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He marked the days by their dawns. With each, he found he had lost a bit more of her during the night.

First to leave was the touch of her: the feel of her hand, the way she tousled his hair, kissed the nape of his neck. After this, it was her scent: the perfume she wore, the breath of her. By the fourth morning, he began to lose the sight of her. He tried to forestall this by concentrating on specific moments when they had been together but, try as he might, her likeness grew steadily more indistinct, a ghost floating ever farther away, and then, not even a ghost, just an absence where she had been. In this way, he lost her smile, the shape of her eyes, he lost the memory of the hopefulness with which she had gazed out at the world.

What stayed was her sound—her laugh, her sigh, the quiet way she sneezed—and it was a great comfort to him during those long days of waiting to still have these, to hear her again whenever he wished. But then even these started to go, one by one, drowned out by the other sounds in his mind or those coming from beyond the walls of his room. By dawn of the seventh day, he found she was gone completely, that he had nothing left of her to lose.

What made this somewhat ironic was that, judging by the manner in which they kept him, David was not supposed to have any knowledge of the dawn—really any knowledge at all. His room had no window, its steel door was never opened, and the chute mechanism through which they passed him food had been designed to admit no light. But what those holding him had overlooked—or, perhaps, simply couldn’t be bothered with—was the narrow band of light that seeped beneath the base of the door. This band was not more than an inch in width, but this was enough to tell David many things.

It was enough to tell him, for example, that his cell was on the top floor of the prison and facing its open courtyard; if he were on a lower floor, his room would be in shadow at sunrise and would fall back into it long before sunset, he would not see the tinges of gold and red in the late light. It told him his meals came at wildly irregular hours of the day and night. It told him the executions began at dawn.

With the first one, he had been caught unprepared. It had been on his third morning there, and he had been watching that band of darkest blue spread across the gap beneath his door, that cobalt blue which is the first sign of a dawning sky, when out in the courtyard he heard very different sounds from those he had grown accustomed to: a rhythmic tromping of feet, commands called out by a man with a lilting singsong voice. When the volley of gunshots came, the reverberation banged against the door of his cell so hard that he was momentarily deafened, he felt the echo in his jaw and teeth. After that first time, he learned death’s cadence, he memorized that last call of the commander—a melodic, four-syllable tune—and then he covered his ears and gritted his teeth. On some mornings, this period passed quickly—five or six bangs upon the door, upon his ears and teeth, and then it was over—but on others it continued for hours, endless mornings of the same little killing song rising on the air.

During the rest of the time, David focused on remembering her, and on learning what he could from the other sounds afforded him. By listening to their footfalls, he was able to identify the different guards who regularly paced the corridor outside: there was the Shuffler, the Marcher, the Fat One. From beyond the prison walls, he sometimes heard a car horn or the call of a food vendor, and if it was painful to hear these things—they stirred a longing in him—they also told David there was a breeze floating over the city just then, that out there, normal life was continuing and those living it had a breeze upon their faces.

And on the dawn of that seventh morning, just as that band of dark blue began to spread beneath his door, David understood something else, the closest thing to a revelation he would experience during those long days of waiting. The sight and sound of her had not vanished in the sleep of his nights, but rather in all those hours he had spent watching that gap beneath his door, in all those other sounds he had listened to. He had been so intent on cheating the darkness and silence they meant for him that, in the end, there had been no place left for the barest memory of her.

This realization came at that moment when he heard strange footsteps coming along the corridor, when the shadow of two feet appeared beneath his door, and it struck him with such force that he didn’t even have time to be startled by the clang of his opening door, by the sudden burst of early light that now bathed his face.

In the doorway stood Rustam. He was staring down at him, smiling his wry smile, but David was still so disoriented that what he focused on was the strip of white cloth Rustam held in both his hands, gripping it rather like a cook might grip a dishrag.

“So at last I find you, Mr. Richards,” Rustam said in that soft, gentle voice of his. As he came across the room, he raised the blindfold. “I’m sorry.”
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She was leaning on the balcony railing, staring into the night, and David saw how her bare arms shone white, like marble or bone, from the lights of the house. She turned to look at him over her shoulder, tossing her blond hair as she did so. She smiled.

“You must have the best view in Kutar,” she said.

David set their drinks on the railing, leaned like her, gazed out at what she saw. “One of them, I guess,” he said.

They were on the back balcony of the house. The land fell away abruptly at that point on the ridgeline, giving the illusion at night that one was perched on the edge of a steep cliff. The airport and northern suburbs were below them, and then the desert began, a great darkness broken only by an occasional vehicle coming over the national highway and a few bright lights in the far distance. During his first weeks in Kutar, David had thought those lights were of isolated homes, homes he could never make out during the day, until his telescope arrived and he discovered they were stars low on the horizon. He looked to her and told her this.

She was very pretty in a wholesome, middle-America kind of way: striking eyes somewhere between blue and gray, a pleasant mouth, the emerald-green sheath dress suited her pale skin. He had forgotten her name. Julia, possibly, or maybe Janine.

She took a perfunctory sip from her drink, glanced at her wristwatch. “I should probably get going. Corinne will get worried.”

David knew this was the time for him to say something—really, most anything would do. Instead he looked back out at the desert.

An upland breeze brought sounds from the northern suburbs: car horns, the rhythmic clang of metal, the whine of a truck laboring over Gowarshad Pass. From somewhere down the ridge came the baying of a wolf. David had heard the coastal range was home to great packs of wolves—the small, tan-colored sort one found in this part of the world—but he had yet to see one personally.

It was her green dress that he had first noticed at the party; even now, in what passed for early autumn in Kutar, most foreigners wore shades of white on account of the heat. Corinne, the wife of the political attaché, had waved David over and introduced her cousin, just in from Chicago for a visit, with a sly expression. Janine? Perhaps it was Jennifer.

At the balcony, he pointed into the dark, off to the east. “The sun comes up right over there. At first the desert is pink, then orange. Then it turns to gold.” He lowered his arm, turned to her. “You should stay and watch the sunrise.”

He saw the way her hand tightened on the railing, she gave a nervous little laugh. “I don’t know,” she said. “What would Corinne think?”

David smiled, as much to himself as to her. Corinne knew exactly what to think. Corinne would be far more surprised if her cousin from Chicago actually made the journey back down the mountain tonight. He didn’t say this, though.

“You can call her,” he said, “tell her you want to see the sunrise.”

She reached for her glass again, but stopped, her lips quivering in an uncertain way. He leaned in to kiss her lightly on the jaw.

“You should stay,” he whispered.

He kissed her again, a bit lower this time, on her throat, and he felt her sharp intake of breath, her tensing. She smelled of gardenia and rose and something astringent, and she tilted her head back to make room for him.

By the bed, he watched her undress, felt a tug of something almost like sadness at the careful way she removed the green dress and draped it over a chairback.

Afterward, with her sleeping beside him, David gazed up at his bedroom ceiling and listened. There were the usual sounds of the night: the low thrum of the city, the odd creaks of the house; the wolf was quiet now. He felt her breath, hot and regular, on his neck.

He smiled in the dark, struck by the incongruous thought that her breaths on his throat were meant to serve a purpose, as if he were some inflatable object that needed air. With this thought, he considered kissing her—the top of her head was just an inch from his mouth, her hair brushed his lips—but he didn’t want to wake her. Instead, after a time he moved out of her embrace, the warm breath on his throat was gone, because what had started out as a humorous image had become a bit unsettling, and he silently rose from the bed and went back outside. He looked to the east, as if for the first traces of dawn, even though he knew this was still a long way off.

