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…he who fears corruption fears life.

—SAUL ALINSKY





THE DESERT CONTRACT





 



This novel was written in Dhahran, Los Angeles, Khafji, and Calgary. The author was on the Kuwaiti border at the beginning of the last Gulf war, and in Al Khobar on the day Baghdad fell.

Most of the story takes place in the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia, in the town of Al Khobar. Strictly, the word “Dhahran” refers to the compounds and installations on the edge of town, adjacent to one another, housing the Arabian American Oil Company, the U.S. Consulate, the International School, and the Royal Saudi Air Force Base. Residents of the province use it generally to refer to the entire community, including the town.

All characters are imaginary.








PART ONE









CHAPTER ONE



A warm breeze from the Gulf blew her hair into my face; can love begin with the smell of a woman’s hair? Lust certainly can, but when I tried to kiss her she pushed me away. She called me a ghost, high on the dark balcony of that deserted building where—under different circumstances—we’d first met. She didn’t mean me. She meant our old relationship: dead for a decade. I stepped back, and the flash of the explosion far behind me lit her face. Her eyes were hard; the second, more dangerous shock hadn’t yet registered. I turned in time to see the fireball vanish like a spent firework over the air base. From that distance the blast wave was only another breeze—from the wrong direction. When I turned back Helen was gripping the balcony railing. She looked suddenly vulnerable, and I felt regret, not for having left, but for having left her.

 

In memory, past lovers never age. But no one ever stays the same. Earlier that evening I’d awaited Helen’s reappearance after thirteen years with anticipation, but also with misgiving. When I’d left her and Saudi Arabia, she was a young Irishwoman—she’d breeze into my apartment with a laugh and a kiss, like a gust of fresh air blown in from the Irish Sea. But I had certainly changed—the gray in my hair was evidence. She must have changed as well. The southern shore of the Gulf is a poor long-term environment for white women.

The setting for our reunion, the Royal Orient Chinese restaurant, embodied the concept of decay. The street in front had broken and subsided and been repaired inadequately; my spirits began to fall even before I stepped in, carefully, over the uneven tar and concrete. During our affair the Royal Orient had been one of the best restaurants in Al Khobar. Tonight I appeared to be its only customer. Nothing had changed (except the manager—he’d returned to Hong Kong) but everything had deteriorated. Broken plastic vines wound loosely down the room’s columns. The pictures of the Swiss Alps on the walls hung flyblown and askew. Wall-mounted air conditioners roared ineffectually; my palms left a watermark of sweat on the plastic tablecloth as I straightened the place mats, the napkins, the silverware—I like things to be in order. A layer of grease lay on every surface, and a heavy grease smell hung on the air.

I wondered why she’d chosen it. Nostalgia? We’d dined there often in the past, but she must have known it had gone downhill. Maybe she saw it as safe. The last terrorist bombing had been months ago, but I’d been warned at an American embassy meeting in Bahrain not to frequent the larger restaurants or hotels in Khobar which catered to a Western clientele. Maybe she had her reputation to consider. Khobar was a very small town. Helen was, after all, now married.

I was considering all this when the door swung open and a tall woman walked into the shadowy foyer. She was without a veil, but like all Western women in public, she wore a black silk abaya over her normal clothes. Most wore them like sacks, as if to emphasize the garment’s ugliness; hers swept down from her shoulders like a fashion accessory. It was the statement of a woman who had decided she was going to look good in a garment she was forced to adopt.

Her eyes swept the room. She was still in shadow. Maybe I imagined the look of anxiety: like a woman having arrived for a meeting she’d tried to avoid (with her ex-lover? her accountant?), half hoping that a last-minute schedule conflict, perhaps even an emergency, had forced them to stand her up. Then she stepped forward into the light.

My ex-wife used to tell me I was out of touch with my emotions; I’d had reason to keep them under wraps for the past few years. I recognized Helen the moment I saw her face, and the shock immobilized me. She looked like memory come to life—unchanged. I sat stunned as she strode to my table, smiling the fresh-faced smile I’d loved and almost forgotten, leaving the Indian waiter fluttering in her wake. Her walk was the same: impulsive, as if aiming at a target she didn’t want to miss.

She held out both hands, happy and welcoming, as if I’d never left her, and greeted me with: “Dia duit!” She’d always been proud of her Gaelic. I didn’t remember what it meant, but managed to stammer a hello as I rose. It’s not safe to indulge in public displays of affection in Saudi, but she kissed me on my cheek, and even the smell of her skin was familiar.

“It’s grand to see you again, Steven,” she said, sitting down, “and at such short notice. Thanks so much for coming. I’m sorry I’m late but we were stopped twice at checkpoints. It’s impossible now to avoid them.”

I stared at my past sitting at the table in front of me. Of course it was an illusion. To get a grip I tried to identify the differences that a decade must have made. I tried to see her critically: looking for time’s evidence. Her voice, perhaps, was not so strongly Irish. I found my own—I had to say something, she’d mentioned checkpoints—and said, “You’re a diplomat’s wife. Why would the police stop you?”

Her eyes widened. She said, “You’ve only been back for a few days?”

“I arrived in Manama a week ago.”

“A lot’s changed since your day, Steven. But one thing’s still the same: this is a very small town. It would have been indiscreet to come to dinner with you in a car with diplomatic plates. I took a cab. The police took their time at the checkpoints. They like to ogle Western women.”

Saudi cops ogling Western women. A detail of local culture I’d forgotten. “I’m based in Bahrain,” I said, “a civilized Arab country. At least, relatively civilized.”

“I’m envious. We used to go there often, to the clubs. Until the U.S. Navy pulled out, and the bombings started on this side of the bridge, and the state department included Manama on the travel advisory. Now we mostly stay on the compound. This is an outing for me.” She glanced around at the stained and faded Chinese restaurant. She said, “I haven’t been back here since you left. I’d heard it was getting shabby, but I didn’t realize…. We’d better order. We don’t have much time. The curfew’s at nine.”

I signaled for the waiter. The Indian shuffled over and handed us two greasy menus and two glasses of Saudi champagne (nonalcoholic), on the house. I wondered if the cuisine would be any more authentic than the decor—or the help. Helen ordered and I followed her lead.

I couldn’t take my eyes off her. After the waiter left she slipped off her abaya. Underneath it she wore a simple short-sleeved dress. Her figure had changed little. She was slender, with a column-like neck, square shoulders and breasts that were full but not heavy. Her complexion was milk-white Irish. She had sensitive hands, with long, elegant fingers, but with wide wrists. Her features were those that Americans think of as classically Irish, but which in fact represent the peak, not an average, of Irish beauty: the red hair (could it still be that naturally red?), the rectangular, firm-jawed face, the aquiline nose and bold eyes. How old was she? I remembered she was ten years younger than me: she had to be almost forty.

My career’s been in finance, in risk assessment. Training took over, and like turning the knurled barrel of a lens the present came into focus. Helen sat before me: Helen in early middle age. The signs of time were there: not quite as slender a figure as I remembered; wrinkles around the eyes; a couple of lines across the forehead and around the neck, a slightly fuller face. They just completed her. She’d arranged an armistice with age. Her look was as unlike as possible the commercial Californian idea of beauty: the blond Hollywood starlet; the cookie-cutter television “personality”; the supermarket magazine cover bimbo. She was womanly. She was real. Her only fault, if it could be called that, was a small, thin-lipped mouth. But, like the rest of her, it was mobile and expressive.

“You look great,” I told her. “Stunning.”

Her lips rose in a smile her eyes didn’t quite agree with. “You were always easy with your compliments. You’re looking good yourself. You look as if the wind’s been at your back.”

