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It is not every day that we are needed.
—Samuel Beckett
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I.

ALAN CLAY WOKE up in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. It was May 30, 2010. He had spent two days
on planes to get there.
In Nairobi he had met a woman. They sat next to each other while they waited for
their flights. She was tall, curvy, with tiny gold earrings. She had ruddy skin and a
lilting voice. Alan liked her more than many of the people in his life, people he saw
every day. She said she lived in upstate New York. Not that far away from his home in
suburban Boston.
If he had courage he would have found a way to spend more time with her. But
instead he got on his flight and he flew to Riyadh and then to Jeddah. A man picked
him up at the airport and drove him to the Hilton.
With a click, Alan entered his room at the Hilton at 1:12 a.m. He quickly
prepared to go to bed. He needed to sleep. He had to travel an hour north at seven for
an eight o’clock arrival at the King Abdullah Economic City. There he and his team
would set up a holographic teleconference system and would wait to present it to King
Abdullah himself. If Abdullah was impressed, he would award the IT contract for the
entire city to Reliant, and Alan’s commission, in the mid-six figures, would fix
everything that ailed him.
So he needed to feel rested. To feel prepared. But instead he had spent four hours
in bed not sleeping.
He thought of his daughter Kit, who was in college, a very good and expensive
college. He did not have the money to pay her tuition for the fall. He could not pay her
tuition because he had made a series of foolish decisions in his life. He had not
planned well. He had not had courage when he needed it.
His decisions had been short sighted.
The decisions of his peers had been short sighted.
These decisions had been foolish and expedient.

10

But he hadn’t known at the time that his decisions were short sighted, foolish or
expedient. He and his peers did not know they were making decisions that would leave
them, leave Alan, as he now was — virtually broke, nearly unemployed, the proprietor
of a one-man consulting firm run out of his home office.
He was divorced from Kit’s mother Ruby. They had now been apart longer than
they had been together. Ruby was an unholy pain in the ass who now lived in
California and contributed nothing financially to Kit’s finances. College is your thing,
she told him. Be a man about it, she said.
Now Kit would not be in college in the fall. Alan had put his house on the market
but it had not yet sold. Otherwise he was out of options. He owed money to many
people, including $18k to a pair of bicycle designers who had built him a prototype for
a new bicycle he thought he could manufacture in the Boston area. For this he was
called an idiot. He owed money to Jim Wong, who had loaned him $45k to pay for
materials and the first and last on a warehouse lease. He owed another $65k or so to a
half-dozen friends and would-be partners.
So he was broke. And when he realized he could not pay Kit’s tuition, it was too
late to apply for any other aid. Too late to transfer.
Was it a tragedy that a healthy young woman like Kit would take a semester off
of college? No, it was not a tragedy. The long, tortured history of the world would take
no notice of a missed semester of college for a smart and capable young woman like
Kit. She would survive. It was no tragedy. Nothing like tragedy.
They said it was a tragedy what had happened to Charlie Fallon. Charlie Fallon
froze to death in the lake near Alan’s house. The lake next to Alan’s house.
Alan was thinking of Charlie Fallon while not sleeping in the room at the Jeddah
Hilton. Alan had seen Charlie step into the lake that day. Alan was driving away, on
his way to the quarry. It had not seemed normal that a man like Charlie Fallon would
be stepping into the shimmering black lake in September, but neither was it
extraordinary.
Charlie Fallon had been sending Alan pages from books. He had been doing this
for two years. Charlie had discovered the Transcendentalists late in life and felt a
kinship with them. He had seen that Brook Farm was not far from where he and Alan
lived, and he thought it meant something. He traced his Boston ancestry, hoping to
find a connection, but found none. Still, he sent Alan pages, with passages highlighted.
The workings of a privileged mind, Alan thought. Don’t send me more of that
shit, he told Charlie. But Charlie grinned and sent more.
So when Alan saw Charlie stepping into the lake at noon on a Saturday he saw it
as a logical extension of the man’s new passion for the land. He was only ankle-deep
when Alan passed him that day.
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II.

WHEN ALAN WOKE in the Jeddah Hilton he was already late. It was 8:15. He had fallen
asleep just after five.