                                                                                          

The Monday morning staff meeting began at 10:30. David arrived a bit early, as was his habit, in order to claim a seat facing the windows and the embassy’s inner courtyard. Though he couldn’t see the courtyard garden from that vantage point—the conference room was on the third floor—some of the upper branches of the trees were visible, and he liked having them to gaze at when the meetings went long.

The others began filing in shortly after, singly or in pairs, and David said a few words of greeting to each. To his surprise, Bill Myerson sat directly across from him. David couldn’t recall him ever sitting there before, and he wondered if it signified something. He nodded at Bill, then opened one of his file folders and pretended to scan its contents.

Ambassador Draper strode in precisely on time and made for his chair at the head of the table. Flipping to a blank page in his notebook, he took a silver pen from his shirt pocket, looked along the table with a knowing smile.

“Well,” he said, “I just read over the NSA’s situation report.” He paused for effect. “No mention of us again.”

There were polite chuckles at the ambassador’s favorite—and at this point, somewhat tired—opening joke. Every Sunday, the National Security Agency cabled a classified report to all overseas missions listing any potential crises—military unrest, labor strikes, the failing health of a head of state—that might be cause for concern somewhere in the world that week. Over the course of a year, a particularly troubled country might garner dozens of such citations, but this was not the case with Kutar; before his own posting there, David had checked the NSA index and discovered the kingdom hadn’t even been mentioned in nearly a decade.

“So let’s do it,” John Draper said, and turned to the man on his immediate right, the agricultural, commercial, and economic attaché, Lee Warren.

Because the American mission to Kutar was so small—nine officials, a support staff of some two dozen, the eight Marine Guards—all the traditional diplomatic portfolios were handled by a mere four attachés. This rarely caused problems. In Lee Warren’s case, for example, Kutar had virtually no external commerce to speak of, its role in the global economy was largely theoretical, and for the attachés the consolidation held the benefit of making them eligible for a wider range of postings in the future.

As usual, Lee spoke for only a few minutes, and then it was the turn of Cheryl Thompson, the consular officer. Cheryl reported that her office had received 112 new visa applications during the previous week, but had processed 163—9 approvals, 154 rejections—as it tried to pare down the backlog. This brought an approving nod from the ambassador.

“Excellent,” he said. “At this rate, we should be pretty well caught up by Christmas.”

“I should think so,” Cheryl replied.

It was, in fact, Kutar’s very insignificance that had made Ambassador Draper’s arrival six months earlier a bit puzzling. Not yet forty-five, his rise through the Foreign Service up to that point had been steady and swift, so there was considerable debate among the American legation as to why he had ended up there. Some speculated he was being groomed for a more sensitive post in the region, and thus “paying his dues,” but at least as many suspected he had made an enemy of someone important at State and was suffering retribution. For his part, John Draper never let on that he was anything but thrilled to be in Kutar—which, of course, was itself the sign of a good diplomat.

In any event, David had taken a quick liking to Draper, as had most of the staff. Handsome, with the lanky frame of a former athlete, the ambassador exuded an energy and optimism that was refreshing. With his attractive wife, Susan, and their three polite children, the Drapers seemed the very essence of a diplomatic family—charming, earnest, easy with all kinds of people—the sort that could be relied upon to cast the United States in a positive light abroad. And even if the vigor he brought to the post seemed a tad excessive—the previous ambassador had found once-a-month staff meetings more than sufficient—David saw its benefit as a guard against the torpor of the place.

“And the king thinks he’ll get everyone on board with it?” John Draper was following up on some issue raised by Harold Derwinski, the political attaché, the details of which David had missed.

“I’d say it’s still in the talking phase,” Harold replied. “There’s liable to be some grumbling from the traditionalists, but it’s got a lot of support with the technocrats.”

“Good,” the ambassador said, “let’s keep on top of that.”

As the meeting wore on, David looked to the tree branches beyond Bill Myerson’s head. What passed for winter in Kutar—a misting rain, an ocean-borne wind—wouldn’t start for at least another three months, and until then even the slenderest of limbs would barely move in the still air of the enclosed garden; the little leaves would wear their brown coats of dust. Beyond the tree branches and the embassy roof, he saw the top of the coastal ridge and the uppermost reaches of the poorer hillside neighborhoods of Laradan, cascades of white houses that from this distance looked rather like mottled snow. He knew he couldn’t see his own home from the conference room—it was off to the right and blocked by an office building—but he looked in that direction anyway.

“Bill?” the ambassador called.

David turned to see Bill Myerson staring fixedly at him from across the table, his mind clearly far away.

“Bill? Anything?” The ambassador tried again.

This brought the deputy chief of mission back with a start. “Sorry, John. No, nothing.” Bill reddened, stole an embarrassed glance at David, then looked back down the long table to John Draper. “Sorry,” he muttered again.

The ambassador nodded, continued on. The speaking role finally fell to David, the foreign aid and development officer.

“Not much to report,” he said, scanning the papers before him as if to make sure he wasn’t overlooking something. “The piping has come in for the Farwan irrigation project, so that’s getting back up to speed. And there’s going to be a ribbon-cutting ceremony for the new high school in Ansara Sunday after next; naturally, they’d love it if you could chopper in for it.”

John Draper nodded. “Anything from the geologists?”

“I spoke with them on Thursday,” David replied. “They said they might be a few more weeks yet.”

This brought a sigh of frustration from the ambassador. A year ago, the U.S. Geological Survey had issued a report theorizing that, based on rock-strata mappings, the northern mountains of Kutar might conceal a large reservoir of water, an aquifer that, if tapped, could make farming possible in that desolate region. A team of American geologists had been sent into the mountains to take water-table readings, but what was supposed to have been a two-month mission was already well into its fourth.

“This thing is kind of dragging out, isn’t it?” John Draper said.

David nodded. “It’s just very rough terrain up there, and it’s all hard-rock.”

“Hard-rock?”

“It slows down the drilling a lot. You’re always having to replace the drill bits.”

The ambassador pondered this with a frown. “I just don’t like the idea of those guys being stuck out there in the middle of nowhere indefinitely.” But then whatever worries he had seemed to pass; he looked to David with a smile. “Still, it’d really be something for Kutar if it plays out, wouldn’t it?”

What the ambassador didn’t know, or perhaps chose to ignore, was that the aquifer theory was but the latest in a long series which had bestowed all manner of imagined riches on the northern mountains over the years—gold, titanium, manganese, there had even been talk of oil at one time—and that each had ultimately proven to be wrong. Certainly the water theory looked more promising than most of the previous ones, but the high stack of disappointing geological reports David kept in his office had served to temper his enthusiasm, had allowed him to at least entertain the dispiriting notion that this impoverished region of Kutar might, in fact, already be living up to its full potential on the planet.

The Monday morning staff meeting didn’t seem the place to bring this up, though. “Yes,” David smiled back at the ambassador, “that really would be something.”

As the gathering was breaking up, Harold Derwinski called their attention one last time. “Just a reminder about the reception at the Swiss ambassador’s tonight.” He shot a respectful glance at John Draper. “Now I know there’ve been a lot of these functions lately, we’ve all got busy lives, but the Swiss are pretty important allies, so it’d be nice to have a good turnout.”

“Allies?” Stan Peterson cocked an eyebrow in mock surprise. “I thought this thing was to celebrate Swiss neutrality.”

The ambassador chuckled. “I think you know what he means, Stan.” He turned to the political attaché, gave a nod. “Good point, Harry. Thanks for the reminder.”

