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Do not ask how, before cock-crow, my sister had departed
Making her way through arcane cities
Deep within us she lives
As the tree hides in the kernel.

—MUHAMMAD AL-GHUZZI


A MYSTERIOUS BALANCE

A CRASH on the ground floor, metallic and heavy, brought Mufeeda upright from her prayers. She listened, kneeling, her graceful hands in the air, as she waited for what must come next: the wail of her two-year-old daughter, Fauzia, who had recently abandoned mere walking in exchange for exuberant, headlong runs. The family had grown used to frequent collisions, followed by melodramatic tears.

One second, two, three.

The silence exonerated Fauzia. This meant something worse, probably that the cook Emmanuella had dropped another pot. The sound of the impact ran through Mufeeda’s mind again, a dismal clang like a bell underwater. Yes, a pot hitting the kitchen floor, a big pot, which could only mean the biryani. Dinner was all over the floor again.

Leaping to her feet, Mufeeda mended the tail end of her prayers with apologies—God is merciful—and flung the door open, trying to take that mercy to heart: she’d need it for Emmanuella. In the last weeks, the girl had dropped not only several pots and pans, but she’d also broken a Murano vase, a cut-glass Baccarat tumbler, and a ceramic water-pipe belonging to Mufeeda’s mother-in-law, Umm Saleh. Before this last accident, when Emmanuella had stumbled and shattered the pipe against the marble floor of the hallway, Saleh’s mother had shown no regard for the thing. Nor had anyone, for it was ugly as a dwarf. But by the time Saleh arrived home from the hospital late that night, Umm Saleh had proclaimed it a precious memento, the most valuable object in the house.

Mufeeda paused on the landing, hearing what she expected and dreaded below: the growing rumble that foretold Umm Saleh’s imminent explosion from her room. She would have heard the dull boom of the pot too. Fortunately, none of Mufeeda’s daughters was present to witness Umm Saleh’s temper this time around. Mariam, the eldest at eleven, showed a strong tendency toward fits of capricious anger herself, a trait she had not learned from her mother.

Umm Saleh’s door burst open on the floor below and she lumbered across the threshold, hollering for all three of Mufeeda’s daughters, “Mariam! It’s the Iraqis!” robe flapping, a slipper in either hand, her fat feet thumping the marble tiles. “Where is our little Fauzia? They’ve come again to kill us all! Sara, where are you? Oh, we will die!”

If there was an advantage to having such a mother-in-law, who could remember to call everyone’s name but Mufeeda’s at the onset of another Iraqi invasion, it was that Mufeeda could always look calm in comparison to her mother-in-law in any emergency, especially a false one. The thought of Saddam still in power and brooding over the ‘lost province’ of Kuwait never left anyone’s mind; but the last significant crisis since the war, when he sent his troops south again to mass along Kuwait’s border, was almost two years past, though no one would guess it by Umm Saleh’s bellowings.

Mufeeda descended to the second floor, chastening herself yet again for her ungenerous thoughts. Umm Saleh deserved sympathy: her younger son, Jassim, had disappeared during the war. It was only since then that she had become so short-tempered, and no mother could blame her for that. Umm Saleh still maintained hope that Jassim was alive, but Mufeeda couldn’t share it. Jassim had been the more fiery of the two brothers, and the less prudent. He wouldn’t have fallen silent in prison, under guard by the Iraqis he hated so passionately. Given the rumors they heard of prison conditions up north, it seemed to Mufeeda a worse fate to be still alive there after six years of so-called peace. More than six hundred Kuwaitis had disappeared in this same way, overnight, without a word, into Saddam’s ghastly realm.

“There is no God except God The Magnificent, The For-bearing,” she murmured to herself, and on the second-floor landing, she said calmly into her mother-in-law’s panic, “Umm Saleh, it is a pot. Emmanuella has likely dropped a pot, that’s all.”

But this, it seemed, was even worse news than invading Iraqis.

“A pot? She has dropped a pot again? This girl is impossible. How can she drop pots?”

They parted, Mufeeda down the stairway, Umm Saleh, ranting, into the elevator. As the lift doors slid shut, muffling Umm Saleh’s voice, Mufeeda broke into a run, throwing all dignity aside, careless of the two housemaids who stood amazed in the dining room as she passed.

She stopped at the sill of the kitchen door. A ragged mountain of basmati rice steamed like a spent volcano on the kitchen floor, surrounded by chunks of lamb and bone and vegetables, a landscape of disaster. The upended pot had rolled under the sinks, and the cook was nowhere to be seen.

Mufeeda whispered, switching into English, “Emmanuella! Where are you?” Emmanuella’s grip on Arabic was no better than her grip on pots. “Emmanuella!”

The pantry door, open an inch, emitted a whimpering cry. “Oh, ma’am, I’m here.”

“Stay, then. My mother-in-law comes.”

There was no need for this warning. The neighbors could probably hear Umm Saleh’s muttering descent to the ground floor. Mufeeda stepped outside the kitchen again and shut the door softly behind her as the elevator gaped open in the hallway.

“The girl’s hopeless. We’ve been idiots to keep her. She destroys everything she touches. We’ll send her back to Goa. Tonight.”

She moved as if to plow Mufeeda from her path but Mufeeda smiled down with serene immobility on her mother-in-law’s balding head. “I’m sorry the noise disturbed you, Umm Saleh. I’ll see to the cleanup immediately.”

“Cleanup? What about the dinner? What will my son eat? Your stupid girl has ruined everything and you’ll have to begin again. What will Saleh say? He expects his house to be well-run, with efficiency and cleanliness, in peace and health, and we’re reduced to scraping our food from a filthy floor! What will he say to this?”

Mufeeda knew what Saleh’s response would be. He’d agree with everything his mother said, would rant a little himself in order to condole with her, and in the privacy of their bedroom, tell Mufeeda gently to bear the tantrums as well as she could. “It’s Jassim, of course. We must always remember that,” he’d tell her, reminding her also that the fluctuations in a diabetic’s blood glucose could cause abrupt shifts of mood. He remembered his mother from his boyhood as sweet and kind, “like you,” he’d tell Mufeeda, stroking the long curve of her chin and kissing her with such tenderness that all the strains of the day dipped into insignificance. If Saleh could show such benevolence then surely she should be capable of it also. Then again, he was at the hospital ten to fourteen hours a day. She allowed herself to wonder if his indulgence would survive a week’s test on the battlefield itself.

“Get out of my way!”

“Umm Saleh, please calm down. Remember your blood pressure.” She put a hand out to escort Umm Saleh back down the hall, but the elder woman snatched her arm away as if Mufeeda had threatened to cut it off.

“What will worry Saleh more than spilled food,” Mufeeda murmured, bowing her head, “is that I’d allow household problems to trouble your mind. It won’t happen again, inshallah.”

“Ha.”

“I shouldn’t have been upstairs at such a critical time. Saleh and I have been married almost twelve years, thanks be to God, and yet I still have so much to learn from you about how to care for him. And for our home. I hope you’ll be patient with me.”

A slight delay in the delivery of Umm Saleh’s next retort gave Mufeeda hope that the tide had turned.