He was expected at the King Abdullah Economic City at eight. It was at least an
hour away. After he showered and dressed and got a car to the site it would be ten. He
would be two hours late on the first day of his assignment here. He was a fool. He was
more a fool every year.
He tried Cayley’s cellphone. She answered, her husky voice. In another lifetime,
a different spin of the wheel wherein he was younger and she older and both of them
stupid enough to attempt it, he and Cayley would have been something terrible.
—Hello Alan! It’s beautiful here. Well, maybe not beautiful. But you’re not here.
He explained. He did not lie. He could no longer muster the energy, the creativity
required.
—Well, don’t worry, she said, with a small laugh — that voice of hers implied the
possibility of, celebrated the existence of a fantastic life of abiding sensuality — we’re
just setting up. But you’ll have to get your own ride. Any of you know how Alan will
get a ride out here?
She seemed to be yelling to the rest of the team. The space sounded cavernous.
He pictured a dark and hollow place, three young people holding candles, waiting for
him and his lantern.
—He can’t rent a car, she said to them.
And now to him: —Can you rent a car, Alan?
—I’ll figure it out, he said.
He called the lobby.
—Hello. Alan Clay here. What’s your name?
He asked names. A habit Joe Trivole instilled back in the Fuller Brush days. Ask
names, repeat names. You remember people’s names, they remember you.
The clerk said his name was Edward.
—Edward?
—Yes sir. My name is Edward. Can I help you?
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—Where are you from, Edward?
—Jakarta, Indonesia, sir.
—Ah, Jakarta, Alan said. Then realized he had nothing to say about Jakarta. He
knew nothing about Jakarta.
—Edward, what do you think of me renting a car through the hotel?
—Do you have an international driver’s license?
—No.
—Then no, I don’t think you should do this.
Alan called the concierge. He explained he needed a driver to take him to the
King Abdullah Economic City.
—This will take a few minutes, the concierge said. His accent was not Saudi.
There were apparently no Saudis working at this Saudi hotel. Alan had assumed as
much. There were few Saudis working anywhere, he’d been told. They imported their
labor in all sectors. We must find someone appropriate to drive you, the concierge
said.
—You can’t just call a taxi?
—Not exactly, sir.
Alan’s blood went hot, but this was a mess of his making. He thanked the man
and hung up. He knew you couldn’t just call a taxi in Jeddah or Riyadh — or so said
the guidebooks, all of which were over-wrought when it came to elucidating the
dangers of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia to foreign travelers. The State Department
had Saudi on the highest alert. Kidnapping was not unlikely. Alan might be sold to alQaeda, ransomed, transported across borders. But Alan had never felt in danger
anywhere, and his assignments had taken him to Juarez in the nineties, Guatemala in
the eighties.
The phone rang.
—We have a driver for you. When would you like him?
—As soon as possible.
—He’ll be here in twelve minutes.
Alan showered and shaved his mottled neck. He put on his undershirt, his white
button-down, khakis, loafers, tan socks. Just dress like an American businessman, he’d
been told. There were the cautionary tales of overzealous Westerners wearing thobes,
headdresses. Trying to blend in, making an effort. This effort was not appreciated.
While fixing the collar of his shirt, Alan felt the lump on his neck that he’d first
discovered a month earlier. It was the size of a golf ball, protruding from his spine,
feeling like cartilage. Some days he figured it was part of his spine, because what else
could it be?
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It could be a tumor.
There on his spine, a lump like that — it had to be invasive and deadly. Lately
he’d been cloudy of thought and clumsy of gait, and it made a perfect and terrible
sense that there was something growing there, eating away at him, sapping him of
vitality, squeezing away all acuity and purpose.
He’d planned to see someone about it, but then had not. A doctor could not
operate on something like that. Alan didn’t want radiation, didn’t want to go bald. No,
the trick was to touch it occasionally, track attendant symptoms, touch it some more,
then do nothing.
In twelve minutes Alan was ready.
He called Cayley.
—I’m leaving the hotel now.
—Good. We’ll be all set up by the time you get here.
The team could get there without him, the team could set up without him. And so
why was he there at all? The reasons were specious but had gotten him here. The first
was that he was older than the other members of the team, all of them children, really,
none beyond thirty. Second, Alan had once known King Abdullah’s nephew when they
had been part of a plastics venture in the mid-nineties, and Eric Ingvall, the Reliant VP
in New York, felt that this was a good enough connection that it would get the
attention of the King. Probably not true, but Alan had chosen not to change their
minds.