                                                                                          

The city of Laradan was ancient, although precisely how ancient had never been determined. For at least the first two thousand years of its existence, settlement had been confined to the bluff just above the harbor, and what had been created over that time was a sprawling warren of three- and four-story whitewashed buildings and winding alleys, churches and mosques and little plazas. It was for this area—the Old City—that Laradan was famous, to the extent that it was famous at all, and in which the few foreign tourists who found their way to Kutar concentrated their activities.

At the western end of the Old City was the palace compound, and then began the New City, an orderly grid of right-angle streets and Mediterranean-style office buildings constructed by the British in the 1880s and fronting on the half-moon of Serenity Bay. While there were now more modern and desirable business areas, the New City remained the site for most of the twenty-odd embassies in Kutar, including the American one, a vaguely Italianate manor house facing the bay. From the large, quartered windows of his office on the third floor, David had a view of the entire waterfront promenade that, on cool nights, served as the social hub of the city. Into the very late hours, thousands would stroll its three-mile length, from the central harbor on the eastern promontory of Serenity Bay clear along to the Moonlight Hotel, a once-grand old place on its western end, and then they would turn and stroll back again.

It had only been in the modern era, with the advent of water pumps, that Laradan began expanding into the foothills, and it was there that most of its 500,000 or so residents now lived. These neighborhoods ranged from the very poor and crowded—slums, really—on the slopes above the New City to the leafy compounds and fine homes of the Baktiar quarter above the Old City.

One peculiar aspect of Laradan was that most all of it looked the same, a five-year-old building virtually indistinguishable from one that had stood for five hundred. Perhaps this was due to the whitewash that the Kutarans slathered over everything, or to the dense housing and narrow streets that seemed to be their preference, but save for the more obvious accoutrements of the twentieth century, a medieval merchant suddenly risen from the dead and dropped into present-day Laradan would probably have felt quite at home. David had never before lived in a place with this aura of timelessness, and he found it quite appealing.

Along with this was the city’s cosmopolitan nature. Being a port, all kinds of peoples had passed through over the centuries, and enough had stayed on to give it the feel of an exotic crossroads. In the oldest part of the Old City there still existed the Jewish and Armenian quarters. In enclaves of the central bazaar were clustered the shops of Lebanese jewelers and Indian tailors and East African spice merchants. From what David had observed, these various minorities coexisted quite easily with the majority population, although he suspected this tolerance stemmed more from Laradan’s mercantile nature than from any especially enlightened views of its inhabitants; like port cities everywhere, this was a place where money held greater sway than God or politics, where harmony was largely a matter of self-interest.

But what David could never fully dispel, what, in fact, colored his judgment of the city and the country—even the development proposals that crossed his desk—were the views from the verandas of his home. Looking south from that acute point on the ridgeline, he could see a vast stretch of the coastal shelf, not just Laradan directly below, but the fields and orchards and villages that spread down the coast in either direction, that filled every last corner, it seemed, of the thin strip of habitable land between the mountains and the sea. By walking a few steps around the house to his other veranda, he could take in the meager sprawl of the northern suburbs, the scant patchworks of warehouses and working-class neighborhoods that huddled at the inland base of Gowarshad Pass, before the great desert began. With these views, framed as they were by the endless sea on one horizon, the endless desert on the other, David carried a constant awareness of the tenuousness of the lives being led down there, could never shake the idea that it would take very little—not a major cataclysm at all—to sweep it away. He did not believe he was being morbid in this. He believed anyone living with such views might harbor the same thought.

                                                                                          

“Champagne, sir?” Behind his silver tray of glasses, the Swiss ambassador’s houseboy wore a doleful look.

“Thank you.” David took a glass and watched the servant shamble off across the mansion porch. He suspected the man’s unhappiness stemmed from his Arabian Nights outfit—burgundy turban, glittering jacket, small upturned gold slippers—which had to be uncomfortable in the heat. It was also unclear how the motif tied in with Swiss Neutrality Day, except that ceremonial costumes were a rather recent innovation in Kutar and selection was limited; much to the delight of British diplomats, the caterers at that year’s Fourth of July party at the American embassy had shown up in pirate outfits.

From the porch, David looked over the lawn, scanned the clusters of guests dimly lit in the glow of lawn torches. He spotted Joanna—that was her name, he had learned—standing with Corinne and an older couple near one of the buffet tables. Joanna saw him, gave a wave, but David pretended to not notice, continued his sweeping gaze toward the swimming pool. And there was Diane. She stood with several others near the pumphouse, but she had already seen him, her face struck gold by torchlight as she stared at him, and David suspected she had positioned herself in such a way to watch the porch for his arrival. He took a sip from his champagne flute, started down the stairs.

A number of the guests nodded as he crossed the lawn, made way for him to join their circles of conversation—he really was quite popular within the diplomatic community—but David kept moving, smiling, raising a hand as if to suggest he had to find someone, would circle back by as soon as he could. He reached Corinne’s side, gave her and Joanna polite pecks on the cheek. With a sinking heart, he saw they were talking to Nigel Mayhew and his wife.

A stoutish man in his mid-sixties who sported a fine white mustache, Nigel Mayhew was the sort of old-school British diplomat—a graduate of Eton and Oxford, he never failed to remind a listener—that one rarely actually encountered anymore. Even the navy-blue pinstriped suit and blue-and-red school tie that he invariably wore to such events seemed designed to conjure that earlier, better age when diplomacy was the province of sober-minded, upper-class men such as himself.

“David, you know the Mayhews, don’t you?” Corinne asked.

“Of course.” David smiled. “How are you, Nigel, Sarah?”

The British First Secretary gave a quick, almost imperceptible nod. “Richards.”

Of the many things David found annoying about Nigel Mayhew, he especially disliked his habit of addressing other men by their last names. As always, Sarah Mayhew, a doughty, plump woman in her sixties, said nothing, simply fixed David with a beatific smile.

“So Chicago, eh?” Nigel said, turning back to Joanna. “A cattle town, if memory serves, what first put it on the map.”

Joanna gave David a hesitant glance. “Well, actually, more shipping and railroads. It was the transportation hub when the upper plains opened up to farming, and all the railroads led there.”

“Of course.” Nigel nodded vigorously. “Can’t very well move cattle without railroads. And a rather windy place, too, as I recall.”

Joanna smiled. “That’s right. It’s called the Windy City.”

“Ah, yes.” The British First Secretary looked positively triumphant. “I remember some mention of that back at Eton.”

Just then Nicky Draper, the ambassador’s seven-year-old son, darted by with two other young boys, and David seized the moment to call him over.

“Hi, Uncle David.” The boy was wearing a little suit for the occasion—a plaid jacket, khaki shorts—but his socks and knees were already grass stained from whatever he and the other boys had been doing. David crouched down to his level.

“Whatcha up to, pal?”

Nicky shrugged. “Playing. Are we still going sailing on Saturday?”

David smiled. For some reason, the ambassador’s son had taken an intense liking to him from their very first meeting. He was a sweet, sensitive boy but had been lonely in Kutar at the outset, and David had made a point of talking or playing with him for a few minutes whenever there was some function where children were invited. The previous month, he’d even taken Nicky on one of his weekend trips up-country, had let him ride on a camel while wearing a turban, and it was on that trip that the boy had first called him Uncle David.

“You still want to go sailing?” he asked.

Nicky nodded earnestly.

“Okay, then.” David tousled the boy’s hair and stood up, watched him immediately dash off to rejoin his friends. He saw Joanna smiling at him in an uncomfortably appraising way, but at least he had broken Nigel Mayhew’s grip on the conversation. “So how was your day?” he asked her.

She talked of going to the bazaar with Corinne, the silk fabric she had bought there after much negotiation, their lunch at a quiet restaurant on the mountainside with its shaded terrace overlooking the city. David found he was only half listening to her, a smile frozen on his face, nodding at the appropriate moments.