“How do you intend to serve dinner tonight if it’s scattered all over the floor?”

Mufeeda said with quiet confidence, “With your guidance all will be well, inshallah.”

This appeal to her mother-in-law’s vanity thinned her anger to crankiness. “This girl has broken even my prayers. I must go and begin again.”

EMMANUELLA HAD remained cowering behind the door. It would take all the rest of Mufeeda’s patience to persuade her that she was safe.

“Come, Emmanuella,” she said, trying to draw the girl forward with a firm hand on her wrist. But Emmanuella cried out as if Mufeeda had twisted it. Then tears. With both arms clamped tight across her belly, she wept.

“She’ll send me back to Goa!”

“Emmanuella, do not make this noise. My husband is your sponsor. It’s he who has paid for your visa and holds your passport, not his mother. Remember this. We’ll prepare for dinner instead of biryani a chopped salad. And there’s lentil soup and pakoras in the freezer, yes?” They were left over from a large batch that Emmanuella had made a week before.

“Yes, ma’am,” the girl said miserably.

Mufeeda didn’t know what to make of Emmanuella’s recent clumsiness. She’d shown so much promise in the kitchen. Umm Saleh, typically, had taken an immediate dislike to her; she disliked every servant Mufeeda hired and said so loudly from the first day of employment. Usually, with training, the new employee gained Umm Saleh’s tolerance if not her approval. But just at the time when Emmanuella had achieved some degree of confidence, the accidents began. Umm Saleh took this as confirmation of her original appraisal of the girl as a fool, the corollary being that Mufeeda had been a fool to hire her.

Mufeeda directed Emmanuella to bring the pakoras from the freezer and bent to the task of scooping the biryani into the dust bin with a serving spoon, tasting its delicate complexity in the very steam.

Was the girl losing interest in her work? She’d arrived more than a year ago from Goa, from a Catholic family so poor that it had been willing to falsify her age on her visa so that she could come to the Gulf and send money home. She arrived a short while before her seventeenth birthday and looked younger, a spindly, underfed child. Mariam at only ten had been her equal in size, and had seen advantages in this that Mufeeda didn’t like. “You’re not to order Emmanuella around, Mariam. You’re to do things for yourself.” But she’d caught Emmanuella scurrying around several times at Mariam’s behest. “Make me a sandwich and chips. Hurry up! Don’t you dare tell my mother, either.”

Mariam’s English was perfect and her manner perfectly arrogant. It had been at Saleh’s insistence that the girls attend the American School in the city. He thought the curriculum excellent. “They’ll learn to speak English eloquently. That’s a great advantage in this world.”

Mufeeda was not so certain. All three girls now spoke English better than Arabic, even tiny Fauzia, and Mariam resented studying Arabic at all. Her calligraphy was disgraceful. “It’s an art to write our language, Mariam. You must learn it. You can scratch away in English if you must, but in Arabic you must make your letters beautifully.”

Mariam looked like her grandmother when she frowned. “Father doesn’t make his letters beautifully.”

“He’s an adult. And a doctor,” Mufeeda told her grimly. “When you’re an adult—and a doctor—you may write any way you wish. Now go and copy this again.”

Emmanuella was at her side. “Ma’am, please stop and I will mop the floor now.”

“Have you found the pakoras?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

For all her youth, Emmanuella had a natural gift as a cook. Though hired as a housemaid she’d helped in the kitchen during Ramadan last year, allowing Mufeeda to observe her talent and ease with food. Emmanuella had probably spent her childhood helping her mother cook for all her younger siblings. Even so she was a quick study, and after Ramadan, Mufeeda had brought her into the kitchen often, soon curtailing her other household duties altogether. Her quick promotion had made an enemy for the girl in Succoreen, the senior housemaid, but Succoreen had always had her jealousies and this one would pass away in time. Emmanuella’s skills had earned her the post. After being shown just once how to prepare Mufeeda’s family recipes, she’d cooked them on her own without hesitation and soon improved them in some mysterious way that she would not admit to or didn’t consciously recognize. It was, perhaps, her bold use of spices, all freshly ground, but Mufeeda couldn’t discover the mysterious balance herself.

Mufeeda washed her hands at the deep double-sink. “How many pakoras are there, Emmanuella?”

“Ma’am, two dozen. It is not enough. I’ll make more in two minutes. I’ll make another dish.”

“Certainly it’s enough. We must all eat less, especially when it comes to your pakoras.”

“But Sir will not have enough!”

“My husband is getting fat thanks to your cooking. He’ll eat three pakoras and be quite happy. I’ll tell him so myself.”

“Oh, ma’am! He’ll be very hungry.”

Mufeeda suppressed a smile at the girl’s genuine horror. “Continue your work, Emmanuella. I’ll call one of the housemaids to mop the floor.”

It was true that Saleh was getting fat. Mufeeda herself had lost her slenderness to childbearing. In her mother’s time, this plumpness had been considered a sign of health and prosperity, with no recognition of the toll it took: in her mother, diabetes and an early, painful death. She would not leave her own girls alone so early in their lives if she could possibly help it—not in these times, when there was so much uneasiness in the world, especially for girls.


A TRIFLING CLEANUP

LEFT ALONE in the kitchen, Emmanuella ran to close the door. Squatting before the waste basket, she checked its contents. Just as she’d hoped, there had been a clean plastic bag in the bin when Ma’am Mufeeda discarded the biryani. Emmanuella would be able to salvage most of it.

But she couldn’t be caught at this forbidden task. Closing her eyes, she listened intently for footsteps in the hallway. Hearing nothing but the tick of the kitchen clock, she pulled a freezer bag from a drawer and quickly shoveled most of the biryani into it. The door swung open just as she finished. Expecting Carmen—for Carmen was the housemaid Ma’am would normally send to mop the floor—Emmanuella turned, ready with a smile for the gentle Filipina. But it was Succoreen who stood in the doorway, hands on hips in her customary attitude of eager accusation. It wearied Emmanuella to look at her. Squat and pimpled, Succoreen always wore a scowl.

“What are you about, Emmanuella? You’re not to touch the bins!”

Succoreen had been in the household nearly twenty years and wanted all the household staff to acknowledge her as the head servant, though she’d been given no such authority by Sir or Ma’am. That Ma’am had dispatched Succoreen instead of Carmen, who had been in the household only five years, to do this trifling cleanup, proved the point; but Emmanuella didn’t press it. As a cook she enjoyed a natural superiority over any maid, which gave her the grace of restraint.

“You’re slow in coming, Succoreen,” she said, standing up. “How am I to cook with such a confusion?” She hid the steaming bag close to her body in a fold of her apron. It burned, but this couldn’t matter. Succoreen mustn’t see it.

“You cannot step around the bin?” Succoreen cast a cold eye across the enormous kitchen. “This room isn’t big enough for you? How will you manage when they send you back to Goa?”

As Succoreen intended, this unnerved Emmanuella, but she would not show it. “Leave me be. Go about your work. Ma’am sent you to clean the floor.”

Succoreen’s purplish face ripened further. “You dare to speak to me in this way?”

