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Sand Roses



Ah, have God and Nature both conspired

To make this Earth a place entire?

The desert and the meadow both are blessed;

What one has, the other has not less.



The sun is not more splendid than the moon,

Nor does the field eclipse the dune—

For even in the rivers of sand, there grows

The crusty petals of a rose.

— Patricia Taylor Wells 
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CHAPTER ONE
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MY MIND WAS still reeling. I had received an offer today for a permanent assignment in Saudi Arabia. The first thing I did when I got home was phone my father. If I accepted the Middle Eastern Petroleum Company’s proposal, it could lead to career advancement. But it would also mean leaving everyone I love behind and going to a strange, far away country. And what if I didn’t like the place once I was there? There were so many things to consider.

“Is this a good time to talk?” I asked when Dad answered my call.

“Why, Gaylen, you know I always enjoy hearing from you.”

My father, Clark Mackenzie, was in his late fifties and had lived alone in a small suburb outside of Dallas since my mother had passed away from cancer a few years earlier. He was a handsome man despite his years. He had wavy gray hair and eyes the color of a blue jay, like mine. Dad was tall, and so was I. But while he had a stout build, I was slim like my mother.

“MEPCO wants me to go to Saudi Arabia.” I waited for the impact of my statement to sink in.

“That’s great. How long will you be there? Are you subbing for someone on vacation? You mentioned that might happen sometime.”

“No, Dad, they didn’t offer me a temporary assignment. It’s permanent. I could be there for years, maybe forever.”

“Nothing is forever,” Dad said.

“I don’t want to leave you alone.” Already I was feeling guilty about my potential plans.

“I won’t be alone. Teri’s not far from here. I see her and the grandkids more than I need to. And I have Bonnie, also. Don’t forget that.”

“Gee, Dad, do you think Bonnie’s right for you?”

Dad didn’t say anything. My sister Teri and I often criticized our father’s relationship with Bonnie. Bonnie had lost her husband to the Vietnam War and had never remarried. She was an attractive, independent woman who didn’t seem to be looking for involvement with anyone when she met Dad. Although she and Dad did not live together, Teri and I suspected they spent many evenings that often continued until morning when Bonnie had to rush to work.

“You didn’t answer me,” I said.

“Slow down, daughter. We’re not talking about me. We’re talking about you. Are you sure this job is something you want? What do you know about Saudi Arabia, anyway?”

“I’ve been working with Saudis for six years now. I meet with them when they come to Houston, and I communicate with them by phone or mail all the time. The ones who work for MEPCO speak English. And besides, MEPCO does a good job educating us about Saudi’s culture.”

“That may be,” Dad said. “But I imagine it’s difficult for a single woman to live over there. They’re Muslims, you know. You’re not going to like some of the customs they have.”

“Oh, Dad.” I cringed. “I know plenty of Muslims. I’ll be fine.”

“Well, it’s your life. You have to do what’s best for you. Have you told Rob yet?”

“No, I haven’t.”

“Talk to him. You’ve been with him for a long time. See how he feels about you going away. My advice is that you should carefully weigh everything before you decide one way or the other.”

“I’ll let you know what I’m going to do. Bye.” I placed the phone back in its cradle. I had fully expected my father to protest my going so far away to a place widely known for its anti-Western sentiment. Instead, he had encouraged me to live my life as I chose to do. In a twisted way, I felt like he had abandoned me. After all the years that my parents had told me what to do, I hardly felt prepared to decide something as life-changing as moving to Saudi Arabia.

My stomach was in knots as I dialed Rob’s number. I figured Rob would tell me going to Saudi Arabia was a bad idea. He would try to convince me to turn down the offer. And if I did, I would always wonder if I had made the right decision. 

“Hello,” Rob answered. He sounded distracted.

“It’s me,” I said. “Do you mind if I come over? We need to talk.”

“Now?” Rob asked. “I’m watching a tennis match. Edwards is about to whop Nichols.”

“I have something important to tell you. I’ll be there in an hour.”

