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July 1940, German forces complete their occupation of Britain’s Channel Islands.

ON THE DESERT MOTORWAY, A black Mercedes saloon roared past a vehicle bearing diplomatic plates. The hot wind blew grit against Mark Russell’s battered ’34 Ford as he watched the Mercedes crest a small hill and disappear. At the top of the hill, Russ saw it skid through a patch of sand, blow through a left curve, and careen into the berm. The car lost contact with the packed gravel road and rose as if in slow motion, then rolled to its side and hit hard on the desert floor. Russ sped up, stood on his brakes, and jumped from his vehicle.

The Mercedes’s left front tire spun, and the motor purred. Russ clambered to the top. Blinking back tears from the gasoline fumes stinging his eyes, he peered inside. Russ heard pops and hisses as fuel touched hot metal. Blood streaked the forehead of the man crumpled against the passenger side door.

“Sir, sir. Look up. I’m here. Can you move?”

The man turned and nodded.

Russ wrenched open the driver’s door and extended his arm. “Quick. The fuel line’s ruptured. Grab my hand.” Kneeling on the door pillar, Russ pulled hard on the man’s wrist. “You must help me. Push up with your legs!”

He hoisted the man to the pillar and jumped down. “Swing your legs over and fall forward.” The disoriented young Kuwaiti just stared. “Come on, I’ll catch you.”

Staggering under the man’s weight, Russ swung him across his back and stumbled toward the Ford. When the fuel tank exploded, Russ dropped the other man and flung himself across his body. Shards of hot metal peppered Russ’s neck and back. The fireball cooled, and Russ dragged the man to his coupe and pushed him into the front seat.

The injured man cradled one arm with the other. He gazed through the blood running into his eyes at the flames licking his Mercedes with a searing crackle.

Russ slammed into gear and raced back toward the city. His passenger moaned as the Ford bumped over potholes and dodged donkey carts on Fourth Ring Road.

At the clinic, Dr. Husayn stitched the gash at the Kuwaiti’s hairline and set his broken right arm. His nurse assisted the young man onto a nearby bed as the doctor turned to Russ.

He pulled the tattered shirt away from Russ’s back and shoulders. The doctor dropped bits of metal into a silver pan while his patient grimaced in pain. “Allah smiled on you today, Mr. Russell.” He held up the final shard. “This was very near your carotid artery.”

The young Kuwaiti propped himself on one arm. “I owe you my life. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

The other man winced as he watched Russ replace his shirt. “That looks bad.”

“Excellency, this is Mark Russell from the American Legation. I know you wish to speak with him, but you have a concussion, a broken arm, and a deep cut on your temple.” Dr. Husayn gently pressed his patient against the bed. “Mr. Russell’s back is burned, and he has many punctures from the hot metal. Both of you must rest now.”

Russ followed the doctor into the waiting room. “You called him ‘Excellency,’ Doctor?”

“Yes, he is Khalid Ali, the director of research for our Kuwait Oil Company. He is our amir’s favorite nephew.”
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September 1941. Under pressure from the USSR and Britain, Reza Shah Pahlavi, the shah of Iran, passes the throne to his son, Mohammad Reza.

NESTLED AGAINST A CLIFF ABOVE Gulf Boulevard, the American ambassador’s white marble mansion basked in the afternoon sun. Mark Russell stood on the mansion’s patio and squinted at the thermometer inching past 130 degrees Fahrenheit. To the north, Kuwait City’s mud-brick buildings shimmered in the heat.

A sultry gust blew across the patio. Russ turned in apprehension toward the Persian Gulf, where a dark squall line rode the horizon. On a late summer day, the breeze should have come hot and dry from the great desert to the west. Russ remembered the evil winds on the Great Plains and shuddered, recalling the last time he saw Angie’s face. What would she look like if she’d lived beyond childhood?

The American flag whipped in the thickening air. Russ moved along the low patio wall and paused at a crevice in the rocky slope just below the wall’s rim. Strange that he had never noticed that odd cavity. Car tires crunched on the gravel driveway, and he turned to see a motorcar pull up next to his coupe in the parking area. Catherine Cushard stepped out and walked up to the patio, a cablegram dangling from her hand.

“Sorry, Russ. You didn’t get promoted.” She handed him the cable. “Neither did Malcom. George did. I wanted you to know before you ran into him.”

Russ bent over, hands on knees. “My two chances are now one.”

Catherine dabbed his brow with her hankie. “Don’t despair, cutie. This is your year.” She squeezed his arm. “Gotta run.”

He watched Catherine return to her car. She was pretty, with chestnut brown hair, tinged auburn in the right sunlight. There was plenty of sunlight in Kuwait.

Russ startled at the voice of the residence manager, who joined him on the patio. “Sir, were we finished with the preparations list?”

“I think we’re in decent shape, Mohammed.” He pulled out his notes. “There’s still five days before the new ambassador arrives.”

“Yes, sir.” Mohammed flashed his perfect smile. “All will be good.”

Russ eyed the short, thin Egyptian who had risen from houseboy to servant supervisor over his thirteen-year tenure. The man’s deference struck Russ as thinly disguised contempt. “On another day we’ll audit your books and check the inventory.”

“As you wish, sir.” Mohammed inclined his head, but his smile had dimmed. He bowed slightly and turned toward the kitchen doorway.

Russ glimpsed Mehmet, the chief assistant in General Services, standing in the doorway’s shadows. Odd. What would bring Mehmet out to the residence?

Leaving the shade of the house, Russ glanced up at the mansion’s roof water tanks. Rank sure had its privileges. As he approached the steps to the parking area, Russ sighed as a tall, slender man with an Errol Flynn moustache strolled from the parlor and stopped under the awning. The pallor of his face was highlighted by his wavy black hair glistening with pomade. Just great. George Lander.

“Hello, Russ.” Lander nodded. “Thought that was your car in the lot.”

“Yep.” Russ imitated Lander’s disdainful expression. “Going over preparations for the reception with Mohammed.”

“Well, enjoy the calm.” Lander groaned. “Once Milbourne gets here, we’ll all be busy.”

Russ’s head snapped up. “You know him?”

“Yeah, back in the twenties, I was his admin officer in Tunis. And he’ll take care of your promotion problem. He writes a good evaluation.” He smirked. “I should know.”

“Right, my promotion problem. Anyway, congratulations to you.” Russ replaced his Ray-Bans and headed to his car.

He drove through narrow lanes bordered by mud-brick houses with second-floor porches shaded by wooden lattices. Rooftop wind towers called bagdirs collected the occasional breeze and directed it to the rooms below.

Russ parked in the shade of a lofty date palm and nodded at the Egyptian guard sitting beside the Legation compound entrance. White stucco walls, tiled floors, ceiling fans, and potted palms created an illusion of interior coolness. He waved at the marine stationed in the lobby.

“Well, Mr. Russell, you’re back early.” Sergeant Temple checked his wristwatch. “Heading to happy hour?”

“You got that right.” Russ rolled his eyes. “I’m sweaty, sunburned, and parched. I need a cold beer.”

They turned to the sound of heels clicking on the central stair.

“Hi, guys.” Catherine’s hijab draped her arm. “Listen, Russ, I left your mail and a few messages on your desk. There’s one from your friend Khalid.”