Emmanuella eased the bag onto the counter, hiding it behind an open bag of flour, the skin of her belly afire. She longed to open a button of her housedress to check for injury but couldn’t risk it. Succoreen would miss nothing, even as she banged her mop and sloshed her cleaning water far and wide in her determination to provoke Emmanuella.

With enforced calm Emmanuella laid the few, damp pakoras on a metal tray and turned on the smallest of the four ovens. Its digital controls stared at her in unblinking orange. Like all men, Sir had a good appetite. If he went to bed hungry tonight, he’d blame Emmanuella and begin to listen more closely to his mother’s demands that she be sent back to India. As the eldest child of a fatherless family, she bore heavy responsibility for the welfare of her brothers and sisters. If she lost this job, she’d have forsaken them, and there were no jobs at home, nothing to greet her there but the shame of failure. Though she earned a small salary in Kuwait, her remittance was a great boon to her family, like Christmas coming every month.

Succoreen spoke again, this time in the singsong voice of a badgering child, “Rosaline heard the Grandmother say that you’ll go back tomorrow.”

Though her terror rose up like sudden nausea, Emmanuella began trimming parsley with a quick pinch of the stems. “God will be angry with Rosaline for listening at the door.”

Succoreen laughed heartily in her vulgar way. Everyone knew that no barrier, let alone a door, could keep the Grandmother’s opinions secret.

“Better if God is angry than the Grandmother,” she said. Her voice then softened just perceptibly. “Every day it’s another pot, Emmanuella. Why do you do this?”

Emmanuella let a stem of parsley drop. It was all the pinching and washing and chopping, all the endless work. Her hands felt weak and painful; her whole body ached with weariness, but she wouldn’t complain. She prayed. She asked God to help her endure what it was necessary to endure. After all, she was more fortunate than others she knew, others close by. She glanced at the window over the counter which overlooked a darkening view of a narrow alleyway and the blank windows of the villa next door. She began to pray softly, ardently, Hail Mary full of grace as she brought a chef’s knife down across a towering pile of parsley.



THROUGH THE BURNING AIR

THEO ARRIVED near dusk on a late-summer evening after almost thirty hours en route. Despite his exhaustion, he began to feel wakeful when the pilot announced that they were over Jordan. A more natural flight path to Kuwait would have taken them south from London directly over the fertile valleys of the Tigris and the Euphrates; but the Gulf war six years ago had left Saddam Hussein in power, and so commercial airliners kept Iraq carefully quarantined, skywriting its ominous borders at 30,000 feet.

He trained his eye on the barren land below, thinking of the concentration of human history here, in such a small corner of the globe—and yet how clean and innocent the desert looked from the air. After a lifetime spent in the urban landscapes of California, he liked this easy legibility of form, the broad and simple sweep of it, and played with the notion that his life here could reflect the same spacious characteristics. He wasn’t a political person, and he’d be here only a year or two, not long enough to put down roots or complicate his life with significant connections. His old friend Rajesh, who had trudged through medical school with him, had tried to talk him out of coming here for even this short span of time.

“Theo, you can still change your mind.” They sat drinking a beer together. Theo had just finished packing: two bags, both small. “It’s hellishly hot there, all alcohol is forbidden, even cold beer in July. That alone tells you how difficult the Arabs are, and they’re easier on white heathens like you than on Indian polytheists like me. But even so, you won’t find them easy. And what about the future? There’s no more calamitous place on earth than the Middle East.”

“Your father’s lived there for years,” Theo reminded him.

“Ha!” Rajesh’s laugh sent him sprawling back in his armchair. “My father. Exactly. He’s one of the calamities.”

Theo smiled. An old topic. “A son’s obliged to feel ambivalent about his father.”

“Then it’s the only obligation he’d say I’ve met. Have I ever told you what he said when I decided on pathology instead of following precisely in his footsteps?”

He had, several times, but Theo didn’t say so.

“He said, ‘Poof.’ That’s it, as though he’d just taken an x-ray of me from head to toe and saw that I was hopeless. Because of me he won’t take kindly to you either. What kind of person can you be to count me as a friend?”

Rajesh leaned forward to toast with Theo. “Then to make things worse, there’s Rachel.” His wife was a New Yorker, and Jewish. “You know, Theo, my father doesn’t wish to be loved. Nevertheless, tell him that his son—.” Their glasses clinked. Rajesh’s usual ebullience died away. “Please tell him that I honor him.”

“BRILLIANT! YOU’RE ready, then?”

Theo angled the receiver away from his ear. Jane Scarborough had a voice like a bull’s. “Ready,” he said, picking up one of the hotel pens.

“Good. Go out to the Gulf Road. You can’t miss it. You’ll be in the bathwater if you do.”

“Gulf Road,” he echoed, writing it down.

“Mind, turn toward the Towers. Bloody ugly things, like monstrous golf balls set on bloody awful tees. That’s north, or rather close to north. I know you men think in literal terms about directions. Take a left turning there. You do know your left from your right?”

“I think I’ve mastered that.”

“Right, then. Follow that ’round. It will curve ’round the end of the peninsula there. Look for a building on your left with a large flag painted on the side. You do know the flag here?”

“Uh . . .”

“Stripes. Red, white, and green topped by a black triangle. Horizontal. The natives became wildly nationalistic after the war. You’d think they won it for themselves.”

“Can you give me an address?”

“Address?” She turned from the phone, bellowing to an audience of colleagues, “This Yank wants an address!”

Theo heard roars of laughter in the background.

“Quite a new one, are we? Fresh from the native shores?”

The concierge at the Marriott had insisted that this British woman was the best English-speaking real estate agent in the country. What could the others be like?

“Go on,” he said.

“When you see that building, go past it. Just beyond but not too far beyond, perhaps it’s half a kilometer—if you see the Grand Mosque you’ve gone too far—you’ll see a U-turn. Take that and come back. Now, this is critical: look for a sign that says, ‘Al Babtain, Agent for Pro-Amateur Photo-Equips and Sewing Machines.’ Got that? You’ll make that turning and proceed straight until you hit the curb.”

“Hit the curb?”

“The natives think it’s a ramp, but we won’t disillusion them at this point. Drive over it and into the car park. We’re at the far side behind the mosque.”

Theo squinted at the scrawl of his notes. “The Grand Mosque?”

“Oh good Lord, no. You’re not listening. If you see the Grand Mosque you’ve gone too far.”

Navigating his way to their rendezvous point, Theo saw that driving in Kuwait was going to be a challenge even for someone who had spent four years on the freeways of Los Angeles. The modus operandi was a free-for-all, and at furious speeds. What few addresses he could see—5, 12, 2, 517—looked as if they’d been called in a bingo game. How he found his way to the flat expanse of pitted sand Jane Scarborough called a car park, he’d never know. Luck. He hoped it would hold.

“Brilliant!” she boomed at him as he got out of his car. The water of the Gulf shimmered far off, a sheet of blue aluminum so hot it hurt the eyes.

“Theodore Girard, is it? You’re very tall,” she said, holding out a hand the size of his own. “Call me Jane. You follow directions well. I like that in a man.”