With her faded accent the line sounded affected, like stage Irish. But I appreciated the compliment. I have what people call regular features; they hadn’t yet started to deform, at least not noticeably. I don’t feel older, but I try not to kid myself. During the last couple of years, before I got the job in Bahrain, I’d let things go, and my muscle tone wasn’t what it used to be. I had even started smoking again.

I said, “I couldn’t believe it when you answered the phone—I couldn’t believe I was hearing your voice,” and she interrupted: “I couldn’t believe it was you—calling from just across the causeway. And on our residence line. The number’s supposed to be unlisted.”

“Your consulate operator made a mistake. I asked for the commercial officer: Harry Laird. They probably put me through to your home because I asked for him by name.”

“And your accent. You and Harry are both Americans.”

“I didn’t realize he was your husband. I didn’t know you were married, or even still here—or that he was out of town.”

“Harry’s in Washington. A short business trip. He’ll be back in a few days.”

“I recognized your voice as soon as you said hello.”

“As I did yours.” She stopped, as if to avoid a conversational road she hadn’t intended. She passed her hand through her red hair. “Harry and I got married about a year after you left. I met him on the rebound, in the same place you and I first met: Ayşen’s old apartment in Silver Towers.”

“Don’t tell me she’s still here as well.”

“She left a couple of years ago, after the first wave of post-9/11 bombings. She’s kept the place just in case she ever wants to come back. I’m keeping an eye on it for her.”

“So you’ve been an embassy wife for eleven or twelve years.” I meant it to sound congratulatory—I was honestly happy for her—but for some reason the compliment seemed to fall flat.

“Yes,” she said. “They’ve been good years, except for this last.”

“You can’t have been here since….”

“Since you left me?” She laughed—with the hint of an edge. “Of course not. You mustn’t think that. We only stayed for a year after we got married. Then we had assignments in Jordan and Turkey, and finally in Ireland. Harry thought Dublin would be his last station. It was lovely. Harry called it his swan song posting.”

“Why swan song?”

“I married an older man. It’s such a stock phrase, isn’t it? But we were in love. He’s much younger than his age. And there were advantages. He has a good position, we’ve had money, the opportunity to travel….”

The list of advantages ended, like a lonely tune, in a dying fall. It sounded self-consciously pat, as if she’d practiced it too long, like a child who’s learned by rote their little story of achievement at school—or their alibi. I asked her, “Why did you come back?”

“Commerce and state are recalling all the old Saudi hands they can still find. The place is such a mess, they don’t want to leave it to junior officers. Harry’s even put off retirement for a year. They extended his service. We should have been safely back in Ireland by this time.”

“You’re settling down there?”

“Harry’s in love with Ireland. He doesn’t want to retire to the States.”

“Surely you could leave, if you wanted to?”

“In a minute. I’m practically the last spouse left. I had to fight for permission to stay.”

It was an admirable example of loyalty. In my years in Los Angeles I’d found a wife, but I’d never found a woman who’d insist on staying in a place like Khobar, just to be with me. Maybe it was envy that made me dig a little deeper: “So it’s been a good marriage—no regrets?”

She frowned and for a moment I thought I’d offended her, but we’d been intimate once, and she always was an honest woman. In a soft voice she said, “We have our differences, our problems…every couple does, don’t they? But no, I don’t have any regrets.” She wouldn’t meet my eye, and we sat in silence, sipping our ersatz champagne. Finally she looked up.

“What about you, Steven? What have you done for the past ten years? What brought you back? Especially now?”

I knew it was coming, but I was temporarily saved by the arrival of dinner. The food was better than I’d expected. What province of China it was meant to represent was debatable, but it was spicy and edible. I was hungry, and after a few mouthfuls I had my equilibrium back. “You remember,” I said, “what the boom was like here after the first Gulf war. When we first met. And how short it lasted. I made a lot of money selling mutual funds to expats, especially to Americans. After a year and a half, business began to dry up. In a couple of years it was over.” I took a long drink to kill the spice. I’d finished the easy part. The hard part was next.

But I didn’t have to tell it immediately. Sitting in sight of the door, I noticed two policemen walk in as if they owned the place (if they’d had a dime between them, they wouldn’t have been cops) and call the waiter. Saudi cops, like all Arab police, don’t have to look threatening; frequently they look ridiculous. It’s not important how they look because everyone knows that what they say, goes, period. The waiter listened to them as he would to a judge handing down a sentence with no possibility of appeal. The police turned and left (not without a lubricious sneer in our direction; my bile rose and I wanted to wipe the sneers off their greasy faces). The waiter shuffled to our table. He gave an obsequious bow—which could only mean bad news—and told us that we had to leave immediately. He’d be happy to pack up our dinner.

Helen argued: it was too early, the curfew wasn’t until nine. Until the waiter explained that it was a police order, an unexpected curfew, part of the crackdown on crime, on the remaining nightlife, on terrorism—who knew?

“If it’s a curfew,” I asked her, “where can we go? Won’t everything be closed?”

“Shit,” she said, surprising me (she pronounced it in the Irish way, rhyming with “light”). “Yes, even the hotel lobbies will be cleared out.”

We stood there, hesitating, while the waiter packed up our dinner in back. The arbitrary orders had come down from above—some colonel?—down the long Arab chain of command to the local cops on the beat, to our Indian waiter and finally to us. The orders were absolute and beyond question. Helen and I were powerless. It was like being the children of a capricious parent: a little taste of everyday Arab adult reality.

Our reunion was about to be truncated. I suspected it would be indiscreet for me to drive her back to her place, and I had nowhere in town for us to go.

Debt had forced me to head back to the Middle East at a time when nobody in their right mind was going there voluntarily. I’d been living since my return in a Manama hotel room. Apart from a couple of potential clients and hotel acquaintances, Helen was the only person I knew on the Gulf.

It’s the most successful who take disappointment with the most equanimity, and I hadn’t been that successful for a while. I wasn’t ready to see the evening end yet.

I said, “Let’s cross the bridge. I’ll drive us both. We can catch up properly over a drink. I discovered a good bar. You’ve probably heard of it: the Oasis. Or, we can just go to my hotel’s—it’s not bad. I’ll get you home by eleven, midnight at the latest. There aren’t any curfews in Bahrain.”

She looked distracted. “It would take us forty minutes to get across the causeway, and another twenty to your hotel. It’s too far, Steven, it would take too long.”

I wanted to get through to her, to connect; I stepped closer, we were almost touching; I could smell her perfume. Gently as a caress I put my hand on her arm. Her skin was smooth and warm, like a memory of a life I’d almost forgotten. I said, “We’ve just begun to get reacquainted—after how many years? I want to spend a couple of hours with you. I want to know how you really are, how you’ve been. Come on. Don’t let them win. Come with me.”

Different women show openness to intimacy in different ways. Some become wide-eyed and loud. Helen as a young woman would become quiet and conspiratorial. Irishwomen of her generation were not promiscuous (like so much else, that must have changed), and I’d been her first man. Even being taken for the first time she was quiet: holding back her cry, biting her thin lips, digging her nails into my shoulders. I hardly hoped now for her to give in, but she surprised me with a smile, close, almost secretive; she leaned near and said: “I know where we can go.”

“Where?”

“Ayşen’s apartment. Silver Towers.”

She took me off guard, but it was a good idea. The apartment building was just around the corner. The ambience wouldn’t be the same as a hotel bar but it would at least be private. It would certainly be more comfortable than the Royal Orient Chinese. “All right,” I said, “let’s go.”

“I still can’t stay long,” she said, as if flirting with a second thought.

“We’ll stay just as long as you like.”

So we left the restaurant together in my car.

