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There are other places which also are the world’s end,
some at the sea jaws, or over a dark lake,
in a desert or a city –

-T.S.Eliot
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changed and their stories novelized
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PROLOGUE
Here I am sweating it out along the sidewalk of Sharaa Siteen, Sixty
Meters Wide Boulevard, Riyadh’s newest and broadest thoroughfare.
Riyadh. Ree-very-odd, I am thinking. Making my way homeward on foot
despite the dry fire of the Saudi Arabian heat. The sandy dust of the Desert
city mingles with my perspiration to form a kind of thick gritty base of
pancake make-up. It streaks my hands and arms, my neck, face, even my
blond hair and sandy-colored mustache, now doubly sandy-colored.
Suddenly, the backfiring of an automobile causes me to look up. It
sounds like Remember the Alamo, or Custer’s Last Stand. Or like Lawrence
of Arabia dynamiting the Allenby Bridge (starring that blue-eyed wonder,
Peter O-Toole).
I peer through rivulets of perspiration and through the shimmering
heat of distant mirage water.
Some blocks away, a gold-colored stretch Rolls Royce is hurtling
down the street. But this is a low-riding, de-mufflerized Rolls with glasspacks on both sides to create and augment the backfiring. It is coming down
the wrong side and against the oncoming traffic. I step back and stare in
wonder as the vehicle rockets ever closer.

Its gold falcon hood-ornament grows horrifyingly larger and larger,
then swerves to a cockamamie stop just a few inches from my crotch. I stare
down into the falcon’s ruby eyes.
The front wheels on the driver’s side now rest on the sidewalk. The
fenders of the Rolls are decorated with gold-trimmed, Valentine-shaped cutouts, little hearts several inches in diameter. And with the Royal Coat of
Arms. Just then, the back door flies open, and a voice from within
commands me.
“Hop in, Blondie!”
I am sure that young foreign teachers fresh out of grad school
shouldn’t disregard a Royal request. Still, I step toward the back of the
limousine slowly.
Hesitantly.
Most reluctantly.
What does Fate hold in store for me?
Long arms of several white robes flutter out of the Rolls and pull me
into the vehicle. The passenger door slams shut with the force of our blastoff as we speed down Sharaa Siteen, still against the traffic.
The interior of this massive Rolls-Royce is polar-cold. Out of the
frying pan and into the deep freeze. I look around me. The car is jam-packed
with a bevy of young princes of the Royal Family of the Saudis’ Arabia. They
wear the Royal Coat of Arms everywhere, on insignia, on emblems and
badges, on sashes. Everything in the car is the same dazzling gold as the

exterior except for the dashboard, punked up with iridescent pagoda-pink
polyester fun-fur.
“So I am Prince Abdomen,” says one of the gentlemen.
“I beg your pardon? Prince…?” I raise my eyebrows, lean forward,
and listen more closely.
“Prince Muhammad Abd-ar-Rahman ibn Abdullah ibn Abd al-Aziz Al
Saud! Prince Muhammad Abd-ar-Rahman, the son of Abdullah, the
grandson of Abd al-Aziz, of the Family of Saud!” He nods his head at a tall
young Black who is driving the car at a fearful rate of speed. “And this is my
slave, Muhammad Al-Tarqui.”
“Just call me Johnny Walker Black,” says the latter as he smiles over
his shoulder.
“Pleased to meet you, Johnny Walker Black. I am Sawyer. Sawyer
Aaron Summerfield. Sawyer, the son of Aaron and Betty, of the Family of
Summerfield, grandson of Ernest and Myrtle, and of Stella and Herschel
Ramsay. Of Missouri originally!” I look from Johnny Walker Black to Prince
Abdomen. “Where are y’all taking me anyway?”
“Well, Zawyer, it is my guzzin’s birthday and we are going to bresent
you to him,” says this Prince Abdomen. “You are the birthday bresent of our
Brince’s Brince,” he reiterates.
“His present!” I shout, forgetting decorum.

