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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.









Introduction to
The Michael Moorcock Collection


John Clute


HE IS NOW over 70, enough time for most careers to start and end in, enough time to fit in an occasional half-decade or so of silence to mark off the big years. Silence happens. I don’t think I know an author who doesn’t fear silence like the plague; most of us, if we live long enough, can remember a bad blank year or so, or more. Not Michael Moorcock. Except for some worrying surgery on his toes in recent years, he seems not to have taken time off to breathe the air of peace and panic. There has been no time to spare. The nearly 60 years of his active career seems to have been too short to fit everything in: the teenage comics; the editing jobs; the pulp fiction; the reinvented heroic fantasies; the Eternal Champion; the deep Jerry Cornelius riffs; NEW WORLDS; the 1970s/1980s flow of stories and novels, dozens upon dozens of them in every category of modern fantastika; the tales of the dying Earth and the possessing of Jesus; the exercises in postmodernism that turned the world inside out before most of us had begun to guess we were living on the wrong side of things; the invention (more or less) of steampunk; the alternate histories; the Mitteleuropean tales of sexual terror; the deep-city London riffs: the turns and changes and returns and reconfigurations to which he has subjected his oeuvre over the years (he expects this new Collected Edition will fix these transformations in place for good); the late tales where he has been remodelling the intersecting worlds he created in the 1960s in terms of twenty-first-century physics: for starters. If you can’t take the heat, I guess, stay out of the multiverse.


His life has been full and complicated, a life he has exposed and hidden (like many other prolific authors) throughout his work. In Mother London (1988), though, a non-fantastic novel published at what is now something like the midpoint of his career, it may be possible to find the key to all the other selves who made the 100 books. There are three protagonists in the tale, which is set from about 1940 to about 1988 in the suburbs and inner runnels of the vast metropolis of Charles Dickens and Robert Louis Stevenson. The oldest of these protagonists is Joseph Kiss, a flamboyant self-advertising fin-de-siècle figure of substantial girth and a fantasticating relationship to the world: he is Michael Moorcock, seen with genial bite as a kind of G.K. Chesterton without the wearying punch-line paradoxes. The youngest of the three is David Mummery, a haunted introspective half-insane denizen of a secret London of trials and runes and codes and magic: he too is Michael Moorcock, seen through a glass, darkly. And there is Mary Gasalee, a kind of holy-innocent and survivor, blessed with a luminous clarity of insight, so that in all her apparent ignorance of the onrushing secular world she is more deeply wise than other folk: she is also Michael Moorcock, Moorcock when young as viewed from the wry middle years of 1988. When we read the book, we are reading a book of instructions for the assembly of a London writer. The Moorcock we put together from this choice of portraits is amused and bemused at the vision of himself; he is a phenomenon of flamboyance and introspection, a poseur and a solitary, a dreamer and a doer, a multitude and a singleton. But only the three Moorcocks in this book, working together, could have written all the other books.


It all began – as it does for David Mummery in Mother London – in South London, in a subtopian stretch of villas called Mitcham, in 1939. In early childhood, he experienced the Blitz, and never forgot the extraordinariness of being a participant – however minute – in the great drama; all around him, as though the world were being dismantled nightly, darkness and blackout would descend, bombs fall, buildings and streets disappear; and in the morning, as though a new universe had taken over from the old one and the world had become portals, the sun would rise on glinting rubble, abandoned tricycles, men and women going about their daily tasks as though nothing had happened, strange shards of ruin poking into altered air. From a very early age, Michael Moorcock’s security reposed in a sense that everything might change, in the blinking of an eye, and be rejourneyed the next day (or the next book). Though as a writer he has certainly elucidated the fears and alarums of life in Aftermath Britain, it does seem that his very early years were marked by the epiphanies of war, rather than the inflictions of despair and beclouding amnesia most adults necessarily experienced. After the war ended, his parents separated, and the young Moorcock began to attend a pretty wide variety of schools, several of which he seems to have been expelled from, and as soon as he could legally do so he began to work full time, up north in London’s heart, which he only left when he moved to Texas (with intervals in Paris) in the early 1990s, from where (to jump briefly up the decades) he continues to cast a Martian eye: as with most exiles, Moorcock’s intensest anatomies of his homeland date from after his cunning departure.