The sun slanted over the rooftops and the heat beat down on my rented white Toyota, on the garbage littering the potholed roads, and on the concrete and stucco peeling like rot off the shops and apartments. The scene reminded me of a Mexican border town I’d once visited south of Tucson, with its cracked pavements, broken streets and suffocating heat. I turned the car’s air conditioner on full, knowing that it would just start kicking in as we arrived at our destination, the oldest high-rise in town.

They’d started building two new towers nearby, but there’d been some contractual or money trouble—or perhaps the right prince hadn’t been paid off satisfactorily. In any case they loomed tall and half built, with their cranes standing dejectedly over them. Silver Towers, its sides clad in dusty fake marble, shone in the fading light. I parked in the dirt lot behind. We walked past a gang of skinny Arab kids in flapping thobes kicking an old ball, vying to knock over an empty Coca-Cola bottle in the middle of the road.

The two guards who used to sit at a table and record the names of visitors were gone. The foyer was empty. A heavy layer of dust and sand lay over the floor and over the drooping leaves of two potted palms. Palms can survive on very little water—they prefer it dry—but these looked near their end. One of the two elevators was out of service: its doors gaped open to the empty shaft.

“Do you remember the floor?” Helen asked me.

It had been a long time. “No, I don’t.”

“The eleventh. Near the top—thirteen in all.” She pressed the button and a cable shuddered; the lights above the door blinked a descent. Thirteen was an unlucky number, but we would be two beneath it. “Are you certain the elevator’s safe?” I said.

She laughed. “As safe as any of the lifts in Khobar. There are stairs, but I’m afraid I’m not up to eleven floors.”

“If it’s okay with you, it’s okay with me.”

We creaked slowly upward, then jolted to a halt. We stepped out. The corridor stretched north and south the length of the building, aligned with the coast, apartments on each side. At the far end a door led to a fire escape; there was no point in considering what kind of shape that would be in. A faint light filtered through the door’s grimy window, picking out the scarred tile floor and the scabby walls. I began to regret agreeing to come; almost any bar in Manama would be better than this. “The place is falling to pieces,” I said.

“It’s been nearly empty for years. The last tenants, an Irish couple we knew, finally left a few weeks ago. No one wants to live in an unprotected apartment any longer. But they’re cheap, and Ayşen’s is still in good shape. Come on.” She strode purposefully on, like a girl on an adventure. I felt like a character in a children’s novel, a detective story, or a story of hidden treasure: Helen was the brave girl leading me (hanging back and doubtful) through a dim cavern, to…what? My own true confessions, presumably. Something I’d rather have kept in the dark.

We walked to the end—I could smell her perfume as I followed her—and she took out a key and opened the door on the left. She entered first; I followed into an even darker hallway. She switched on a light.

An overhead fluorescent flickered, then lit up in garish relief the living room where Helen and I had first met at one of the hundreds of parties after the first Gulf war. Red afghan carpets lay strewn over the floor. A living room set of overstuffed beige furniture sat at convenient angles away from the walls, facing a glass-topped table. Smaller Indian tables of intricately carved dark wood supported Chinese vases and other artistic bric-a-brac. One particularly valued carpet hung from a wall; two bookcases stood against another. There was a slight smell of dust. I recognized nothing from a decade earlier, but everything looked vaguely familiar: a mummified, preserved memory of a certain kind of comfortable, semi-artistic expat lifestyle in Saudi Arabia.

Helen threw her abaya over a chair. “I have a woman give it a clean every month. It’s not bad, is it? I don’t know how much is still here from your—our—day. Ayşen redecorated a lot, but somehow everything always looked pretty much the same.” She slipped into the little kitchen, turned on a light and pulled open a cupboard. “Which would you like,” she asked me, “some sid, or some homemade wine? I’d advise the sid.”

Saudi is officially dry; you can’t buy liquor in public. It was yet another reason, besides security, for me to stay headquartered across the bridge in wet Bahrain. In Khobar you could, with the right connections, purchase home-brewed wine, or, if you needed something stronger: moonshine—sid, short for the Arabic sidiqi: friend. Sid rotted your guts faster, but it was easier going down. I told her I’d go with her recommendation, and crossed the living room to unlatch the sliding-glass doors leading to the balcony. She joined me, holding a glass in each hand.

We stepped out. The balcony ran the length of the apartment. We had a bird’s-eye view of the side of town facing the long desert toward Riyadh; from the far end we could see the northern coast. Seen from above, Khobar looked even smaller: a little, down-at-heel Arab town on the southern shore of the Persian Gulf. None of the flashiness of the capital far inland. But this was where the oil, the wealth of the country, came from.

We walked to the end of the balcony and stared at the Meridien Hotel in the distance, a lonely landmark on the shore. The setting sun flashed on the hotel’s sign, and I saw that the giant M was askew, one of its moorings broken.

“Look,” I said, “remember how it hung crooked before, and how they fixed it, right after the first Gulf war? Victory brought success. Business was roaring, everyone had a new car, everything got a face-lift. Look at the place now. I don’t get it. Oil’s been at record highs for years, but except for a couple of new malls outside of town, the place is dilapidated.”

“You’ve been away so long. This isn’t Abu Dhabi, or Dubai. The country was on a decline for twenty years, and the good times you remember, after the first war, didn’t last. You remember that—it’s why you left. In real terms, oil’s still lower now than it was twenty years ago. Sure, the royal family’s flush, but the average Saudi…you don’t reverse thirty years of recession overnight.” I thought: She’s well informed; it’s a plausible analysis. But she is the wife of a commerce officer. She continued, “This last war didn’t bring us prosperity—it brought us bombs in Riyadh, murders here in town, and hatred on the streets. You said on the phone you were selling investments. Who to?”

“Saudis. Businessmen. They’ve got the money, I’m sure of it. They’re just not investing locally. I don’t blame them. I wouldn’t either, in their shoes. They’re looking for somewhere safe, somewhere offshore.” It sounded like a sales pitch, even to me. But I believed it.

The sun was setting and we turned to the east; the last rays lit her red hair like a halo of fire. She saw the way I looked at her, and said, “Let’s go in. Tell me about LA.” Back inside she took the sofa; I sat on a chair opposite. It felt like an interrogation—but friendly, without harsh lights or thumbscrews.

“You left me and Saudi,” she said levelly, “because the boom had run its course. You went back to California. And then?”

I took a drink and a breath. “I’d been good to the company, and it was good to me. The nineties were a great decade once they got started—once Clinton got elected. Pretty soon I was a senior manager. I got married in ’97.” I looked down at my glass. It was too soon to take another drink.

“The firm got heavily into venture capital funding. I was a lead in opening that line of business, particularly with Silicon Valley start-ups. It was the height of the boom. Then the dot-bomb hit. Within a year our venture capital business collapsed. They brought me back into mutual funds, but by then everything was heading south. We were pretty aggressive trying to keep the company afloat…maybe too aggressive. I was one of the last to go before it went under. I’d been out of work for a while when the market finally picked up and I talked myself into this job. I sold them on the idea that there’s flight capital here, looking for a safe spot to fly.”

Translation: I left you because the job was over; I had a few good years; the dot-bomb washed me up; I’m broke and I came back because it was the only job I could find. It was a summary that left out a lot, but I didn’t feel that confessional. By a certain age most of us have periods in our life, and things that we’ve done, that we’d prefer to forget. I’m an American. I believe in optimism. I believe in looking forward, not back.

Of course, you don’t always take all your old friends and acquaintances forward with you. If you confess a failure to a friend, and they look pained or embarrassed, it can be a proof of sincerity. But an attempt to hide a smile is a confession of envy: of your money, your job, your car—maybe even your wife.