Alan was happy for the work. He needed the work. The eighteen months or so
before the call from Ingvall had been humbling. Filing a tax return for $22,350 in
taxable income was an experience he hadn’t expected to have at his age. He’d been
home consulting for seven years, each year with dwindling revenue. No one was
spending. Even five years ago business had been good; old friends threw him work,
and he was useful to them. He’d connect them with vendors he knew, pull favors, cut
deals, cut fat. He’d felt worthwhile.
Now he was fifty-four years old and was as intriguing to corporate America as an
airplane built from mud. He could not find work, could not sign clients. He had moved
from Schwinn to Huffy to Frontier Manufacturing Partners to Alan Clay Consulting to
sitting at home watching DVDs of the Red Sox winning the Series in ’04 and ’07. The
game when they hit four consecutive home runs against the Yankees. April 22, 2007.
He’d watched those four and a half minutes a hundred times and each viewing brought
him something like joy. A sense of rightness, of order. It was a victory that could never
be taken away.
Alan called the concierge.
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—Is the car there?
—I’m sorry, he will be late.
—Is this the guy from Jakarta?
—It is.
—Edward.
—Yes.
—Hi again, Edward. How late will the car be?
—Twenty more minutes. Can I send some food up to you?
Alan went to the window and looked out. The Red Sea was calm, unremarkable
from this height. A six-lane highway ran just alongside it. A trio of men in white fished
at the pier.
Alan looked at the balcony next to his. He could see his reflection in the glass. He
looked like an average man. When shaved and dressed, he passed for legitimate. But
something had darkened under his brow. His eyes had retreated and people were
noticing. At his last high school reunion, a man, a former football player whom Alan
had despised, said, Alan Clay, you’ve got a thousand-mile stare. What happened to
you?
A gust of wind came from the sea. In the distance, a container ship moved across
the water. Here and there a few other boats, tiny as toys.
There had been a man next to him on the flight from Boston to London. He was
drinking gin and tonics and monologuing.
It was good for a while, right? he’d said. What was it, thirty years or so? Maybe
twenty, twenty-two? But it was over, without a doubt it was, and now we had to be
ready to join western Europe in an era of tourism and shopkeeping. Wasn’t that the gist
of what that man on the plane had said? Something like that.
He wouldn’t shut up, and the drinks kept coming.
We’ve become a nation of indoor cats, he’d said. A nation of doubters, worriers,
overthinkers. Thank God these weren’t the kind of Americans who settled this country.
They were a different breed! They crossed the country in wagons with wooden
wheels! People croaked along the way, and they barely stopped. Back then, you buried
your dead and kept moving.
The man, who was drunk and maybe unhinged, too, was, like Alan, born into
manufacturing and somewhere later got lost in worlds tangential to the making of
things. He was soaking himself in gin and tonics and was finished with it all. He was
on his way to France, to retire near Nice, in a small house his father had built after
WWII. That was that.
Alan had humored the man, and they had compared some thoughts about China,
Korea, about making clothes in Vietnam, the rise and fall of the garment industry in
Haiti, the price of a good room in Hyderabad. Alan had spent a few decades with
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bikes, then bounced around between a dozen or so other stints, consulting, helping
companies compete through ruthless efficiency, robots, lean manufacturing, that kind
of thing. And yet year by year, there was less work for a guy like him. People were
done manufacturing on American soil. How could he or anyone argue for spending
five to ten times what it cost in Asia? And when Asian wages rose to untenable levels
— $5 an hour, say — there was Africa. The Chinese were already making sneakers in
Nigeria. Jack Welch said manufacturing should be on a perpetual barge, circling the
globe for the cheapest conditions possible, and it seemed the world had taken him at
his word. The man on the plane wailed in protest: It should matter where something
was made!
But Alan did not want to despair, and did not want to be dragged down with his
seatmate’s malaise. Alan was optimistic, wasn’t he? He said he was. Malaise. That
was the word the man used again and again. It’s the black humor that really does it.