Gray-headed, broad-shouldered, she had the face of a bullying halfback enduring a rough season. Despite the trembling heat she wore a wool suit coat and knee-length skirt. Lodged under one arm was a clipboard fluttering with computer printouts. “Well, we’re off.”

He left his rental car in the parking lot and folded himself with difficulty into her battered but spotless Subaru, its windshield filigreed with cracks emanating delicately from a half-dozen impact zones. She hit the ignition and the little car leapt to life as if she’d given it a swift kick.

Joining the fray on the Gulf Road she swerved around a big white four-door American car that was drifting into her lane and came within a foot of an overloaded truck in the other lane.

“Bloody idiots!”

Gunning the engine she shot out ahead, throwing a ferocious look at the driver of the car, a man dressed in a linen gown and headdress, the costume of the native male, it seemed to Theo. Talking on a cell phone, the man ignored Jane and his driving equally.

“Let me tell you something you must know as a newcomer,” Jane said, hauling the wheel to cross three lanes at once. She shot off the arterial onto a side street. “Yield is not a concept the Arabs comprehend.”

Directly ahead, traffic blocked both lanes. Jane seemed not to see it. Theo gripped his knees as if this could save him. At full speed she barreled between the lines of traffic, making a middle lane on the spot.

“Hold on,” she said, screeching to a halt at the hemline of a pedestrian’s gellibiya. On their right was an ancient truck loaded with sweating laborers in ragged turbans; to the left, a gleaming SUV driven by a woman cloaked in black and wearing enormous sunglasses over her face-scarf. No one so much as glanced at them, not even the man Jane had almost creamed.

“So you’re a doctor, are you?” She gave Theo a piercing look of scrutiny, sweeping from his pale blond head to his big feet splayed on the floorboard. “Not many American doctors here, you know. They’ll suspect you, wonder why you’d come here when you can make millions in America. You’re from San Francisco, are you?”

“The Bay area. Oakland.”

“Only crank doctors come here, you know. That’s what people here think. Doctors forbidden to practice medicine in their own countries. You’re not a crank, are you?”

Her cell phone bleated. Grappling with it, she tooled around a scrawny water vendor on a bicycle at the curb as the light turned green, and roared into the phone, “Hallo!”

A sign in Arabic and English whooshed by on Theo’s side: “SPEEDING QUICK WAY TO PRISON OR DEATH.”

Brake lights flared in the road ahead. “Bloody hell,” Jane said to the caller and Theo alike, turning to peer at the traffic rushing toward her back bumper. “It’s like running with the bulls at Pamplona.”

HE’D EXPECTED to see some scars of the war. But there was nothing that spoke of the violence, not even a tank posed as a public memorial. Expansive new areas of clay-choked sand had been opened for private development, “since that rout,” Jane told him. It was as if growth had been the country’s vengeful response to Saddam. Spanking new three-story cement mansions sat on lots only meters bigger than their outer walls; all the freeways had been rebuilt; and the Cornice along the Gulf had been redesigned in its entirety, stripped bare of its immediate history as a battleground of the war. And everywhere, litter. It blew with the sand and grit of the city, tracing the fence-lines and thoroughfares, and cluttering the flat, dismal beaches. Children, standing on car seats, always unbelted, threw paper cups and candy wrappers from car windows like confetti, opening their little fists into the hot wind. The cold-white buildings lining the highways looked like part of the litter too, great cement goliaths built of marble from God knew where, though no dust storm would ever blow them away.

One apartment near the hospital seemed the best of all those Jane showed him. It was new and clean, and only two blocks from a market street where he could buy groceries. He walked through the stark rooms, hands in pockets, as Jane wandered separately, losing herself in admiration of the ten-inch thick walls. Her Wagnerian voice bounded off the cement, echoing until she seemed to be in all the rooms at once, declaiming.

“You won’t see construction like this in California! The Arabs may not be able to do much but they can build a solid wall, God bless them!”

It was much larger than he needed, but ‘nice’ and ‘small’ didn’t come together in one apartment here. All the decent apartments were new but huge. He wondered how he’d ever make the place feel homey. Its half-dozen blank, square rooms would challenge his determination to accumulate as little as possible.

“Look at the depth of those window wells!” Jane bellowed from somewhere down the long hall. “Remember this, Mr. Girard: If Saddam finds one of those spare Scuds somewhere and tosses it this way, just duck behind an inside wall.”

CONTRACT SIGNED, move-in date pending, Jane took Theo home with her for dinner. Her husband wanted to meet him, she said. Theo couldn’t have said in advance exactly what he expected of Jane’s husband other than iron fortitude, but he would never have guessed his name as Hamid. But Hamid he was, a broad, bluff, smiling Arab dressed in a crisp dishdasha, speaking in a clipped British accent. Jane deserted them at the door, going directly upstairs to change. Theo hoped that he’d covered his initial shock when Hamid offered his hand in the entryway, “Welcome! Come in, come in,” and led him into the living room.

A young Filipina appeared soundlessly, bearing an engraved silver tray. On it, a large bottle of single malt Scotch and three heavy glasses.

“Ah,” Hamid said, beaming. He directed the girl to a table adjoining two couches where she should set the tray, and sat down well within its reach. “Please,” he said to Theo, indicating the opposite couch.

Theo sank deep into the down-filled cushions. Couches lined every wall, muscle-bound with embroidered silk. There were no armchairs. Heavily carved side tables anchored the couches, and on them stood ponderous golden lamps with fringes of braided gold rope. Gilded porcelain urns three feet tall loomed in the corners, filled with silk flowers lit by halogen spotlights in the molded ceiling fourteen feet above Theo’s head.

“So what do you think of our little country, then?” Hamid said. “Have you been treated well?”

“Very well,” Theo said. “Jane’s been a great help.”

“Oh, yes,” Hamid said with proud affection. “Jane is . . . inimitable.” He poured generously into the glasses. Handing Theo one, he raised his own in a toast. “Let me welcome you to Kuwait, Theo.”

“Thank you. I’m glad to be here.”

“I believe Jane said that you’ll be working at Al-Ghais Hospital. Really? It’s an ironic name for the place, believe me. Al-Ghais means diver, you know, the man who brings up the pearls. And it’s a beastly place. It was far better before the war, when all the Palestinian doctors and administrators were still in charge there. But the government ran most of them out, you know, after Yasser Arafat threw in with Saddam. And now . . .” Hamid shrugged elaborately. “None of the other public hospitals is any better, I’m afraid, and it’s mostly small private hospitals otherwise, clinics really, a sad state of affairs. Personally, if I develop a toothache, I go directly to London. I could help shift you into the private sector if you’d like. Only say the word.”

A reckless generosity. It amused Theo. “I haven’t reported to my first job yet,” he said. “The father of a friend from medical school is on staff there, that’s my connection. He heads Internal Medicine.”

This failed to impress Hamid. “He’s a Kuwaiti?”

“An Indian,” Theo said, feeling compelled after a moment to add, “Trained in the U.S.”

“Ah. A Hindu then.” Hamid’s wide, expressive face grew grave. Leaning forward with a deep intake of breath, he contemplated the opposite wall for a long moment, adjusting his testicles thoughtfully through his gown.