Helen looked compassionate. She said so softly I hardly heard her, more to herself than to me: “I remember now—you were always an honest man.” She was talking about someone from her past, but it was a compliment and I murmured my thanks. Then she said, “Returning to Saudi, especially now…. Didn’t you have any doubts? The security situation—you must have kept up on it.”

“I did the research. The stats could be worse. The government signed on to the War on Terror. They’ve rounded up hundreds of suspects. And they’re trying to liberalize: the local elections, for instance. Last year about ten Americans were killed or injured. With something like ten thousand of us left in the country that’s a point-one percent chance of anything happening—at least to me. There haven’t been any bombings on the coast for a couple of years. And I don’t even live here. I live in Bahrain; I only drive over for business. So the odds,” I finished with a little grin, “aren’t bad.”

She stared as if trying to discern whether I was serious or just making a bad joke. She said, “You’re mad. Completely mad. Steven, do you remember Westvillage—the compound you used to live in?”

I remembered. “Of course.”

“They cut the throats of four Americans there. Less than two years ago. How do you convert that to a statistic? The threat’s real. And you can’t predict when or where the next attack’s coming. I wonder how much you really know about this place—or how much it’s changed.”

“I’ve kept up. CNN, Fox News, the LA Times….”

“CNN, Fox?” Her eyebrows rose, then her voice. “That’s entertainment, not news—and vulgar entertainment at that. You’d do better to watch Irish dance. At least that’s real. Your American news shows have no idea what’s going on here—or they’re not interested in reporting it. Or maybe they’re afraid to cross your government—it doesn’t matter. I don’t think you know what’s going on here: the hatred, the politics.”

“Politics don’t interest me. I’m here to make money, that’s all.”

“Politics is what this place is all about. It’s why we’re here. America considers this country its great regional ally. What is Saudi Arabia, really? An absolute monarchy. A police state. A police state where probably forty percent of the youth are unemployed—and, most of them, unemployable. The government’s pro-American, but the people, certainly the young, hate America. When the news of 9/11 hit the radio, car horns started honking. They loved it! I doubt that made CNN or Fox, did it?”

“Helen, I’m not here to sell investments to the unemployed. I’m dealing with businessmen. Responsible businessmen. Politics doesn’t enter into it.”

“Would the Arabs want to send their money to your country—a country most of them hate—if they thought it was safe to keep it in their own? We’re all involved in politics, whether we like it or not.”

“Not me. I’m not involved.”

“We all are. We live here.”

“I live across the causeway, remember? I’m not here to solve anyone’s problems—except their investment problems. I’m interested in local politics insofar as they stay favorable to outgoing investment. Other than that, I don’t give a damn.”

We’d both become a little intense—over what? Something that wasn’t our business, that neither of us could do anything about.

She sat farther back on the deep sofa, farther from me, in silence. After a few moments she asked, “Are you working for an American firm?”

“Yes. Winston Investments, in LA. A mutual fund company.”

“How does Harry fit in? You called this morning for him, not for me.”

“Your husband’s the local U.S. commercial officer: the bishop. I need his imprimatur.”

“What do you mean?”

“The federal government’s scrutinizing funds leaving the Middle East, particularly funds from Saudi. All part of the War on Terror. I need Harry to vet my Saudi investors, at least the biggest ones. He needs to give them his blessing. And, of course, I’m hoping he’ll be able to refer some clients.”

She said softly, “I thought it might be something like that.” Watching her, I recalled one of her mannerisms: she always looked troubled when giving bad news.

She said, “When you called this morning, I panicked. I asked you to dinner for a reason. I wanted to tell you that we couldn’t meet again, after tonight—socially or any other way. It’s not that I don’t want to see you. It’s been wonderful seeing you again. But this is such a tiny town, and the expat community is so very small, much smaller than you remember. There are still a few people here from when we knew each other. We run into them at parties. I’m married now, Steven. It may not be the happiest marriage in the world, but I value it. I don’t want anything, even a faint hint of an old rumor, to disturb it. I don’t want any rumors, even ancient ones, to reach Harry. You understand, don’t you?”

Of course I understood. She’d said she remembered my honesty, but I’ve never believed in telling everything. Too much truth can be corrosive, even in the best marriage. I’d never mentioned Helen to my wife. And in any case, what’s deader than a dead affair, a dead romance—whatever you like to call it? But with her sitting there, the memory of her taste still in my mind, it was hard not to feel a little disappointment, even resentment—although I’d had plenty of practice in keeping that in check. “I understand completely,” I said. “I’ll even find someone else to vet my Saudi clients. Someone at the embassy in Riyadh.”

Relief spread across her features, a relief so open and simple I could have been again with a girl too young to worry about who knew about an old affair; a girl without the need to keep an older husband in the dark, to know what not to tell. She got up, stepped closer, knelt on one knee and put her hand on my arm. “I thought you’d understand. I don’t want there to be any hard feelings—and I’m sure you don’t, either. Now do me a favor”—her tone was that of a mother trying to cheer up her child after administering a mild rebuke—“tell me about your wife.”

“My wife?” The transition was too sudden. And some failures aren’t amenable to the gentle approach. “We divorced shortly after I lost my job.”

She recoiled as if I’d sworn at her. She said, “I’m sorry.”

Silence fell between us. One can receive too much sympathy. Helen had given me the message for which she had set up our meeting, and I’d given her the reassurance she wanted. Our reunion was over. I got up. “I’d better be going,” I said, “and you have to get back to your compound. I can call you a taxi—unless you’d care for me to drive you?”

She hesitated. “I’m not sure you should….”

“Of course not. I’ll call you a cab.” I looked around for a phone, but she exclaimed, “Oh, Christ, I can call one myself.” She took my arm, and said, “Let’s try and part friends. Come on, have one more drink. Let’s take it outside and get some fresh air.”

So I went back out on the balcony, in the dark now, with the lights of Khobar burning beneath. They stretched up the coast to my right, and ahead to the desert’s edge, but on my left they stopped halfway to the horizon, as if a chunk had been bitten off the town’s perimeter. It was the air base. The Saudis like their security installations dark.

Helen joined me with our drinks, and asked, “Do you remember the parties Ayşen used to have here?”

I thought back. “Yes, I do.”

“They were so cosmopolitan. Turks, a smattering of Africans, Greeks…do you remember Roberto, the Mexican?”

“Yes,” I answered, and we both laughed at the memory. “We had a lot of fun. I met Ayşen through investments. I’ve forgotten how you got to know her.”

“She thought I saved her life. We met on a boat trip—you remember them—the trips out on the Gulf? She almost died of seasickness. I did what I could for her—I was still a nurse, then—and she never forgot.”

For a moment the years slipped away, and I was back in another kind of expat community: one of parties, friends, lovers; one without fears, without worries, where a major crisis was—a case of seasickness. “It was a good time,” I said.

“It was a grand time.” She stood beside me, staring down into the night. “I think I was in love with you. Do you remember?”

“I’ve never forgotten.”

“Why didn’t you come back?” She spoke into the night air. “Everyone—including me—thought you were returning.”

It was the question that had hovered unspoken all night.

She said, “Did you never think….”

“Of you? Of course I did. Often. But you and this place…it seemed like a dream. Like a place from a different planet, a different time.” Even in the darkness I could see her face had fallen. I never wanted to hurt her. I thought, There’s still time to sweeten it a bit—and there’s truth in it, too. “I was a fool,” I told her. “I missed you. I had to make myself forget.”

“I missed you so much.”

She sounded on the verge of tears.