But back again to the beginning (just as though we were rimming a multiverse). Starting in the 1950s there was the comics and pulp work for Fleetway Publications; there was the first book (Caribbean Crisis, 1962) as by Desmond Reid, co-written with his early friend the artist James Cawthorn (1929– 2008); there was marriage, with the writer Hilary Bailey (they divorced in 1978), three children, a heated existence in the Ladbroke Grove/Notting Hill Gate region of London he was later to populate with Jerry Cornelius and his vast family; there was the editing of NEW WORLDS, which began in 1964 and became the heartbeat of the British New Wave two years later as writers like Brian W. Aldiss and J.G. Ballard, reaching their early prime, made it into a tympanum, as young American writers like Thomas M. Disch, John T. Sladek, Norman Spinrad and Pamela Zoline found a home in London for material they could not publish in America, and new British writers like M. John Harrison and Charles Platt began their careers in its pages; but before that there was Elric. With The Stealer of Souls (1963) and Stormbringer (1965), the multiverse began to flicker into view, and the Eternal Champion (whom Elric parodied and embodied) began properly to ransack the worlds in his fight against a greater Chaos than the great dance could sustain. There was also the first SF novel, The Sundered Worlds (1965), but in the 1960s SF was a difficult nut to demolish for Moorcock: he would bide his time.


We come to the heart of the matter. Jerry Cornelius, who first appears in The Final Programme (1968) – which assembles and coordinates material first published a few years earlier in NEW WORLDS – is a deliberate solarisation of the albino Elric, who was himself a mocking solarisation of Robert E. Howard’s Conan, or rather of the mighty-thew-headed Conan created for profit by Howard epigones: Moorcock rarely mocks the true quill. Cornelius, who reaches his first and most telling apotheosis in the four novels comprising The Cornelius Quartet, remains his most distinctive and perhaps most original single creation: a wide boy, an agent, a flaneur, a bad musician, a shopper, a shapechanger, a trans, a spy in the house of London: a toxic palimpsest on whom and through whom the zeitgeist inscribes surreal conjugations of ‘message’. Jerry Cornelius gives head to Elric.


The life continued apace. By 1970, with NEW WORLDS on its last legs, multiverse fantasies and experimental novels poured forth; Moorcock and Hilary Bailey began to live separately, though he moved, in fact, only around the corner, where he set up house with Jill Riches, who would become his second wife; there was a second home in Yorkshire, but London remained his central base. The Condition of Muzak (1977), which is the fourth Cornelius novel, and Gloriana; or, The Unfulfill’d Queen (1978), which transfigures the first Elizabeth into a kinked Astraea, marked perhaps the high point of his career as a writer of fiction whose font lay in genre or its mutations – marked perhaps the furthest bournes he could transgress while remaining within the perimeters of fantasy (though within those bournes vast stretches of territory remained and would, continually, be explored). During these years he sometimes wore a leather jacket constructed out of numerous patches of varicoloured material, and it sometimes seemed perfectly fitting that he bore the semblance, as his jacket flickered and fuzzed from across a room or road, of an illustrated man, a map, a thing of shreds and patches, a student fleshed from dreams. Like the stories he told, he seemed to be more than one thing. To use a term frequently applied (by me at least) to twenty-first-century fiction, he seemed equipoisal: which is to say that, through all his genre-hopping and genre-mixing and genre-transcending and genre-loyal returnings to old pitches, he was never still, because ‘equipoise’ is all about making stories move. As with his stories, he cannot be pinned down, because he is not in one place. In person and in his work, it has always been sink or swim: like a shark, or a dancer, or an equilibrist…


The marriage with Jill Riches came to an end. He married Linda Steele in 1983; they remain married. The Colonel Pyat books, Byzantium Endures (1981), The Laughter of Carthage (1984), Jerusalem Commands (1992) and The Vengeance of Rome (2006), dominated these years, along with Mother London. As these books, which are non-fantastic, are not included in the current Michael Moorcock Collection, it might be worth noting here that, in their insistence on the irreducible difficulty of gaining anything like true sight, they represent Moorcock’s mature modernist take on what one might call the rag-and-bone shop of the world itself; and that the huge ornate postmodern edifice of his multiverse loosens us from that world, gives us room to breathe, to juggle our strategies for living – allows us ultimately to escape from prison (to use a phrase from a writer he does not respect, J.R.R. Tolkien, for whom the twentieth century was a prison train bound for hell). What Moorcock may best be remembered for in the end is the (perhaps unique) interplay between modernism and postmodernism in his work. (But a plethora of discordant understandings makes these terms hard to use; so enough of them.) In the end, one might just say that Moorcock’s work as a whole represents an extraordinarily multifarious execution of the fantasist’s main task: which is to get us out of here.