“Going to the Marine House?” Russ nodded in the opposite direction.

“Nope, I have a dinner invitation.” With a swish of her gaily printed cotton skirt, she headed for the gate. “You boys behave now. Ta-ta.”

Russ pulled open a steel door at the top of the stairs. He stepped into the secure second floor which was accessible only to Americans. In the front office, he waved at Mariah McCarry, deputy chief of mission, who was on the phone. Russ scanned Khalid’s message.

A month after Khalid’s accident, Minister McNulty and Russ had trailed a servant through carved teak doors into the amir’s reception room at Dasman Palace. Amid handmade carpets and sandalwood incense braziers, a Bedouin warrior occupied an ornate chair. Camel bags, called mizwidah, splayed their long tassels across the floor, and a curved silver dagger, or jambiya, hung from a wooden screen.

Wearing leather vests over shoulder holsters with British-made six-shot revolvers, Royal Guards manned the doors. Behind silver buckles, each warrior wore his own jambiya.

An imposing figure, the amir of Kuwait wore the white robe of summer, the dishdasha. The bisht, a black wool cloak embroidered with golden thread, covered his shoulders, and a gold-banded aqal, or cord, bound his keffiyeh head cover. “Welcome, Minister McNulty.” A smile spread across his sun-weathered face, and he extended his hand to the head of the American Legation. “This must be the man I’ve heard so much about.”

“Yes, Excellency, my assistant, Mark Russell.”

The leader of the desert kingdom ran his eyes over Russ before offering his hand in a strong grip. “So, this is the brave one.”

Two waiters offered mint tea, fruit, British biscuits, and goat cheese.

The amir gestured to chairs. “Minister McNulty, I asked you here to thank Mr. Russell for saving the life of my nephew. His deed was heroic.”

Khalid slipped into the room, his right arm still in a sling, a red welt marking the laceration to his forehead. Of medium height and slender, he was about Russ’s age.

His uncle continued. “The desert is a harsh and dangerous place. The motorcar compounds its hazards.” The amir included Khalid in his smile. “The code of the desert instructs one man to care for another. The owner of an oasis shares its water with travelers because he risks the wrath of Allah if he allows them to die of thirst.” He turned to Russ. “You placed your life in danger to help Khalid. We are grateful.” He nodded to his nephew, and Khalid lifted the jambiya from the screen and placed the dagger in the amir’s hands.

“Mr. Russell, the jambiya symbolizes the desert warrior. Khalid commissioned our best silversmith, Ibrahim, to design this one. Ibrahim was inspired by the tale of the American diplomat who disregarded his own life for that of a stranger. After twelve days, the silversmith completed his task.”

The amir presented the dagger to Russ.

“Thank you, Excellency. My mother taught me to help others in danger. This beautiful dagger will always remind me of the friendship between our two peoples.”

While McNulty and the amir chatted, Khalid steered Russ toward a side door. Their path wound through a sandy courtyard. Bleached seashells, an ancient security device, crunched beneath their feet.

Khalid paused in the shade of an archway. “Kuwait Oil Company is developing a more comprehensive drilling program. We’ll need the expertise of Western petroleum technicians and marketing professionals. I’d like to discuss our plans with you.”

“Of course, Khalid. I’d be happy to meet whenever you want.”

“Good. I’ll be in contact.” The young Kuwaiti bowed his head. “I am in your debt. May Allah grant me time to repay your gift. I bid you a good day.”

In the year following this visit, Russ had met Khalid on several occasions. When Russ called the number left by Catherine, Khalid wasn’t in, so he scooped up his mail and headed out.

Detachment Commander Gunnery Sergeant Grady stood at the door of the Marine House, wiping sweat out of his eyes. “Say, Russ, is your brother still enjoying the waving palms out there in Hawaii?”

“Yep. When he’s not in the radio shack, he’s playing baseball with the other marines.”

“Lucky guy.”

“Got that right.” Russ signed the register and entered the bar.

He gave his eyes a moment to adjust to the dimness, then headed to the corner on the far side of the bar where Malcolm Lodge sat in a corner nursing a Scotch. A forty-six-year-old Foreign Service Officer, Lodge had transferred to Kuwait the previous summer. Earlier assignments in Tunis and Damascus had honed Lodge’s excellent Arabic. The burly man with a goatee and graying hair pushed out a chair. “Well, you’ve had a nice relaxing summer.”

“Yeah, but Lander informed me that’s about to change. And if Milbourne helped Lander get promoted, I’m not so sure I can hope for a good working relationship.” Russ leaned forward. “Do you know him?”

“I do. I’ve been in this business for twenty-four years and new ambassadors don’t excite me, but I’ll hate ending my career under Milbourne.”

“Yeah, I saw the promotion list. Sorry, Malcolm.” Russ sat back in his chair.

Lodge frowned. “You’re not tenured and I’m out of steps in my pay grade. We could be selected out without a good promotion. It’s a tough situation.”

Russ tipped his beer. “So, how do you know Milbourne?”

“When I was young and on the secretary of state’s staff, we went to Jerusalem. Duncan Milbourne sat on the Palestine desk, so I worked with him in preparation for those trips.” Lodge sipped his Scotch. “He’s old-line Virginia. Fairly well off, but not like his wife, Bitsy. She’s serious money. Her family owns the Wythe Dock Crane Company in New York.”

“What’s his corridor reputation?”

“He enjoys the trappings of seniority. He’ll protect himself before he helps you.” Lodge smirked. “Be careful. He’s been known to skirt the ethical edge.” He tilted his glass to Russ.

“I see. That might explain Lander’s comment about Milbourne writing a good evaluation. How else would Lander make it to the top of admin?”

“Exactly my point.” Lodge sneered. “Anyway, Milbourne’s well-connected socially and in the Department. He’s one of the original Black Dragons. Ever heard of them?”

“Sure. They’re the assistant and deputy assistant secretary types who really run the Department no matter who the secretary of state is.”

At that moment, Mariah shuffled to their table. She was a frail woman in her mid-forties with mousy brown hair framing a pale face. Lodge and Russ exchanged looks.

Russ stood. “Can I get you something to drink?”

“A bourbon on the rocks, please.” Mariah fell into the chair Russ offered.

Muslim law forbade the consumption of alcohol, but the palace permitted the Americans to import liquor for the Legation’s exclusive use. They referred to it as tea sales.

Lodge shifted in his chair. “How’s the chargé business?”

Mariah had barely learned the peculiarities of her new assignment as deputy chief of mission when McNulty left post. With his absence, she’d become chargé d’affaires.

“Awful. I’m swamped, and I’m still miserable with this low-grade fever.”

Russ handed her a glass. “Have you seen Doris?”

The Legation relied on Doris Lander, the administrative officer’s wife and a registered nurse, for minor health problems because the nearest hospital, run by the American Colony in Jerusalem, was in Palestine.

“Yes, this morning, and she gave me pills.”

“Anything we can help you with?” Russ ignored Lodge’s glare.

Mariah swirled her bourbon. “Before he left D.C., Duncan had lunch with Senator Billy Dalton of the Foreign Relations Committee. Dalton’s heading a congressional delegation reviewing this region. Duncan invited the senator to add Kuwait as another stop.”