CHAPTER ONE

١

MY EARLY DAYS IN THE KINGDOM

قضاء
Call me Sawyer.
Perhaps I should first explain just how I came to be hoofing it on
such a hot day down Sharaa Siteen, making myself fair game for a Royal
Abduction.
Or even how I came to be in the Saudis’ Arabia in the first place.
My first two weeks in Riyadh, I remember, fell by chance during a
school holiday, and the Royal Language Institute and its Foreign Teacher
Apartment Building were both virtually empty. My contract began in the middle
of the academic year since I was replacing another teacher who for some reason
or other had elected not to finish out his own covenant. I never found out exactly
why he chose to leave his post early, thinking it undiplomatic to enquire too
closely. The other instructors and the administrators were always somewhat
tight-lipped about it, once I met them.
As I walked down the hallway my first day, the Institute reminded me of
a ghost town. Most of the students and teachers, I was informed by the assistant
director of the Institute, had left the Kingdom.
“Left the Kingdom? I just got here and they’ve all left?”
“Gone, gone, gone, gone,” said the assistant director, a dour little man
who kept wiping his face with his black and white checkered headdress. “Gone
for Saudi holidays.” He shook his head. “Pursuing pleasure in the dens of

iniguidy around the world. Dens of iniguidy! Bangkok. Paris. London.
Norman.”
“Norman?” I asked.
“Norman, Norman, Norman, Nor-r-r-man.” He rolled his ‘r’ and waved
his hand toward the horizon. “Oglahoma!”
“I know Norman, Oklahoma very well. Where the wind comes sweeping
down the plain! Where I went to graduate school and where…”
“Dens,” he interjected. “Sin. Iniguidy!”
He reached into his robe and provided me with a large, cool, brass key,
almost like a motel room key, and sent me to the Royal Language Institute’s
own apartment house for foreign teachers, about two and a half miles away from
the Institute itself.
A small brass plaque in English and in Arabic, and with a thin crescent
moon engraved underneath, designated this structure thus:

The Royal Language Institute
Foreign Teacher Apartment Building

I let myself into an apartment on the top floor, and, thus, took up my
residence in the Kingdom.
This apartment building was a square, sandy brown, stucco-kind-ofstructure, four stories high and with two apartments on each floor. It was
separated from the street by a sandy brown, stucco-kind-of-wall, about six feet
tall, and a small concrete yard into which no one ever strayed in all my time

there, except when passing to and from the front door of the apartment building.
This apartment building was perhaps two or three years old and had most likely
been erected in the space of a fortnight. Proof of this could be had not only by
observing the short space of time in which new buildings went up everywhere in
Riyadh during that construction frenzy of the early1980s, but also by simply
living in the apartment building. Its crooked lines, gaps between doorjambs and
walls, between walls and ceilings, walls and floors, windows and walls, and the
hurriedly unfinished aspect of all its installations, showers and tubs, stoves and
ovens, sinks and toilets, all attested to the haste with which the structure had
been put up. In short, our building was like every other new building in Riyadh,
in all the Kingdom perhaps.
Above the window-unit air-conditioner in the bedroom of my apartment,
a slice of Riyadh was visible. It didn’t look like the thousand-and-one-nights sort
of adventure I had come seeking. It was more like har meggidon, like
Armageddon’s aftermath, confusion, dust, frenzied activity.
I could see, across the street in this new section of the capital, a sandy,
dusty construction yard where foreign laborers hammered and forged and
welded twenty-four hours a day, in two twelve hour shifts, six days a week,
sometimes seven. There were various Arabs from all over the Middle East and
North Africa, with a fair number of Koreans and Filipinos and what-have-you
thrown in for good measure. A veritable Tower-of-Babel kind of construction
crew. As the days went by, I watched them pre-fabricate wrought-iron skeletons,
supports of some sort or other, for the various building projects which were
constantly underway in the capital.

When I first moved in, I lived on the edge of the Desert, but very quickly
I was hemmed in on all sides by the proliferation of these beige apartment
buildings to which the foreign laborers were contributing without ceasing. All of
these new buildings were three and four stories tall, and their flat roofs were
covered with a confusing tangle of huge television antennas and connected with
a jumble of power lines.
The buildings, with their antennas and power lines, were visibly
multiplying daily, encroaching on the Desert relentlessly. Everywhere, it
seemed, was the same: sandy brown streets lined by sandy brown walls; sandy
brown apartment buildings, guarded here and there by a dusty, sandy brown
palm tree; sandy brown wind, constantly shifting over the Desert and over the
Desert city, moving over the sandy brown city which crept outward day by day.
Riyadh was little more than a bit of green here and there with an entire
fuscous city under construction for the commoners of the Kingdom, apartment
buildings, office buildings, shops, picnickers on the sidewalks, a few restaurants.
And mosques everywhere. The mosques all had their loudspeakers for giving the
prayer calls five times a day, and they all had their crescent moons on top of the
domes, moons with the horns turned upwards, those crescent moons, thin and
unpromising, looking to my mind more like the blade of a thin and deadly
scimitar than like my old familiar moon.
In Riyadh, I had the sense of a giant artificial capital being built in spite
of the Desert sands, and it seemed to me that the winds and the sands
complained relentlessly, sometimes vehemently, about this intrusion. I imagined

