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For my children, for Erin






When I was alive


I was dust which was,


But now I am dust in dust


I am dust which never was.


—The Arabian Nights
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Now the sunrise.


Now this plate of boiled grain, the spoon in my hand.


Now the walk around the perimeter of the building and the sunset call of the muezzin.


In the long hours between her visits, he used the other events of the day as a refuge.


Each time, before she came into the room, they bound his hands and blindfolded him. Often Azhar, whose few words of English he’d likely learned from the woman, smiled apologetically before he knotted the scarf, drawing it slowly tighter so as not to pull the hair on the back of his head, while Saabir, whose English was only slightly better, yanked the scarf so hard with his calloused fingers that he thought it would leave its bright pattern imprinted on his skull. The room was small, perhaps ten by fifteen feet, partially underground with a half-finished floor, the other half hard-packed dirt; there was a single high window through which, when she wasn’t there, he could occasionally see the feet of men walking by, and when she spoke to him, her voice—he thought she must be fairly young, despite its melodic depth—resonated slightly off the blank walls from where she sat on the other side of the room. Most times Azhar or Saabir seemed to remain in the room with her, but he couldn’t be certain. He had been here six days, and this was the fourth time she’d come.


“Good morning, Mr. Laurent,” she said. Her English was perfect, and if there was the slightest inflection of a Pakistani or Afghan dialect, it likely came from the time she’d spent in those countries. She could easily have been American, was likely American, because while he was no expert in local or regional culture, and had traveled here after absently reading a couple of books, it was unfathomable that a faction in this country that would kidnap him would use or train one of their own women for this purpose. He was stunned they were using a woman at all.


“Can you say good morning to me, Mr. Laurent?” she said, addressing him not as a child, but as someone from whom she expected a courteous response.


“Good morning,” he said, clearing his throat. “I’m sorry. I still don’t know your name.”


The blindfold was wide and thick, and even if the sun had been angling through the high window, which it never did, and he’d held his eyes fully opened, he would likely have been able to make out only her silhouette.


“You can call me Josephine these mornings I visit,” she said. “If I told you my real name, you would start to worry.”


The few times she’d spoken to him to this point, never for more than ten or fifteen minutes, she’d been similarly ambiguous in her choice of words, and he’d lacked the courage to ask what she’d meant. But this time, he said, “Worry about what?”


She let out a brief sigh, perhaps a quiet laugh.


“Maybe that you couldn’t pronounce it,” she said. “Or maybe, if I told you my real name, you would start to think that you would never be leaving here.”


He had come to the country for the wrong reasons and stayed for worse ones. He’d volunteered to open new opportunities for Pepsi while operating out of Karachi, a city he would have had trouble placing in Pakistan before he’d volunteered, or rather insisted that he go, using the relatively light weight of his executive position to make the move for no more than six months. Gregory, his boss, and younger than he was by ten years, but with more international experience, had said, “Six months will seem like an eternity. Pakistan’s a young country. But you’ll feel something ancient there, and every now and then it doesn’t feel good. Not saying you won’t meet some wonderful people, even walking around in the markets. Hell, you can buy a Big Mac if you’re homesick. I don’t mean to be unnecessarily grim, Marc, but you watch the news. Educate yourself and be careful.” He’d done neither adequately.


The first times she’d come in, she had mostly asked for names of people in the States who would ransom him. Though she loosely accused him of being a spy, he had been kidnapped in order to exact a sum of money that would either finance her cause or that of the people she represented. He had been wandering where he shouldn’t have, out toward the slums of what he was told was Lyari Town, hoping to soothe his heart with images of greater poverty, when a cabdriver who spoke some English warned him of the danger and offered a ride back to his hotel. Because it was toward evening, he’d accepted the ride, and two blocks later the driver had slammed to a stop, and a man toting a machine gun emerged from a small shack and aimed the gun at his head while the driver climbed into the backseat and blindfolded him. They’d driven for hours; whether it was in circles or all the way out to Waziristan he had no way of knowing, though they weren’t in the mountains. When Azhar or Saabir, each afternoon, walked him for exercise around the perimeter of a house near the one where he was held, the air still seemed damp with the occasional salt-scent of the sea.