“Great, a CODEL.” Lodge’s Scotch landed with a thud. “When and how many?”

“In three weeks. Two congressmen and two staffers. I need a control officer, yesterday, to manage our side.” She leveled her gaze at Lodge. “You have the experience.”

“I’ll take the control officer’s job.” Russ smiled at Lodge. “Don’t look so startled. You don’t have the time, and I handled CODELs in Moscow.”

Lodge eyed Russ. “He has a point, Mariah. I am busy.”

“Are you sure? Dalton’s wife and Bitsy Milbourne are close friends, so Duncan will be very particular about the arrangements.”

“I can do it. I need points to beef up my next evaluation.”

Lodge nodded. “Okay, I’ll help you set up their appointments.”

“Great.” Mariah clicked her bourbon to Russ’s beer. “I’ll give you what I have so far.”

They traded stories about previous ambassadors until Lodge yawned. “That does it for me, I’m headed home.”

“Me too.” Mariah pushed herself out of her chair. “I’m exhausted.”

At home, Russ pulled a yellow envelope from his stack of mail and headed up the courtyard stairs to the roof. Lounging on a reed mat, he held the envelope under his nose hoping for a faint scent of orchids. He closed his eyes and pictured Rhonda sobbing in his arms. He felt her hand on his chest. His heart quickened. He was back in Moscow.
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August 1938. The Nazis order Jews to add Israel or Sara to their first names for ease of identification.

RHONDA PIERSON TAPPED HER TOE against the marble floor. “C’mon, Preston. You’re making us late.” She was eager to assess the recent arrivals and see how they mingled with the rest of the diplomats. Knowledge was power.

“First you didn’t want to go to this newcomer function and now you’re rushing me.” Her husband patted his hair in front of the hall mirror. “I must look the part of a chargé.”

She scanned the streets of Moscow as their embassy limousine rolled toward the Wyman apartment. Couples strolled in the soft light of a peaceful evening. She recognized a black automobile she’d spotted outside the apartment and earlier near the embassy. When she glanced at Preston, he was oblivious.

Horace met them at the door. “Welcome, Preston. Rhonda, this is my wife, Sadie.”

Rhonda eyed the leggy brunette who stood to the right of her husband. Well, she’s an unexpected breath of fresh air. How did this young beauty get hitched to that dour old man?

“You’re the last to arrive.” Grasping Rhonda’s hand, Sadie pulled her into the party. “I wouldn’t blame you if you’d decided to skip it.” Sadie rolled her eyes. “Just look at my husband handing yours around to the other men. Poor Preston. They treat him like a hot potato.” She giggled at Rhonda’s expression. “Sorry, that was rude. Don’t tell Horace.”

Rhonda laughed. “No offense taken because you’re absolutely right.” She snagged a red wine from a passing waiter. Touching her goblet to Sadie’s, she toasted, “To smart women.”

“I’m going to like you, Rhonda Pierson.” Sadie led her guest to a pair of women.

“Rhonda, meet Nadine and Bree, our new secretaries.” Sadie pointed across the room. “And the good-looking young man with the wavy dark hair is Mark Russell. These single gals are sizing up him up as the most eligible guy in town.” She waved away their protests. “Honestly, even an old married woman like me finds him interesting. Wouldn’t you agree?”

Rhonda studied Mark Russell and nodded. “Yes, he is indeed.”

When Sadie moved on to her other guests, Rhonda wandered to the buffet table where she surveyed the desserts. She sensed someone at her side and turned. Mark Russell held a plate piled high with food. “Any suggestions, Mr. Russell?”

His blue eyes briefly met hers. “Yes, ma’am, everything’s good.” He hefted his plate. “I live alone, so I’ll eat anything I didn’t cook.”

She gave him her most dazzling smile. “Well, I never turn down a good dessert.” She selected a triple-layered chocolate confection. “That’s quite an accent. Kansas, or maybe Oklahoma? Oh, don’t look so stricken.” She smiled again. “I like it.”

“Kansas, ma’am. I know I don’t fit the diplomat mold. But I’m learning.” He popped a cheese appetizer into his mouth. “I’m more used to horses than people.”

Rhonda laughed and moved away from the buffet. She selected a seat on the sofa where she could view the room and listen in on conversational flow. It amused her to hear what even seasoned diplomats let slip when they relaxed among associates.

Nadine wobbled by. Too much wine, too little food. Preston still conversed with the men. He hadn’t even introduced her. Typical. Sadie had kicked off her heels. Good for her. A breeze drifted through the open door. Rhonda rose and moved to the railing. In the gloaming, she inhaled the smells of her new city. Winter was coming.

The sharp, jagged crash of broken glass shattered her revery. She spun back toward the room. Nadine, pale and sweaty, stared at the broken wine goblet at her feet. Mark Russell moved to her side and guided her down the hallway. He waited outside the bathroom until a more composed Nadine emerged. Sadie called a taxi, and Mark escorted Nadine to the curb.

When Mark returned, Rhonda joined him at the buffet table. “Not much left, is there?”

“No, shoulda brought a sack.” He laughed. “Oh, well.”

“I’m sure Nadine would give you dinner as a thank you for helping her out tonight.”

“She might want to forget that. She’s probably a bit overwhelmed.”

“Mr. Russell, what a gracious thing to say. I’m impressed.”

“Please call me Russ, ma’am. My mother taught me to help those in distress.”

“That’s good to know. And please stop with the ‘ma’am.’ I’m Rhonda.”

Russ stuck out his hand. “Nice to meet you, Rhonda.”

She held his hand in her own until Horace walked over.

“Getting to know each other? Rhonda, Russ is my youngest political officer. Rhonda is Preston Pierson’s wife.” He nodded to Rhonda’s husband amid the group of men. “Let me introduce you.” Taking Russ’s arm, he steered him away from Rhonda.

Sadie waltzed up, a smirk on her face. “Never mind him.” She patted Rhonda’s arm. “His first wife bumped up against several other men before dumping Horace and making off with their two kids. I’m amazed he worked up enough nerve to ask me to marry him. He’s a good man, but he sometimes forgets how much fun life can be.”

“No harm done.”

Back at the balcony railing, Rhonda spotted a slender brunette in a dark print dress beside a black limousine. She leaned against a lamppost with an open newspaper. When Rhonda waved, the woman inclined her head and smiled. A pleasant enough first encounter with the NKVD, the Russian security service.

Once again at their apartment, Pierson fell into bed while Rhonda sat at her desk.

Now that we’re settled in Moscow, I’ve begun my study of available young men. I identified someone at the newcomer reception who may make the ideal candidate for my initial foray into our little experiment. He could not be more perfect. He’s been spotted by several single women, so I’ll have to act fast if I want to get his attention. I’m working on a plan.

I’ve heard him voice well-reasoned opinions among the men, so he’s smart enough to understand what we’re trying to accomplish. And his Midwestern upbringing is very charming. So refreshing after our stuffy husbands!

I’ve pulled out my notes from our various discussions to refresh my memory: Be dispassionate and objective. Guide him to learn more about himself, become a better man, and form lasting relationships with the woman in his future.