The jokes! the man wailed. I used to hear them in France, England, Spain. And
Russia! People grumbling about their hopeless governments, about the elemental and
irreversible dysfunction of their countries. And Italy! The sourness, the presumption of
decline. It was everywhere, and now it’s with us, too. That dark sarcasm. It’s the killer,
I swear to God. That’s the sign you’re down and can’t get up!
Alan had heard it before and he didn’t want to hear it anymore. He put on his
headphones and watched movies the rest of the flight.
Alan left the balcony and returned to the dark cool of the room.
He thought of his home. He wondered who was in his home at the moment. Who
might be passing through, touching things, leaving.
His house was for sale, had been for four months. Is that the lake where the guy
froze to death?
The only thing Ruby called about was the house. Was it sold yet? She needed the
money and thought Alan would sell the house and somehow keep the sale secret. You
will know when it’s sold, he told her. There is also the internet, he said. He hung up
when she began yelling.
A woman had staged Alan’s house. There are people who do this. They come into
your house and make it more appealing than you ever could. They brighten the
darkness you have brought into it with your human mess.
Then, until it’s sold, you live in a version of your house, a better version. There is
more yellow. There are flowers and tables made of reclaimed wood. Your own
belongings are in storage.
Her name was Renee, with wispy hair swept upward like cotton candy. Start by
eliminating clutter, she said. You’ll need to box up and remove ninety percent of all
this, she said, sweeping her arm over all he had accumulated in twenty years.
He packed it up. He removed, removed. He left the furniture, but when she
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returned she said, Now we replace the furniture. Do you want to buy it or rent it?
He removed his furniture. There were two couches in the living room and he gave
them both away. One to a friend of Kit’s. One to Chuy who cut his lawn. Renee rented
artwork. Noncommittal abstractions, she called them. They were in every room,
canvases with agreeable colors, vague shapes signifying nothing.
That was four months ago. He had been living in the house all the while,
evacuating when the realtors wanted to show it. Sometimes he stayed. Sometimes he
stayed locked in his home office as the visitors walked through his home, commenting.
Low ceilings, they would say. Small bedrooms. Are these the original floors? There’s a
musty smell. Are the occupants older people?
Sometimes he watched the potential buyers come in, leave. He peeked through
his office window like an imbecile. One couple stayed so long that Alan had to urinate
in a coffee cup. One visitor, a professional woman in a long leather coat, saw him
through the window as she was walking away, down the driveway. She turned to the
realtor and said, I think I just saw a ghost.
Alan watched the waves break gently against the shore. Who knew Saudi Arabia
had a vast and pristine coast? Alan had not known this. He looked at a few dozen palm
trees below, planted in the courtyard of either his hotel or the one next door, the Red
Sea beyond. He thought of staying here. He could assume a new name. He could
abandon all debts. Send Kit money somehow, leave the crushing vise of his life in
America behind. He had done fifty-four years of it. Wasn’t that enough?
But no. He was more than that. Some days he was more than that. Some days he
could encompass the world. Some days he could see for miles. Some days he climbed
over the foothills of indifference to see the landscape of his life and future for what it
was: mappable, traversable, achievable. Everything he wanted to do had been done
before, so why couldn’t he do it? He could. If only he could engage on a continual
basis. If only he could draw up a plan and execute it. He could! He had to believe he
could. Of course he did.
This Abdullah deal seemed like a given. No one could compete with Reliant’s
size, and now they had a goddamned hologram. Alan would close this up, get his cut,
pay back everyone in Boston, then get going. Open a small factory, start with a
thousand bikes a year, then ramp up from there. Pay Kit’s tuition with pocket change.
Send away the realtors, pay what’s left on his house, stride the world, a colossus,
enough money to say fuck you, and you, and you.
A knock at the door. His breakfast had arrived. Hash browns to his room in five
minutes. Impossible unless he was eating food prepared for someone else. Which he
realized he was. He didn’t mind. He let the waiter set everything up on a table on the
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balcony, and with a flourish Alan signed the bill while seated ten stories up, squinting
into the wind. He felt, momentarily, that this was him. That he was worthy of this. He
needed to adopt an air of ownership, of belonging. Maybe if he was the sort of man
who could eat someone else’s hash browns, who the hotel wanted to impress so much
they sent him someone else’s breakfast, maybe then he was the sort of man who could
get an audience with the King.