“You look no worse for the wear,” she said to him. “I see you have a change of clothes. Eating well?” He’d been given simple but generous meals of grains and peas and bread. “It would be an affront for a Pakistani not to act hospitably,” she added without irony. She said something to Azhar in what he believed he recognized as Urdu, and he heard the door open and close. She pulled the chair across the floor to the point she was only a couple of feet away. When she sat down, some damp fragrance briefly invaded his nostrils.


“Mr. Laurent,” she said. “May I call you Marc, now that we know each other a little better?”


“May I call you Jo?” he said to her, the first undercurrent of sarcasm he’d managed since his capture, because even in his state he’d bristled at her use of the word hospitably.


He expected she would leave the room, or call a man back in to slam his chair to the ground, or to slap him—something for this first expression of impertinence—but instead she said, “When I’m in the room alone with you, you’re certainly welcome.


“Mr. Laurent,” she continued. “Marc. We called some of the numbers you gave to us. Business associates. More business associates. Mr. Gregory McGuire expressed grave concern for you. But not one family member. None among that list of numbers.”


“No one in my family has the kind of money you’re looking for.”


She laughed lightly at this, a few high, musical notes that gradually deepened.


“You’re not talking to Saabir, who thinks all Americans are wealthy. I know what kind of money your family doesn’t have. And I don’t think for a minute the Pepsi corporation is going to hand over ten million dollars for a mid-level executive. Easier to promote someone else than sell that many cans of soda.”


“Thank you.”


“No offense intended. But a corporation being what it is, they’ll work harder to keep your capture a secret than to ransom you. Which is why we need the numbers of family members. We can find them ourselves in good time, but that’s only likely to extend your stay.”


“Are you American?”


“That you will never know for sure. Regardless of what happens, you’ll never see my face.”


“They must pay you well.”


She shifted in her chair at this and resettled herself.


“We won’t be talking about my motives. Or how I became radicalized, as they say.”


“I can’t believe you’re a woman,” he said.


“Can’t believe it or don’t believe it?”


“Either. A fundamentalist Muslim group would not hire a woman as its interrogator.”


“Is that what this is? An interrogation? Does it feel that way to you? And as I said, you have no idea who I am, who we are, and what our motives may be.”


He strained to loosen the rope around his wrists, not because he hoped to escape, but because sitting in the chair with his arms behind his back made his shoulders ache. He’d held no thought of escaping from the moment of his capture; the despair and fear that most would feel were numbed by the presence of all the days of these past two months, and even the weeks before them that had followed him onto his flight. He used to be terrified of flying, but midway over the Atlantic, when out the window he watched the unvariegated water meet in a distant haze the indifferent blue of the sky, he thought if the plane nose-dived at that point, he would feel no terror because of despair. And then he’d felt his face warm with a different kind of panic: that this move at age forty-seven, after his wife had left him, was an anguished effort to reignite a life that had never burned with a particular fervor in the first place.


“I’m sorry about the bound hands, but it’s the only way.”


“You think if you untied them that the first thing I’d do is snatch the blindfold from my eyes? I don’t care all that much what you look like.”


“After a while, maybe we’ll see.”


He felt the familiar tightening of his grief in his larynx but forced it down.


“So, Marc, you had a wife.”


“Yes, I had a wife. Did you find out her name on the Internet?”


“We did. Lynne. Lynne Laurent. Why do so many people seem to choose to marry for the musicality of their new name?”


“It’s as good a reason as any.”


“That may be true. Did she take you for everything you had?”


“No. She didn’t take me for anything.” Which had ultimately proven true in other ways. But in the isolation and confinement of these last six days, the gilded edges of his early memories of her—that morning when, from the porch of their first home together, she turned back to smile at him as he left and her robe slipped from her shoulder, or the time she’d cut her forearm so badly that it had to be stitched, and she’d winced when he gripped his homemade tourniquet with his hand, and later he’d contemplated her dried blood on his fingers in ways that had unsettled him—had begun to glow with increasing heat.


“No affection for you at all?”


“I’m not saying that. But she’s not going to fund-raise for the cause, if that’s what you’re thinking. I haven’t spoken to her since I arrived here.” Which was true but for the two voice messages she’d left. “What you’ll get for your phone call is maybe a measure of concern. Maybe.”