When I arrived at Rob’s townhouse, the tennis match was still going strong. Rob opened the door and ushered me inside without taking his eyes off the portable TV that sat on the lap of a dining chair. I sat down next to his display of souvenirs from South America, where Rob had served for two years in the Peace Corps.

I didn’t care anything about the tennis match. When it finally ended, Rob fixed himself a gin and tonic and poured me a glass of white wine. He motioned for me to sit next to him on the sofa. Its striped pattern reminded me of an Indian blanket. It picked up the same blood orange color of the occasional chairs and complemented the South American décor he had favored since his Peace Corps days.

“So, tell me what’s on your mind,” Rob said.

“I’ve been offered a promotion. It’s a good opportunity for me, and I think it’s worth considering.”

“You sounded upset on the phone. Is there a problem?”

“The job is at MEPCO’s headquarters in Jauhara, Saudi Arabia.”

“Oh, I see.” Rob looked a bit astonished. “You’re not serious about this, are you?”

“Well, yes, I am. MEPCO wants me there right away. The job is similar to what I do now. I’ll get six weeks off a year with pay. My living expenses will be minimal, and I can save lots of money or spend it traveling. Whatever I want to do. I’ve never had such a good offer.”

“But you do realize, Gaylen, that Saudi Arabia is not one of the most developed countries in the world. Why would you want to go there?”

“You don’t know anything about the place.”

“I know I wouldn’t go there. So, why are you considering it?”

“For the experience, for the money. All kinds of things.” It annoyed me that Rob was questioning my intentions.

“Ultimately, it’s your decision. I’m not going to make it for you.”

“There isn’t much reason for me not to go. We’ve been together six long years, Rob. Six years. And I still don’t know what to call our relationship.”

“Has it been six years?” Rob asked, sounding surprised.

“Yes, Rob. It has.” I felt the bitterness rising in my throat. “We practically live together, but we may as well be having a one-night stand every time we sleep together. I wish you would say that you only want me for sex and be done with it.”

“Come on, Gaylen. You know better than that.”

“Do I?”

Rob hesitated. “I care about you, too. I may . . . I may even love you.”

“Don’t you know?”

“I think we look at our relationship in different ways.”

“Up until now, I thought I wanted marriage and a family. I’m not sure anymore. I’ve never felt like I’ve had anything close to that since we’ve been together. I don’t think I ever will.”

Rob leaned back against the sofa and closed his eyes. He opened them halfway as he started to speak, but the words wouldn’t come out.

Every inch of my body ached. What I had been afraid of for six long years was finally happening. My chest tightened so much I couldn’t breathe. I kept my eyes down. I knew if I looked at Rob, I would fall apart.

“Even if I could stop you from going to Saudi Arabia,” Rob said, “you still wouldn’t have what you want from me. I don’t want to change anything about my life. I like to come home from work and be alone, read my newspaper, and watch TV. I don’t want to be responsible for anyone else’s life, even yours. And I don’t want anyone hovering over me, telling me what to do and when to do it. Does that make me a bad guy? We have a good thing between us. I don’t want it to change. But please don’t go to Saudi Arabia just because I don’t feel the same way you do. That’s the wrong reason, and you’d regret it.”

“We don’t have a good thing between us,” I countered. “You think we do because I always go along with whatever you want. I do that to keep you in my life. But not anymore. I have a decision to make, and I don’t have much time to do it. I feel like I’m stuck in a mire, and no matter what I do, I can’t climb my way out.”

“I wish I could promise you what you want, but I can’t.”

“I keep thinking of last spring when I went to Holland,” I said. “I hated to come back after my assignment was over. I didn’t even miss you that much, Rob. I just felt free of you and everyone else, and that’s what I want to feel again.”

“Gaylen, listen. Saudi Arabia isn’t like the Netherlands. And it won’t be a short stay.”

“I know that. But it doesn’t matter.”

“Then, you’re going?”

“There’s a good chance I will.”

“Stay over tonight. We can talk about it tomorrow.”

“Rob, no. That’s what you always do. Get me to stay over so that you can change my mind. But I’m not going to let you do that this time.”

“Then I’ll walk you to your car.” Rob’s voice sounded strained.

“Please don’t.”

