
SAMPLE:  THE PHOENIX AGENDA
CHAPTER 15

Las Vegas, Nevada

========================================================================================

Travis Williams had worked as many hours as he could bear over the past month as a bouncer at the Cairo Hotel in Las Vegas. It was his way of overcoming his disappointment after he was furloughed from the sheriff’s department. 

The hotel expected an entourage of the Saudi royal family. Management prepared the staff for the onslaught, beefing up security, ordering food the Arabs liked, bringing in prostitutes. 

The Saudis were also arriving to set up their own protection. After a past incident, they now reserved one entire floor, bringing their own security with them. One year ago, a Thai servant had escaped from the group. She started a scandal with sordid stories of rape and maltreatment, which the local press covered at length.  

One member of the royal family had already arrived with two bodyguards. He caused quite a stir when he lost more than 72,000 dollars at the crap tables. The employees continuously talked about it. In his expensive Italian suit and Gucci shoes, he had consumed one drink of Chivas Regal after another. The hostesses plied him with liquor and let him fondle them, while accepting 100 dollar chips. 

Williams saw the Arab at a roulette wheel earlier surrounded by a huge crowd. The man ran his winnings up to $200,000, before he began losing.

Freddie, a thin, pale-faced waiter, called out, “Hey, Travis! Go check out the Arab. He lost sixty grand!”

Williams hadn't located the Saudi when he received a message on his earphone, “Number three to table 44, near the wall.”

As Williams approached, he saw a big man in a western hat and boots mouthing off at the Arab and his personal bodyguards. “You rag-heads are throwin’ your money around to make up for the 9-11 attacks.” In a hard southern accent, the words were loud enough for the people in a dozen of the nearby tables to hear. Two of the man’s companions, also in hats and boots, turned and came back. 

The Arab guards came forward and stood with their arms crossed. Williams wondered what kind of weapons they had.

He approached from behind and grabbed the big man’s collar. Then Williams jerked his arm behind his back.  Barry, the other bouncer arrived to help.

One of the companions yelled, “Turn him loose!”

Barry pulled out a Taser gun, and the two backed off.

Williams glared at the others while pushing his man ahead of him. “Out! Go get sober! Come back and you’ll be arrested.” Travis turned him loose. “The revolving doors are to the left at the top of the escalator.” 

The big guy turned and looked as if he were going to hit Barry. In a crouch, the black bouncer pointed the stun gun at the man, the other hand motioning him to come on. 

The cowboy’s lady-friend tugged on his belt, and his friends said, “Come on, Cliff. You need to sleep this off, before you get the shit beat outta you.”

Barry followed them out. 

Returning to the Arab’s table, Williams asked, “Everything okay for you, Sir?” His stomach churned at having to be polite to the man. He believed that high oil prices and the soft economy had resulted in the state budget cuts, contributing to his furlough from the sheriff’s department. 

The Arab sized him up. “You're a good bouncer.” He glanced at Travis’ hard build and shaved head. He motioned for his bodyguards to relax.

Williams said, “That's what I do, protect people in the hotel.”

“I had a friend at UCLA who worked as a bouncer.” The Arab spoke flawless English. “Wound up playing for the Forty-niners,” There was only a hint that the liquor had affected him. “I’m Khalil.” He rose and offered his hand with a smile. The man was handsome, with light skin coloring, short curly hair, and a Van Dyke beard. 

The Arab’s comments and sincerity caught Williams off-guard. He accepted the handshake. “I’m Travis. I used to be a sheriff’s deputy, but they had cutbacks. People are angry and sensitive toward Muslims.” Williams turned his palm up. “The Iraq and Afghanistan Wars.”

Khalil motioned Williams to pull up a chair. “The war has been a tragedy for the area. Saudi Arabia has certainly suffered its share of attacks from al Qaeda. They are a serious problem for us. We are remorseful about the attacks on the U.S. soldiers in Iraq, and we understand that many Americans would like to simply shoot all Arabs and get it over with.” He assumed a disarming manner of speaking.

“Do you know any of the bin Ladens? I hear there are a lot of ’em.”

“I’m acquainted with one of Osama’s younger brothers. Most of them are businessmen, lots of interests in Texas. I actually met Osama once, when I was young. He’s history now.” He placed his hand on Travis’ arm and leaned close to his face, as if for emphasis.

Williams glanced at the Arab’s hand and sat straight in the chair. After a moment, he said, “Why do terrorists set off bombs in crowded marketplaces? And, why do they hate America so much?”

“We have many religious fanatics in Arab countries. They don’t want modern influences. There are also tens of millions who live in poverty, especially in Palestine, Jordan, Egypt and Iraq. It’s easy to whip up hatred against America.”

When he said this, Khalil again put his hand on Travis’ arm and came close to his face. 

Williams knotted his jaw.

Suddenly, it dawned on him. Morales! Alessandro Peña mentioned the hand-on-the-arm and in-his-face mannerism when the former marine questioned the two brothers at their business.

Williams paid closer attention to the conversation. 