It was an unlikely place for romance. But she was an affair from my past come alive again, and I’d been so long without love. She wore honesty like a child’s innocence, without being aware of it. After what I’d gone through in LA—the business illegalities, the failed marriage—her honesty was as sweet as her perfume, as the taste of her skin. And perhaps the sid was having an effect. I set my glass somewhat shakily on the balcony, placed my hands on her waist and drew her to me.

 

A warm breeze from the Gulf blew her hair into my face; I brushed it aside with one hand, to reach her lips. For a second she yielded, but then pushed me away. She said, “You’re like a ghost, Steven. I won’t be haunted.”

The flash far behind me lit her eyes. I turned in time to see a distant fireball on the edge of town vanish into the air like some piece of trick photography. I turned back to find Helen gripping the balcony railing. She looked vulnerable, and I felt the need to protect someone, to keep them happy—like a pain I never expected to feel again.

The sound of the explosion was as faint as a sigh. A whisper of air from the shock wave ruffled the curtains.

“Jesus,” she said, “it’s the air base. The Saudi air base.”

We looked in its direction, but there was nothing to be seen. It was too far; everything was lost in darkness.

“What was it?” I asked.

“Maybe an accident. Maybe a bomb. I’ll call the consulate. The duty officer will have heard something.”

We stood staring out at nothing for another minute, then I noticed that traffic at the base of our tower was increasing: cars were speeding toward us and turning in to park in the vacant lot opposite the rear of the building. A police car, with its lights flashing, sped up and joined them. No one was parking in any order. From the eleventh floor they looked as random as dice thrown into a box.

“What do you think’s going on?” I said.

“I don’t know. They can’t live here. The police are probably trying to find out.” But as we looked down, more cars, with more police among them, appeared from the west, forming a ragged convoy heading in our direction. In a few minutes the perimeter was clogged with vehicles. We had a confused picture of men moving beneath the streetlights toward the base of the building—and vanishing inside.

“Could we be on fire?” I seemed to be asking all the questions.

She gave a short, mirthless laugh. “That’s not the fire department.” She slipped past me into the living room and pulled a cell phone out of her purse. I lingered for another minute looking out over the balcony. Cars continued to arrive. Now they were having to park down the road.

“The consulate line’s busy,” she told me when I walked back in. “Why don’t you take a look at the lift.”

“What for?”

“To see if anyone’s coming up. You can tell from the indicator lights.”

Her expression was calm but her posture rigid. We stared at each other for a moment, then I walked out to the corridor. It was empty and almost pitch-black. In order to see, I picked up a small vase and used it to prop open the apartment door. The elevator at the far end seemed very far away.

I saw the lights blinking on the panel on the wall before I was halfway there. The elevator was on its way up; it had already reached the fourth floor. As I watched, the fifth light blinked on. The sixth blinked on, and stayed on. The elevator had stopped.

I looked around. Behind me was a door with a sign indicating a stairway. I pushed it open. In the gloom stairs led up and down from a landing. An obnoxious smell rose from the well. A dead cat, maybe, or a rat that had gotten lost and trapped. I let the door close and heard, faintly, the slap of cables. The lights blinked: the elevator was ascending again. Past the sixth, past the seventh floor, continuing on up.

I started walking back to the apartment, keeping an eye over my shoulder on the indicator.

The eleventh light switched on, then winked off. The twelfth flashed, then the thirteenth.

In the living room Helen stood staring out the window. “Are they coming up?” she asked.

“They’ve gone past us. Right to the top—the thirteenth floor.”

“Whoever ‘they’ are.”

“Did you get through to the consulate?”

“No, the line’s still busy.”

“Where did I put my drink?”

She reached down and handed it to me. Our fingers touched.

“I’m sorry,” I said, “about what happened out there…I didn’t mean to upset you.”

She just shook her head and punched in a number on her cell phone again. This time she got through.

“Bill, it’s Helen. I’m stuck in town. What’s going on?” She listened for a minute, then told him where we were, and mentioned the crowd below and in the building.

“How should I know,” she said, “what the police are doing?” And then, “Do you think it’s safe?” A pause. “That’s almost certainly impossible. They’re all over the place.” Her voice fell: “They’re bound to see us.” After a moment she gave him her cell number, then hung up and turned to me. There was a slight tremor in her voice.

“That was the political officer. He said there’s a rumor that something’s happening at the air base. One or more explosions. He’s trying to find out, but he’s swamped with calls. He told me to get out of here and get back to the consulate.”

“We’re supposed to just walk out?”

“He suggests we avoid the police.”

“Why? What’s the problem?”

“He said there might be unreliable elements…he doesn’t know what’s going on, Steven. No one knows.”

Unreliable elements. It sounded like jargon, a state department term, a euphemism for something. Or for nothing. Two words from a foreign language you needed a code to decipher. “Well,” I said, “the police are hardly working for Al Qaeda, are they?”

Her voice was low. “I’ve no idea. I hope not.”

“Oh, come on….”

“Bin Laden’s a Saudi, Steven. And there’re thousands more just like him out there, in the streets.”

A society in which you can’t trust the police: it was an equation that didn’t add up, like a fraudulent balance sheet. Normally I would have considered the idea alarmist. Now it just froze me, mentally, in my tracks. But it was ridiculous to stand there, immobile. I said, “Let’s figure out a way of getting out.”

“The lift’s no good.”

“There’s the fire escape.”

“Eleven floors down?”

“If it’s dark enough. Let’s just give it a look.” I stepped back out—the corridor was still empty. We were at the end, and the emergency exit door to the fire escape was just to my left. I put both hands on the bar and pushed down, but it wouldn’t move; I put my weight on it and it shot down. I pressed my shoulder to the door. It creaked open a few inches; a sprinkle of dust fell from the jamb onto my head.

We heard a faint bell, and turned together. At the far end of the corridor a shaft of light spilled out of the open elevator. A group of men spilled out with it, five in all. Three wore thobes; two were in uniforms. I thought I saw one rifle.

They were talking among themselves. In the dark they hadn’t spotted us. Helen slipped without a sound back into the apartment’s doorway, and holding her finger against her lips, motioned me with her other hand to follow. I’d almost made it when, behind me, the fire exit door gently closed, the bar jerking up as the latch snapped into its socket with a clang.








CHAPTER TWO



Shouts came from the far end of the corridor. I jumped inside and slammed the door.

“Lock it,” Helen told me.

I locked it and shot the chain bolt. My hands trembled. I said, “This is pretty damn guilty behavior.”

“I know. I’m not sure we’re doing the right thing.”

“Then why the hell are we doing it?”

“They might suspect us.”

“Suspect us? Of what?”

“I don’t know. Spying.”

“Spying? That’s ridiculous. We’re just having a drink.”

“I know, Steven. We’re probably safe. And privacy is sacred in this country, unless….”

“Unless what?”

“Unless they suspect you.”

The absurdity of the situation revolted me. “Why don’t we just show them our IDs?” I said. “Two of them looked like police.”

Her voice almost broke: “We’re not sure we can trust them.” We jumped back as the door shook under an angry pounding. We retreated to the living room. The pounding stopped. Through the door we heard shouting in Arabic.

Helen said, more calmly, “I’m calling the consulate again. They might have someone to send to fix this. Some Saudi in the secret police.”

She got through on the third attempt. As she talked I stepped out to the balcony and looked carefully over the railing. The scene was unchanged. It occurred to me that ours was probably the only apartment in the whole building with a light showing. They would probably have checked out our apartment whether they’d seen us or not. But it was a bit late to turn the lights off now.

When I went back in Helen was stowing the phone in her bag. “He’s going to see if they have anyone to send,” she told me, “but it’s going to take a while. They still don’t know what’s going on at the air base…everything’s pretty confused.” She looked bleakly toward the door. “He suggested I tell them I’m a diplomat’s wife.”