“Let me. I want to.”

Neither Rob nor I spoke as we walked under a night sky intended for lovers strolling arm in arm down some quiet, starlit waterfront. The air was less humid than usual, almost like a sea breeze.

Rob wrapped me in his arms when we reached my car, holding me tight against his chest. I could feel his tears dampen my cheeks when he kissed my forehead. I pulled away and looked at him. His grayish-green eyes were already tugging at my heart.

“I need to go,” I said, turning my face away from Rob.

Rob drew back from me as I opened the door and slid inside my Cutlass Supreme. He stood by as I started the engine. I glanced at him in the rearview mirror until he disappeared when I made the turn out of the parking lot.

I felt empty inside as I drove off into the night in a hypnotic stream of traffic, past brightly lit convenience stores and gas stations still open for business. I had finally said goodbye to Rob. I pulled up in front of my apartment and parked. I quickly got out of my car, ran up the steps, unlocked the door, and went inside. I closed the door behind me and leaned against it with my eyes shut. There was no going back this time, and I knew it.

I stayed busy for the next few weeks, packing all of my personal belongings for overseas shipping. Only what I needed for several weeks could go in the few suitcases I was allowed when I traveled to Jauhara. I was continually sorting my clothes and then running out to buy new things that would be more appropriate for the weather in Saudi Arabia. I stocked up on items I had heard were not readily available, even in the compound’s commissary. When my coworkers found out I was going to Saudi Arabia, they gave me lists of things some of their acquaintances needed: swimming suits, cosmetics, drug items, books, and small household goods. I packed the requested items with my overseas shipment since MEPCO was paying the cost.

Despite working for MEPCO, applying for a visa had not been an easy task. Saudi officials rejected my first application with no reason given. I suspected it was because I was a single female. The director of my department prepared a carefully worded letter for the second application, stating that the U.S. division of MEPCO was sponsoring me and that the division would assume full responsibility for my well-being. The officials eventually approved my visa, but only for three months. I was told not to worry. Once I was in Saudi Arabia, it would be easier to get my status changed to permanent. At least now, I could make final arrangements for having my belongings shipped.

A few days before I departed, the phone rang while I was doing my final packing.

“Hello,” I said, expecting to hear my sister or father on the other end.

“It’s Rob. I heard you were leaving this week.” ’His voice caught me off guard.

“I didn’t think I’d hear from you. But I’m glad you called.”

“Can I give you a lift to the airport?”

“No, Rob. I’ve already arranged that. It would be better if I didn’t see you right now anyway. I’ll let you know when I come home for a visit.”

“I understand. We’ll always be good friends, you know.”

“I know. I’ll let you know how things are once I get settled.”

“I’m going to miss you.”

“Same here. Be happy, okay?”

“You, too, Gaylen.”

I hung up before Rob could say anything further. In some ways, I wished he hadn’t called. Deep inside, I knew I still had strong feelings for him.

On the last Sunday before my departure, I attended the non-denomination church I had been going to for a couple of years. Although Islam was the only religion allowed in the Kingdom, I had heard that many Westerners living in the compound had formed private Sunday School meetings in their homes.

I twirled the diamond cross pendant I wore on a silver chain in my fingers as I waited for the service to begin. The cross had belonged to my mother. I would have to leave the necklace behind since I could not wear it where I was going, especially outside the compound. And if I did pack it in my belongings, I risked having it confiscated upon inspection. Best to send it to my father or Teri for safekeeping.

I paid little attention to the man who sat down next to me after moving from where he had been sitting a few rows away.

“Just wondering if you ever come to the Thursday night forums,” the man said as we were leaving the pew after the service. “I hear they’re quite good. Interesting speakers and such.”

“No, but I’ve thought about it,” I replied.

“Maybe I’ll see you on Thursday, then?”

“I’m afraid not. Business trip.” I left it at that, knowing I would be halfway around the world by the time Thursday night rolled around.

“When you get back, perhaps.”

“We’ll see.”