He wanted to leave. He wanted to take Joanna up the hill to his home and stare out at the desert with her. He wanted to watch the slow, deliberate way she removed her clothes, to hear the funny little sigh she gave, a kind of verbal tic, when she first settled into his bed. But because even in Kutar there was a protocol to such things, he knew they couldn’t leave, not yet; they had to at least stay through the fireworks and toasts.

The evening wore on, a slow circling of faces that had become too familiar, an interminable series of chats among people who seemed to have long since exhausted whatever had once been interesting to say to one another. Beyond the garden walls, the sounds of the city rose, but on that lantern-lit expanse of lawn David felt as if he were aboard some cruise ship stranded in the night, he and the others condemned to endlessly mingle, to pick at hors d’oeuvres, to sip champagne, voyagers caught in a doldrum, all soldiering on to make the best of an eternal wait. He didn’t know how the others withstood it—the “real diplomats” who were wedded to the capital, who spent their days attending meetings and conferences and compiling reports, who spent most evenings at functions like this. At least as the foreign aid officer, David had an escape hatch: the field, his various projects scattered about the country.

At last there were the fireworks—a brief affair out by the swimming pool—and then there was the toast to Swiss pacifism, and it was then that he and Joanna finally could make their escape. As they crossed the lawn, David noticed the servants had taken advantage of the distraction out by the pool to cast off their small golden slippers. They seemed much happier now, padding about in their bare feet.

In the car, he told Musa, the embassy driver, to turn the air-conditioning up to full strength. He put a hand on Joanna’s back, felt the dampness there, then ran a hand up her spine and made her shiver. They laughed together and she leaned into him, caressed his leg just above the knee. “You’re terrible,” she said, and there was a tenderness in her voice that gave David pause.

She was leaving in two days. He thought he would probably miss her.

                                                                                          

He watched her face as he moved inside her. Her eyes were shut tight, her breath was coming in short gasps, and the red blush, almost a rash, had blossomed over her chest, and David knew she was near. She reached her hand for the pillow next to her, clenched a clump of it into her fist, the way she always did, and then the moaning came, more a whimper than a moan, soft and low, and David felt the tensing through her entire body and then the release of it, and afterward he watched her eyes flutter open, her breathing settle down, her lips curve into her smile, and he smiled back.

After a time, she reached for her pack of cigarettes on the bedside table, and he slowly rose from the bed. This seemed to be the unspoken signal between them, the cigarette, the moment when the spell was broken and he was free to move about. He stretched and wandered over to the window, casually pulled back the thin curtain. They had taken a room in one of the cheap merchant hotels in the Old City, near the central bazaar, but the streets outside were quiet and empty in the afternoon heat.

“So you’re sleeping with her, aren’t you?”

David turned. Diane was sitting against the headboard, the sheet pulled up around her breasts, her cigarette poised between two fingers as she studied him.

“Who?” he asked.

“Don’t be coy, David; it doesn’t suit you. Corinne’s cousin, the blonde.”

The room was small and still and the gray smoke hung in the air. “Her name is Joanna,” he said. “And, yes, I was sleeping with her.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Was?”

“She left for the States yesterday.”

Diane shook her head, gave a quick laugh, but her eyes were hard, hurt. “How perfect for you. I’m curious, though; do you ask how long they’re going to be around before you sleep with them? What’s the cutoff? Ten days? Two weeks?”

He stifled a sigh, took up his trousers from the floor. She watched him dress.

“Sorry,” she said after a while. “Kind of.” She leaned over to stub out her cigarette in the ashtray. “I think Bill suspects something.”

David looked at her. He had begun thinking that himself, especially since the Monday staff meeting, Bill sitting across from him, staring at him like that. But David also knew it was easy to imagine such things, especially when one already felt guilty. “Why?” he asked.

Diane was getting dressed herself now. She shrugged. “He’s been pretty withdrawn lately, irritable. He’s not the type to come out and ask, though.”

David nodded. From what he knew of Bill Myerson, he sensed that his pride would keep him from confronting his wife until he was absolutely certain—maybe not even then.

Their affair had started seven or eight months ago, the culmination of a long flirtation that had finally slipped from control at some embassy garden party. Diane was in her mid-thirties, twelve years younger than Bill, unhappy and bored in Kutar. David didn’t really have an excuse, except that Diane was pretty: tall, with olive skin, sharp features. In the hotel room, she finished dressing and stood with her arms folded over her chest, staring at the floor.

“It may not be that, though,” she said softly. “There’ve been some other things going on with us.”

The statement lingered between them. David knew she wanted him to ask, but Diane also knew he wouldn’t. That was one of the tricky things with affairs—maintaining their limits, staying vigilant against lapses—and he was better at all that than she was.

She went to the bedside table, took another cigarette from her pack. “I’m going to Rome tomorrow. I’ll be gone a few days.”

She liked imparting information to him at the last minute. David figured it was her way of showing autonomy or resentment, but it never really bothered him; in the hotel room, he was just glad the conversation had moved on.

“That’ll be nice.” He smiled. “A shopping trip?”

Diane studied him again, eyes squinted against the smoke. At last, she gave a tired nod—“Yeah, something like that”—and turned to leave.

David started to follow her out, but at the threshold he happened to glance back at the rumpled bed they had just shared, the already-yellowing stain they had left there, and for no reason he could immediately identify, he closed his eyes and rested his temple against the edge of the open door—it was cool and rough against his skin—and all he heard was the quiet of the city from beyond the window and the clack of Diane’s shoes as she descended the staircase, and he stayed like that until he heard the sound of her stop.

“David? Are you coming?” she called, and her question floated up through the stairwell with a slight echo.

                                                                                          

The day ended like every other: bright and clear, a softening of the blanched white—of the houses, the sunstruck rocks—to gold, then to pink, and then there was that last wash of silver and blue. He had forgotten to tell Joanna about that, the silver blue, that briefest of moments just after the sun slipped behind the western peaks when the world lay suspended between day and night, between white and black, that magical instant of possibility—never more than a few minutes in the dry, clarified air of the desert—when there was no shadow or darkness or light, when everything was simply in between, murky, silver and blue and waiting. And then it passed and night came on, and with its passing came the realization that there was no magic, no real possibility, that all it meant was that even here, in one of the more forgotten corners of the universe, time was still marked.

Leaning against the railing of his southern veranda, David gazed down at the darkening city. He scanned the sea in hopes of spotting a passing ship, but all he could make out were the little fishing boats from the harbor, all close along the shoreline and heading in for the night, the ocean beyond empty and calm.

He pondered how he would remember this land, where it would fit into his thoughts. His tour there was almost over—it had been twenty-one months already—and he believed he would miss it. He liked the people, found them friendly and warm. He enjoyed the desert and the exoticism of the hill villages, the markets. Some of his projects, especially those in the northern mountains, were interesting. And, of course, there were the women. Not the local women—they were attractive, to be sure, but Kutar remained a conservative society and he’d been warned to stay clear—but the foreign ones who lived there or who happened to pass through. There was something about the place, maybe its remoteness or its monotony or even its very conservatism, that seemed to bring out the daring in a certain sort of woman, and during David’s time here he had encountered a good number of them: secretaries, diplomats, visitors like Joanna, wives like Diane.

But as he stood there that evening, David believed what he would miss most of all was the view from his southern veranda at just these moments—not the simple beauty of it, but rather the feeling that came over him as night settled on the city. He could not readily explain this emotion, except that it was at these precise times when he most keenly felt the fragility of the world around him, of the lives being lived below, and it stirred in him a kind of tender protectiveness. It sounded terribly grandiose, he knew, but it was as if he were watching over a place that lay defenseless—to the night, to the surrounding sea and desert—and he was its protector.
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At the front of the sailboat, Paolo bore a worried expression. “You’re certain this is safe?”