“I wonder if they understand that much English.”

“I know that much Arabic.”

We crept toward the door. Outside in the corridor all was silent again. The lull continued, and I thought: Perhaps that’s it, perhaps they aren’t interested in us; it’s all a mistake anyway. If they’re about to go, it might be better to leave well enough alone. I whispered to her: “Don’t say anything yet.”

The silence lengthened. Helen turned to me with a tentative expression of relief.

Then with a smash the jamb splintered and the door burst open.

We recoiled into the living room as two burly, bearded men in thobes blundered through the doorway. When they caught sight of Helen it was as if they hit a wall. They behaved like two Bedouin who’d burst into the wrong room—not expecting a woman—by mistake. While they hung fire two uniformed policemen pushed past them. They were clean-shaven, one short, wiry, and dim-looking; the other older, heavier and authoritative. They ignored Helen and strode up to me. The older man’s brown uniform was as crisp as that of a parade-ground soldier, but the impression of discipline was weakened by a black leather holster belt studded with brass cartridges hanging at an angle over his hips. Despite the incongruity, authority hung on him like the belt: he looked like a man who settled things.

He stopped in front of me and said, in good but heavily accented English: “I am Captain Saad, this is Lieutenant Hassan. Please give me your identification.”

I was not brought up to question the police (I’m not inclined, temperamentally, to doubt authority—except perhaps the questionable authority of a broker’s buy recommendation), and although alarmed I was relieved to be facing a police officer. I reached into my pocket for my passport, but before I could pull it out Helen produced hers and held it, open, in front of the man’s face. “Ameriki Ana,” she said. “Zouwadjat diplomasi.”

The captain snapped it out of her hand, and without looking at her said, “Please speak English.” He held out his palm for mine, and I handed it over.

“This is your apartment?” the captain asked me. He continued to ignore Helen.

“No.”

“Where do you live?”

“Bahrain. My office is in the Continental.” Having an office sounded somehow legitimate, at least to me.

He turned to Helen. “This is your apartment?”

“Please look at my passport. It’s diplomatic. I live on the American consulate.”

Her tone was peremptory (if slightly unsteady); her stance hostile. I didn’t know if I should admire her or be apprehensive. Was it a good idea? Was it real? Was she really that gutsy? It wasn’t one of her qualities I recalled from the past.

The captain thumbed the pages of both our passports—mine standard American, Helen’s that of a U.S. diplomatic spouse (in my absence, she’d acquired another nationality, as well as a husband). Presently he looked up again at me. “Steven Kemp. You are not…diplomasi,” he said. It was a statement.

“No. I’m a businessman.”

“What are you doing here?”

“I sell mutual funds.”

It was evidently a puzzling answer. “Mutual funds?”

“Investments,” I explained.

“I mean,” the captain said slowly, “what are you doing in this apartment?”

I was wondering what to say—I could hardly tell him I had come for the view—when Helen broke in: “We came to inspect it. It belongs to a friend of mine. We came to make sure everything was still okay.”

“Why now?” the captain asked.

“Why not? I check it every week.”

“Where is your husband?”

“At the consulate,” she lied. “He is expecting us.”

“You and Mr. Kemp.”

“Yes.”

The balcony curtains waved gently, drawing everyone’s eyes to the open glass doors. The captain walked over and looked out through the darkness, in the direction of the air base. When he returned his face was impassive.

“You have a phone,” he said to Helen.

“Yes.”

“Please call your consulate.”

She hesitated for a moment. Then she pulled out the cell phone. “Who do you want to speak to?” she asked him.

“The operator.”

“I tried before to get through. I couldn’t. The line’s busy.”

“Try it now.”

She dialed the number. As her finger left the last button the captain pulled the phone from her hand and held it to his ear.

I thought: It’s a risky lie.

He spoke quickly in Arabic. I know nothing of the language, and the only words I recognized were “Harry Laird.” He rolled the Rs of the first name. After a few moments he pressed the button to hang up.

He said something to his subordinate, who was standing like a block of wood, a dim scowl painted on his face. The lieutenant trotted on his thin, bandy legs to the balcony and pulled the curtains closed. The men in thobes had stayed in the background. Now the taller of the two, an older man with a long beard, stepped forward impatiently. He exchanged words with the captain; it sounded like an argument. To me he looked like trouble. I preferred the police. A uniform could be threatening but it was also a symbol of discipline, of rules, of limits. The two men in thobes, with their beards and disapproving faces, looked like fundamentalists, fanatics—people with unreliable views on limits.

The captain listened and replied calmly. But either his reply or his manner seemed to incense the other. Finally the officer had had enough. He raised his voice and made an abrupt gesture with his hand—the cutoff. He turned to Helen.

“Your husband is not at the consulate. He is in America.” He paused. “I do not know what you are doing here, but I do not believe you are just checking this apartment.”

He looked at me. His tone was contemptuous rather than interrogatory. “Why are you here, Mr. Kemp? What are you doing with this Zouwadjat diplomasi? Why are you both in this empty apartment,” he looked toward the curtains, “with a good view of the town, of the air base?”

“We are both Americans,” Helen replied, in a controlled, firm tone, pressing her point home as if she were driving a nail through wood. “You can see our nationality from our passports. You know my husband works at the American consulate. There is something going on—we saw the explosion—and the consulate wants us both to leave here immediately and return there, for our own safety. We would appreciate a police escort.”

The captain smiled thinly. “The American embassy is full of spies. Now you will move into another room. I must ask Mr. Kemp a few more questions.”

Helen didn’t say anything, but she stepped closer to me; our shoulders touched. I thought I felt her tremble. Or maybe it was me. I said, “Wait. You can ask me as many questions as you like. But we’ll remain together.”

“You are not married. There is no reason for you to be together. Mrs. Laird will be more comfortable in another room.”

Helen whispered, “I’m not leaving you,” and I heard the tremble in her voice. I thought: This has gone far enough.

“You can ask me anything you want,” I said. “But Mrs. Laird stays with me.” I put my arm around her shoulder.

The captain nodded at his subordinate.

I’d forgotten the wiry little lieutenant. He came up from behind, grabbed Helen’s free arm and jerked her away, into the middle of the room. She stumbled on one of the afghan carpets and hit the floor on one knee. The lieutenant pulled her to her feet and started dragging her to the hallway.

I hadn’t expected violence. It happened too quickly. I wasn’t prepared to react.

Helen staggered after him, then dug in her heels. She shouted something, attempted to stand her ground, and with a twist tried to yank herself out of his grip.

He swung the back of his hand into the side of her face. He was a small man—probably from a Bedouin background, a peasant—but he had a peasant’s brute strength. He smacked her exactly as a farmer would move or fell a doltish animal. She dropped in a heap onto the floor.

I’ve never considered myself a courageous man. My career has been about managing risk, not being brave (especially with other people’s money). An American soldier I met in a bar in Manama told me over a drink that bravery is about managing fear; he said he’d been scared shitless almost every time he’d had to advance. But he’d forced himself to do it.

I’d just had enough. I’d had enough of the suspicion, the intimidation, the third world police, the whole third world setup. And there was no way I was going to let Helen be beaten up.

As the lieutenant reached down to pull her up again, I jumped at him and brought both my fists down as hard as I could on his neck. I had a serious weight advantage, and it helped. It caught him unawares. He collapsed like a sack of potatoes.

I knelt by Helen. She lay sprawled on the carpet, legs askew, stunned. She couldn’t even raise herself on one arm. The captain and the others looked just as stunned. I don’t think anyone had expected things to go that far—to get that out of hand.

