friend.”


    So now you are my friend? Clark thought.


    For a few seconds, the American looked out over the courtyard, searching for perspective. He found none. Instead, he experienced a surreal feeling creep over him. The silence of the courtyard where justice had been dispensed by Mughal emperors meant something almost spiritual to him. He felt as if he was losing a percentage of body weight through his shoulders and chest, and out through his feet. It was an eerie feeling. His own madness was gnawing at the inside of his cranium. How much longer could he maintain the pretense of sanity?


    “I called you here on another matter. A matter that I wanted to raise with you unofficially before deciding if it merits official inquiry.” His eyes narrowed before he continued. “If I need to call you down to the station for this, it will become official and will raise suspicion among my less tolerant fellow officers.”
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