I’m glad we agreed to correspond about our progress. Otherwise, I’d be second-guessing myself out here in the middle of the steppe. I can’t wait to hear from you. Hope you’ve had some success in finding a young man.
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September 1938. British prime minister Neville Chamberlain arrives in Bad Godesberg, Germany, for more talks with Adolf Hitler on the Sudetenland crisis.

RHONDA EXITED HER TAXI AND stood before a massive pile near the Bolshoi Ballet. When the doorman held open the door, she stepped into the Metropol, Moscow’s premier hotel. Rhonda scanned the lobby just before Sadie breezed in.

The younger woman caught Rhonda in a brief hug before pointing to the dining room. “I’m glad you found a moment to meet me for the best food in town.”

The maître d’ seated them at a table near the fountain beneath the ornate glass-tiled ceiling adorned in yellows, reds, and silvers.

Over their lunches of stroganoff and pelmeni, Sadie nattered on. “I know I’m gossiping, but my fellow Americans can be so entertaining. Besides, there’s not much else to do, is there?”

Rhonda laughed. “You’re so right. Besides, even gossip holds a kernel of truth.”

“Are you ready for your first Moscow winter? They can be treacherous.”

“I’ve heard that. My Peugeot 402 just shipped from the factory in Sochaux, France. Once I learn to navigate the ice and snow, I plan to enjoy the countryside.”

“Oh, you drive. Good for you.” She darted a look at Rhonda. “You aren’t the typical wife, are you?”

“No, I’m not.” Rhonda’s eyes twinkled. “But then, neither are you.”

“I am not.” Sadie tossed her curls.

“How is Nadine? I hope her new-arrival nerves have settled down.”

“She’s fine.” Sadie frowned. “Horace tore into her at the office. I know the NKVD is always watching us for a misstep, but he should have given her a break. What’s wrong with showing each other a bit of kindness, especially in these outposts of civilization?”

“You’re right. We all need comfort and friendship.” Rhonda tasted her dessert. “Has one of the single women snatched Russ up yet?”

“I don’t think so.” Sadie chewed her lower lip. “We invited him for dinner like we do with all the bachelors and marines. He’s very new to Foreign Service life. Just an easygoing ranch hand who likes baseball and exploring. Very focused on making his mark in the diplomatic world. He seemed kind of lonely.”

“Well, if you feed him, he’ll be faithful forever.” She touched her napkin to her lips. “Me, too. That was delicious.”

At the street, Rhonda turned down Sadie’s offer of a ride. “I’m like Russ. I enjoy exploring my surroundings.” She hugged Sadie and waved goodbye.

At the corner, Rhonda jotted down the license number of the black limousine idling nearby. She strolled along and then entered another large hotel where she waited in the lobby.

When the brunette arrived, Rhonda smiled. Rising, she approached her NKVD minder and extended her hand. “I’m Rhonda Pierson.”

The startled woman glanced around the lobby before she allowed herself to touch Rhonda’s hand. “Elena Zhukova. Pleased to meet you, Rhonda Pierson.”

Rhonda tucked her arm beneath Elena’s. “We can get to know each other on the way to my embassy.”

Elena ignored the gaping limousine driver and followed Rhonda into the back seat. After a few minutes, Rhonda broke the silence. “So, Elena, why follow an embassy wife?”

The Russian NKVD officer glanced at the driver. “We must know the diplomats who live in our city. That way, we can watch out for them.”

“I see.” Rhonda followed Elena’s gaze to the back of the driver’s head. “We need caring for, is that it?”

“Of course.” She looked at the driver again. “You understand, yes?”

“I do.”

At the embassy, both women stood at the curb. Rhonda quietly said, “Sometimes a woman needs to go alone.” She met Elena’s eyes. “I’ll not need caring for at those times.”

Elena nodded. “I understand.”

“Good. We’ve reached an accommodation that will make both of our lives easier.” She offered Elena a card with her name on it. “Thanks for the ride, Elena Zhukova.”

Later at her desk, Rhonda touched a drop of orchid perfume to her yellow envelope before lifting her pen again.

P.S. I may have met the perfect woman to join our little experiment. Her name is Sadie.
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August 1941. U.S. president Franklin D. Roosevelt ships the first Lend-Lease aid to the USSR.

WASHINGTON, D.C. FACED ANOTHER HAZY, hot, and humid day. Tourists trudged across the Ellipse to gaze at the White House beneath a dishwater sky. A family from Cincinnati posed near the south fence while a passerby snapped a picture with their Kodak Brownie.

Beneath the colonnade outside the Oval Office, a tall man with white hair checked the shine on his brogues, glanced at his Longines wristwatch, adjusted his French cuffs, and smoothed his silk tie. Duncan Milbourne III had an appointment with the president.

President Roosevelt’s assistant appointments secretary, Jonathan Wembley, fidgeted with his sheaf of papers by Milbourne’s side. “The president’s late.”

Through steel gray eyes etched with crow’s feet from years spent squinting in the Arabian sun, Milbourne watched Wembley recheck the time. “Don’t concern yourself with what you can’t control.”

At the sound of sirens, Milbourne turned away from Wembley as two motorcycles hurried toward the southeast gate. He watched a heavy limousine negotiate the narrow opening and stop before a Navy steward, who positioned a wheelchair. As two broad-shouldered agents lifted the president into the wheelchair, Milbourne pasted a smile on his face and stepped forward.

FDR clasped Milbourne’s hand in his own huge hands. “Good morning, Duncan.”

“Mr. President, it’s good to see you again.”

The steward wheeled FDR into the Oval Office. Wembley had vanished.

“Please bring us a pot of coffee, Hernando.” FDR waved Milbourne to a sofa.

“It’s been a while, Duncan. Catch me up on what you’ve been doing.”

“I retired a few years back to our Virginia farm. I lecture at Georgetown University and serve on a few corporate boards. Mostly, Bitsy and I enjoy the country and our horses.”

“An admirable life. I look forward to working on my stamp collection in retirement at Hyde Park. Maybe I’ll write some. I’ve many stories about the characters I’ve met in this town.”

FDR stubbed out his cigarette. “Remember that European trip I made as assistant secretary of the Navy, and you escorted me around Paris?Now when I hear Gershwin’s American in Paris, I recall that trip in 1918.”

“Yes, Paris is a city like no other. Perhaps we can return some day.”

“I’d love to. One last ride down the Champs-Élysées. Let’s do it!” FDR chuckled as Hernando returned from the tiny pantry. “This man makes real Navy coffee.

“Reminiscing is fine.” The president’s face clouded. “But Winston and I must stop the Axis powers before anyone can return to Paris. I hardly need the distraction from our domestic recovery, but the United States will certainly enter this war. I must be prepared for the future.” FDR held Milbourne’s gaze. “I want you to come out of retirement.”

Milbourne struggled with his composure as he recalled how he had arrived at this moment.

They had finished breakfast on their patio. The Washington Post lay across the table. Milbourne studied the international news while Bitsy read the Style section.

She was relaxed after the worry of settling her father’s estate. She had distributed her large inheritance among several different accounts, all of them in her name only.

When the telephone rang, Milbourne rose to answer it in the kitchen. He was not expecting a call from the White House.