Recent decades saw a continuation of the multifarious, but with a more intensely applied methodology. The late volumes of the long Elric saga, and the Second Ether sequence of meta-fantasies – Blood: A Southern Fantasy (1995), Fabulous Harbours (1995) and The War Amongst the Angels: An Autobiographical Story (1996) – brood on the real world and the multiverse through the lens of Chaos Theory: the closer you get to the world, the less you describe it. The Metatemporal Detective (2007) – a narrative in the Steampunk mode Moorcock had previewed as long ago as The Warlord of the Air (1971) and The Land Leviathan (1974) – continues the process, sometimes dizzyingly: as though the reader inhabited the eye of a camera increasing its focus on a closely observed reality while its bogey simultaneously wheels it backwards from the desired rapport: an old Kurasawa trick here amplified into a tool of conspectus, fantasy eyed and (once again) rejourneyed, this time through the lens of SF.


We reach the second decade of the twenty-first century, time still to make things new, but also time to sort. There are dozens of titles in The Michael Moorcock Collection that have not been listed in this short space, much less trawled for tidbits. The various avatars of the Eternal Champion – Elric, Kane of Old Mars, Hawkmoon, Count Brass, Corum, Von Bek – differ vastly from one another. Hawkmoon is a bit of a berk; Corum is a steely solitary at the End of Time: the joys and doleurs of the interplays amongst them can only be experienced through immersion. And the Dancers at the End of Time books, and the Nomad of the Time Stream books, and the Karl Glogauer books, and all the others. They are here now, a 100 books that make up one book. They have been fixed for reading. It is time to enter the multiverse and see the world.


September 2012









Introduction to
The Michael Moorcock Collection


Michael Moorcock


BY 1964, AFTER I had been editing NEW WORLDS for some months and had published several science fiction and fantasy novels, including Stormbringer, I realised that my run as a writer was over. About the only new ideas I’d come up with were miniature computers, the multiverse and black holes, all very crudely realised, in The Sundered Worlds. No doubt I would have to return to journalism, writing features and editing. ‘My career,’ I told my friend J.G. Ballard, ‘is finished.’ He sympathised and told me he only had a few SF stories left in him, then he, too, wasn’t sure what he’d do.


In January 1965, living in Colville Terrace, Notting Hill, then an infamous slum, best known for its race riots, I sat down at the typewriter in our kitchen-cum-bathroom and began a locally based book, designed to be accompanied by music and graphics. The Final Programme featured a character based on a young man I’d seen around the area and whom I named after a local greengrocer, Jerry Cornelius, ‘Messiah to the Age of Science’. Jerry was as much a technique as a character. Not the ‘spy’ some critics described him as but an urban adventurer as interested in his psychic environment as the contemporary physical world. My influences were English and French absurdists, American noir novels. My inspiration was William Burroughs with whom I’d recently begun a correspondence. I also borrowed a few SF ideas, though I was adamant that I was not writing in any established genre. I felt I had at last found my own authentic voice.


I had already written a short novel, The Golden Barge, set in a nowhere, no-time world very much influenced by Peake and the surrealists, which I had not attempted to publish. An earlier autobiographical novel, The Hungry Dreamers, set in Soho, was eaten by rats in a Ladbroke Grove basement. I remained unsatisfied with my style and my technique. The Final Programme took nine days to complete (by 20 January, 1965) with my baby daughters sometimes cradled with their bottles while I typed on. This, I should say, is my memory of events; my then wife scoffed at this story when I recounted it. Whatever the truth, the fact is I only believed I might be a serious writer after I had finished that novel, with all its flaws. But Jerry Cornelius, probably my most successful sustained attempt at unconventional fiction, was born then and ever since has remained a useful means of telling complex stories. Associated with the 60s and 70s, he has been equally at home in all the following decades. Through novels and novellas I developed a means of carrying several narratives and viewpoints on what appeared to be a very light (but tight) structure which dispensed with some of the earlier methods of fiction. In the sense that it took for granted the understanding that the novel is among other things an internal dialogue and I did not feel the need to repeat by now commonly understood modernist conventions, this fiction was post-modern.