I knew I would never see this man again, yet I couldn’t help but wonder if there was a reason why he had shown up like a life preserver thrown out to save someone at sea from drowning. How does one ever know? Anyone at all, even this man, could change the whole direction of my life’s journey. But I had already set my destiny in motion, and there was no turning back.
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CHAPTER TWO
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THE PLANE THAT would carry me to the other side of the world was a company chartered 747. MEPCO had renovated it to assure the comfort of the one hundred or so passengers flying to and from the Saudi desert. It went out and back twice a week, an eighteen-hour haul each way. The bulk of the plane carried cargo. All passenger seats had been converted to first-class, reducing the seating capacity to only twenty-five percent of the average passenger load for a 747. The number of flight attendants aboard exceeded what commercial jetliners employed, with about one attendant for every ten to twelve passengers. The luxurious flight did little to prepare anyone for the lack of amenities they would experience once they reached their destination.

I had booked a room at a hotel near the airport the night before my scheduled departure. I had taken a taxi rather than accept Rob’s offer to drive me to the hotel. Mr. Wilkens, MEPCO’s traffic administrator, had arranged to pick me up at five o’clock that morning to help me with boarding. Mr. Wilkins was a retired U.S. Air Force pilot. He had a ruddy complexion with drooping jaws and always kept a pipe in his mouth, even when not lit. His wavy hair receded a bit from his hairline. He was tall and robust; despite walking with a slight limp on his left side. Mr. Wilkens was a highly disciplined man whose only objective that day was to make sure I made it to the airport on time and that I had a completely stress-free check-in.

There was a long line at the special counter where airport officials carefully checked the passports, visas, and required boarding passes issued by MEPCO’s Traffic Department for employees boarding the company jet. As its administrator, Mr. Wilkens was able to bypass the long line while I stood off to the side, waiting for him to secure my boarding pass. The people in line chatted with one another as they waited for the next person at the counter to receive their boarding pass so they could move up one space. Aside from me, I counted only three women in the long row. They all appeared to be wives accompanying their husbands. Most passengers carried prized possessions like golf clubs, tennis rackets, or musical instruments to store inside the cabin rather than the plane’s belly. The only thing they didn’t bring with them was a heavy coat. With temperatures often exceeding 120 degrees, a warm jacket was the last thing anyone needed in Saudi Arabia. If ex-pats happened to travel somewhere cold, they bought a new coat; often leaving it behind before returning to the desert.

As I waited, I became aware that some of the men in the check-in line were staring at me. They probably wondered why I was standing off to the side rather than in line like them.

“All set,” Mr. Wilkens said as he handed me my boarding pass. Most of the employees in line knew who Mr. Wilkens was and were undoubtedly curious why he wasn’t helping any of them with their boarding passes.

“What now?” I asked.

“We wait in the VIP lounge.” Mr. Wilkens walked ahead of me.

“But I’m not a VIP,” I said.

“Doesn’t matter. You’re with me. It’ll be a while before you board, so you may as well be comfortable. Plus, I want to make sure none of the guys headed back to the oil fields try to bother you. You’re the only single woman on this flight.”

MEPCO’s VIP lounge on the airport’s upper level overlooked a north side runway. The walls of the nicely furnished room were a muted green tone. The lounge offered coffee and tea, Danish on silver trays, and a complimentary bar opened twenty-four hours a day. As early as it was, some of the passengers were already having a Bloody Mary or Mimosa.

I sat in a wing-back chair across from the large windows while Mr. Wilkens fetched the two of us a cup of coffee. I felt uncomfortable each time a company executive entered the lounge and looked my way. They probably assumed I was the young wife of one of them. With Mr. Wilkens by my side, no one spoke to me or bothered me in any way. I was grateful for not being in the waiting area with the non-executive types, where I might have received a fair amount of unwelcome attention.

An hour passed before the announcement came for the passengers in the lounge to board the plane. Mr. Wilkens led me to the boarding gate and down the jetway to the aircraft entrance.

“I’m walking on with her,” Mr. Wilkens said to the doorway’s flight attendant. The pilot and flight attendants also knew who Mr. Wilkens was, so they never objected to him being on board. “I’ll be back as soon as she’s in her seat.” He had arranged for me to fly in the hump of the 747, usually reserved for MEPCO executives. There were only sixteen seats in the upper deck, so not every executive I had seen in the lounge was lucky enough to sit in the preferred section. I wondered if they would hold it against me for occupying a seat that should have been one of theirs.