“Let me tell you something if I may, Theo. I have nothing against Hindus. As you see, I’m not a religious man,” he said, lifting his glass high as evidence. Pious Muslims did not drink alcohol. “But you won’t make quick advancement here by association with Indians. They have no power. They come here because they make very little money in India and they don’t compete as well with Caucasians in the U.S. or Europe. This isn’t because they aren’t excellent doctors but because they’re black, and however liberal you believe yourselves to be in America, white people want white doctors and so do Europeans.”

Theo took a sip of the fiery Scotch. Its woody soul was burnished with gold. “Perhaps that used to be true, but there have been a lot of successful Indian physicians in the U.S. for a long time now.”

“Oh, of course. May your young friend be among them. But I know your country well, and I can tell you that the white patients of those successful Indian doctors, when they tell others about their medical care, rarely fail to explain—just as you have—‘He’s from India. But of course he was trained in the West.’” He took a long swallow of the Scotch, eyeing Theo all the while. “Meaning of course that he’s more white than he looks and more worthy than his Hindu name would imply.”

He registered Theo’s skepticism with a nod. “Kuwait is far worse. The class-consciousness here will shock you. If you’re not Kuwaiti born and bred, you’re no one; and if you’re so unfortunate as to be a South Asian housemaid or laborer, you’re worthless, invisible, and in constant danger. Look at me. I’m an Arab. I’ve lived here for twenty years. But I’m not a Kuwaiti citizen because I’m Palestinian. The reason they didn’t run me out during the war is because I’m a good businessman—and I’m married to Jane. Only Jordan has offered citizenship to Palestinians. No other Arab nation has done this, though the Israelis drove us from our homes in 1948. The Kuwaitis put up with us because we’re well-educated and willing to work hard. We make lots of money for them. But they don’t like us and they don’t trust us. They think we’re vulgar and inferior. So we live in our neighborhoods, and they live in theirs.”

He lifted his glass once again, his fond gaze traveling over Theo’s head to the marble staircase beyond. “Ah, here is my Jane.”

THOUGH SHE and Hamid had no children, Jane showed all the military strengths of a seasoned mother. In the space of a day, she set Theo up for housekeeping as if he were her only son heading off to college. She chauffeured him to furniture stores and carpet souks, advising him at top volume about his basic requirements and bargaining ruthlessly with the luckless merchants, who gave Theo withering glances of contempt for his submission to this blaring woman, or so he supposed. Deliveries were arranged on the spot at no extra charge and extras thrown in to get her out the door: a pole lamp with many stork-billed shades, a dusty basket of fake ivy, a pouting plaster cupid. A couch followed them to his apartment in the back of an open-bed truck.

Promising to come back that evening with a supply of kitchen ware she had packed away at home, Jane left him to his leisure in the company of the new couch, marooned against a far wall. Doubtfully, he posted the pole lamp next to it, dumped the ivy in the sink to be washed, and stored the cupid away in the back of one of his empty kitchen cabinets.

How was it that a little furniture made the place look emptier?

Wandering to the window he looked out over the flat roofs of the smaller apartment buildings and residential houses in the neighborhood, all of them sprouting multiple satellite dishes aimed at overlapping quadrants of the sky. On a single roof nearby he counted seven. In the dying day they looked almost lovely, tilted toward heaven like the giant, solemn faces of Easter Island.

No breeze stirred in the street below. Not a soul was visible, and from this vantage point the nearby arterial road disappeared. Theo’s eye caught the glint of low sun on metal for blocks, a maze of parked cars on all the adjoining streets. And then a brush of movement in the garden below: the single, stiff branch of a date palm springing up and down in the still air. His eye searched for the cause. A line of the dust-green date palms stood against an enclosing wall, covered with a thick bark like the scales of armored dinosaurs. Atop the wall sat a scrawny calico cat nearly hidden in a narrow band of shade, looking out over the motionless street.

Restlessness rose up in him like a sudden claustrophobic fog. The yawning emptiness of the Muslim weekend, Thursday and Friday, still stood between him and the beginning of his employment. He had to get out, he didn’t care where, and it was too hot to go walking. He grabbed his keys and took the elevator down to the deserted lobby.

Heading northeast out of the city, he followed one of the two paved roads available. He chose the road closer to the Gulf, the one the Iraqi Army had taken in a desperate convoy in those brutal final days of the war, ending their journey in a mile and a half of shredded metal and flesh on Mutla’a Ridge when the Allies swept down from the sky like avenging spirits. He remembered the place from aerial photos after what some had called a massacre, a long, twisted spine of smoking metal. It looked utterly ordinary now, but for the occasional lone and shabby camel pacing with weary dignity along the barbed wire fencing bounding the road. In the distance the hot bath of the Gulf merged with the white sky, a wavering mirage where the horizon must lie, lost.

From the ridge’s highest point he still felt blind to any beauty of the land. It took an airplane for that, apparently. He pulled the car to the narrow shoulder of the road. The bare scrub of the desert stretched out to all horizons, a waste of endless baking space. What was he doing here? His reasons now seemed hazy to him and possibly naïve. The grand gesture, for what? His desire to live in a culture wholly different from his own could have been met easily at home by moving back to LA, or to West Oakland. But no, he’d come to the opposite side of the world, isolating himself from his family and friends, and the sensuous plenitude of northern California. The nearest wine country, he figured, was in Iran, a country deeply distrusted by the Arabs; and it didn’t grant visas to Americans anyway. Kuwait was a desert island, isolated by unwelcoming neighbors and the empty salt sea of the Gulf.

Turning back toward the city he saw a bright white speck in the distance moving rapidly at an angle toward the road. Distorted by the heat rising from the desert, it looked at first like an enormous bird, then like a glider; then, closer, like a brilliant white ghost standing upright as it swept forward through the burning air.

Theo slowed, eyes glued to the wavering apparition. Through the dust he saw it change course slightly, moving more directly toward him. Could he have somehow crossed the border into Iraq without realizing it? It seemed crazy to think it—but could this be some odd, low-flying border patrol vehicle swooping down to arrest him? He should bolt, he thought. Step on the gas and go.

The image resolved—and into something no less odd: a man in a white dishdasha standing at full height, driving a dirt-brown jeep one-handed at breakneck speed across the trackless land beyond the road. Waving an arm, the man turned directly into Theo’s path. Theo braked as the jeep raced toward the road and lurched over a low berm, landing in front of Theo’s bumper like one of the world’s first attempts at flying machines. A dry deluge of dust and grit and scabby earth rained down on the rented car. Just able to see through the scrim of the windshield Theo made out gleaming teeth in a wide smile, a wave from a broad hand. The man’s lips moved.

Theo lowered his window, one hand on the gearshift, aiming for Reverse. The jeep rumbled and shimmied and snorted.

“Hello there! Are you British?” The accent was pure BBC. Even at a yell it sounded cultured.

“American!”

“Ah, an American. How very fortunate I am to meet you. You’re most welcome here.” The man threw an arm toward the pale brown western horizon, empty and razor-straight. “You must come and have tea with my family. We’re camping just a mile or so from here. But tell me first, if you will: My young son has opened a gate he should not have opened. Have you seen a herd of goats?”