Not all my fiction looked for new forms for the new century. Like many ‘revolutionaries’ I looked back as well as forward. As George Meredith looked to the eighteenth century for inspiration for his experiments with narrative, I looked to Meredith, popular Edwardian realists like Pett Ridge and Zangwill and the writers of the fin de siècle for methods and inspiration. An almost obsessive interest in the Fabians, several of whom believed in the possibility of benign imperialism, ultimately led to my Bastable books which examined our enduring British notion that an empire could be essentially a force for good. The first was The Warlord of the Air.


I also wrote my Dancers at the End of Time stories and novels under the influence of Edwardian humourists and absurdists like Jerome or Firbank. Together with more conventional generic books like The Ice Schooner or The Black Corridor, most of that work was done in the 1960s and 70s when I wrote the Eternal Champion supernatural adventure novels which helped support my own and others’ experiments via NEW WORLDS, allowing me also to keep a family while writing books in which action and fantastic invention were paramount. Though I did them quickly, I didn’t write them cynically. I have always believed, somewhat puritanically, in giving the audience good value for money. I enjoyed writing them, tried to avoid repetition, and through each new one was able to develop a few more ideas. They also continued to teach me how to express myself through image and metaphor. My Everyman became the Eternal Champion, his dreams and ambitions represented by the multiverse. He could be an ordinary person struggling with familiar problems in a contemporary setting or he could be a swordsman fighting monsters on a far-away world.


Long before I wrote Gloriana (in four parts reflecting the seasons) I had learned to think in images and symbols through reading John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, Milton and others, understanding early on that the visual could be the most important part of a book and was often in itself a story as, for instance, a famous personality could also, through everything associated with their name, function as narrative. I wanted to find ways of carrying as many stories as possible in one. From the cinema I also learned how to use images as connecting themes. Images, colours, music, and even popular magazine headlines can all add coherence to an apparently random story, underpinning it and giving the reader a sense of internal logic and a satisfactory resolution, dispensing with certain familiar literary conventions.


When the story required it, I also began writing neo-realist fiction exploring the interface of character and environment, especially the city, especially London. In some books I condensed, manipulated and randomised time to achieve what I wanted, but in others the sense of ‘real time’ as we all generally perceive it was more suitable and could best be achieved by traditional nineteenth-century means. For the Pyat books I first looked back to the great German classic, Grimmelshausen’s Simplicissimus and other early picaresques. I then examined the roots of a certain kind of moral fiction from Defoe through Thackeray and Meredith then to modern times where the picaresque (or rogue tale) can take the form of a road movie, for instance. While it’s probably fair to say that Pyat and Byzantium Endures precipitated the end of my second marriage (echoed to a degree in The Brothel in Rosenstrasse), the late 70s and the 80s were exhilarating times for me, with Mother London being perhaps my own favourite novel of that period. I wanted to write something celebratory.


By the 90s I was again attempting to unite several kinds of fiction in one novel with my Second Ether trilogy. With Mandelbrot, Chaos Theory and String Theory I felt, as I said at the time, as if I were being offered a chart of my own brain. That chart made it easier for me to develop the notion of the multiverse as representing both the internal and the external, as a metaphor and as a means of structuring and rationalising an outrageously inventive and quasi-realistic narrative. The worlds of the multiverse move up and down scales or ‘planes’ explained in terms of mass, allowing entire universes to exist in the ‘same’ space. The result of developing this idea was the War Amongst the Angels sequence which added absurdist elements also functioning as a kind of mythology and folklore for a world beginning to understand itself in terms of new metaphysics and theoretical physics. As the cosmos becomes denser and almost infinite before our eyes, with black holes and dark matter affecting our own reality, we can explore them and observe them as our ancestors explored our planet and observed the heavens.


At the end of the 90s I’d returned to realism, sometimes with a dash of fantasy, with King of the City and the stories collected in London Bone. I also wrote a new Elric/Eternal Champion sequence, beginning with Daughter of Dreams, which brought the fantasy worlds of Hawkmoon, Bastable and Co. in line with my realistic and autobiographical stories, another attempt to unify all my fiction, and also offer a way in which disparate genres could be reunited, through notions developed from the multiverse and the Eternal Champion, as one giant novel. At the time I was finishing the Pyat sequence which attempted to look at the roots of the Nazi Holocaust in our European, Middle Eastern and American cultures and to ground my strange survival guilt while at the same time examining my own cultural roots in the light of an enduring anti-Semitism.