the winds and the sands working together to cover over everything, to bury all of
Arabia beneath a heavy shroud of drifting sand so that no trace would remain.
Now, all the foreign instructors employed by the Royal Language
Institute were required to reside in the Foreign Teacher Apartment Building.
Later, I was to become acquainted with four other Americans. I would also meet
four Brits who lived downstairs: three Englishmen and one Scot, to be precise.
The Scot always greeted me in a hale and hearty fashion but never seemed to
know who I was. We had, also, a Palestinian. From Bethlehem, as it turned out.
And on the top floor, two Pakistani gentlemen shared an apartment across from
mine. These two latter were the only ones I became somewhat close to. Both of
them were librarians.
Since we were all required to live here, we felt somewhat like children
confined to a boarding school.
I have not mentioned the several foreign wives who also lived in the
building. I lived there for six weeks before I knew they existed. The gentlemen
from Pakistan, the two librarians, had invited me across the hall to their
apartment for a special meal, and we were relaxing with tea afterwards when one
of them mentioned that he had borrowed sugar from a wife of one of the
teachers downstairs.
“Wife?” I said. “There is a woman in the building?”
“Certainly,” said Bikash. “Five of them to be precise. Of course, they
never stray outdoors without their husbands. They seldom stray outdoors even
with their husbands. In any case, women are forbidden to drive or work in the

Kingdom. Their jobs are clearly to stay home and to be helpmates for their
husbands, nothing more nor less.”
“Just like the Baptists and the Pentecostalists in America,” I muttered.
“Beg your pardon?” said Bikash.
“Forget it,” I said.
His companion, Biman, continued. “The Kingdom assists the wives in
following their calling by graciously restricting their movements.”
I thought I detected the beginning of an ironic smile on his handsome
face. And I might even say a twinkle in his deep brown, dark melted-caramel
brown eyes.
Later, I was somewhat surprised to find that even these foreign wives of
foreign men, Americans and Brits and such, were required to follow many of the
same strictures as the local women, though in a somewhat diluted degree, it is
true.
But when I first arrived in the Kingdom, the apartment building, like the
Institute, was quite empty for the school holiday, empty save for myself. There
were no colleagues to help ease my transition. While they were away pursuing
pleasure in the world’s dens of iniquity, I taught myself to write my name in
Arabic with the help of Arabic For Beginners. At least, I thought, I would be
able to sign checks when the money started pouring in. As it would turn out, I
was paid in cash every month, and during my eleven-and-a-half month stay in
Riyadh, my closet would become filled with various denominations of Rials, the
local currency.

When I arrived, of course, I had no idea that I would be paid in cash, and
thus it was that I struggled so heroically to learn to write my name. After several
days of study in my apartment, newly armed with the ability to make my
signature in the beautiful, flowing Arabic script, a skill I was never called upon
to use, and fortified with ninety or a hundred words of spoken Arabic, my full
repertoire, I began exploring the sandy brown city of Riyadh.
Because most of the city, it seemed, was under construction, everything
was in a constant state of change. I was lost in the streets sometimes for hours,
once for a whole day, but saw virtually every corner of the city from the
perspective of a hot, dusty pedestrian. I would tread the city from the newly
burgeoning suburbs of beige apartment buildings and private compounds, the
construction sites smelling perpetually of dust and hot tar, to the narrow and
twisting lanes of old Riyadh, with its thick-walled mud mosques, and its
crenellated mud fortresses, and its maze of dusty footpaths through the old
marketplace, the souk as they like to call it. In the souk could be had virtually
any merchandise from any corner of the world. There is nothing, I believe, that
money can’t buy in old Riyadh, and there was certainly plenty of oil money
around and about.
It was those early days that gave me my intimate knowledge of the city
because it was during those first two weeks that I stopped taking taxis. Well, if I
wanted to see the city, you might ask, why then did I stop taking taxis and set
out on foot?