Back on the patio, Milbourne dropped into a chair. “That was FDR’s assistant appointments secretary. He wants to see me in two days.”

“Did he suggest the topic?”

“‘A particularly important assignment. The president will explain when you see him.’ As usual, FDR didn’t elaborate. He’s a secretive fellow.”

“Yes, I’m aware of that. I’ve known him far longer than you have.”

Milbourne frowned. “Yes, yes you have.”

“We’re retired. You gave up that life for this one.” She waved her hand across the lawn. Beyond the white fence, the pasture ended at the run of pine trees that sloped up to the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Her gaze rested on her Arabians. “Did this underling mention the assistant secretary position? I know you still want to oversee our Middle East policy.”

“No, nothing about NEA.”

Bitsy simmered at his side. “This better not be another posting to a two-bit Arab country. I’m sick of the Foreign Service with its petty bureaucracies, weird embassy personalities, strange foods, awful climates, and dreadful diseases! We did our time overseas. Let’s enjoy our life here. Refuse the offer.”

“Darling, war is coming. You know FDR values loyalty above all else.” Milbourne smoothed his thinning white hair. “Besides, I’m young enough to serve in some capacity.”

“I know war is inevitable, and families all over the country will suffer.” She slapped down her paper. “But this was supposed to be our time to renew our marriage. Rekindle the flame that burned in Hong Kong and Buenos Aires.”

Milbourne sighed. “I’ve served my country since 1907. If the president asks, I’ll not turn down what I hope is a short assignment. I’d like your support.”

“Why? No matter what I say, you’ll do what you want.” Bitsy crossed her arms.

“If it is an overseas posting, maybe you’ll join me. Consider it a second honeymoon.”

Her face softened, but her green eyes remained stormy. “I’ve always been the dutiful Foreign Service wife, ready for wherever the bureaucracy dumps us.”

“Admit it. You enjoyed the Middle East with the suqs, the archeology, and the romance of the sands.” He immediately regretted his final words.

Bitsy’s face darkened as thunderclouds of his past indiscretions swirled in her eyes. “Don’t forget how you buckled under the strain of overseas life. You’ll return to the bottle and end up with one of your floozies, like that Jessup woman in Baghdad. Then, we’re through!”

She jumped up, glowering. “Don’t forget who has the money in this family. I’ll use the company’s lawyers to sink your pompous, two-timing ass into a tar pit of litigation. One misstep and you’ll be selling pencils on a street corner. Think about that, buster!”

Milbourne shook the memories from his head and focused on the present. “I’ll do what I can for you, Mr. President.”

“Excellent.” FDR rubbed his hands together. “I know Hitler is drooling over the British Isles from the French coast, but his invading the Soviet Union really concerns me. If Hitler beats Stalin, he’ll move into the oil fields of the Middle East. Then he’ll take England at his leisure. America would be next.” FDR took a drag on a new cigarette. “And this Wehrmacht fellow Rommel keeps pushing the Brits back in North Africa. All we’ll need is the Japanese crossing South Asia toward the Middle East.”

Milbourne was on the edge of his chair. “How am I involved?”

“Winston and I agree Marshal Stalin must remain in the game if we’re to defeat Hitler in Europe. The Red Army is poorly supplied with war matériel, so we must provide military aid. There are three ways to accomplish this. Each route has its own perils.”

FDR held up a finger. “The North Atlantic is rife with German U-boats.” He raised a second finger. “The northern Pacific route transits Japanese waters before crossing Siberia. I’d hate to ship a bullet halfway around the world before it’s fired at a German.”

Milbourne shook his head. “Neither of those routes will work.”

“Right.” FDR wiggled his third finger. “So, we’ll send convoys around the Cape of Good Hope and up through Iran.

“Let’s head to the residence, and I’ll show you exactly what Winston and I are thinking.” FDR pressed a button on his telephone. “Wembley, we’re going to the Map Room. We’ll be done in twenty minutes.”

“Of course, sir. Don’t forget your luncheon with the British ambassador at noon.”

“Thank you, Wembley.” Annoyance clouded FDR’s face. “Have him wait upstairs in the Oval Room.”

Wembley motioned to the agent on post in the corridor. A seven-year veteran of the Secret Service, Nicholas Pastorini had started his career by chasing counterfeiters in the boroughs of New York City. Nick gave his boss an easy smile and stepped behind the wheelchair.

Milbourne followed them into a small parlor decorated in the colonial period. He turned in a circle to absorb the glut of cartography.

“What do you think of my war room? I got the idea from Winston. Both of us love our maps! Once a month, the National Geographic Society sends over a cartographer with the latest issues.” FDR paused as Milbourne moved toward a wall map of Allied and Axis forces. “Those colored pins and ribbons you’re looking at tell me the location of every player and the direction he’s headed.” Settling himself behind a long table, FDR pointed at a map rack. “Please bring us the binder labeled Middle East and Central Asia.”

As Milbourne retrieved the sheaf of maps, FDR pressed a buzzer. Pastorini opened the door for a cook’s helper. “Jasper, we’d like some coffee.”

“Certainly, sir. I got a fresh pot brewing right now.”

FDR opened the binder to a map that included North Africa on the west, India on the east, western USSR on the north, and the Arabian Peninsula on the south. He moved a finger around the eastern edge of Africa and up the Persian Gulf.

“We’ll funnel the supplies for the Red Army through ports at the mouth of the Tigris and Euphrates. In Iran, that would be Bandar Shahpur on the Gulf or Khorramshahr upriver.”

He glanced at Milbourne. “Wondering where you fit in? Bear with me while I provide some background.

“Remember, Germany was Iran’s biggest trading partner. The shah allowed so-called German archeologists and tourists unimpeded access to Iran. The British and Russians have neutralized that threat by taking over the country. The Russians control the north while the Brits have the south. The elder shah abdicated in favor of his son, who may be pro-British.”

On the map, FDR moved his finger past Iran’s river access to the Gulf and tapped a tiny triangle of land south of Iraq and northeast of Saudi Arabia. “This is Kuwait, a British protectorate with one political agent. The British army secures the entire area, but they’re fighting Rommel’s panzers in North Africa. They don’t have time for any new activity in Iran.”

After a soft knock, Jasper brought the coffee and FDR poured for both.

Milbourne continued to stare at the map. “A young, untested shah in Iran and a British garrison won’t keep the Germans out of the Gulf once they learn about the supply line.”

“That’s why I want you to take over our small Legation in Kuwait as soon as possible.”

Milbourne remembered visiting Kuwait, a land of traders and seagoing merchants, in the early thirties. His rising enthusiasm dipped. “Mr. President, perhaps I may be of greater assistance in a bigger post or here in the Department.”

The president gave a thin smile. “I know you want to be the assistant secretary of NEA, Duncan, but your experience will not be wasted in Kuwait. Our Legation will become a major listening post for the coming supply corridor. This is something we can do to aid Britain. Our Legation will be our hidden ace for the entire supply effort to the Soviets.”

FDR moved his finger down the Gulf to where the waterway narrowed between Iran and Oman. “It’s vital that our Legation in Kuwait keep close watch on everything that’s happening from Iran, down through the Strait of Hormuz, and even approaching the strait from the Gulf of Oman. That includes Axis agents in the area, Kriegsmarine vessels cruising the Gulf, and panzer incursions from the desert to the west.”