“Perfectly,” David said, untying the mooring line. “I’m a good sailor.”

“And if we get stranded out there?”

David looked past the port mouth to the open sea; wind riffled the water, there were even small whitecaps. “Trust me, that won’t happen today.”

“So you’re saying there’s too much wind. We could tip over.”

David grinned at his friend as he pushed away from the pier. He was never sure if Paolo’s fretfulness was genuine or something of an act—maybe a combination of the two. “You know,” he called, “in some countries cowardice is considered a negative trait. Maybe you should try to be a bit more like Nicky here.”

He cocked his chin at the boy sitting on the cross-seat of the boat in his life preserver. Paolo laughed at this; Nicky lit up with pride.

It was midmorning on Saturday, the fishermen’s idle day, and David had arranged to rent one of the larger boats they used for open water. He was looking forward to the outing, as he hadn’t sailed since coming to Kutar, and had decided to invite Paolo along at the last minute; he hadn’t seen his friend in several weeks and he thought Nicky would like him.

He realized his mistake as soon as they cleared the port mouth. The boat was high-hulled to hold a good catch, but that also made it tippy in high wind, and the wind that day was unusually strong. The instant they rounded the harbor wall it hit them, heeled the boat to starboard, and they nearly went over before David could release the sail line. Nicky squealed with joy as they dropped back down.

“Let’s do that again!” he shouted.

But David looked past the boy to Paolo; his friend had gone pale with fear. “Sorry,” he called. “I was holding her too tight. Are you okay?”

Paolo glanced at the boy, then nodded, flipped a nonchalant hand in the air. “Yes, of course. But maybe we can try to be a bit more temperate.”

David took up the sail line again, got the boat’s feel, and settled into an easy course, one with just enough pitch to please Nicky. Paolo gradually relaxed, even seemed to enjoy himself as he pointed out different sights along the shoreline to Nicky. It was a spectacular day, clear and sunny as always, and from the water, the whitewashed city looked like some grand wedding cake as it ascended the foothills.

David had met Paolo Alfani shortly after his arrival, at a reception at the Italian embassy, and considered him the closest thing to a good friend that he had in Kutar. At their first meeting, he had naturally assumed the short, heavy-set Italian was a diplomat, and been surprised to learn he was an electrical-parts distributor, one of the very few Western businessmen living in Laradan. Over the subsequent months, David had found himself seeking out Paolo’s companionship, partly because he genuinely enjoyed it, but also from a desire to escape the tight orbit of the diplomatic circle. Theirs was an easygoing friendship, one more entertaining than deep, and with an element of mutual benefit: David often invited Paolo along to embassy parties where he might make business contacts, while Paolo had introduced him to a different class of Laradanis than he usually encountered, to areas of the city he would not normally have gone.

They went out as far as Ambar Point, about five miles from the harbor, and then David turned about, found a soft tack line for the longer trip back. Paolo took off his shirt and sprawled out on the small bow deck to sun himself, and they settled into that easy quiet that comes with being at sea. The wind was more predictable on the open water, had lost the crosscuts of closer to shore, so after a while David looked to Nicky and patted the tiller seat beside him. The boy clambered back.

“You want to learn how to sail? Here.” He placed the line in Nicky’s hand, kept his own on it in case of a sudden gust. “Feel how it tugs? That’s from the wind pushing on the sail. Now pull the rope in some and see what happens.”

With both hands, Nicky pulled on the line and the boat picked up speed, pitched a bit higher out of the water. At the bow, Paolo lifted his head.

“Let’s not go crazy there, little boy,” he called.

David tried to explain the concept of tacking to Nicky, wasn’t sure how much of it he grasped. He recalled from his own childhood that sailing couldn’t be learned in the abstract; like riding a bicycle, one had to just try it, so he took Nicky through a tack, shifted him to the other side of the tiller seat.

“See how that works? When you’re heading into the wind, you have to cut back and forth.”

The boy nodded solemnly. “You have to zigzag.”

“Exactly. That’s one of the first really important things to learn about sailing.” He nudged Nicky with his shoulder, grinned down at him. “You’re a natural.”

The boy smiled, leaned into his side.

David had never had such a close relationship with a child, and though he liked it immensely, he sometimes found the responsibility a bit daunting. He was not used to being needed in this way, had no idea why the boy had chosen him.

After a time, he noticed Nicky was getting red—the Drapers were rather pale complected—so he let the boat drift while he rigged a tarpaulin above the cross-seat, had the boy sit in its shade. Back on the tiller, David charted a more aggressive tack line for the harbor, let his thoughts drift to the soothing sound of the water splashing in their wake.

“Oh, did I tell you?” Paolo called from the bow, propping up on his elbows and fairly shouting to be heard over the wind. “I’m getting my transfer at last.”

“Really?” David called back. “Where to?”

“I’m not sure yet, but somewhere in Italy. I’m thinking of requesting Turin. Do you know it?”

David shook his head.

“The city isn’t much, but it’s close to the Alps, and I can teach the boys to ski. We’ll see, but after three years here, I think they owe me.”

“Absolutely,” David called. “That’s great news, Paolo.”

Paolo’s wife, Andreina, and their two young boys lived outside Rome, and David knew the separation was a constant frustration to his friend, one that came up often in their conversations. Andreina had been out to Kutar several times, the boys just once, and even with his company’s liberal vacation policy, Paolo was only able to return home every four or five months. He had requested a transfer ages ago, but apparently no one else at the company was willing to live in Kutar.

“So they finally forced someone to take the position?” David asked.

“They had to,” Paolo grinned. “I told them that if I wasn’t out by Christmas, I would quit.” He sat up, took a cigarette from his shirt pocket, and cupped his hands to light it against the wind. “And what about you? You’re leaving soon, no?”

David nodded, started to answer, but then he saw Nicky’s stricken look as he peered out from the shade.

“You’re leaving?” the boy asked.

David cast a quick glance at Paolo, then shook his head. “Not anytime soon, pal. I’ll be here for a long time yet.” He gave the boy a reassuring smile, but it didn’t work; clutching his sides, Nicky stared down into the boatwell, at the thin layer of grimy water sloshing there, and appeared to fight back tears. With a signal from David, Paolo slid off the bow deck, came back to where the boy sat.

They were still a long way from the harbor, and despite all the adults’ efforts to cheer him, Nicky remained disconsolate. They fell into a heavy silence, David and Paolo staring across the sea at the whitewashed city, the boy not lifting his eyes from the brown water washing over his feet.

“Come here,” David said finally. But Nicky just shook his head, didn’t look up.

“Come back here.” This time he spoke firmly, it was more an order than a request, and the obedient, well-disciplined boy got up from the cross-seat and started back. David patted the tiller seat beside him.

“You want to take the sheet again?” he asked. “That’s what you call the rope in sailing, the sheet.” The boy didn’t respond, so David forced the rope into his hand, took his own away. “You’re sailing us now. If you don’t hold on to it, we’ll just sit out here.”

Nicky let the rope fall from his fingers. The boom swung out, the boat stalled in the waves, and David put his foot on the coil of sail line to stop it from going out altogether. He pulled it back in, recaught the wind, and again gave the line to Nicky. Again, the boy let go.

Without a word, David brought the rope in once more, but when he pressed it into Nicky’s hand this time, he kept his own on top. Taking his other hand from the tiller, he put it around the boy’s shoulder, gave him a quick kiss on the top of the head. “Don’t worry,” he said, “I’m not going anywhere.” He released his grip on the line, and this time the boy held on.