“No brothers? No sisters?”


“Two sisters. One lives on a farm in Indiana in a little ranch home on sixty acres they rent to local corn growers in order to make ends meet. The other lives in a tiny apartment in Chicago where she’s trying to patch her life back together after bouts of alcoholism. She borrows money from me.”


“No children?” she asked.


At this he felt his eyes tighten under the blindfold and sting at the corners.


“No children,” he said.


He heard her stand up then; her garments rustled, as if she were resettling them, and then she took a quiet step or two, and he felt her shadow as she stood over him; he heard her exhale in his ear.


“Marc,” she said. “Your only daughter was murdered a month ago. She was nineteen. You know this. And you didn’t even go home for the funeral.”


She breathed again in his ear and then pulled away, dragged her chair back over to the far wall, opened the door, and closed it behind her.
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When Azhar came in with the plate that evening, his gun slung over his shoulder, for the first time there was a serving of meat cut into small pieces. After Azhar handed him the plate, Marc lifted a bite with his spoon and looked up to where Azhar stood by the door.


“Lamb,” Azhar said. “For muscle.”


He flexed his arm and showed his lean biceps.


“Strength for the long haul?” Marc asked, though he knew Azhar wouldn’t understand. Azhar smiled at him. His eyes were large and wet, almost pretty. He had a beard that he occasionally stroked thoughtfully, and when he was sitting watching over Marc for long stretches of time, he tended to stare up and out the window, as if something other than dust or a few feet of the nearest building might become visible. It occurred to Marc that sitting and guarding someone who posed no threat and with whom you shared no language must lead to almost depthless boredom.


Azhar stood and watched him eat. Marc had developed the habit through the days of his capture of separating out each spoonful of grain in order to extend the meal.


“You should bring a plate of your own next time. I don’t much like eating alone.” He lifted his fork toward him.


“Lamb,” Azhar said, and then a sentence in Urdu.


The room where Marc was kept had a crude toilet that sometimes managed to flush. A bucket in which to wash that either Azhar or Saabir emptied each morning. The room was part of a small house or building, and he occasionally heard muffled thumps or a muted voice at night when he was sleeping on his thin mat. Whichever man had the night shift slept in front of the threshold of the door.


When Marc finished eating, Azhar took his plate and set it on the empty chair. “Walk,” he said. He readied his gun in an almost desultory way that had deepened with each passing day, and he opened the door for Marc and followed him out into the late-evening sun. Even its waning brightness was for a moment too much, and Marc shielded his eyes, the sky seemingly saturated with pigment. There was the same smell of dampness in the air mingled with the nearly constant odor of something burning, and more distantly something foul, perhaps sewage. Azhar never led him around the perimeter of the building where he was being kept, but rather the neighboring one that had two or three windows that were often covered, but today Marc could peer through a pane where there were chairs and a table with three cups. He stopped to look in, surprised that he found himself missing even the anonymous faces of others, but Azhar said no and pushed him along with the hand that wasn’t holding the gun.


Two times around the perimeter, after Marc felt the muscles in his legs start to stretch and warm with the movement, Azhar stopped him, put his hand on his shoulder, and turned him around. The gun was at his side, and he was reaching into his pocket. Azhar pulled from it a photograph and handed it to him. The picture was of a girl, maybe ten years old, in a plain dress and a bright blue scarf. She was smiling slightly, her mouth closed. Azhar said something in Urdu and then tapped his chest. “Daughter,” he said with difficulty. Marc handed the photograph back to him, but Azhar didn’t take it immediately, and when Marc looked at his face, Azhar’s eyes were narrowed slightly, the lines near them deepened with sadness. “I”—he struggled to find the word—“sorry.” Then something in Urdu again, and then he gestured with his gun and took Marc one more time around the perimeter.


The sun between the low buildings was nearly at the horizon, a red orb hung over collections of one-story buildings and the gently rolling hills. Marc could have been outside the Midwestern town where he grew up, as far as the sun and hills were concerned, but they were pretty nonetheless, the dusty deep and pale greens tinted orange before the coming twilight, and he felt his eyes fill. Remarkable that these glimpses of beauty under a darkening sky opened the gates of emotion more than the photograph of Azhar’s daughter.