Let me explain about my peculiar experiences with the taxi drivers of
Riyadh. Unique is the word. These experiences could not occur anywhere else in
the world.
On entering the vehicle, I would politely give my destination as precisely
as possible under the circumstances. No one, you see, uses street numbers, or
indeed, even knows the names of the streets in Riyadh, excepting for two or
three grand boulevards: Old Airport Road, with the old Al-Yamahma Hotel and
its popular swimming pool for gentlemen, and its movie screen room for foreign
guests; Sharaa Siteen, where citizens went for picnics on the broad sidewalks;
or Abd al-Aziz ibn Abd ar-Rahman Al Saud Boulevard, which led down to the
heart of the city with its ‘Chop Square.’ This ‘Chop Square,’ or ‘Execution
Plaza,’ was surrounded by the Investigation Prison and the Palace of Justice on
two of its sides, and by the Great Mosque and the gold souk on its other two
margins.
So I would attempt to explain my destination to the driver by describing
the general section of the city that I wanted to visit. I would mention any of
these or of other well-known landmarks in the neighborhood. There was, as
further example, the Riyadh water tower with its revolving restaurant on top for
the Royal Family. Or the Central Police Station. This was located next to the
Central Truck and Taxi Depot which was really just an enormous dirt field near
the heart of the old city, a dirt field covered with an eternal pillar of a cloud of
choking sand and dust and gasoline fumes from the continually arriving and
departing vehicles.

Or, of course, there was the Araby Cold Storage Company, known to
everyone. It was, perhaps, my favorite place in the city. I went there to buy ice
occasionally, huge blocks of ice. Frozen fish could also be purchased there. The
fish, bug-eyed and looking most alive, albeit somewhat surprised, were
suspended in big blocks of steaming, bluish ice, which looked like gigantic blue
diamonds. So one could buy big blocks of ice, with or without the bug-eyed
fished. Sometimes I just went there to walk around and feel cold, however, with
no intention of purchasing either ice or fish.
I was amazed by the signs which were all neatly lettered in Arabic above,
and in English below:

ARABY COLD STORAGE COMPANY
BENUMBED FISH
I wondered if ‘frozen’ even existed in that Desert language.
But back to my reasons for giving up taxis. While I was mentioning to
the taxi driver any of these well-known landmarks in the section of Riyadh to
which I wanted to go, trying to explain my destination as precisely as possible,
the taxi would leave the curb with squealing tires and the chauffeur’s
interrogative was always the same. Every taxi driver, it seemed, had the same
stock of English.
“Where is your wife?”
I quickly learned that “I have no wife” was viewed as an invitation.
The first time I offered this true response, the driver proceeded to drive
me out of the city and into the Desert, in spite of my endeavors to explain more

and more exactly where I wanted to go. Far away from the city, he threw on the
sand a blanket from the trunk, and made some very direct, even crude, romantic
advances which I won’t go into in detail. Because I declined his invitations, I
was forced to walk all the way back to the city, and this took me several hours.
However, as I had simply been planning to do some window shopping and
people watching in downtown Old Riyadh, to while away the long hours, you
understand, nothing was really lost, except the taxi fare which he demanded for
the trip out to the Desert. I was afraid not to pay, not wishing to run afoul of the
law in a foreign land.
And in spite of the crudeness of his advances, the taxi driver had dark,
liquid brown, intriguing eyes. Dreamy eyes. Beautiful eyes you might even say.
The next time I hailed a cab, I learned that “My wife is at home waiting
for me” was viewed as a coy, a most coquettish response. When I tried this little
white lie, the driver made big sheep’s eyes at me, and he proceeded to drive me
out to the Desert, all the while making slightly suggestive little gestures with his
hands and gentle little pouts with his lips. Once again, I tried most politely, and
with as much exactitude as I could, to explain precisely where I was headed.
Unfortunately, with so much time on my hands, I had gone out once again
simply to while some of it away, and so I didn’t know with too much precision
where I really wanted to go.
When we reached the Desert, this driver, too, threw a blanket from the
trunk on the ground. It seemed the taxi drivers were all well prepared. He made
some roundabout, flirtatious advances, in a rather playful sort of way. Once
more, then, I was forced to walk all the way back to Riyadh, but this time I

categorically refused to pay any fare for my trip out. I was beginning to lose my
patience a little.
The next day, I flagged down a taxi on the corner of Sharaa Siteen and
an unnamed thoroughfare.
The door slammed shut as the driver tore away from the curb without
looking at the traffic. Everyone in Riyadh drives the same way. Cars screeched
all around us and their drivers leaned on their horns.
“Where is your wife?” The taxi man’s beautiful eyes fastened onto mine
via his rearview mirror.
“My wife is at home and is very ill, is in danger of expiring, in fact.”
Evidently, the driver saw this as a challenge, for when I hit upon this tactic, he
got a determined look in his sultry black eyes, and drove me straight to the AlMatar Bar and Sandwich Shoppe.
This was exactly what the name implied, except that at the stand-up bar
the only beverages one could have were white or chocolate milk, milkshakes in
any of ten different flavors, soft drinks, or non-alcoholic beer. Alcohol is, of
course, forbidden in the Kingdom, and is only to be had on the Black Market, or
so I thought in those early days before I fell in with The Family.
The Royal Family, that is.
The Al-Matar Milk Bar was jammed with young gentlemen. Many of
them were foreign workers, mostly construction laborers and such, because most
of the teachers were still away on their school holiday. These handsome young
construction workers, and such, were of various nationalities, and were, it goes