18

III.

THE PHONE RANG.
—We had a problem with the first driver. We called a second one. He’s on his
way. He should be here in twenty minutes.
—Thank you, Alan said, and hung up.
He sat, breathing carefully until he felt calm again. He was an American
businessman. He was not ashamed. He could muster something today. He could be
better than a fool.
They had given Alan no guarantees. The King is very busy, they told him
repeatedly in emails and phone calls. Of course he is, Alan said again and again, and
reiterated that he was willing to meet anywhere, at the time of His Majesty’s choosing.
But it was not simple like that; it was not just that the King was busy, but that his
schedule changed quickly and often. It had to change often and quickly, given there
were many who might wish to do the King harm. So not only does the King’s schedule
change often, given the demands of state, but it must change often, for the sake of king
and kingdom. Alan was told that Reliant, along with a number of other vendors
interested in providing services to the King Abdullah Economic City, were to prepare
their wares and present them at a site to be determined, somewhere at the coastal heart
of the burgeoning city, and that they would be notified shortly before the King would
arrive. It could be any day, and it could be any time, Alan was told.
—So days, weeks? he asked.
—Yes, they said.
And so Alan had arranged this trip. He’d done this kind of thing before — kiss
the ring, present the wares, cut a deal. Not an impossible task, usually, if you had the
right fixers and kept your head down. And working for Reliant, the largest IT supplier
in the world, was not challenging. Abdullah, presumably, wanted the best, and Reliant
considered themselves the best, certainly the biggest, twice as big as their closest U.S.
competitor.
I know your nephew Jalawi, Alan would say.
Maybe I’m close with your nephew Jalawi.
Jalawi, your nephew, is an old friend.
Elsewhere, relationships no longer mattered, Alan knew this. They did not matter
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in America, they did not matter much of anywhere, but here, among the royals, he
hoped that friendship had meaning.
There were three others from Reliant along on the trip, two engineers and a
marketing director — Brad, Cayley, and Rachel. They would demonstrate the
capabilities of Reliant, and Alan would rough out the numbers. Providing IT for
KAEC would mean at least a few hundred million for Reliant right away, and with
more to come, and more crucially, a life of comfort for Alan. Maybe not a life of
comfort. But he could dodge potential bankruptcy, would have something to retire
with, and Kit would stay at the college of her choosing and would be that much less
disappointed in life and in her father.
He left the room. The door closed like cannon fire. He walked down the orange
hall.
They had built the hotel to bear no evidence of its existence within the Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia. The whole complex, fortressed from the road and sea, was free of
content or context, devoid of even a pattern or two of Arabic origin. This place, all
palm trees and adobe, could have been in Arizona, in Orlando, anywhere.
Alan peered down into the atrium, ten stories below, where dozens of men milled
about, all in traditional Saudi dress. Alan had to remember the terminology: the long
white tunics were thobes. The cloth covering the hair and neck was the gutra, held in
place by the black round rope, the iqal. Alan watched the men mill about, the thobes
giving their movements a kind of weightlessness. A convention of spirits.
At the end of the hall he spotted an elevator door closing. He jogged to it and
thrust his hand into the gap. The doors jerked back, startled and apologetic. In the
glass elevator were four men, all in thobes and gutras. A few glanced up at Alan but
quickly returned their eyes to a new tablet computer held between them. The owner
was demonstrating the keypad feature, and was turning the device round and round,
the buttons dutifully reconfiguring, and this was giving great pleasure to his friends.
The glass container that held them all fell down through the atrium to the lobby,
silent as snow, and the doors opened to a wall of fake rock. The smell of chlorine.
Alan held the door for the Saudis, none of them thanking him. He followed.
Fountains threw water into the air without reason or rhythm.
He sat down at a small cast-iron table in the lobby. A waiter appeared. Alan
ordered coffee.
Nearby, two men, one black and one white, sat together, dressed in identical
white thobes. Alan’s guidebook told him there was a pronounced, even naked, racism
in Saudi Arabia, but here was this. Perhaps not evidence of societal harmony, but still.
He could not think of an instance when a custom or dictum described in a guidebook
had ever been borne out in practice. Conveying cultural norms was like reporting
traffic conditions. By the time you published them they were irrelevant.
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