When they walked back into the room, Azhar picked up the plate, lifted it toward him, and smiled.


“Thank you for the lamb,” Marc said, and Azhar nodded and then backed out of the door and was gone for half a minute before Saabir came in with the blindfold and, without speaking, wrapped it around Marc’s eyes and tied his hands. For the first time, he was to get an evening visit from the woman.


When she came in, he heard Saabir walk out and close the door, and the woman once again pulled her chair across the floor of the room so she could sit close to him.


“It’s a beautiful evening,” she said first. “Soon they’ll be calling for the sunset prayer.”


“I wouldn’t know what kind of evening it is,” he said.


“That’s not true, Marc. I saw Azhar walking you outside. I saw the way you looked at the sky.”


“You can’t be Muslim,” he said.


“The call to prayer is moving even if I’m not. The way its rhythms bring your attention in equal parts to your devotion and your mortality.”


“I would think it would get tedious after a while.”


“Maybe,” she said. “Maybe it’s like washing your face. Most days you do it without thinking, but now and then, as you’re patting your skin dry, you catch a glimpse of yourself in the mirror that’s such a surprise that it affirms your faith in the familiar.”


Perhaps she was both a jihadist and a poet, he thought.


“That would depend on the face, I think.”


“Yes, I suppose. I saw Azhar show you the picture of his daughter.”


He tightened his eyes again beneath the blindfold. “Did you ask him to do that?”


“No. I did tell him that your daughter had been killed.” She left the words suspended in the air for several seconds. “He’s softhearted. He’s a butcher by trade, but, like any butcher I’ve known, gentle and funny away from his work.”


“Less gentle seeming when he’s carrying a gun.”


She shifted in her chair, and he heard her resettle her garments. Even with the blindfold, the room seemed to have darkened with nightfall.


“We reached your wife. You underestimated her, I think. She seemed very concerned about you. But perhaps that was just a manifestation of her grief.”


“Don’t,” he said, shaking his head. Like everything else, he’d held at bay what could have been easily imaginable images of Lynne getting the phone call about the murder, or answering the knock at the door, or receiving mourners alongside the coffin, near which photographs of their daughter at various ages—finger-painting in blues and yellows at age five, and water-skiing on a lake where one summer they rented when she was twelve, and laughing, arms linked, with girlfriends at age fifteen at a birthday party—told the half truths of a half-happy life.


“She wasn’t angry with you for not flying home, or for not answering her calls.”


“You must have had quite a chat.”


“Woman to woman. She used the words lost soul, and seemed to suggest that ransoming you wouldn’t change that.”


This he knew was false. “You didn’t talk to her at all, really, did you?”


“Does it make any difference?”


The peculiarity of the conversation struck him then, where the threat of her asking about his wife and daughter seemed more present than the blindfold, the rope around his wrists, or the man outside with the machine gun.


“What is this, exactly?” he asked.


“What do you mean?”


“I have no value to you. I’m not a journalist. I’m not rich. Yesterday you used the words mid-level executive. We’re sitting here talking about my ex-wife. My daughter. I don’t understand why anyone would kidnap me.”


“You’re an American,” she said. “You were wandering where you shouldn’t have been. We didn’t choose you, especially. You happened by, more or less. You could have been anyone. What you were doing in Lyari I can’t imagine.”


“I was— I wanted to see how other Pakistanis live.”


“Don’t do that,” she said. Her tone was suddenly cold.


“Do what?”


“Don’t look for the suffering of others as a salve to your own wounds. It’s arrogant. You see where that gets you.”


“It wasn’t a salve. I was trying to—I don’t know. Put things in perspective.”


“Well, did you?”


He didn’t answer her, and she was silent for a while. Then she said, “Marc, you might be here for a long time for the simple reason that we hope to get something of value for you. I can’t promise that I—” She stopped herself for a moment and then cleared her throat before continuing. “When I heard that your daughter had been killed. And that you didn’t go home when you heard. I admit that interested me in ways that have nothing to do with your ransom.”


“You’re interested in a murder of someone you don’t know? In this country where innocents are killed almost daily?”