While I tried to help her back to her feet, four new men strode into the room. The man in front was dressed incongruously in a three-piece business suit. He took in the picture and spoke sharply to the others. They all replied at once, shouting together. The foreigners were ignored.

I managed to get Helen to the couch; we had to step around the still-fallen and groaning lieutenant. She was shaken, and held her hand to the side of her face where she’d been hit, but she managed to say with a thick voice, “I never knew you were handy with your fists.”

“I’m not. I’ve just put on some weight. I never thought I’d be glad of it.”

“I wish you’d killed him.”

Coming from her, the words sounded almost obscene. I said, “How are you feeling?”

“I’ll survive. What’s going on?”

“I don’t know. A few more just came in. They’re probably arguing about what to do with us.”

I wasn’t conscious of being more than anxious—until I realized that my shirt was sticking to my back. It was soaked with sweat.

We sat there, some comfort to each other, until the shouting ceased and the man in the three-piece suit detached himself from the others. He looked about fifty, short and somewhat corpulent. He wore a beard, but his was well trimmed. He gave the impression of an academic: one could imagine him at a British university, teaching Middle Eastern studies, or as a long-winded guest on an Al Jazeera political talk show. But, like the captain, he too wore an air of authority—despite the academic appearance. He approached us, smiled reassuringly, and held out his hands in an apologetic gesture.

“I am Dr. Abdullatif Ali,” he said. “I am sorry the situation developed as it did, and I hope the lady is not badly hurt. May I sit?” We said nothing, and he lowered himself into an armchair beside the couch. His accent was Arabic with a British overlay. “I have your passports here.” He held them up. “And your telephone, I believe.” He handed it back to Helen. “You are Mrs. Helen Laird. Your husband has some official position at the U.S. Consulate in Dhahran?”

“He is the chief commercial officer,” Helen said, her voice still a little thick but clear.

“And you, Mr. Kemp,” Ali said to me, “are a private businessman?”

“I’m an investment counselor. I have an office in Bahrain. Mrs. Laird and I are old acquaintances. We came up here to check on this apartment. Mrs. Laird has been taking care of it for some absent friends. Then this gang burst in. They tried beating up Mrs. Laird—you can see what they did to her—and I was forced to intervene. We’re only interested in one thing: getting out of here, back to the American consulate.”

“It’s a pity I did not arrive sooner. We could have avoided all this unpleasantness. Mrs. Laird, I am truly sorry for this…this injury to you. There was no need for it. Neither” (he said like a professor making an additional important point) “was there any need to break open the door. I have master keys for the whole building.”

“We have to leave immediately.” I wanted to stick to the point. “And I have no intention of letting Mrs. Laird become separated from me.”

“No one will separate the two of you.”

“They gave it a pretty good try.”

“Mr. Kemp, I am the president of our group, the Islamic Arabia Party. I am also in charge of this operation. I can absolutely assure your safety here. And, Mrs. Laird, if you feel you need the attention of a doctor, there are two in our group who can help you. I cannot tell you how sorry I am that this happened.”

Helen spoke up: “You’re Abdullatif Ali?”

“Yes.”

“I thought you were in London.”

“Then you have heard of me. Of course, as the wife of an American diplomat, that is not surprising. I was in London—until recently.”

“Then…what is this all about?”

He smiled like an avuncular cat that had caught the canary. “I think you have guessed, Mrs. Laird. We have mounted a coup d’état. The Eastern Province is seceding. Both the air base and the oil company compound are falling into our hands as we speak. This is phase one. Phase two is the proclamation of our state.” One of the other Arabs spoke from across the room; he uttered a short answer. “I’m sorry that I cannot stay and explain further, but there is much to attend to. I am aware of your position with the U.S. Consulate, Mrs. Laird. No harm will come to either of you.”

We heard through the open balcony doors a distant thump, and after a moment the tail end of the blast waved the curtains into the room. A doubt rippled the confidence on Ali’s full face. I thought: He may be in charge, but he’s not used to this. The other Arabs moved as a man to the balcony.

Helen asked him, “The people who have been blowing up the compounds…are you working with them?”

“No, we are not. We are Shia, Mrs. Laird, not Wahhabi terrorists. I personally abhor violence. But this is a coup. The current regime has always used violence against the people of this country, to maintain their grip on the country’s income—its oil revenues. I myself was one of their victims. But ours will not be a violent revolution, a bloodbath. A certain amount of intimidation may be needed to achieve our goal, but we are not targeting any civilians, nor foreigners. We are not even attacking soldiers—after all, they are Arabs, like ourselves. I believe what we hear outside are demolition charges. We are rendering the air base and airport runways temporarily useless.

“Now I’m afraid I must go. Mrs. Laird, if you have lived in Saudi Arabia for some time, you are probably familiar with the term mahram.”

“No,” she said, “I’m not.”

“It refers to the degree of consanguinity…the blood relationship between yourself and Mr. Kemp. In your case, such a relationship does not exist. Because of that some of my stricter colleagues object to your staying together. I have given them their orders and they will not bother either of you, but it would be best not to disturb them unnecessarily. You should both remain here, in this apartment, and try to stay out of their way.”

I said, “The best way to stay out of their way is to leave.”

“Unfortunately, that is not yet possible.” Ali stood up and spoke a command to the others; they turned and started toward the door. “Our command center is on the first floor. Our occupation is only temporary. As soon as key installations are secured our military liaison staff will move to the air base, and I and my personal staff will move to Aramco. That cannot be long now. Meanwhile, both of you, please make this apartment your home. I will station a man by the front door—for your own protection. Please do not try to leave—not yet. I will send word to you when we are successful. You will soon be back in your true homes: Mrs. Laird to the American embassy, and Mr. Kemp…to Manama, I presume. If you need anything, write it down and give it to the guard. He’ll pass it to me.”

He waved, like a university professor in an amateur theatrical playing the part of a magnanimous revolutionary. It was absurd and as a result unreal. But Helen, sitting tense with her hand to her face and a thick voice, was real, and the man still groaning on the floor was real as well—he had to be assisted out by one of his comrades. The door closed behind them. We were alone once more.

I felt a wave of cautious relief. Hope was possible. It was like the second day of steady gains after a market correction: you could imagine the beginning of a trend.

“It’s not,” I said shakily, “a standard ending to an after-dinner drink.” I suppose I was trying to lighten the mood…maybe for my own benefit.

Helen ignored the remark. She stood up, went to the door and looked out the peephole. She returned and sat back down next to me, hugging herself as if cold. I put my arm around her, and the tears came; she wept angrily, her body rocking back and forth, her teeth clenched. I held her tighter, and presently she grew calmer. It was shock, of course.

After she came out of it she was more than naturally alert, almost high. She asked me: “What did you think of Ali?”

“He appears more reasonable than the others.”

“He’s a Shia. So he’s probably not going to slit our throats. He’s been living in London for years. A political refugee. He was in charge of one of the softer anti-Saudi reform groups. I don’t think he’s been much in the news lately. As for this ‘coup’—the government certainly won’t just sit back and let it happen.”

“What does that mean, exactly?”

She smiled her slightly high smile. “It means, Steven, they’re going to rescue us.”

“I wonder how long it will take.”

“God knows. It could be days. At least it looks as if they’re going to leave us alone.” She jumped to her feet. “We’d better do an inventory of our resources. I’ve no idea how much there is here to live on.”