Mr. Wilkens found my seat, the third row back by the aisle. A man in his late thirties was already seated next to the window. He looked up from his newspaper and nodded at me as I took my place next to him. Mr. Wilkens reached over and buckled my seat belt, then tugged the end of the strap to tighten it.

“Did you see that?” the man sitting across the aisle from me said to the passenger next to him. He quickly turned away when I looked at him.

“I think we’ve covered everything,” Mr. Wilkens said. “Have a good trip, Kiddo. Try to stay out of trouble. It’s a weird world where you’re going.”

“Thanks for all your help,” I said.

“Glad to do it.” Mr. Wilkens patted my shoulder then walked toward the spiral staircase that would take him to the lower level.

It was rumored that many of MEPCO’s employees had made this trip so many times they could look at their watch and know almost exactly what country or body of water they were flying over, even in the dark of night. As it flew out of Texas, the jumbo jet headed east toward New Orleans and then swung in a north-eastern direction across New England and Novia Scotia. Brushing past Labrador, it flew across the sea, making a right curve over Greenland’s southern tip, then continuing until it reached Iceland. From there, it took a southerly direction toward Western Europe. The plane landed in Amsterdam to refuel, change flight crews, and allow some passengers to deplane while others took their place. Once underway again, the 747 sailed above Turkey, Syria, and Jordan’s rugged terrain, before making its final sweep across the Arabian Peninsula to the Eastern Province and the Jauhara Airport.

As it approached the runway, the plane skimmed past the western edge of Jauhara. Passengers with window seats received a break from the monotonous stretches of sand to views of the compound’s ranch-style homes surrounded mostly by palm trees. The airfield, located to the south of Jauhara, was the first-ever built on Saudi soil. The U.S. Air Force had used it as a base following World War II until the early 1960s. The modern, geometrical layout of the terminal stood out against the endless sand that encompassed it. Its engineer designed the control tower to resemble a minaret. Back in the early days, MEPCO owned a fleet of planes for transporting its employees around the world. The company had affectionately dubbed one of its first planes, The Winged Camel. Nowadays, big airliners chartered most of the international flights used by MEPCO.

The wide-bodied jet touched down and continued on the lengthy runway until it came to a complete stop. Mobile air stairs were trucked to the main deck’s left side cabin door to off-load the passengers. Once we disembarked, a bus would transport us to the terminal.

I followed the other passengers in the upper deck down the spiral staircase to the forward cabin below with the only open exit door. The sun hit me in the face when I stepped outside the plane. As I descended the air stairs to the desert planet that awaited me, I spotted the bearded ground crew in their long white thobes, and red and white checked ghutras. My skirt fell just below my knees, and I quickly became aware that the men were staring at my bare legs. At least I had worn a long sleeve blouse. I also felt that my hair was drawing too much attention, but it was too late to put on the scarf I had hastily thrown inside the small bag I had carried on board.

I heard one of the men call me what sounded like a derogatory word as I passed by him. Although I did not know what he meant, I could tell by his tone and his companion’s laughter that it was an insult meant for me to hear. I quickly got in line for the bus, eager to disappear.

“Don’t pay any attention to him,” the man in line behind me said.

“It didn’t make me feel very welcome,” I said.

“Your husband will be furious when he hears about it.”

“I don’t have a husband. I’m here to work.”

“You must be a nurse or teacher,” the man said.

“Neither. I work for MEPCO.”

“Interesting,” the man said. “There aren’t too many females at headquarters.”

“Not even secretaries or administrative assistants?” I asked.

“Things are a little different in this part of the world.” The man laughed. “Most of the secretaries and assistants are male, usually from Pakistan or India. The Filipinos typically hold domestic jobs.”

“Really?” I was surprised that I hadn’t known this.