“Unlike your country? No one is ever shot dead in your own country? Where your own daughter died?”


He flinched at these questions. He would be unable or unwilling to muster a political argument even if it weren’t for his circumstances.


“Perhaps she wasn’t an innocent, but I’m sorry your daughter was killed,” she said eventually. “And you’re right to think, for me, she’s as faceless as any other daughter who lost her life senselessly. But I’m more interested in the story of a man who didn’t even return home when he heard she’d been murdered.”


“Why?”


“Why? Because I’ve seen many men grieve. Say what you want, but men here are not afraid to show their grief. Or rage. Or how one feeds the other.”


“You think I’m not sad or angry?”


“What I think,” she said, and he heard her bring her hands down with a light slap on the top of her thighs. “What I think,” she said again, “is that you will have many long days here. At least you should be hoping for that. Here, with me. Or with Saabir or Azhar. You’ve noticed that their company doesn’t involve much conversation. And so you will mostly only have me to talk to. And I am—compensated for talking to you, for getting information from you that might lead to more money. But I am not in charge of your fate, and I’m not at liberty to jump into an SUV and travel across the border or take a plane to London. I’m trapped here, in many ways, just as you are. More or less alone with my first language. So almost every day, we’ll talk. If you want to talk about the weather, we can do that. Or stock prices at PepsiCo, and whether a bullish year for your company might loosen the purse strings of your ransom. Or we can talk about something else.”


“Like my daughter.”


“I assume you loved her?”


He felt the question like a low-voltage shock.


“What color were her eyes? I’ve never seen your eyes. Were they the same as yours?”


It was a strangely intimate question. He had not thought of his daughter’s eyes, specifically, in years, but they had been a kind of green-gray, like neither his nor her mother’s.


“Her name was Claire,” she said. “A French name, of course. Claire Laurent. France, home of your ancestors.”


“Another imperialist nation,” he said, still resisting memory.


“I’ve been to Paris. Parts of it are beautiful. The way the sun lights those buildings on the first warm days of April. But to the extent that all that architecture arrives on the backs of the poor—well, many parts of Karachi are beautiful, too. You must have made it down to the ocean to watch the sunrise.”


“So I’m still in Karachi. On the outskirts.”


She shifted in her seat again and coughed once. She’d lowered her guard.


“You may be,” she said. “You may not be. But it’s no real comfort either way. Would you feel any closer to home?”


But he felt he’d gained some slight advantage, whatever that may have meant.


“Who were you traveling with in Paris?”


“Well, it wasn’t your daughter,” she said. “My guess is Claire Laurent never made it back to her ancestors’ homeland.”


He was stricken again at the mention of her full name.


“She wasn’t the kind of girl to go to the senior prom, was she? But an attractive young woman. Her hair cut close to her head. That tattoo on her left shoulder. A tree with no leaves and one bird. Pretty in a lonely sort of way.”


“So you must have seen—” But his voice caught. “You must have seen her eyes.”


“She drank too much,” the woman continued. “There’s a picture of her drinking straight from a bottle of whiskey. And she liked to read. One photo has her lying on a bed with Jack Kerouac. His book, I mean.”


“Stop it.”


“Your wife—Lynne. Lynne said that she’d enrolled in a community college for the start of the next semester. Had finished her GED. She was turning her life around, though I admit I’ve never known what people mean when they say that.”


“Please stop.”


“How do you turn your life around once it’s been turned inside out?”


If his hands had been free, he would have stopped up his ears.


“I do not—” He was trying not to choke on the words. “I do not want to talk about this. How do you know these things?”


“I’m not a mind reader, Marc. But I know where to look. There aren’t very many secrets out there anymore, except among the poor. And no one cares much to hear any of those.”


He heard himself breathing heavily, and recognized the same separation between his state of mind and body that he’d had since he arrived, even before he’d heard Lynne’s message on the machine. In the first weeks, walking the most urbane streets of Karachi, with men in suits, women without scarves, their hair shining in the sun alongside others whose eyes peered out of their hijabs, and the odd juxtaposition of an exotic written and spoken language among images of American companies he recognized (hell, represented), he was a stranger to himself, his life up to this point a kind of caricature that sat on his left shoulder and occasionally whispered its mundane preoccupations in his ear: What was the score of last night’s game? Sweetheart, this is a fine cup of coffee. It’s springtime. Time to throw some grass seed on the bare patches of lawn.