By the 2000s I was exploring various conventional ways of story-telling in the last parts of The Metatemporal Detective and through other homages, comics, parodies and games. I also looked back at my earliest influences. I had reached retirement age and felt like a rest. I wrote a ‘prequel’ to the Elric series as a graphic novel with Walter Simonson, The Making of a Sorcerer, and did a little online editing with FANTASTIC METROPOLIS.


By 2010 I had written a novel featuring Doctor Who, The Coming of the Terraphiles, with a nod to P.G. Wodehouse (a boyhood favourite), continued to write short stories and novellas and to work on the beginning of a new sequence combining pure fantasy and straight autobiography called The Whispering Swarm while still writing more Cornelius stories trying to unite all the various genres and sub-genres into which contemporary fiction has fallen. Throughout my career critics have announced that I’m ‘abandoning’ fantasy and concentrating on literary fiction. The truth is, however, that all my life, since I became a professional writer and editor at the age of 16, I’ve written in whatever mode suits a story best and where necessary created a new form if an old one didn’t work for me. Certain ideas are best carried on a Jerry Cornelius story, others work better as realism and others as fantasy or science fiction. Some work best as a combination. I’m sure I’ll write whatever I like and will continue to experiment with all the ways there are of telling stories and carrying as many themes as possible. Whether I write about a widow coping with loneliness in her cottage or a massive, universe-size sentient spaceship searching for her children, I’ll no doubt die trying to tell them all. I hope you’ll find at least some of them to your taste.


One thing a reader can be sure of about these new editions is that they would not have been possible without the tremendous and indispensable help of my old friend and bibliographer John Davey. John has ensured that these Gollancz editions are definitive. I am indebted to John for many things, including his work at Moorcock’s Miscellany, my website, but his work on this edition has been outstanding. As well as being an accomplished novelist in his own right John is an astonishingly good editor who has worked with Gollancz and myself to point out every error and flaw in all previous editions, some of them not corrected since their first publication, and has enabled me to correct or revise them. I couldn’t have completed this project without him. Together, I think, Gollancz, John Davey and myself have produced what will be the best editions possible and I am very grateful to him, to Malcolm Edwards, Darren Nash and Marcus Gipps for all the considerable hard work they have done to make this edition what it is.


Michael Moorcock









My Experiences in the Third World War









Casablanca




We are betrayed by what is false within.


– George Meredith





BEYOND THE DESERTED huts and artificial pools, far out to sea, like a cold wall around our world, a mist had formed. I saw an oil tanker moving through it, coming away from the Gulf, while on the harbour and the unkempt flat roofs, where TV dishes were raised like broken shields, a thin drizzle settled. I turned from the window but found no warmth in the room.


‘Well, darling, you told me so! Panos is a complete bastard.’ She advanced on me, put her hand on my arm, her head against my shoulder. ‘Forgive me?’ Her lips anticipated the pleasure of my assent.


Again I resisted the ritual. The effort was considerable. ‘I’m tired of what you do,’ I said. ‘I’m going to leave you.’


‘Sweetie!’ Her disbelief was turning to fury at the prospect of being denied her usual blessing. I wondered if she had always loathed me and if every betrayal I had so far accepted had been from fear of that one terrible truth.


‘Faithless…’ I began, but moralising was beyond me. I had known her from the beginning. Any pain she caused was of my own seeking. I felt disgust. I stepped back from the balcony. ‘We have to separate, Nadja.’


‘That doesn’t suit me.’ She controlled herself. ‘I need you.’


‘I’ve nothing left to give. I’m exhausted.’


‘I’ve been selfish. I didn’t think.’ But she gave up this approach almost at once, retrieving her dignity and her sense of perspective at the same time. She laughed. I had confirmed her view of the world. Her golden skin glowed like metal and her eyes were ancient stones.


‘I’m going,’ I said. ‘I’m in an hotel on Rue de la Radiance du Sol. We’ll be in contact, eh? I shan’t want the flat immediately.’ I was tempted to touch her hair for the last time; hair as delicate and as coarse as her love-making, as black as her most secret despair.