without saying, all muscled from their construction labors and all bronzed from
the Desert sun.
Of course, many of the patrons were simply Saudi gentlemen of various
sorts, princes and what-have-you, with a goodly representation of taxi drivers.
I found the ambience of the Al-Matar Milk Bar unexpectedly intriguing
and amazingly congenial.
Now my own taxi driver tried to ply me with all manner of favors, little
treats that the Milk Bar offered for sale.
“Please to try a milkshake,” he said gently.
“No, thank you.”
“Here, please to have some sweets.”
“Thank you, no.”
“Some chocolate-covered cherries are fine, or nice bon-bons?”
“No thanks. Not hungry.”
“For taking some truffles, then. Go on, trying French pastries. Please,
please.”
He offered me sandwiches and tea, sandwiches and milk, sandwiches and
coffee, sandwiches and near-beer. What I might have given for a real beer.
When some other drivers attempted to chat with me, he whisked me
away for a ride around the periphery of the city park.
I knew for sure what was going on when he insisted very strongly that I
pay him a visit at his home.
“You must to come with me right now. It is empty at this hour of the day.
We can to relax there together.” He smiled. “You must. To come.”

“You must,” I said, “to take me, I mean you must take me straightaway
to a pharmacy, please. My wife needs medicine.”
“I suggest little drive into Desert,” he said, and even turned in that
direction.
I reiterated my demand with even more force, with something akin to
anger.
“Take me to a pharmacy! Now!”
“You are angry to me?”
“Pharmacy!”
“What you are saying? You are angry to me?” He seemed hurt and
surprised.
He relinquished and drove me to the nearest pharmacy. While he waited
in the taxi, I purchased some medicine, I don’t know what it was, and then
demanded that he drive me home so I could medicate me seriously ailing, albeit
imaginary, wife.
He seemed very crestfallen at his failure, but accepted his defeat
somewhat graciously, and did as I instructed him. Naturally, I had him let me off
at an apartment building several blocks away from where I resided, just in case
he might decide to follow me home for one last try after my non-existent wife
was given her medicament.
Because he had been rather charming, actually, and had spent a goodly
number of Rials at the Milk Bar, I paid the fare he asked for. And even tipped
him generously. This little trip, then, along with the medicine, which I threw
away of course, cost me quite a lot, but once again I had really just been

planning to wander about downtown or do some window shopping in Riyadh in
order to pass the time, and so I had not lost anything in that respect.
And I had seen Riyadh’s ‘Gay Milk Bar,’ Riyadh’s version of San
Francisco’s Castro Street, I guess.
This was my third-in-a-row taxi ride that wound up in a similar fashion
and it set me to thinking about one thing and another. Though I must confess
that my thinking was more than somewhat confused. More than somewhat.
I couldn’t understand why these unsolicited and unwanted advances
didn’t infuriate me, for that, I supposed, was the more proper response.
No, they simply were an inconvenience and a bit embarrassing. They
made me feel young and foolish. And yet I was after all a very mature twentythree years old, and I did consider myself to have been around. These taxi-driver
escapades always made me feel a bit dizzy, or woozy, and I could feel my face
flush. At the same time, these episodes gave me a light, agitated feeling just in
the pit of my stomach, or even lower south.
Very like the feeling I had once in the dorm during an unexpected
experience, an occurrence with a close friend of mine, a gentleman from
California, yes a gentleman from San Francisco, and not, like me, from the
Midwest, after a party at which we both had more than too much to drink
perhaps. And I don’t mean near-beer. But that is a common enough sort of thing
to happen between young, bonding and drinking males and too much should not
be read into it, it doesn’t mean anything, really, so I told myself at the time and
so I never gave it much thought.
Not too much.

Well, I never did hit upon the right riposte to the inevitable question, the
riposte which would keep me out of trouble with the taxi drivers, and I didn’t
succeed in understanding the woozy, agitated confusion these drivers always left
me in, and so I decided henceforth to take the opportunity to explore Riyadh on
foot, and that is just what I did during the next several weeks.
I went everywhere on foot and avoided foreign entanglements. Stayed
out of trouble.
Until, that is, I met the Prince.
The Prince, I mean.
The Prince’s Prince.