Milbourne wiped his forehead. “How will a small Legation accomplish such a huge job?”

“You’ve been in this business a long time. You’ll manage.” FDR finished his coffee. “I’ve already talked to Secretary of State Hull and Secretary of War Stimson. Cordell and Henry know I expect them to support you in any way they can.”

Milbourne thought about parlaying this assignment at a sleepy Legation into the NEA job. That could certainly lift the cloud from Baghdad and restore the crown to his career.

“What if I sweeten the deal by upgrading the title from minister to ambassador?” FDR waggled his eyebrows.

Milbourne straightened his shoulders. “Well, that would make it difficult to refuse, sir.”

“Making you an ambassador would also secure the help of the palace. The amir and foreign minister will be flattered at our regard for the importance of their country.”

“Count me in, Mr. President.”

“That’s what I wanted to hear!” FDR thumped the map table.

“If I spot a threat to the supply line, how do I neutralize it?”

“Sound the alarm and we’ll come running.” FDR shook his fist. “With all the damn firepower we can muster!”

“With your help, I can do this.” Milbourne clenched his own fist.

“See Cordell for your briefings as soon as you can. Now, let’s talk staff. You’ll be plenty busy, so you can keep the assistant that’s already in place. I’ll add two intelligence boys from Bill Donovan’s new Coordinator of Information spy agency.”

FDR ignored Milbourne’s frown. “A Navy captain is already there as military attaché. He’ll monitor the sea lanes of the Gulf. Winston will assign a man from his Secret Intelligence Service to assist our COI fellows. His SIS man will have our security clearances. Your code room will have enough commo fellows for twenty-four-hour service. And you’ll have your own cable channel, called Falcon Wing, to communicate with me directly.”

Milbourne’s deepening scowl finally stopped the president. “What is it, Duncan?”

“I hate attachés and spies in my mission. They aren’t professional diplomats.”

“We need our spies to catch their spies. How else are we going to do it?”

“Give them offices in town, not in my building. Let them operate as businessmen.”

FDR met Milbourne’s eyes. “They need diplomatic cover to protect their activities and use your code room. If you can’t agree to them, I’ll find someone who will.”

Milbourne lowered his eyes. “Yes, sir. I’ll make it work.”

“We must catch Axis agents before they do damage. Consider the attachés and COI as assets to your ambassadorial authority.” FDR smiled. “I’ll make sure Bill Donovan sends his most capable intelligence officers to Kuwait.”

“I’d appreciate that, sir.”

“Look, use Falcon Wing to tell me about Iranian infrastructure, British cooperation, anything and everything. I value information garnered from unofficial sources. I’m depending on you to be my eyes and ears at the top of the Gulf.”

“I’ll do it.” Milbourne relaxed into his chair. “I’m sure you know that a high-quality crude oil was found in Kuwait a few years back. As worldwide demand for oil increases, this might be an opportunity to stake our claim to their fields.”

FDR held up his hand. “Concentrate on securing the military supply line. Besides, their wells will be plugged to protect the fields from Wehrmacht advances. Get involved in Kuwaiti oil only, and I repeat only, if a concession is handed to you on a silver platter.”

“Certainly, sir.”

“Look at this map one more time. The Nazis will probably aim for Stalingrad here on the Volga River.” FDR touched a town north of the flat terrain between the Black and Caspian Seas. “Hitler would like nothing more than to take the city named after Uncle Joe.

“Strategically, it’s a straight but rugged shot from Stalingrad south to the republics of Azerbaijan and Georgia, Stalin’s birthplace. In the west, Rommel’s panzers are pushing the British back in the desert. If the Imperial Japanese army gets out of China and moves across northern India, those three vanguards could meet in Iran, a place none of us can afford. Then the Axis powers will have oil, and the United States will be standing alone like the British are now.

“That cannot happen.” His fist hit the map table. “Iran is the key to success! If we can’t stop the Axis forces in Russia, you’ll be running for your lives from Kuwait. Winston and I fear that the Eastern Front will collapse without Lend-Lease aid and Stalin will negotiate a separate peace. If that happens, Lord have mercy on all our souls.”

“I’ll not let you down, sir.”

FDR pushed away from the table. “Use the east gate exit so we can avoid questions from the newspapermen. Keep your part in this mission as closely held as possible.” He shook Milbourne’s hand. “Give my regards to Bitsy. After the war, we’ll visit Paris. Godspeed, Duncan.”

“Paris it’ll be, Mr. President.”
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Still damp from a refreshing shower, Milbourne sat in a white robe and slippers before the remains of his room service lunch. Fingering his wine glass, he realized he was still smiling. Now that I have FDR on my side, I can put Baghdad behind me. Stay away from the women. Ease up on the alcohol.

His mind filled with thoughts of the Axis coalition, the backwardness of Iran, and, most of all, his return to the fiery heat of the Kuwaiti desert.

Better write all this down before I forget. He moved to the desk where he pulled out pen and paper, then jotted down the key points from his meeting with the president.

 I think that’s everything. Damn shame I couldn’t get Franklin to budge about putting spies in my mission. I used to be better at this. Maybe I’m getting old. Bitsy certainly thinks so. Ah, Bitsy. She’ll rage about this posting. He rose and walked to the portable liquor cabinet.

With a healthy two fingers of single malt in a crystal tumbler, he returned to the desk. Time to make a list of everyone I’ll need to see before I head home. Quite a list. Better begin calling for appointments. But first, Bitsy. He returned to the liquor cabinet.

He paused in the act of refilling his tumbler, and the smile that lit his face was so bright it made his eyes shine. With his Scotch in hand, he returned to the desk where he lifted the telephone and moved it to the lamp table nearest the bed, the long cord trailing behind. Sitting on the edge, he dialed a familiar number. While he waited for the exchange to pick up, he pulled the pillow from the empty side of the bed and placed it against the headboard over his own pillow. Might as well be comfortable.

“Put me through to Marvella Jessup in the secretary’s office. Yes, I’ll hold.”

He kicked off his slippers and sat back against the pillows.

“Hello, Marvella. Guess who’s back in D.C. for a few days? I’ve a lovely corner suite at the Willard.” He listened for a few moments. “Yes, I’m here for consultations on a new position. And I’m alone.

“No, you’ll have to wait until dinner tonight to hear my title and learn all about my responsibilities. Franklin was very persuasive.” He felt the first stirrings in his groin.

“In the meantime, why don’t you go over and close the door to the hallway? We wouldn’t want anyone to overhear our conversation, would we? When you come back, you can tell me how much you’ve missed me and what you plan for our entertainment.”

While he waited for her to return to the phone, he switched the receiver to his other ear. With his free hand, he pulled open the front of his robe and smiled.


Chapter 5
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September 1941. German Jews are ordered to wear yellow stars.

IT WAS 108 DEGREES IN the shade. With Russ standing at her side, Mariah sat in a rickety chair beneath a tattered canvas awning outside the Shuwaikh harbor master’s office. A tired ceiling fan pushed stagnant air around the room. Flies lumbered in the heat.