He heard her stand up then, and he thought she would leave without saying anything else, but instead she walked over in the direction of the window.


“Saabir won’t leave me alone with you for much longer.” Her clothes rustled, and the joint at her knee quietly popped. “You know, if you stand right up against this wall, and stretch, you can see the stars.”


Despite himself, he laughed.


“You have no idea how odd that sounds from where I sit.”


“No,” she said. She was quiet for a while, apparently contemplating the sky. “When I was in Paris, I was with someone I loved. It was years ago now. We traveled quite a bit because he had money. Money from his father, but money nevertheless. I loved seeing different places in the world. I may have been more in love with them than I was with him. But like many young men who come from money, he was taken with the people who lived on what he called the fringes. He gave those people his money, and some of those organizations did things to others that you would deplore. I deplored them, too. But I was young, like your daughter. I loved what I thought was the adventure. I loved him. He was killed, ultimately. Here. His throat cut. It’s not that it’s commonplace, but it’s common enough. For men like he was.”


“Why are you telling me this?” he asked. But she seemed to ignore him.


“I hate the word radicalized,” she said. “As if people can be programmed to do awful things against their will. Do you know what I think radicalizes most people? Other than poverty. Do you know what radicalized me?”


She waited several long moments for him to answer, but he didn’t.


“Grief,” she said.


And then she took three steps to the door, knocked on it once to alert Saabir, and quietly closed it behind her.
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When he woke in the morning, for the first time since his capture, no one was in the room with him. He sat up on his mat. Saabir’s had been rolled up and set against the wall in what he’d learned were Saabir’s meticulous habits of neatness. Saabir swept the floor every few hours with a broom he kept outside, even when no one had passed through the door. He brought in a short ladder to keep the window free of dust, but removed it immediately afterward. The emptiness of the room struck Marc as oppressive more than either Saabir or Azhar, as if, unknowing, he’d been delivered from a dream of friends and woken into destitution, with the last word the woman had said before leaving still resonating in his ears.


Outside, in the distance, he heard two men talking. About what, he had no idea, but he thought he understood the tone of their shortening sentences—they were exchanging lines of a familiar story—and then a burst of laughter from both. They walked on. To most everyone back home, but especially to those who questioned his move to Karachi (among them his mother, seventy-five now, who had begun forwarding e-mails with the names of Muslims serving in the president’s cabinet—as a safeguard or a warning, he wasn’t certain—and the post-separation friends who narrowed their eyes and said, “Marc, Pakistan? How about China or Brazil? You trying to punish Lynne?”), he’d fluorescently blathered on about the commonality of the human experience, how we were more alike than different despite fences, despite more profound religious and cultural barriers. But listening through the wall to conversations he couldn’t understand, at those moments a recognizable language would have seemed like a clothesline on which you could hang a worn, comfortable shirt and let the breeze sweeten its scent. At what point, at what age, he wondered, had he passed from longing for the exotic to longing for what had once been familiar?


Saabir came through the door with his rifle strapped to his back, and without looking at him handed him a bowl of rough-cut fruit mixed with grain. Saabir sat in the chair across from him and watched him eat, almost unblinking. Marc swallowed the cereal with difficulty, his throat dry from sleeping on the floor.


“Can I have a cup of water, please?”


But Saabir only continued to stare at him blankly.


“Some water,” Marc said again, and motioned as if lifting a cup to his lips. Saabir stared for another moment, and then slowly shook his head, averting his eyes in disgust. He stood up and put his hand on Marc’s chest and looked at him.


“Stupid,” he said, and shook his head slightly. “No stupid.”


Nevertheless he left and came back with the water, and stood only two feet away while Marc drank. When Marc finished he set the cup in his lap.