I turned my back on her. I turned my back on Africa. She went past me and stood on the balcony, deliberately re-entering my field of vision. She let the moisture settle in her hands, combing it into her hair, spreading Casablanca’s oily atmosphere over her face, arms and shoulders and cleansing whatever vestiges of sin she imagined to be still visible on her body.


I wish that she had not made an awful sort of choking noise when I left.


My chief met me in the Travel Bureau, which was closed for the afternoon, its plate glass staring onto an almost deserted Boulevard Emile Zola, where a few cars moved in the brightening afternoon light. He was a thin man with a moustache modelled on Georgian lines, I would guess, so he looked like a wolfish caricature of Stalin, something he was unconscious of and would have been horrified to know. His name was Yagolovski. He had been born in Riga and was of that new breed of traditionalist who emerged from the Gorbachev period. We sat together in the empty chairs watching a video of the Barbados beaches reflected in the shop’s window. ‘You’ve made your plans?’ he asked.


‘She and I are finished.’


‘And you’re happy with that?’ Yagolovski became avuncular with approval. ‘You’re a strong one. Good boy!’


I had not suffered such praise for many years.


All this happened some time ago, before I took up my last post in England and during that prolonged ‘phoney’ period prior to the outbreak of the World War. After my spell in Athens and before I settled in London, I was working in Casablanca. Most people will tell you that Casablanca is not the real Morocco but she remains my favourite. She was big, even in those days, with a population of around seven million, much of it in shanty towns, had a few remarkable features. Even her medina was sleazy in the way of the most industrial ports. The tourist trade, primarily dependent on the Bogart myth, had established holiday villages along the bleak and dangerous beaches, a series of bathing lagoons and some restaurants with names like Villa Tahiti and, of course, Café Americaine, which looked even grubbier in the foul weather blowing so frequently off the Atlantic.


The years of rain, following the drought of the ’70s and ’80s, were, of course, to Morocco’s benefit and helped establish her as one of Africa’s richest nations, but during my time in Casablanca most people were worried about what the wet weather would do to the vacation business.


If the rain had no serious effect on the port traffic and the factories, it was a relief for the people living in the countless shanties, since it cut down Casa’s smog, the equal to Los Angeles’, and made the city a little healthier. For a while local entrepreneurs had managed to sell fake Burberry trench coats to tourists determined to milk at least a little romance from a city having more in common with the reality of Liverpool than the fantasy of Hollywood.


As usual I was working as an art dealer, specialising chiefly in North African antiquities, and had been established in the name of Erich Volker, a Czech émigré, in the old harbour quarter’s Rue Sour el Djedid, a street becoming fashionable amongst successful Moroccan bohemians, chiefly painters and photographers.


‘Women are grief,’ said Yagolovski. ‘You should know that.’ Out of deference to me he did not light the cigarette between his fingers. I was making one of my attempts to stop smoking. ‘You’re lucky this job came up.’ Even in his sympathetic mood he reminded me of a jocular Stalin about to betray some old comrade. ‘It will take you away from Casablanca. And, when you return, never fear – she’ll have discovered some new supporter.’ He cleared his throat and picked up a file. ‘They’re ten a penny.’


I welcomed his remarks. I did not need comfort at that stage. I was glad to be going.


‘You like Marrakech, don’t you?’


‘For a holiday. Is that my destination?’


‘Initially. You’ll be staying at the Mamounia. It’s well known, of course.’


The Mamounia had remained Morocco’s most famous hotel for half a century and, like similar legendary hotels across the world, had never quite lost its romance or failed to disappoint, very slightly, those who had imagined for years how they might get there. I preferred the smaller hotels in the medina, or the Es Saadi, where the French show-people went and which offered an equally magnificent view of the High Atlas. At least I had never been to the Mamounia with Nadja. ‘It was Churchill’s favourite.’ I looked out past the reflected waves and consciously took control of myself. ‘He painted in their gardens. And I think de Gaulle, Roosevelt went there. Possibly Stalin. John Foster Dulles. And of course all those emirs and kings from the other side of Suez. It sounds as if I’m to hob-nob with a better class of people.’


When I looked at him Yagolovski was grinning. ‘Just a richer class. No Saudi princes or Gulf sultans, I’m afraid.’ He outlined the first part of my assignment, which was to make contact with an Algerian agent who would book into the Mamounia as an Egyptian businessman.