They stayed that way for a while, in the sun of the afternoon, Nicky clutching the rope, David working the tiller, as they charted a course toward shore.

                                                                                          

“I don’t know how to swim, you know,” Paolo said, reaching for his beer glass. “I would have sunk like a stone out there.”

David slumped back in his seat, incredulous. “Jesus, Paolo, why didn’t you tell me? I would have at least gotten you a life preserver.”

The Italian wagged a finger. “No, no. Better to be thought a coward than unaccomplished. And anyway, all these safety devices people are so fond of now—life preservers, the seat belt—they’re tedious. One should just live. If you drive too fast, or capsize in a boat . . .” He gave a shrug of indifference.

David grinned, thought of the contrast between his friend’s attitude now and when they’d been out on the water.

They had dropped Nicky off at the ambassador’s residence and gone to a café bar on People’s Struggle Boulevard, near Paolo’s home. The sun was just beginning to fall behind the western rooftops, casting the nearly empty café in the heavy gold of last light, and the combination of beer and the day’s sail had put David in a sleepy, peaceful mood. He would have been content to spend the evening there, talking with Paolo, but he knew he had to leave soon.

“There’s a party tonight at the German embassy,” he said. “You should come.”

“German?” Paolo grimaced. “The hors d’oeuvres will be vile.”

“They’re running low on lightbulbs. It’ll be a quick sale.”

Paolo chuckled at this old joke between them. David knew very little about the worlds of commerce or technology, and when at their first meeting Paolo had said he was an electrical-parts distributor, David had asked if that meant lightbulbs and wall sockets.

“It doesn’t sound like a good time,” Paolo shook his head. “I think I will pass.”

“Come on. We can protect each other.”

Over the course of parties they’d attended together, they had worked out a series of signals to rescue one another from boring conversations.

Finally, Paolo relented. “But you owe me,” he said. “Someday I will make you go to one of my sales conventions.”

Outside, the streetlamps of the boulevard had just come on, the first of the night’s moths and bats flitting about their glow.

Running along the spine of Baktiar Hill, People’s Struggle Boulevard was the sole remnant of an ambitious modernization drive launched by the current king’s grandfather during the so-called Era of Progress of the 1920s. Inspired by his visit to several Western European capitals, the king had drawn up plans for an elaborate network of broad, tree-lined avenues in Laradan, punctuated with grand monuments to figures from Kutar’s history. It hadn’t been long, however, before Britain, the kingdom’s chief patron at the time, blanched at the project’s cost and quietly scuttled the scheme. In a fit of pique, the king had changed the name of the one completed thoroughfare, Queen Victoria Street, to The People’s Heroic Struggle Against Colonial Domination Boulevard, but the road was now universally referred to as either The People’s Struggle, or, among the more caustic members of the diplomatic community, The Daily Struggle. It was part of the route David took most every day between his house on the ridge and the embassy, and despite the boulevard’s lifelessness—the outdoor cafés and restaurants originally envisioned for its medians had never taken root, its sides were flanked by the drab high walls of government ministries—he was rather fond of the towering palms that had been planted along its length, the dark canopy and cooling shadow they formed against the sun.

They walked up the hill a couple of blocks and stopped on the corner of Paolo’s street, watched the road for a taxi that would take David to his home.

“The car’s coming for me at eight,” he said. “Shall we swing by your place?”

Paolo gave a put-upon shrug, gazed up at a flickering streetlamp. “Oh, will I be pleased to see the last of this place, I can’t tell you. Four more weeks and . . .” He fluttered a hand in the air.

David squeezed his friend’s arm. “It really is great news, Paolo—and for your boys, too. They’ll certainly be glad to have their father around.”

“That part, I’m not so sure.” Paolo shook his head, but did so with a tender smile. “They’ve become horribly spoiled under Andreina. I shall have to institute a new regime.”

David laughed. It was impossible to imagine his friend as a disciplinarian; he would spoil his children worse than his wife.

There was little traffic on the boulevard; their wait extended.

“He’s a sensitive boy, isn’t he,” Paolo said after a while, “that Nicky? And very attached to you.”

David nodded. “I worry about him.”

“Worry?” Paolo turned to him with a curious expression.

David suddenly felt embarrassed, wondered if this was an unusual reaction to have for a child who was not your own. He looked out at the road, scanned the few cars, but there wasn’t a taxi to be seen.

                                                                                          

Paolo’s prediction about the hors d’oeuvres proved accurate, but that was the least of it. Perhaps in reaction to their nation’s reputation for stiffness, the German legation to Kutar was forever coming up with self-consciously playful themes for their parties, and for this occasion they had settled on Polynesia: the drinks were in plastic tiki mugs with paper umbrellas, women were given leis of silk flowers, and a small band strolled through the embassy ballroom strumming ukuleles and crooning in fractured English. Given the spectacle, David found it vaguely comforting to see that another facet of the Germanic reputation, their fondness for uniformity, remained intact: every male member of the delegation, from the security guards on up to the ambassador, was clad in matching blue-and-white floral shirts.

“I’m sorry,” David said, as they stood to one corner, “I should have looked at the invitation more closely.” Paolo gave a sad sigh. David watched the band wander by, singing what may have been “White Christmas.” “And where in the hell did they find the ukuleles?”

“Germans are very resourceful,” Paolo muttered, before simply wandering away.

Standing by himself, David was just considering a similar search for refuge—perhaps the garden—when Nigel Mayhew bore down on him. The British First Secretary, once again in his pinstriped suit, was with his wife and a couple of middle-aged men from the British embassy whom David had only ever seen at these parties.

“Quite a show the Jerrys have put on, aye?” Nigel gazed admiringly about the room. “’Course, they always have had a flair for the creative.”

The other men nodded in agreement. David looked around for Paolo, but he had vanished from sight.

“We were discussing the situation up-country,” Nigel said, abruptly turned grave. “What’s your take on it, Richards?”

Here was another annoying thing about the First Secretary. With fourteen years of service in Kutar, he regarded himself as the leading expert on the goings-on in the kingdom, the American delegation as woefully ignorant, and was forever seeking out new evidence to bolster his belief. On this occasion, as on most, David didn’t disappoint. “I’m not sure I’m following you, Mayhew.”

The Briton seemed taken aback. “But surely you’ve heard? The insurgents attacked another army garrison this morning. Not a particularly bloody affair—three or four dead from the sound of it—but that makes the third this month.”

Despite all eyes upon him, David was unable to feign much concern. “Well,” he said with a faint smile, “it is the twenty-eighth.”

The joke fell flat. The other two men cast puzzled looks at Nigel.

“I do hope that isn’t the attitude of everyone over at the American embassy,” he murmured. “I’d hope that someone over there appreciates the gravity of the situation.”

David’s smile grew uncontrollably at this, because while it was inherently amusing to attach the word “gravity” to anything in Kutar, that was especially true with events in the northern highlands. The sad truth was that the sporadic fighting which occurred there was of scant interest even to the locals; as any of them would explain—and usually in voices heavy with boredom—there had always been trouble in the north, there always would be.

“It’s been going on a long time,” David shrugged, just seeking some way to extricate himself.

“Not like this. It’s getting worse. The question is, how bad does it have to get before someone takes the initiative here, gets the two sides talking?”

This question was delivered with an air of challenge. Coming on top of the whole Polynesian thing, David wasn’t in the mood.

“Good point,” he replied. “Maybe you should ask London that.”

“London?” Nigel frowned.

“Well, as I recall, the drawing of the border, the decision to throw two peoples together with nothing in common, that was done under the colonial administration, wasn’t it? So who knows, maybe London feels a sense of responsibility about it. Seems worth a try, anyway.”