“You,” Saabir said. He was gazing down at him with his deep eyes narrowed, as if he were trying to make a calculation. He was handsome enough to star in films. Saabir reached out and laid the tip of his index finger on Marc’s forehead, lightly, letting it rest there, and then drew the finger gently down the length of his nose and chin until it came to rest again on his Adam’s apple, where he pushed slightly harder. The pressure made Marc swallow involuntarily. “You,” he said again, then with effort, “tell me. Tell me.” And then he removed his finger.


“I don’t know what you want me to say,” Marc said. Oddly, he was not feeling terribly threatened. Saabir stepped away.


“No time,” he said. “You do not. No time,” and then a sentence in Urdu that he spoke very quickly, as if in relief over a language that he knew well.


After this, Saabir pulled a scarf and a rope from the pocket of his salwar kameez—Saabir’s was more formal than many Marc had seen, a long, flowing black shirt over loose white trousers—and first tied Marc’s hands, then wrapped and knotted the scarf around his eyes. Saabir didn’t leave immediately to get the woman, and Marc sensed him standing in front of him.


“Blind man,” Saabir said, and then Marc heard him turn away and go out the door.


When she came in, she didn’t speak. She seemed to be moving about the room, taking an inventory of things. When she lifted the cup from his lap, he flinched because he hadn’t recognized she was that close. He again caught the fragrance of her clothes. She handed the dishes to Saabir outside the door, who spoke to her in soft, almost pleading tones. She closed it then and pulled the chair across the floor and sat down, remaining silent.


“Saabir,” he said, “might be in love with you.”


She offered something close to a snort. “Why would you say that?”


“You can hear it in the way he speaks to you.”


“How do you know he wasn’t saying, When do we get to kill the son of a bitch?”


This silenced him for a moment, and he turned his head. “Well, if he did, he said it with affection.”


“You know,” she said, “there are over twenty million people in Karachi.”


This seemed an odd non sequitur, so he said nothing, despite the fact that she had affirmed where he was being held.


“And you can still—” But she didn’t finish her sentence.


“He touched me in a strange way.”


“He touched you?” She sounded surprised.


“Yes. He put his fingertip on my forehead, then ran it down my face and pressed it on my throat. He said there was no time.”


“I see,” she said, and then it sounded as if she were impatiently brushing crumbs from whatever she was wearing. “Saabir is a complex man. We are only in control of so much, you know. When there’s a bombing, or something like a drone strike, even in a different part of the country, some people get upset. Almost everyone sees themselves as innocents, at that point. And some want revenge. You’re nearby, and you’re not an innocent, but in some ways, for them, it would be even better if you were.”


“So others know I’m here.”


“Twenty million people, Marc. It’s hard to keep a secret. We may have to move you at some point.”


“It’s not like I was getting comfortable here.”


“No.” She sat quietly for a full minute, and then said, “We spoke to your mother. She has a charming Midwestern accent.”


“My mother.” He doubted it.


“We heard a dog barking in the background.”


“Penny,” he said involuntarily.


“Pardon?”


“The dog’s name.”


“Of course. She kept saying, your mother, if you’d only come back for the funeral. If you’d only come back for the funeral, you would be safe. Now she’s worried about losing both of you. Both you and Claire.”


“I don’t believe you even spoke to her.”


“Both you and Claire,” she said again.


“Look,” he said. “If I had some information you could extort from me, why not call in Saabir and have him beat it out of me?”


“Yes. As if that’s all he’s good for,” she said. “As if that would do nothing to him.”


“There’s not a thing I can tell you, Josephine.”


His use of the name she’d told him took the edge from her voice.


“We don’t want information. You know that. We want money.”


“Yeah, money. Right.”


“Your mother said she still lives on the little lake in southern Michigan where you grew up. She lived there even after your father left. You have to truly love a place to stay there after you’ve been brokenhearted.”


“You must have a great Internet connection.”


“She said that you were a fearless little boy, at least with regard to the lake. There was a raft that floated on empty oil barrels at the place where the water got deep. When you saw your older sisters sunning themselves on it, past the point you could reach, you taught yourself to swim at age five so you could cannonball off the tip of that raft in order to splash them and get them to scream. She told me that you and Penny Senior used to wander around in the shallows of the reeds, and when you weren’t tossing a tennis ball to the dog, you were trying to attract leeches that you’d joyfully pluck from your skin then drop in salt water just to watch them squirm. She said that you used to have underwater races with your friends, and that you were so good at holding your breath that once one of your friends started crying when you didn’t come up because he thought you’d drowned.”