Although officially Morocco was no longer at war with Algeria, who had apparently given up ambitions in the old Spanish Sahara and withdrawn support for the Polisario guerrillas, there was still a great deal of political activity under the surface, much of it, of course, in relation to Libya and Algeria’s frustration at having no Atlantic seaboard. For that reason we continued to maintain a department in Casablanca and another in Algiers.


‘I suppose you want me to leave tomorrow,’ I said.


Raising his unlit cigarette to his heavy moustache Yagolovski chuckled as he shook his head. ‘Tonight,’ he said. ‘You meet your Egyptian businessman in the morning. But, believe me, this should take your mind off your troubles.’


The Marrakech plane was full of pale tourists going on to Agadir whose beaches were golden and whose hotels were high and white. A town destroyed by God, they said of the earthquake, restored by Man and populated by Satan. I think Satan was a euphemism for Europe. The nearest thing I had seen to even a simple djinn in that Moroccan Miami Beach was a German holidaymaker creeping out before dawn to lay claim to a pool-chair with his towel. The place consisted entirely of hotels, restaurants and tourist shops and was, I thought, an unfortunate vision of Morocco’s future.


My own country was also eager for hard currency in those days, so I sympathised with Moroccan policies, even as I regretted the signs of standardisation which threatened to place a Laura Ashley and a McDonald’s in every identical shopping mall from Moscow to Melbourne. Marrakech had kept so much of her character through her position in one of the country’s richest agricultural areas while the Berbers in particular did not so much resist the evils of capitalism as ignore those aspects of it they did not need.


It was not in my nature to express judgements, but I would have been happy if the tourist industry had confined itself to North Africa’s Atlantic coast.


The journey was short. By the time we landed at Minar Airport I was thinking of nothing but Nadja and already, of course, weakening. Walking from the plane to the embarkation building I put on my wide-brimmed panama and drew a deep breath of the relaxing heat, turning my face to a heaven which had something of that dark, moistureless desert blue of skies beyond the High Atlas. The soldiers on duty smoked and chatted, showing us only casual interest. I remembered what I had liked about Marrakech and why I feared her attraction. Of all Maghrebi cities, she possessed the greatest love of pleasure, a carelessness, a good humour, that reminded me of Cairo. The French had never been very secure in Marrakech. Her easy-going confidence derived, I think, from her once superior position as the centre of a great Berber Empire from the Pyrenees to the Sahara, successfully resisting all would-be outside conquerors. I suppose Casablanca’s cautious cynicism, developed in the service of a dozen masters, was preferable to me.


After suffering the irritating passport and customs rituals which refused to distinguish residents from visitors, I found a taxi to take me to the Mamounia. I chatted in French with a driver who assumed me to be a tourist and recommended a variety of relatives for whatever goods or services I might require. I did not reveal any knowledge of Arabic. It is my habit to seem unfamiliar with languages. People have a way of revealing much more if they think you have only a word or two of their native tongue.


As we drove along the broad red avenues of the Menara quarter in the new town, I remembered how Nadja and I had wandered these streets when we were first together. I wondered if this were an important job or if my chief, knowing that it was in my interest to stay away from Casablanca as long as possible, had done me a favour. He, like all his kind, possessed a fatherly and sometimes unwelcome concern about the private lives of his officers. It is in the tradition of our Service and goes back long before the Revolution.


For my part, I should have been unhappy without that concern. ‘Follow the rules and enjoy the love of the Father,’ as the priests used to say in our little town. My mother was fond of the phrase and would repeat it sometimes like a litany. My own father’s rules were inviolable but I could not say he loved any of us.


I grew up in the shadow of Stalin and, even though he was dead before my time, the old habits lived on. It makes us slow to take decisions sometimes, even now. But that is often no bad thing.


A case in point was our decision to remain in the Maghreb when almost everyone else removed their agencies altogether, usually leaving one officer at their consulate. An American friend of mine, who had guessed my job as I had guessed his, was amused by it. ‘You Russians keep as many staff in warm countries as you can possibly justify. I don’t blame you, with your hideous climate, but it’s a standing joke amongst most intelligence crews. Your chiefs want to be sure of a few days of sunshine every year.’ I was reminded of all the engineers, military experts and technicians volunteering for work in, for instance, Libya, and how Afghanistan with her awful winters had proved such a disappointment to certain colleagues.