ADD ‘INSHALLAH’

DEAR DAD,

How are you? We’re all fine.

Kit shut her eyes, willing another sentence into being. Even a modest word with two syllables, something that began to suggest her surroundings and hinted at the distance she and the children had traveled in the last week, rather than this stupid thing, a near-duplicate of every letter she’d written from the third grade on, mostly thank-you notes in the wake of birthdays. She didn’t know how to write a letter except as a promise to spend the money wisely or put it in the bank.

She confronted the empty page, filled with distaste for the thick, blue stationery with its rich, textured surface that promised so much—what had she been thinking when she bought it?—interesting descriptions, perceptive insights, intimate asides. She would never come up with any of them, she knew, even once she got over the jet lag.

The trip was long but okay.

The truth—that both kids got sick just before touch-down in Amsterdam, and that Kit spent the eight-hour layover there mopping up and consoling and getting just enough warm soup into them to begin the cycle all over again—was one only her mother would have been interested in knowing. Had she ever talked directly to her father before without her mother as a buffer or a secondary audience? She couldn’t recall a time other than the simple one-sentence communications of daily living. I’m home. Pass the gravy, please. Goodnight, Dad.

She wouldn’t cry. She wouldn’t turn her loneliness for her mother into self-pity. If she missed her mother, how must her father feel? He had to bear the emptiness of the house, the emptiness of the kitchen.

Tears rose to Kit’s eyes. Ignoring them, she set the pen to paper, urging her inner voice to take over. Did she have one? At the very least she should comfort her father about her safety here. She’d seen no evidence of the war and no one seemed to think there was much of a security risk, though it had alarmed her to realize that Iraq was only fifty or sixty miles away. Jack had said, dismissively, that Saddam Hussein still coveted the idea of Kuwait as the nineteenth province of Iraq.

I can’t believe we’re really here.

She’d imagined being her father’s eyes in this new place, his witness to this other world. No one in her family had ever lived anywhere but in or near Stillwater, at least until Kit went to college, and that hadn’t been far from home either. She’d somehow expected that the distance itself would transform her. You couldn’t go so far and not be changed by the experience. But here she sat half a world from home, as tongue-tied and conventional as ever.

It’s very hot and flat, flatter even than western Oklahoma.

She bit the end of her pen, fighting a fierce urge to crumple the sheet into the trash and escape into some other activity—anything else. But what? There was nothing else to do. She and Jack and the kids had to stay at the company’s guest house, a big and glossy hotel-like villa, until the plumbing could be fixed in their own . . . villa. She wasn’t supposed to call their house a house, according to Jack, and in his new job managing all of the company’s construction projects in Kuwait, he wasn’t to be contradicted. Houses were called villas here, he said, a word that in Kit’s mind evoked grand terra cotta mansions tucked into sunny Italian hillsides. She tried to imagine herself, after growing up in the outskirts of a red-dirt Oklahoma town, saying ‘our villa’ aloud without self-mockery. She gave it a try, “our villa,” and winced at the sagging paunch of her Midwestern vowels, which made it sound like a joke anyway.

Maybe a cup of tea. Problem was, she couldn’t simply go downstairs and make herself one. Residents of the company’s guest house weren’t allowed in the kitchen. They were too exalted for that. So requesting a cup of tea triggered a big, bustling production: a quart of tea in a silver pot on a tray with a polished creamer, sugar bowl, a spoon so tiny it looked like a baby’s, and a selection of cookies and cakes, presented to her like the crown jewels. “Ma’am? Your tea.” “Oh, thank you! How nice!” when all she wanted to do was dunk a tea bag in hot water and be done with it. The staff took care of everything else too, every detail, every meal, every plate, every crumb, every whim. They even took the children away for a couple of hours in the morning so that she could do whatever she wished. And what was that? Not writing letters.

Jack had even instructed her to leave the beds unmade in the morning. “It’s their job. You don’t do their jobs here or they’ll think it’s a criticism.” But it was an order she had great difficulty following. You got up in the morning, you made your bed: Mom’s rule. Like brushing your hair or your teeth. It mortified her to stand by, hands hanging at her sides, an obviously useless human being, as the upstairs maid slipped in—“Good morning, ma’am,” whispered respectfully—and buffed the room to such perfection that even a single hair in the sink later in the day seemed a shameful thing. The children could touch no surface without leaving prints in long, swiping arcs. Had they been so greasy at home? She found herself polishing the marks away with the sleeve of her blouse.

The nearly blank page reproached her from the desktop. She faced it once again.

We haven’t moved into our house yet. A couple of our toilets don’t work because the Iraqis ran seawater through the city’s pipes during the war and corrosion’s a big problem, Jack says. We have two other bathrooms—four total—but somehow that’s not enough for four people, so we’re here instead.

But how could bathrooms be the first subject of discussion in her new life? It was not a good place to start. But it was too much work to begin again. She forged on.

Our house is huge. I’ve already lost the kids once. (Unfortunately I found them again.) It’s really two houses in one, two apartments, one on each floor, only there’s no separation between them. They live in extended families here, so each house has two or three generations living in it.

Why didn’t Americans do things this way? The thought twisted at her heart. It was something only her mother would have appreciated, the fantasy of everyone living happily together in one big house. To her father, a house was mostly just the place he was penned until it was time to go back outside again.

Jack likes his job but says the natives have a lot to learn. He says some of the local engineers don’t know a double-cast support beam from a two by four. Neither do I. In fact I made that up. I can’t remember what he said.

Her dad probably wouldn’t appreciate those little jokes about terminology any more than Jack did. He’d never joked much about business: selling agricultural equipment was too hard a life for laughs. And he definitely knew the name of everything.

But her thoughts seemed to form with her mother in mind or not at all. Her father wouldn’t care that she and Jack had already met one of their neighbors, a woman named Mufeeda, who lived down the street. What an odd name. But then her own must have seemed rather strange to Mufeeda. “Keet?” she’d said, looking troubled. She was probably sitting in her own house right now thinking, Who would name a child Keet? It’s the squawk of a bird.

Their contact had been brief. Jack had left Kit sitting in the car at the curb while he rushed back into the villa to pick up his measuring tape. Curious about the state of the garden beds out	side the wall—they looked as if they’d never been cultivated—Kit got out and inspected them. Sand, mostly, and layers of spiky, desiccated weeds.

A big white car rolled by. Kit saw, briefly, the ivory oval of a woman’s face in the back seat. Instinctively she smiled and waved—a neighbor!—then remembered that Jack had warned her against just this kind of thing here. Respectable women didn’t wave on the streets.

At the corner, the car stopped dead. Gears shifted. The car rolled backward. It occurred to Kit that it might not have been a woman in the back seat. Perhaps it was a man’s face she’d seen—some men here used chauffeurs too, and the windows were heavily tinted. Maybe she’d just waved gaily and provocatively to a Kuwaiti man from the curb.

The car rumbled to a smooth halt directly in front of her. Where was Jack when you needed him? She hauled open the door of her own car, ready to jump in and lock it, honk the horn, get Jack out of the damned villa—when Mufeeda stepped from the limousine, smiling.