The first of the water dhows arrived from the Shatt al-Arab River, seventy-five miles northeast along the southern border between Iran and Iraq. Handlers urged their white donkeys alongside to receive animal bladders and tins full of water, a cargo more precious than pearls.

“The seagoing dhows remind me of the angle-sailed feluccas of the Nile.”

Mariah followed Russ’s eyes as he watched the donkeys climb the beach. “They remind me how backward Kuwait is. How long can they keep importing water from Iraq?”

“But they can’t afford a filtration plant.” He turned his gaze to the boums and battils, the largest cargo ships on the Gulf, resting at anchor. The Kuwaitis imported everything from India, Iraq, and Iran. “How does a country exist without railroads, rivers, or paved roads?”

“Where are their cranes and berths? The Kuwaitis are so far behind their neighbors, they’ll never catch up,” Mariah said. “A few days ago, the foreign secretary told me, yet again, how oil will improve the life of every Kuwaiti. He’s banking their future on oil.”

“He’s fighting an uphill battle given Kuwait’s culture.”

“Oh, he knows the tribes hate talk of constructing a water filtration plant, paving roads, and bringing in European oil technicians. ‘Must stop the infidels from contaminating our religion and way of life’ and all that. But he seems determined.”

“Well, good luck to him. You know old traditions die hard in the Middle East.”

She nodded. “Oil won’t necessarily bring prosperity. The amir and his brother will find it hard to force modern times down the throats of a nomadic people.”

The pair resumed their study of the scene. The din rose as the day’s heat slowly subsided. Merchants shouted orders at stevedores while water sellers haggled with house servants who came to fill their containers. Russ mopped his brow and held his handkerchief by its corners to dry the sweat in the faint breeze.

“Miss McCarry, the ambassador’s ship is here.” Bassam, the Legation expeditor, pointed at a small steamship docking along the breakwater farther out from the dhows.

Stevedores and laborers jostled the two diplomats as they followed Bassam to the dock. The stench of shallow water mingled with the reek of animals and men hard at work under a sweltering sun. Mariah clung to Russ’s arm as she stumbled over the uneven surface.

At the top of a gangplank, a tall gentleman appeared to disregard the frantic world around him. Duncan Milbourne III coolly considered Russ and then turned his gaze to Mariah. He descended the wooden walkway with deliberation. “Hello, Mariah. I hardly recognized you.”

“Welcome to Kuwait, Mr. Ambassador. I hope your trip wasn’t too taxing in this heat.” Mariah flicked her fan a few times. “This is Mark Russell, your assistant.”

Milbourne touched Russ’s hand with his fingertips. “Hello, Mr. Russell. Have you arranged my reception for this evening?”

“Yes, sir. Everything is set. The guests will arrive at seven o’clock.”

“Excellent. I’m sure it will be a pleasant evening.” His lips approached a smile and settled into a frown when his gaze fell on the stains darkening the armpits of Russ’s suit coat.

Mariah’s cheeks flushed, and she wilted against Russ. “Shall we go?” She pointed the way toward the car. “Mr. Ambassador, won’t Bitsy be joining you?”

A veil dropped across Milbourne’s features. “She remained in Middleburg. She and her brothers have recently inherited the family business in Manhattan. They need to settle a host of matters with the company attorneys. Then she must ready our farm for the caretakers.”

Milbourne looked around the harbor. “The long voyage here was merely tedious in earlier times, but now we must zigzag across the ocean from Miami to Cape Town to avoid hostile ships.” He swept his arm across the scene. “All to get to this miserable little country!”

“We still have a role to play, even here in tiny Kuwait,” Mariah said.

“Well, the Legation is about to undergo a major change.” He smoothed his lapels. “I’ve been charged with one of the Allies’ most critical operations, and Franklin has promised me plenty of support.” At her doubtful look, he added, “I’ll provide more details tomorrow at country team.”

Over his shoulder, he asked, “How do you feel about the coming conflict, Mr. Russell?”

“We can’t let Hitler and Mussolini make Europe their personal playground. Nor can we allow the Japanese to move across Asia from China.” Russ strode on the balls of his feet in his enthusiasm. “I’m grateful that I can serve my country right now.”

Pondering his assistant through narrowed eyes, Milbourne considered how to rein him in. This novice must not distract him from his diplomatic comeback.

Hassan, the chauffeur, bowed Milbourne into the limousine and then held the other rear door for Mariah. Russ slid into the front seat.

They moved slowly through the crowd surrounding the automobile. Except for the Al Sabah royal family and employees of the Kuwait Oil Company, most Kuwaitis moved about on horses, donkeys, and camels.

Milbourne shook his head. “How quickly one returns to the primitive life.”

Glancing at Hassan, Mariah said, “You’ll present your credentials to the amir at Dasman Palace the day after tomorrow. Have you met the amir?”

Milbourne shook his head. “Only his brother, who’s now the foreign secretary, correct?”

“Yes. The amir is charming, but he remains very formal in his dealings with us.”

“Like most Arabs. They chafe under the power we and the Brits hold. They assume they can manipulate us by wielding their oil potential.”

Russ turned in the front seat. “They’re certainly interested in improving their country by marketing their oil. But since the American and British oil workers have evacuated, that might be a moot point.”

Hassan crept around pedestrians and donkey riders before turning onto Gulf Boulevard. Dust drifted through the baked air and settled on the limousine’s occupants.

Later that evening, Russ climbed the driveway to the ambassador’s residence. Despite a change of clothes, he was still rumpled and sweaty in the ninety-degree heat.

Mohammed bowed and smiled. “Mr. Ambassador is resting. His luggage is unpacked. All is okay.”

Russ surveyed the rooms. A bartender arranged fruit juices and iced drinking water. The Americans and their guests would conform to Islamic law forbidding alcohol until the Kuwaitis departed. He moved on to the patio as the sun dipped behind the peak. Garden torches and a gentle breeze lent a tropical air to the reception. He recognized several waiters from previous functions. All were relatives or friends of Mohammed. He wandered into the entry hall, reading his notes from the back of an envelope.

“Good evening, Mr. Russell.” Dressed to impress, Milbourne strolled down the stairs.

“Good evening, sir. Please call me Russ.”

“I approve of your invitation list.” Milbourne walked out to the patio. “I plan to make a good first impression with my guests tonight. When will my staff arrive?”

“In about fifteen minutes. As you greet the guests near the front door, Mariah will direct them to a table. Important guests will be escorted by a member of the staff.”

“Should I be aware of potential difficulties with anyone on the list? I dislike surprises.”

“No. The Kuwaitis are congenial, and they’re ready for a strong American presence. They want the protection we offer their country and know we’ll strive to keep their oil out of Axis hands. Politically, they’re very astute.”

“That’s a good analysis, Russ. What’s your specialty when you’re not my assistant?”

“Political cone, sir. I strive to look at the big picture, even here in a country unknown to most Americans. After the war, it could become important in world affairs.”

Opera music drifted across the patio as members of the American staff trickled in. Milbourne acknowledged them with a nod and turned to take up his place at the door.

“Hi there.” Catherine Cushard touched Russ’s arm. “Everything okay out here?”

“So far.” He looked her over and smiled. “How do you stay so cool?”