So we checked the place out. She needed the activity, and I needed my mind deflected from the situation. The apartment had two bedrooms, all left fully furnished, with two bathrooms, one with a bath. We tried it out. Water the color of rust spurted intermittently from the tap. “It hasn’t been used for months,” Helen said, “though it might improve after it runs for a while.” But I suggested we turn it off, not knowing how much was in the reservoir, or even whether it was being replenished. In the kitchen she took some ice cubes from the refrigerator, wrapped them in a hand towel, and held it against her cheek. Then we took stock of our larder.

There was a quarter-full water bottle on a dispensing stand. In the freezer there was a still-sealed package of beef bacon and a block of Irish cheddar wrapped in plastic. The refrigerator held a bottle of sid and some Cokes, and we found two bottles of Johnny Walker in the cupboard above, one half full, one untouched. “A pity we left our dinner in the car,” Helen said, “but at least we don’t have to worry about liquor. Ayşen was probably saving it for Christmas. She always threw a big Christmas party.”

“I think it’s coming early this year. Let’s both have a small one.”

I poured two over ice, and we took them into the living room. It was only when we caught sight of the remote control for the television set that we realized we’d been left in contact with the outside world. Then Helen remembered her cell phone. Her face lit up.

“I’m calling the consulate,” she said.

“I can’t believe they didn’t think to take it.”

“I can. They’re just hopping from one crisis to the next. Watch by the door, Steven, just in case.”

I took up my post. The jamb by the lock was shattered, but the door still closed. Through the peephole I could make out the guard, one of the Arabs in a thobe, smoking a cigarette.

After a few minutes Helen came to get me, and we sat down with our drinks in front of the TV. She was coming down from the reaction. Her shoulders slumped and she looked tired.

“I got through to the duty officer and told him everything. I think he’s in a state of shock. You can’t imagine how this adds to his problems.” She gave a short, unhumorous laugh. “We’re to stay as quiet as possible, and not make a move from this apartment if we can help it. They’re already aware of the air base. He said that they were making plans to ‘defuse’ the situation.”

“Who’s ‘they’?”

“The consulate, the embassy in Riyadh, presumably the Saudi authorities. And maybe the U.S. military.”

“I didn’t know they were here.”

“They aren’t. They’re in Qatar.” Qatar’s a neighboring state, but only an hour south on the peninsula. The cavalry wasn’t next door, but at least it was around the corner.

She continued: “He’s putting everyone in the picture about us right now. Everyone will know we’re up here. We don’t have to worry about that. He said they’d do everything they could to…to rescue us.”

I hadn’t until then considered the fact that we needed rescuing. It seemed melodramatic, unreal—until I remembered the reality of Ali’s men. Helen said, “Let’s turn on the TV.”

We turned the volume down, to make sure the guard wouldn’t hear it through the door (the less he knew, the better). We sat beside each other on the couch, and I put my arm around her. She didn’t object.

There was evidently a satellite on the roof, and in between the Arab soap operas and the Indian and Hong Kong movie channels, we found CNN and the BBC. CNN was running a Larry King interview—some washed-up movie star talking about her career—but the BBC was already presenting breaking news from Saudi. They’d gotten it from Al Jazeera. The BBC newscaster was one of those quiet women, ethnic but British to the core, who indicated a serious situation developing by a slight raising of her eyebrows.

She described the Dhahran air base as being “under attack”—by whom wasn’t yet clear. Bombs had been heard, but no statement had been issued by either the government or any terrorist organization. It was the middle of the night, and the Saudi government had been taken unawares. She reported speculation that the Saudi military were making plans to relieve the air base.

The U.S. state department had issued a statement saying that they were monitoring the situation closely, in consultation with Saudi authorities. There was as yet only silence from the White House and from Number Ten. The newscaster pointed out that at the end of the last Iraq war, the remaining American troops in the country had been pulled out and moved to Qatar. No statement from the U.S. military there, or from the Pentagon, had yet appeared.

“They don’t know any more than we do,” Helen said, and switched to the local Aramco channel.

As so often, the oil company’s TV channel was showing a nature documentary. It was the safest kind of program, with neither politics nor human sexual content. Tonight a guide resembling the Michelin man—ensconced in parka, hood, gloves, face mask, even mukluks—stood alone in the middle of an icy white waste. From his nasal accent I identified Canada. He was talking about birds, although none appeared in the picture; the sky was clear and frigid blue, and the camera remained stationary on the motionless figure.

“Although we see none at the moment,” the Michelin man said, in his homely twang, “in fact both tits and pishers are ubiquitous in the frozen plains north of Edmonton….”

Abruptly the picture deformed, then blinked off. Another picture appeared, wobbled, refocused. The camera steadied and revealed a set for a television news show—a desk and a picture of Riyadh as a background—but behind the desk sat a Saudi dressed in the khaki camouflage fatigues that the U.S. Army has made de rigueur among armies, and liberation forces, around the world.

He shuffled some papers on the desk, straightened up and stared directly into the camera. An expression of perplexity passed across his face, as if the camera’s unblinking eye, impervious to commands, had rattled him. He collected himself and began to read. He read his statement first in Arabic—it seemed interminable—then in English:

“Thanks be to God. The Islamic Arabia Party, the IAP, has tonight seized with almost no resistance or casualties, King Abdul-Aziz Air Base and the main Aramco compound at Dhahran.

“The promise of the IAP is to liberate the Arabs of the East, from the Kuwaiti border to Hofuf, from the corruption and tyranny of the Al Saud regime. The IAP pledges to form a new government for the East, an Islamic republic, headed by Abdullatif Ali, with an elected assembly of religious and tribal leaders, academics and businessmen. Exactly one month from the proclamation of the republic, elections for the assembly will be held.

“We call on all the security services in the East, the army, the air force, the navy and the national guard, to free yourselves from the grip of the corrupt royal family. Your jobs, ranks, and responsibilities will be maintained. All political prisoners of the Al Saud regime will be freed immediately.

“We call on the citizens of the Nejd, and of the West, also to rise, and to take control of your own destiny. We are your friends and brothers. We have suffered together. We will support you. The IAP calls on all foreign states and armies, including friendly states, not to interfere by coming to the aid of the Al Saud regime. It will fall.

“Finally, the IAP calls on all Arabs to give us their support. It is time for all of us—all peninsular Arabs—to take responsibility for our own government. Together we can stop the theft by the Al Saud of our national wealth. Together, God willing, we can build the progressive, virtuous, Islamic state that we desire and deserve. God is great.”

The speaker looked up from his notes and stared, rather grimly, into the camera. Then the picture was gone.

Helen switched back to CNN. Within a couple of minutes they were playing a tape of the announcement. She turned the volume off.

“Things are moving pretty fast,” I said. “Do you think they’ve really taken Aramco?”

“I can’t believe it…but Harry could. He’s never had any faith in the Saudi army.”

“An Islamic republic—at least in this province—with Ali as the president…. He didn’t look to me like a rebel leader.”

“Too academic?”

“Exactly.”

“I thought the same. But maybe we’re both wrong. Or maybe he has someone behind him.”

“Like who?”

“Who knows. Al Qaeda?”

The name was like a bogey: we drew back from it as a young child would from a frightening Halloween mask. I thought it just another equation that didn’t add up (I still didn’t realize how different Middle Eastern arithmetic is from ours). I purposely said something stupid: “I wonder if they’ll still need investment counselors.” Helen gave me a long blank look, but then laughed, and I joined her. It lifted our spirits.

After that we discussed possible scenarios, how things might pan out. We didn’t plumb the depths—we wanted to stay clear of the dark. We concentrated on how and when we would be released. The more we speculated, the more we realized how little we knew. It was like being reborn into a new life, like the Buddhists, without a clue as to one’s talents or aptitudes, or whether fortune would favor you or not. There was almost nothing we could reasonably foretell.
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