However, when Khalil put his hand on him again, Williams flared his nostrils. He needed to change the subject. 

Remembering the wad of something he retrieved from the Morales’ trash, he said, “You gonna be here for awhile, Khalil?” 

“Until I finish eating.”

“I want to get your opinion on something. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

The Arab looked at him quizzically as a waiter brought his meal in covered dishes.

Williams moved as fast as he could through the crowded casino, up the escalator, and out to the parking garage. Employees parked on the fourth level. 

When he arrived at his car, he unlocked the trunk. There it was, a wad of what looked like dried grass almost the size of a golf ball. 

On his way back, he thought of several questions to ask that always puzzled him. At Khalil's table, he pointed to the booth seat.

The Arab said “Of course, my friend. Sit down.” The man’s guards watched them from a nearby table.

“I’d like your opinion on something, Sir.”

“Don’t call me Sir, call me Khalil.”

Williams smiled, “Do you know what this is?” 

The Arab looked at the wad of material on the napkin. Then he broke it open and smelled it. He squinted and thought about it at length, apparently trying to recall where he might have come across it. 

Finally his face spread into a broad grin. He said emphatically, “Qat!”

“Qat. What’s that?”

“It’s a narcotic—like marijuana, only better. The great national pastime in Yemen is sitting around for an hour each afternoon, chewing this stuff. It gives you a mild high, yet sharpens your senses. Sort of like marijuana and coffee at the same time. Where’d you get it?”

Williams leaned back and tapped one finger on his chin. He flashed a smile. “I got it from some Arabs.”  

Williams watched Khalil fork chicken and rice into his mouth. The man had impeccable manners. Frowning, Williams asked, “One thing that really puzzles Americans about the suicide bombers is they actually blow themselves up. That doesn’t make sense to us. How do they get people to kill themselves?”

“Shuhada’a,” said Khalil. “It’s a political tool.” The Arab raised his voice. “Would you have gone to Iraq in the war?”

“I finished my military stint a year before the last war started.” 

“If you had been commanded to go to Iraq, would you have done it?”

Williams raised both hands, palms up. “Of course.”

Khalil pointed with a fork. “Why? For money?”

“Ha! Marines are poorly paid.”

“What then? Patriotism? How does a war in Iraq relate to patriotism?”

The comment made Williams angry. “Valor. And honor. Because we are Americans. We’re protecting democracy.”

“Shaheed believe they are dying for justice. They feel they have nothing to lose. It is their only advantage against the industrialized West. ” Khalil took a drink of Chivas Regal. He looked pensive. “They usually grow up in poverty. They are soldiers. It is their one viable weapon against trillions of dollars of advanced military hardware and intelligence systems.”

Williams tapped his chin with a finger, and then asked, “Is it true that they believe they’ll meet virgins after they die?”

“Seventy virgins,” the Arab corrected. “That’s what they’ve been taught.”

“Do you know Arabs who would die for this?”

“I grew up with friends and relatives who joined al Qaeda because of what they see as the Palestinian injustice and injustices against Arabs in particular. The most aggravating issue is the U.S. backing Israel with billions of dollars in weapons and aid each year. That allows the country to dominate its Arab neighbors and occupy their historical lands.”

“That’s what it’s all about? The Palestinians!”

“Not all of it. There are fanatics, similar to your religious fanatics in the U.S., who want to set civilization back a thousand years. The most radical want a return to the day of the Caliphate when Islam ruled from Spain and Morocco to India and Indonesia. They fantasize they can return to that condition. It’s stupidity.”

The comparison to religious fanatics in the U.S. caused Williams to flinch. He felt his face flush. “But seventy virgins! That’s ridiculous. And Mohammad flying to Jerusalem in a dream.”

 “Is that any more nonsensical than Moses talking to a burning bush? Or receiving stone tablets on a mountaintop? Twice! Or, Joshua destroying the walls of Jericho with trumpet blasts?” The Arab spoke freely, his tongue apparently loosened from the liquor. 

For a moment, Williams was at a loss for words. 

Khalil said, “Arabs don’t understand the American people’s blanket hatred after September 11. Americans here appear to hate any and all Arabs, all Muslims. We heard stories about Pakistani women being attacked in America for dressing differently or merely looking Arabic!”

“It’s true that we’re generally angry at all Arabs. Wouldn’t you be, if you lost someone in the Iraq War, or in New York or the Pentagon on September 11?”

Khalil gestured with his hands out, frowning at Williams. “But Americans didn’t want to kill all Kansans after McVeigh and Nichols blew up the Federal Building in Oklahoma City, did they?” 

The conversation had taken a turn that angered Travis. He thought his face was red. Pointing to his earphone, he said, “I’d better get back to my duty. I’m on call if there’s more trouble.” 

He slid out of the booth, rose and said, “Thank you, Khalil. You’ve been very helpful. I’ll leave you to finish your meal.”

The Arab smiled and forked another piece of chicken into his mouth.

Williams headed toward the escalator. 

Ragheads. 

Williams went to see his boss and asked her permission to take the rest of the day off. 
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