“Talent.” Her own smile flipped to a frown. “I’m going to check on George. I saw him heading for the liquor cabinet in the parlor.”

Promptly at seven o’clock, a Mercedes saloon stopped before the entrance. The foreign secretary, Sheikh Abdullah Al-Jaber Al Sabah, brother of Ahmad Al-Jaber Al Sabah, the amir of the State of Kuwait, stepped out. The sheikh was a burly six-footer with a bristly beard and skin burnished to the patina of saddle leather. Khalid Ali paused at the rear.

Milbourne extended his hand. “Welcome to my home, Excellency.”

“Mr. Ambassador, thank you for inviting me.”

“How is the health of the amir and his family?”

“My brother is a strong man, even after twenty years as leader of our country. He is eager to talk with you about your president’s plans.”

“I have much to tell him. Miss McCarry will show you to your table now.”

The ambassador turned to his next guest. “Welcome. Have we met before?”

“No, Mr. Ambassador, I am Khalid Ali Al-Jaber Al Sabah, nephew of the amir. Welcome to our desert kingdom. You have an excellent staff, and I enjoy working with them.”

“Those are kind words, Mr. Ali. One of my staff will escort you to a table.”

“Thank you, but I’ll walk over to talk with my friend Russ.”

Milbourne observed Khalid and Russ until the next person in the reception line cleared his throat. He turned to greet a tall gentleman in his forties dressed in a Savile Row suit. He was accompanied by a small, rosy-skinned woman in a flowery dress.

“Alan Smythe, Mr. Ambassador.” Bright eyes gazed at Milbourne from a bronzed face with deep-set wrinkles. “I’m His Majesty’s Political Agent.”

“Mr. Smythe, good of you to attend. Secretary Hull asked me to meet with you as soon as possible. Perhaps sometime in the next few days would be convenient?”

“I’m sure that can be arranged.” Smythe turned. “This is my wife, Jane.”

She offered her hand. “I’m so pleased to meet you, Mr. Ambassador. We really like your residence. It has the best view in town.”

“Why, thank you, Mrs. Smythe. You and your husband are always welcome here.” Jane lowered her eyes under Milbourne’s gaze. “In fact, when my wife arrives, we’ll enjoy dinner some evening and watch the changing colors on the Gulf.”

“Oh, she didn’t make the journey with you?” Jane asked.

Milbourne’s smile tightened. “No, family matters detained her departure.” He bent over the hand he held in his fingers. “When she arrives, I’ll tell her to call on you first.”
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George Lander lounged in his shirtsleeves on a boulder behind the house, a Lucky Strike in one hand and a full tumbler in the other. A partial bottle of Scotch sat in the dirt.

He turned when he heard someone approach. “Ah, Catherine. Shouldn’t you be welcoming our guests instead of snooping on me?”

“I was hoping for some fresh air.” She waved away the cigarette smoke. “Why aren’t you out front doing your dazzling imitation of an interested diplomat?”

“Yeah, right. I’m too tired to dazzle.”

“That doesn’t look like mango juice, George.” She tilted her head toward his bottle.

“Scotland’s finest single malt. Want a sip?” Lander blew smoke rings into the air.

“I’ll pass.” She leaned against the boulder. “Don’t you want to meet the ambassador?”

“Nah, I already know all about him. I was his admin officer in Tunis back when.”

“Ah, interesting. Will we be able to get along with him?”

“I’m going to get along with him! I can’t get buried in another hellhole like Kuwait.” Lander tossed back his Scotch. “I’ve got to make it work this time.”

“You’re off to a good start, George.” She turned and sauntered off.
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Khalid stood with Russ along the low wall surrounding the patio. “We may have found a new oil field in the western desert. Inshallah.”

“That’s good news.” Russ leaned in to hear above the guests’ chatter. “Where?”

“Twenty miles west of Kuwait City, on the dirt road to the oasis at Al Jahra, then forty more miles to the west of Ar Ruq’ī.”

“Past Ar Ruq’ī? Isn’t that part of the An Nafud wilderness held by Bedouin shepherds and other desert traders? Wait a sec, that’s in Saudi Arabia! How can you explore on land that doesn’t belong to Kuwait?”

Khalid laughed. “The House of Saud relies on our tribe, the Al Sabahs, to watch its northeastern lands. Those lands are a long way from their capital in Jeddah on the Red Sea. The Saudis appreciate our crossing into the desert past Ar Ruq’ī to report on the desert tribes.”

“Reporting on desert tribes and taking oil from Saudi land are two entirely different matters.” Russ lowered his voice. “Do they even know about the oil?”

“Not yet. It’s desolate out there. The Saudis have concentrated on their oil fields farther inland and to the south.” Khalid lowered his own voice. “I’ll make it work.”

After the last guest departed, Milbourne held up his hand. “Everyone, gather around me for a minute. Thank you for the success of my first social event. Your excellent contacts in the government and in the diplomatic community will benefit us in the days ahead.”

Milbourne looked at Malcom Lodge. “Malcolm, please draft a cablegram to the Department discussing what we’ve learned tonight. Tomorrow morning, we’ll have our first country team meeting at nine.” He waved his hand. “That’s all.”

Lodge rolled his eyes at Russ. “Cocktail chatter. Think Washington’s gonna care?”

Mariah joined them. “Make something up for me. My fever’s back and I’m heading home.”

In the den, Russ located a Paul Whiteman album featuring a young crooner named Bing Crosby. Through the window, he watched Doris Lander guide her unsteady husband down the driveway. He felt Catherine’s arm slip around his waist and squeeze.

“Wait until you hear about my chat with ol’ George.”

Brisk footsteps fell on the flagstone leading to the room, and Catherine smoothly withdrew her arm.

“I hope I’m not interrupting.” Milbourne raised an eyebrow. “What can I get you two to drink?” He jiggled his Scotch on the rocks.

“Same but no ice, sir.” Russ turned to Catherine, who nodded. “And for her.”

When the ambassador returned, he hoisted his tumbler. “Here’s to the diplomats who may win the war in this unknown theater without firing a shot.”

Catherine squared her shoulders. “Sir, I strongly believe we’re up to any task you and the president may assign. We’re Foreign Service professionals, and this is our job.”

Russ smothered a grin. It was unwise to mess with Catherine in her patriotic mood.

Milbourne covered his own grin. “Let me assure you, Catherine, this post will figure in a complicated plan to help win the war.”

She clicked her tumbler to Milbourne’s, drained it, and handed it to Russ. “I’d like to chat all night, but tomorrow will be a busy day. Good night.”

“She’ll be an asset to the front office.” Milbourne turned to Russ. “But Mariah concerns me. She’s very competent, but she’s much frailer than I remember.”

“Yes, sir, she is. She’s been fighting a bug for a long time. Maybe she’ll be better soon.”

Drinks in hand, the men strolled to the wall where glittering constellations held sway over Gulf Boulevard, the beach, and the Persian Gulf beyond.

Milbourne inhaled deeply. “Ah, the smells of the Middle East. Saltwater, dust, spices, coffee, and old leather. Sample the wind at each new post, Russ. Your memories will awaken each time you encounter the same smells.”

Russ recalled a land far to the north. “Moscow
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