“You are the American,” she said. “Welcome.”

Her ordinariness, despite the limousine, was what had struck Kit. She spoke English almost perfectly, with a soft, rolling accent; and other than the scarf wrapped around her face and neck—very tightly, like a mummy—she was dressed much like Kit, in a modest skirt and jacket. Her husband was a doctor at one of the big hospitals. She invited Kit over for tea just as any neighbor back home would, although she hadn’t said when; and as Kit had thought about it since, the idea of actually going had begun to make her anxious. There was a British underpinning to tea here, tea as a formal event of some sort.

She covered the topic of Mufeeda for her father in a couple of quick sentences, going into more detail about what the tea might entail: too many forks.

Jack says they eat with their fingers here but he doesn’t know everything (and he doesn’t know that either).[image: image]

She had more momentum now. It felt good to just let the words flow from her pen.

Everybody has a lot of servants, and they do everything for you. Every morning just after dawn, two of the guest house maids go out and wash our car, and the street is full of other servants washing the neighbors’ cars. It’s dusty here all the time, of course, and when it does rain, it’s only in the winter.

That was a thought for her father alone: a rainy winter. How would he get through winter at home without her mother?—that lonely time of year when the days were so short and business slow. She could see him on a Saturday afternoon, reading his newspaper under a lamp in the living room, as Kit’s mother went about her household chores, chatting with him now and again, then saying, Walt, I’m off to the grocery now, as if, indoors, he turned into a foreigner and had to be told the important things in very simple English. He’d nod, looking up to see her at the door in her coat, fiddling with her pocketbook. Okay, Annie.

A tap on the door, barely discernible.

“Come in?”

It was the steward or the butler, she didn’t know what to call him, with the morning newspaper in one hand, folded as cleanly as a dinner napkin. He was one of the Indians, a man so dapper in his dress slacks and white shirt, so handsome with his amber eyes and shining hair, that she found his obsequiousness deeply embarrassing. In Stillwater, a boy as handsome as Jairam could swagger and pose and do nothing worthwhile, and everyone would still say, “What a fine boy!”

Jairam bowed, holding the paper out to her. “I’m sorry to disturb you, madam—”

“Not at all!”

“—the paper did not come ’til now—”

“Oh! Thank you. How nice of you.” She hated the forced joyfulness in her voice.

“—and you take it with your breakfast.”

Only because it usually lay on the table, angled for reading while she ate. She’d never been much of a newspaper reader before.

“Thank you so much, Jairam.”

He bowed, smiling. His moustache was a line so thin it looked as if he’d plucked it. “Thank you, madam. Can I do anything else for you, madam?”

“Oh no!” An edge of horror. She hoped he hadn’t heard it. Still he hesitated. Did he expect a tip? Jack had said never to tip the staff, that they were salaried employees of the company, with jobs others like them would kill to have, jobs with a Western company that paid more and treated them better. But here Jairam stood, having kindly done her a favor.

Perhaps kindness had nothing to do with it, though. Perhaps he’d simply kept the paper so that he could manipulate her into giving him a tip. And if she gave him one, setting a precedent, the paper would be mysteriously late every day. Even as she rejected this idea, she gave the door a nudge. A heavy plank on brass hinges, it swung inexorably shut, thudding into place like a great gate in a palace, giving her a last impression of Jairam’s dark, bowed head.

She stood frozen in place, holding her breath, imagining his sense of insult. Or would he be insulted? She had no idea. But she knew what Jack would say: You make too much of everything, Kittie. If he’d been here, he’d have taken the paper, thanked Jairam without a fuss and merely closed the door. Here was something she should learn from him, if only she could.

She took the paper back to the desk and sat again, opening it over her letter. It was an English-language daily made up of articles translated from Arabic by an Arab staff. Jack considered the paper a joke but she found it fascinating. This wild rush of articles, the least newsworthy of them crowned with brilliant blue headlines an inch tall, indicated what the Arab editor thought would interest Western readers. He didn’t seem to think much of their intelligence. Fashion in Europe and America took up more space than the daily news, with half-page color photos of scantily-clad models striding down long runways like gunslingers. Not what she had expected to see in the newspapers here, where many women covered themselves from head to toe. Nor had she expected the ads for skin bleaches—‘Fair and Lovely, the Fairness Cream, gentle and safe! Super Bleaching Cream!’—and ‘lady secretaries’; and pearl diving exhibitions, and weather forecasts that referred to 120 degrees as ‘warm,’ and the daily one-line Arabic lesson that had no obvious connection to the lesson the day before. She liked the optimism of this, the implication that you might actually learn Arabic by memorizing one random phrase a day. Yesterday’s sentence had been particularly random: “This is a big word.” Today’s lesson read, “‘Araka marra okhra.’ I will see you again. (Add ‘inshallah’)”

She murmured the words aloud, wondering at the instruction to ‘add inshallah.’ It meant ‘God willing,’ this much she knew. But was it compulsory to add it to statements like this? Would Arabic speakers find you rude if you didn’t?

Another ad caught her eye:

SMALL KING
DOM SHOWROOM 

For Shoes and Bags
Buy one shoe and get another free

Oh, her dad would get a kick out of that one.

She opened the main desk drawer and found it empty, then the top drawer on the side and—oh, for God’s sake, it had been unlocked all this time—a pair of bright, sharp scissors along with tape, paperclips, labels, a calculator, a selection of pencils, pens, and even a small packet of colored highlighters. It was a wonder her son Kevin hadn’t discovered this dangerous little pile and carved up the desk, if not himself.

She clipped the Arabic lesson and the shoe ad, then put the scissors in the locking middle drawer where they should have been in the first place.

Folding the letter she realized that she hadn’t quite finished it, and sat for long moments wondering how to bring it to a close. Her father would open the envelope, she knew, after he was in bed. He still slept on the right side as he always had and kept her mother’s pillow beside his own. He’d glance at the clippings, putting them aside until after he read the letter.

Don’t worry about us, Dad. We’re safe. Araka marra okhra. I miss you. And Mom too, so much. It’s six months on Thursday exactly. I want to believe in ghosts just for her, so that I can expect a visit.

Love,

Your Kittie


AN ADMIRABLE ACTION, IF TRUE

NINE O’CLOCK. Fatma’s party would have begun by now. Mufeeda had to finish getting ready. But still she sat unmoving, studying her own dark eyes in her mirror. Why this hesitation?

Her gaze in the mirror slipped to the reflection of the bedroom at her back. It looked far away, like a lost world in a peaceful past, a place of soft light and deep yellow satins, eminently desirable but beyond reach tonight. If only she could stay home. The house was wonderfully quiet. She had sent Emmanuella and the housemaids to their rooms after dinner. Saleh had gone to a medical diwaniya and would be out late; his mother had retired to watch television in her room; the two younger girls were in bed; and Mariam was staying with a friend from the American School. What a perfect evening it would be to sit and read.