David offered this in a pleasant, offhand way, and on Sarah Mayhew—married to the man who had written the definitive history on the British colonial era in Kutar—it produced the hint of a truly genuine smile.

Just as the first satisfying tinges of red began to rise on the First Secretary’s face, David pretended to spot someone across the ballroom. “Pardon me,” he said, and strode away before Nigel Mayhew could find the words to respond.

He went into the smaller reception room—a couple of groups in subdued conversation, no one he particularly wanted to speak with—and then passed along to the veranda, and there was Paolo, standing by the steps leading to the lawn and talking with an attractive woman David hadn’t seen before. She was tall, with dark skin and long black hair—Italian or Spanish, he thought, possibly Jewish—and appeared to be in her late twenties. Paolo saw him at the threshold and motioned him over.

“Signorina Chalasani,” Paolo said, “allow me to introduce my good friend, David Richards.”

Her hand was thin, delicate in his, and as David looked into her eyes—they were upturned slightly and the darkest brown—he sensed she was appraising him.

“Oh yes, Mr. Richards,” she said, with an air of amusement. “I’ve heard of you.”

Her accent was English—upper class, public school—but tinged with something else. “Good things, I hope.”

Her gaze was mischievous. “Mixed.”

“Mixed?” Paolo laughed, a bit too heartily. “To be expected, I suppose. A man in David’s position, he’s bound to ruffle some feathers.”

She glanced at Paolo, then back to David. “And what position is that?”

“I’m with the American embassy,” he said. “The aid and development officer.”

“Ah,” she nodded. “The nice American come to help the poor little people of Kutar.”

The sarcasm in her voice was unmistakable and, as attractive as she was, David was finding this woman unpleasant. “Something like that. And you, you’re with an embassy here?”

She shook her head. “I’m a Kutaran. At least by heritage. I live in London, but I come back every few years to visit.”

He recognized the name now. The Chalasanis were one of the old warlord clans of the north, had been quite powerful at one time. A branch of the family had emigrated to England at the turn of the century and built a financial empire, become wealthy from shipping and real estate.

“Any relation to Sir Hamid Chalasani?” David asked. He was referring to the reigning patriarch of the émigré clan, a tough old man in his eighties who had recently been knighted by the Queen.

She nodded. “My grandfather.”

“I see,” he smiled. “Well, I’d say the world has helped your particular family of little Kutarans quite enough already.”

She laughed at this. “Touché.”

They talked on for a few minutes, the three of them, and David felt his initial negative assessment of Amira Chalasani diminish. She still was not his type—he never got on well with aristocrats, and this woman was certainly that—but there was something undeniably intriguing about her. He also noticed she wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. But perhaps most of all it was simply habit, what David did whenever he met a pretty single woman, that finally compelled him to make an overture.

“Since you’ll be in town for a while,” he said, as he and Paolo prepared to leave, “maybe you’d like to have dinner some night.”

She got that amused look again. “No.”

He waited for more—women always offered some reason for turning a man down, but with Amira Chalasani there was nothing. “No?” he finally repeated.

“No, thank you.” With that she turned and started across the veranda for the reception room.

David watched her go, nonplussed. “What the hell is her problem, do you think?”

Next to him, Paolo shrugged.

“And what was that part about ‘mixed,’ that she’d heard mixed things about me?”

Paolo scratched at his neck, as if giving the question careful thought. “Hard to say. Perhaps your reputation as a whoremonger?”

David laughed. “Not a whoremonger, a womanizer. There’s a big difference.”

“Ah, but womanizer is such a boring word, so American. Whoremonger, it has cachet.”

                                                                                          

The Monday morning staff meeting was even drearier than normal. Cheryl Thompson gave her usual rundown of visas applied for, visas denied, was pleased to report further progress in paring the application backlog. Lee Warren reported that Kutar’s wheat crop was shaping up to be a bumper harvest—which was actually bad news, as it would cut into American imports—while Harold Derwinski, the political attaché, noted that the Magic Mosaic That Is America film festival, a traveling exhibition sponsored by the United States Information Agency, was opening at the cultural center in three weeks, and urged everyone to put out the word, as attendance at last year’s festival had been disappointing.

“And don’t forget to tell them that there’ll be free refreshments,” Harold concluded, as he handed out photocopies of the program schedule.

At a post-festival evaluation meeting held in this same room after last year’s debacle—one group of Kutaran schoolchildren had grown so bored during a screening that they began crying en masse—David had proposed that perhaps they should show movies people might actually want to see but, looking over the upcoming roster, he saw this suggestion had failed to win any converts at USIA: a film entitled I Dream of Freedom chronicled a young Cuban girl’s yearning for a better life in Miami, while Hour of Power! was touted as a fascinating, behind-the-scenes look at the work of the Rural Electrification Administration.

At least that week David had a bit of news regarding the geologists up north: they now estimated they would be wrapping up their fieldwork in two or three weeks.

“That’s great,” Ambassador Draper said. “I imagine those poor guys must be getting pretty stir-crazy up there.”

“Yes sir, I’d imagine so,” David said, but what he was really imagining was the day John Draper tired of these excruciating weekly staff meetings.

It appeared that Monday’s ordeal was just about over when a thick Texas drawl came from down the table. “Well, I got a little something y’all should maybe be apprised of.”

David peered down to see Colonel Allen B. Munn, the American military liaison to the Kutaran armed forces, sitting a few seats away. The colonel didn’t usually attend the Monday meetings, and David hadn’t noticed him come into the room.

“Seems an army garrison up north was attacked over the weekend,” Munn said. “Three confirmed fatalities for the good guys, casualties unknown among the hostiles.”

The colonel was a squat bullet of a man, his slightly bulging eyes given added severity by his very close crew cut, and there was something in his appearance and the wear of his crisply starched Marine uniform—every button and seam was clearly under strain—that belied his laconic manner, that had the effect of lending import, even menace, to whatever he said. It certainly had that effect on John Draper, who now studied Munn with alarm.

“Whereabouts?” he asked. “Anywhere near the geology team?”

With a grunt the colonel got to his feet, and crossed to the large map of Kutar that hung on the conference-room wall.

It was only at that moment that David realized he’d already heard mention of this incident—from Nigel Mayhew at the German party—but he had been so desperate to get away from the man that he hadn’t even bothered to learn its location. Replaying that conversation in his mind, he deduced the attack had been on Saturday morning; he’d last spoken with the geologists on Friday.

With quiet but immense relief, he watched Munn tap the map beside Lashkhan, a small town in the far northern reaches of the country. David turned to the ambassador. “I shouldn’t worry, sir,” he said. “That’s at least eighty miles from their camp.”

But John Draper still looked worried. “Eighty miles isn’t much.”

David thought of how to respond without sounding condescending. “Up there eighty miles takes on a whole different meaning. There’s no real roads to speak of, very hard to move around. There’s also little communication between the different tribal factions, so even if there’s trouble in one spot, it can be completely calm the next valley over. I’ll get a message through to the team right now, but I’m sure everything is fine.”

This mollified John Draper somewhat, but he continued to stare at the map.

“Seems to me these kinds of attacks are increasing.”

“Yes, sir,” Munn said. “Three of them this past month.” The colonel drew up to his full height, which David guessed was right around the Marine Corps minimum of five foot six, and puffed out his chest so that he looked almost at attention. “I’m thinking we might want to go proactive here, Mr. Ambassador.”

“Proactive?” John Draper frowned.

“Get ahead of the curve. Get this puppy leashed up before it bites someone.” The ambassador still appeared confused, so Munn spelled it out: “Put out an alert, sir.”