The majority of women who worked in Saudi Arabia were the teachers and nurses MEPCO hired to provide services for the American families living in the compound. The restrictions placed on women living in the Kingdom were arduous, the least of which was the taboo on driving. Married women were entirely under their husbands’ control, who maintained legal possession of their passports and finances.

“What do you do exactly?” the man asked.

“Well, state-side, I handled export shipping claims. But I’ve been told that some modifications were necessary because of restrictions placed on female employees. There are tasks and locations forbidden to women that would impact my ability to perform. I’m not sure just what all this means.”

“You wouldn’t be allowed to supervise any males. That’s for sure. Not even the male secretaries and assistants.”

My coworkers had warned me about the discrimination I would face, not just from the Arab community but also from my American and British counterparts. Almost all of the women employed by MEPCO in Jauhara were wives of staff members. The company referred to them as “casual employees” and omitted their names from the company directory. Regardless of their education and experience, the jobs they held were usually more clerical than what they were capable of doing.

“By the way, my name is Jack Abraham,” the man said. “I’m an engineer with Pruitt Industries. Just here on a temporary assignment for now.”

“Nice to meet you. I’m Gaylen Mackenzie.”

“Follow me through the maze when we get to the terminal. I’ve done this a few times. The first time through, it can be confusing.”

“Thank you so much.” I smiled at Jack. He was tall with an athletic build and had straight, light brown hair, perfectly combed. He had a bit of stubble on his chin from not being able to shave during the trip. I tried to determine where Jack was from by his accent. Not especially a drawl like you hear in the deep south, but close.

Once we were on the bus on our way to the terminal, Jack revealed that he was from New Orleans, but he had worked in Ohio at Pruitt Industries for over eight years. He had recently transferred to their Houston division.

“I was hoping we would get to the terminal before all those passengers on the India charter that landed just ahead of us,” Jack said. “Thought maybe it would take them longer than us to disembark. Get ready for a long wait.”

“I may fall asleep if the wait is too long,” I replied.

“Didn’t you sleep on the plane?”

“Not much. Too excited, I guess.”

“Well, I’ll do my best to keep you awake.”

I was glad to have Jack by my side when we got off the bus. We walked over to the terminal. It was jam-packed with the men and their families who had flown in from India. There were openings between the high walls and the ceiling for ventilation since the area was not air-conditioned. The mix of warm air and body odor was stifling.

The Indian women stood out in the colorful saris they wore. Some of them had dark hair that hung down their back in a single braid. Others wore a neatly rolled chignon above the nape of their neck. There was luggage of every sort scattered on the floor beside them, including cardboard or canvas suitcases, large purses, and even paper bags. They had brought everything they possibly could. Many of their husbands had left their homes and families behind for long periods until they made it to management positions in Saudi Arabia. Only then did their wives and children join them.

According to Jack, most Filipinos and Pakistanis who came to the Kingdom performed domestic or clerical jobs that did not include a package for bringing their families along. Once a year, they could return to their native country at company expense. Much of the salary they had earned would go home with them.

“I have no idea what we’re supposed to do,” I said as I surveyed the long lines of people running parallel to where Jack and I stood.

“The first thing is to have your luggage cleared,” Jack explained. “You never know how thorough the inspectors will be. With women, sometimes they only peek inside without going through all their things. They will mark your luggage with chalk. Make sure that they do, or they’ll force you to get back in line again.”

“What are they looking for?” I had noticed that some of the inspectors were combing through each item as though it were suspect.

“The usual. Alcohol, firearms, and magazines that feature women with bare skin. Anything they consider contraband.”

“Contraband? Like what?”

“Christian, Jewish, or other non-Muslim religious artifacts. Also, statues of any human or animal form.”

“Why is that?”

“The Qur’an prohibits the imitation of any of Allah’s creations. They won’t necessarily take the objects away if they discover them. But when you unpack your belongings, you may find things the inspectors found offensive broken in several pieces.”

“I can’t believe they would do that. I’m glad I decided not to pack my diamond cross. I would be upset if something happened to it.”

“You’ve got to be careful, Gaylen, especially since you’re a woman. Your hair is going to be a problem. When you’re out in the sun, it shines as brightly as a gold necklace. I noticed that when you were coming down the steps of the plane. That’s probably why that Arab man said what he did.”