Her Quran lay open on the seat cushion of her armchair, the pages glowing so brightly that they might have been the source of the room’s tender light. If only she’d studied more dutifully. So much time had slipped by in her years of motherhood. Almost half her life might be gone already, and yet what half of anything had she mastered? Not the Quran, and that should have come first. Only since the war had this become clear to her. She wasn’t the only one who had let slip the obligations of her religion. The war, it seemed to her, had been sent from God as a reminder of this to her and all her countrymen, a destruction brought upon them to bring them back to the Book. She’d not been alone in her belief. While the oil fires burned, many people had turned again to God. While the city lay empty under that black sky, they’d asked humbly for forgiveness. While the Iraqis pillaged and desecrated the city, raped its women, kidnapped its young men or shot them in cold blood before the eyes of their families—at that time many people had turned desperately to God with solemn pledges: If you will only save us . . .

A troubling thought. She pushed it from her mind. Her own pledge, taken since the war, was that she wouldn’t allow herself to dwell on any obligations but her own; and specifically she would not judge Saleh for failing to keep the pledge he had made during that time. Yet so frequently her thoughts traveled to that very point before she could catch them, inflicting the usual wounds. Old ones now. Saleh had failed.

Again she faced the mirror. If she couldn’t force herself into a happy attendance at Fatma’s party then she had to settle for a perfunctory one. Either way, she had to make her preparations now. She had no good reason to dread this party: fifty other women might be there, and the coolness between her and her oldest friend wouldn’t be noticed. Intimacy couldn’t be expected at such a big gathering.

But that wasn’t the core of the matter. She and Fatma had gone to primary school together, studied together at Kuwait University, had each married within a single year and shared one another’s pregnancies like sisters. What the other women at the party might notice mattered less than what she’d be forced to witness again for herself: that she found little to admire in Fatma now. Her husband had married a second wife, and done it secretly. Fatma’s anger had turned sour and ruthless. Understandable enough. But in her anger she attacked others’ happiness. She had told Mufeeda bitterly that Saleh was capable of the same duplicity, and that she was naïve to think otherwise.

A true friend would forgive Fatma, would feel some compassion for her, instead of this . . . what? Mufeeda couldn’t quite name it. It had the taste of disapproval but this was not the only flavor present, and she feared examining the matter too closely. She couldn’t have expected that the circumstances would leave Fatma unchanged. They were too upsetting. Yousef had given no hint to Fatma of his restlessness, let alone his decision to marry again. Every woman in their circle had heard reports of second wives hidden shamefully away in apartment buildings in the city, but no one had ever had a personal connection with such a humiliating situation and thought it a practice of the lower classes. Vague rumors that made a little too much sense in the face of Yousef’s frequent absences had pushed Fatma to confront him, and he’d admitted the marriage rather casually. He told her that the woman was Syrian, a widow mistreated by her late husband’s family, not wealthy, and therefore willing to settle for the position of second wife in order to gain the security of marriage.

“The security of marriage.” Fatma laughed harshly as she told this to Mufeeda. “He’d have me believe that all his motivations are noble. This, a man who cares nothing for his religion, knows none of its content except that it allows him four wives. How revered and holy he is.”

That the new wife was beautiful and just nineteen years old were not details that Yousef had decided to offer in that first interview. This news had reached Fatma by rumor too. The Quran required that a man treat all his wives equally. “He’ll build her a villa to make a show,” Fatma told Mufeeda. “But I will not be made equal to a second wife.” What action she’d take wasn’t clear. In other segments of society, at its heights and at its depths, among religious people and the secular, divorce wasn’t uncommon; but among Mufeeda’s friends and in her family history, it was rare.

Could the weaknesses in her own marriage, in Saleh, in her, drive them toward divorce? How important was it that Saleh didn’t seem to pray, didn’t go to mosque? Could it be right, as he’d told her, that his religion was an intensely private thing, not to be judged by external appearances? Or did he care only to cloak his lack of faith from her questioning gaze?

Closing her eyes, she ordered these thoughts from her mind. Doubts were corrosive. Saleh was a good man, a man with a fine and generous heart. She loved him and admired him for his dedication to his profession, for the respect he engendered among his colleagues. He was one of the best, and not just in Kuwait. Anywhere.

Far from comforting her, these thoughts filled her instead with a fear of having invited ill fortune. Saleh called such stuff superstitious nonsense but still she felt the weight of fate’s unblinking eye. Complacency would be punished as readily as doubt.

Her mood lightened a little as she slipped on the jacket of her suit, a creamy linen that softened her complexion. Examining herself in the long mirror she thought she looked very well for her age. She was now, after all, solidly in her mid-thirties. Saleh never wanted to hear such equivocations from her. She smiled, imagining him in the room, countering what he considered her excessive modesty. “Mufeeda, you look more than well.” He’d come to her, touch her chin or brush her hair from her cheek. “You’re very beautiful.”

Beautiful. The thought of the word on his lips stirred her. Such a bold conclusion about herself had never been allowed to her as a child, the youngest daughter of four, and even now she couldn’t manage it, though she did believe that Saleh sincerely thought her beautiful. Her father had always joked in his stern way that he’d wanted to name her ‘redundant’ when she was born, and settled on Mufeeda—‘useful’—only because it would inspire her to a better destiny. Useful. Had she lived up to it? The memory humbled her—as it should, she thought.

Wrapping her scarf around her head and neck, she buzzed the mulhaq on the intercom to let Rafiq know she was on her way down—“Is the car ready?” “Yes, madam”—and picked up her high heels as she left the bedroom. She could run down the staircase faster in her stocking feet and spare herself two stories of discomfort as well.

In the corridor she bent to step into her shoes and caught sight of a flick of movement beyond. One of the children out of bed? She marched forward soundlessly, still carrying her shoes, and found not one of her daughters but Emmanuella on the stairs, rushing upward, hugging close to the banister like a thief. Seeing her, the girl stifled a scream.

“Emmanuella!”

The girl cowered, choking back tears with a fist at her lips. “Oh, ma’am!”

“Why are you downstairs? I sent you upstairs long before.”

Suspicion awoke in Mufeeda’s mind. “Are you visiting the men in the mulhaq?” But Emmanuella answered with a horror that could only be honest. “Oh, no, ma’am!”

“Then why?”

“I thought—”

“Speak.”

“Ma’am,” her voice dropped to a whisper, “I thought I put the lamb improperly for tomorrow. It has blood, and I wrapped a cloth with it.”

A reasonable answer and an admirable action, if true. “Then why do you cry?”

Hesitation. She wouldn’t look at Mufeeda. “I thought Succoreen will come. She will be angry.”

Was she implying that Succoreen visited the men? This seemed unlikely. Though timid, Emmanuella was not craven, and had never informed on another servant. The idea was preposterous anyway: Succoreen was forty-five and fat as a buddha.

Mufeeda didn’t inquire further. She’d learned as a child in her father’s house that one didn’t interrogate the servants about such things. Under pressure, they’d say anything, even Emmanuella, to implicate all others and keep their own names clean.

“Succoreen should not come here, no more than you.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Do not come here again in this way, even if you have duties. It will wait.”

“Yes, ma’am. Thank you, ma’am.” Emmanuella darted up the stairs.
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