This drew dismayed looks around the conference table. To anyone with even a rudimentary knowledge of Kutar—and everyone in the room was at least as knowledgeable as Munn, who had arrived only three months earlier—it was hard to conceive of a worse possible response to events in the northern mountains than issuing a State Department alert. The fact was that the insurgency there, based largely along clan lines, had been going on sporadically for decades, and even if there had been a slight uptick in incidents recently, it was still nothing more than a minor nuisance to the Kutaran government. Should the outside world suddenly voice concern—let alone, put out an alert—it could easily be predicted that the few tourists and foreign investors who had begun finding their way to Kutar would instantly abandon it. That in turn might cause the king to overreact, maybe even launch a punitive strike into the north.

And certainly nothing underscored the absurdity of such a move more than the map at which they all stared. Kutar had a roughly rectangular shape, bound on the south by the sea and on the east and west by much larger neighbors, with most of its population clustered along the narrow coastal shelf. Beyond that first range of mountains was the great inland desert—a two-hundred-mile expanse of emptiness save for a few oasis towns—and it was only past the desert that the northern massif began. The town of Lashkhan was in the very back reaches of those mountains, near where the Kutaran frontier with its northern neighbor became a wavery, dotted line, never firmly demarcated for lack of interest or purpose. What all this meant was that, for the average Kutaran, events in a place like Lashkhan might as well have occurred in Tokyo or Detroit for as much as they affected their daily lives.

Lee Warren broke the quiet by shifting in his chair. “Maybe instead of putting out an alert, we should push for negotiations,” he offered. “From everything I’ve heard, the insurgents really aren’t asking for that much.”

This drew thoughtful nods around the conference table, but Colonel Munn redrew their attention with a stage cough. “Interesting concept there, fella. Personally, I’ve never been a big fan of appeasement, though I know it’s got its devotees.” He turned back to John Draper. “I say we go bold here, Mr. Ambassador. We put out an alert, we’re telling ’em, ‘Let’s get this mess cleaned up before someone gets hurt.’ We’re telling ’em America cares.”

But David wasn’t overly anxious about how the ambassador might finally respond to Colonel Munn’s suggestion; he trusted in the profound pall that Kutar cast over nearly all who worked there. One of the first things he had noted upon his arrival was the abiding calm—even lassitude—of the diplomatic corps. In that initial blast of still, hot air which greeted the newcomer to Kutar, there seemed to be an almost instinctual understanding that here they had come to one of the last true backwaters on earth, a tabula rasa when it came to global or even regional significance. And even if John Draper was highly ambitious, even if he was a Foreign Service wunderkind aching to be noticed, David had faith that the man had taken stock of his surroundings.

“Well, I appreciate your concerns, Colonel,” the ambassador said at last, “but I think that’s probably premature.”

Colonel Munn raised his hands and stepped away from the map, a gesture that, to David, appeared designed to register both resignation and dissent.

“On the other hand, it might get us into the NSA report,” Stan Peterson said, and this brought laughter throughout the room.

                                                                                          

Diane smiled and waved to Enrico Valladares, the Spanish chargé d’affaires, as he crossed the Casablanca dining room. Once he was out of sight, though, the smile left, she shook her head vehemently.

“This place drives me crazy,” she said. “It’s impossible to go anywhere without seeing someone you know.”

That was true. In all of Laradan, there were only half a dozen or so restaurants the foreign community frequented, and the Casablanca, with its air-conditioned dining room and pleasant garden terrace, was especially popular at lunchtime. They had arranged to meet at three o’clock, when the other Americans would be gone—but, of course, that was when the southern Europeans liked to eat.

“What does it matter?” David said. “We’re just two friends having lunch.”

Diane gave him an icy glance, went back to picking at her plate.

“So,” he asked after a few minutes of silence, “how was Rome?”

“Okay. Rainy.”

He was growing irritated. Diane had asked to meet him, had made a big deal out of it, and so far she had barely said a word. He watched her spear a wedge of tomato with her fork, shake it off, spear it again.

“You know,” he said, “if you don’t want to arouse suspicion, we should at least talk. We look like we’re fighting.”

Diane turned up then, set her fork on the plate. “You’re right. So I’ve decided I can’t do this anymore. I’m ending this. Bill deserves better.” She took up the cloth napkin in her fist and began kneading it. It reminded David of what she did with the pillow when they made love, and he watched her fingers. “I guess we reach a point—some of us, anyway—where we have to take stock of things, how we’re living, treating those we care about. Our legacy, I guess.”

“Legacy?” David smiled in spite of the situation. “Only old people talk about legacy.”

Diane shrugged, smiled a bit herself. “I guess I feel old, then. Anyway, I’m not doing this anymore.”

They stared at each other. David thought of what he might say to change her mind, but realized it wouldn’t happen with words. It would take a gesture—grabbing her and kissing her, say—but he couldn’t very well do that in the middle of the Casablanca dining room. But the more he thought about it, the longer he watched her, the less he was sure that he wanted to try, that maybe it would be a very indecent thing for him to do, because on Diane’s face was such a look of exhaustion that maybe the decent thing was to let her be. And so he said nothing, did nothing, and after a long time, Diane turned and gazed across the room. David saw the way her eyes flitted about, fixing on nothing in particular, and he knew she was giving her decision one last pass, one final review. A smile rose on her lips, and then she nodded once, sharply and to herself, and her expression became a genuinely happy one, exultant even, and Diane got up from the table and started purposefully for the restaurant door.

                                                                                          

There were times when David found the view of the city and the sea from his southern veranda almost too much to bear—too captivating or beautiful or busy—and it was at those times that he lingered on the northern veranda, when he found the emptiness of the desert soothing because there was so little to see. So was his mood that night, after his luncheon with Diane. He was alone, in an armchair he had brought out from the living room.

He spotted a red dot far out in the desert. From long experience, he knew it was the taillights of a truck heading north on the national highway, the same road he would be on in a few hours. John Draper, still a bit edgy about the geologist team and the recent fighting, had asked him to run up there to check on things and, in his mind’s eye, David traced the long journey he had already made several times before: the hot drive across the desert, the slow, bone-jarring trek through the mountains. From the end of the highway in Erbil, it was six hours up pitted dirt tracks to the geologists’ camp; if all went well, he could be there by late afternoon.

As the red dot dimmed into nothingness, David pondered what Diane had said at lunch. Not about ending their affair—he had halfway expected that, had even been considering doing it himself recently—but the part about legacy, of taking stock of how one lived. In his thirty-four years, David had never given it much thought, suspected that few people did. He simply went through the days, the years, trying to enjoy himself when he could, to have interest in what passed before his eyes, to not think too much of what had been left behind—certainly nothing so grand as “legacy.”

This wasn’t to say he didn’t experience nostalgia. He did, but it tended to be of the fleeting kind. Because what David had discovered was that, at a certain point, remembering the good moments of the past became a kind of pain, that one could end up hoping for something or someone to return that never would. In any event, he had always been more given to looking ahead, not behind.

At about one in the morning, he sat forward in his armchair on the veranda, his attention drawn to an odd sight in the desert below. From the airport complex, a long line of trucks was making its way out to the national highway and turning north.

David knew that truckers often formed convoys for the night journey over the desert, but these usually consisted of four or five vehicles—certainly nothing like the fifty or sixty he now saw. Curious, he brought his telescope out from the living room and trained it on the scene.

They were military transport trucks, and in their open beds sat row after row of soldiers, swaying to the motion of the road, guns cradled between their knees. David slowly straightened, gazed down at the long ribbon of red lights with his naked eye, and all at once felt a terrible premonition.
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