“What did he say?”

“Never mind that. Just don’t bring any attention to yourself. You’re an attractive woman. That makes it all the more difficult in this part of the world.”

“Maybe I should dye my hair black.”

“It’s good the way it is—but don’t flaunt it, okay? You’ll have to get in the women’s line for inspection. Wait for me over by the wall on the left after the inspector clears you.”

It took almost an hour before I reached the final checkpoint. As Jack had indicated, when the inspector opened my luggage, he barely disturbed the neat layers of clothing as though I was hardly worth his time. The inspector quickly marked my luggage with chalk and sent me on my way. Jack joined me shortly. His inspector had also been lenient.

A long rope divided us from the many bystanders waiting outside the inspection area for arriving passengers. Signs with passengers’ names waved in the air as we made our way alongside the rope. I was relieved when I spotted Mark Howell, whom I had worked with in Houston until he transferred to Jauhara. Mark waved to me as I walked over to him.

“Thank God, a familiar face,” I said to Jack. “I was told Mark would meet me here. I really wouldn’t have known what to do if it weren’t for you.”

“I don’t think you’ll have a bit of trouble getting help when you need it.” Jack chuckled. “I couldn’t believe it when I saw Wilkens buckle your seat belt.”

“Oh, that.” I could feel my cheeks turning red. “Mr. Wilkens was so concerned about me. You know, my first trip over here and all. He means well, but he does go overboard now and then.”

“It was my pleasure to assist you, Gaylen. It looks like you’re in good hands now, so I’ll be on my way. Will you be staying at Grayson Hall?”

“For the time being. Thank you so much for all your help.”

“Okay, I’ll check on you in a week or so.” Jack waved goodbye as he walked over to a waiting taxi.

“How was your trip?” Mark asked as I came alongside him. Another man was standing next to him.

“Tiring, but at least I’m here.”

“This is Ed Tyler. Ed, Gaylen Mackenzie.”

I recognized the name of my new boss. Ed was in his mid-forties. He had thin blonde hair, which he struggled with to cover his inevitable baldness. His boyish face was reddish. Perhaps from either too much sun or a fondness for alcohol. Most likely, the latter, I thought, as I noted his potbelly. Ed was dressed in Khaki pants and a knit golf shirt, traditional office attire even for executives because of the heat. A three-piece business suit would have made about as much sense as the missionaries in the nineteenth century who traveled to warmer climates and insisted on wearing their heavy woolen garments because it was autumn or winter.

The dress code for Western women was unsuitable for the high temperatures of the desert. Inside the compound, females did not have to follow the rules. The only exception was in the office, where numerous Arab males worked and would be offended if a woman exposed her arms and too much of her legs or wore a low neckline. There was leniency for skirts that fell below the knees but none for slacks outlining a woman’s figure.

As Ed Tyler shook my hand, I had the feeling that he was sizing me up, wondering if I would be an asset or a hindrance to his department.

“Well, Gaylen,” Mark said, “looks like you brought enough stuff with you.”

“Everything I could carry,” I affirmed. “How long does it usually take for my personal effects to arrive here?”

“Two or three months, if you’re lucky,” Mr. Tyler replied. “But they won’t ship anything until your permanent visa is issued.”

“You won’t need much while you’re in Grayson Hall,” Mark said. “Everything is provided. It’s like staying at a Holiday Inn. Someone will come in every day to make your bed, clean the bath, and put out fresh towels. That’s where we’re taking you if we ever get out of this place.”

“It’s good you arrived on a Thursday,” Mr. Tyler said. Thursday and Friday were the equivalents of the Saturday and Sunday weekend in the Western world.

“That’s right,” Mark agreed. “You’ll have a couple of days to settle in before Saturday comes around. We start at seven o’clock sharp.”

“That early?” I asked. I had never been a morning person.

“The heat,” Mark explained. “Waking up before dawn is easier to get used to than the heat. Besides, we knock off mid-afternoon. It gives you more time in the evenings to do things.”

“Here we are,” Mr. Tyler said when he spotted Mark’s car
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