His face flushed warm, and the images spun through him like water down a drain. He could see his dog, a springer spaniel, poised above the shallows of the lake, her tail vibrating in anticipation, her brown eyes the color of her coat open wide as she searched for minnows before plunging her head beneath the surface. The blindfold left him increasingly vulnerable to memory because he couldn’t use his vision to distract himself with objects in the room.


“It’s strange, isn’t it?” she said. “The mundane things that rack your heart when you’re away from everything you’ve known.”


“I—” he said. “Some of those things were right. Some weren’t. You have a very good imagination.”


“Which weren’t right?”


This he wouldn’t answer.


“And yes, I do have a very good imagination.”


“Can I ask you a question? How old are you?”


“I can’t tell you that. It’s not that I would mind you knowing in other circumstances. But when and if you leave here, that’s not information I want you to have.”


“But you told me yesterday about the love who brought you here.”


She didn’t respond to this, and sat quietly, and it dawned on him that the more he learned about her the less likely it was that he would leave alive.


“It’s funny in a way,” he said.


“What is?”


“That you would use childhood memories of your hostages as a means to get a ransom.”


“Missing home can be more powerful than a good beating, as you put it.”


“I didn’t say that.”


“No, you didn’t. You’re very careful with the words you choose, I think. That would be much harder if we were to sit here for hours with you blindfolded. But for now we don’t have that much time.”


“What do you do when you’re not here? Do you have other guests assigned to you?”


“Guests.” She laughed. “Why do you ask? Are you jealous?”


“Did you actually talk to my mother?”


“Someone did. She’s older now, and a little lonely. So for her, it works the same way as it does with you. You tug at a loose string of something she remembers, and other details come pouring out. You can’t be surprised that the first things she spoke of were about you as a small boy.”


“Why?”


“It’s the first thing any mother would say about her grown child, whether he’s a hostage or on death row. If she can make him be seen as a boy, as someone who was once innocent and sweet, then there’s a chance he’ll be set free.”


“You sound like you know something about it.”


She stood up then and walked over to the window. He imagined her arching her neck to look outside.


“You were wrong about the leeches,” he said. “I was terrified of them when I was a kid.”


“No mother would tell a story of torture on her captured son. Even if the subject was leeches.”


“It was an interesting choice of details. You must know something about Midwestern lakes.”


“As if that were the only place there are lakes and leeches.”


He heard her step quietly back to the chair and sit down.


“You asked me about what I do when I’m not here. What do you do when I’m not here?”


It had been, he believed, over a week since his capture, but already the days had begun to run into each other, like a bleak version of a Florida vacation he’d once taken with Lynne where the sun and the ocean gave the illusion there were days and nights, but neither accumulating. Had he been more afraid, he supposed, the hours would have passed even more slowly, but with nothing to read, no conversation, no television or phone, and nowhere to move other than along the walls of the small room where either Saabir’s or Azhar’s eyes followed him as if they were watching a distant boat move along the horizon, he was consumed by tedium. At times, it was a blunt weapon that helped him fend off what he knew would be a disorienting sorrow, but other times it had become so unendurable that it would part unexpectedly, and an image of Claire riding on his shoulders (a photograph his sister had taken), or something commonplace, like Lynne setting a plate in front of him, would come slicing through.


“Nothing,” he said. “I look forward to eating. To counting each bite of food. I think I’m even starting to look forward to your blindfold.”


“So when you sit here for all those hours with nothing to do but think. No dreams? No erotic fantasies?”


He laughed at this. “You’ve got to be kidding.”


“Those things don’t disappear just because you’re a captive.”


“Well, they have for me.” He couldn’t help but wonder what she looked like, but he hadn’t for a moment thought about her sexually, much less anyone else in the past weeks with the possible exception of Lynne, with whom sex, infrequent as it was, had become a comfort.


“I’d like to propose something for you to think about,” she said. “For both of us to think about, given we have little else to take up our time together. I can only spend so many minutes plying you for a ransom, and you can only hope for so long for freedom or escape.”
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