We drove through broad streets cooled by tall palms, flanked by red-brown walls, by wrought iron which gave glimpses of villas decorated with bright tile and pastel lime-wash, with vibrant trailing flowers and vines, lush shrubs and trees, the New City, which we used to call the French City, lying outside the walls of the medina. The Mamounia was almost as famous a landmark as the tall, elegant outline of the Katoubia Mosque, the Mosque of the Booksellers, where from the surrounding shops, it was again possible to buy exquisitely printed editions of Ibn Rushd’s Aristotle commentaries, al-Khwarizmi’s mathematical treatises, as well as any number of editions of the Qur’an. Unlike the mosque, however, the Mamounia, lying just within the high crenellated walls of the medina at the Djedid Gate, had changed to meet changing times. My suitcase was taken from the taxi by a man dressed for a touring production of The Desert Song who carried it into a foyer half reproduction deco, half the interior of Los Angeles’ Dar Maghreb restaurant.


I was a little shocked and at the same time amused. The place was a vulgar Arabian Nights fantasy, an authentic extension of Hollywood. I reflected that as Morocco grew richer she resembled California in all her ways. Perhaps this was the logic of wealth? Perhaps our notions of value and culture and human dignity were old-fashioned? Certainly nobody suffered in modern Marrakech as when the Caids held power.


I went to sleep in a bed whose canopy of red silk, whose massive purple pillows and yellow sheets would have put to shame the ostentation of a Turkish pasha and in the morning was served, on a tray of rosewood, silver and mother-of-pearl, coffee and croissants the rival of anything I had tasted in Paris. I showered in a black-and-silver stall almost the size of the flat I had been born in, then shaved and dressed, started down to the pool to keep my appointment, seemingly a casual meeting, in the shade of some palms.


I remembered when Nadja and I had stayed at a little hotel just outside the medina and seen the dawn rising in a pale mist of pink and blue: the palms and eucalyptus dark green against the red walls of the city. From some shuttered shop came the resonant lute and drum music of Rouicha Mohamed while elsewhere Azzahia sang of metaphysical love to inspire images of birds, animals and flowers as vivid as any picture. This was the perfect life of Marrakech or, at least, a perfect moment, a pause before the day began. The smell of sweet mint tea joined the aroma of baking bread and wood-smoke. She had told me how much she loved me and how she would always love me and I had had her again, as the sounds of the city rose around us like a symphony.


There were already a few Americans and Germans around the pool, distinguished from one another only by the tone of their tanning agents. My man stood smoking under an orange tree, apparently fascinated by the brilliant pinks of a bougainvillaea. He was tall and handsome, reminding me of an Egyptian film star I saw frequently on billboards in Casablanca. About thirty-five, with dark, sardonic eyes, carefully groomed black curly hair and moustache, he wore a grey silk suit which had not been bought this side of the Italian Riviera. His name, even his cover name, was unknown to me, but we had a rather childish conversation code for mutual identification.


‘A beautiful morning,’ I said.


‘Like the first morning in Paradise.’ He smiled. ‘Have you been in Marrakech long?’ He purred his words like a Cairene.


‘A matter of hours. I live in Casablanca. I have a business there.’ I replied in French.


We walked away from the pool. On the other side of the hotel wall came sounds of the city’s ordinary commerce, the muezzin, a radio playing Rai hits.


I yawned. ‘I’m still a little sleepy. I arrived late last night. The mountains are magnificent from my room.’


‘Unfortunately I have only a concourse. You’re in business in Morocco? That’s interesting.’


‘I deal in antiques.’


‘Quite a coincidence,’ he murmured in what was virtually an aside to the tree. ‘I sell cotton. I’m at present in Esna but my home’s in Alexandria. You know Egypt, I suppose?’


‘Fairly well. I do very little buying there now.’


‘The export restrictions on that sort of thing are pretty much total. And if they’re not there, it’s clear what you buy is a fake!’


We talked a little longer, then shook hands and agreed to meet before lunch. At about noon, in a horse-drawn taxi, we toured the city’s pink sandstone walls which served, among other things, to protect the medina from fierce winter sandstorms.


My contact smoked constantly. Eventually I accepted his offered Marlboro and, with a sense of considerable relief, lit it. I felt I gave my liberty up to a familiar and not unkind master. I had always understood the basic meaning of Islam, which was ‘Surrender’. The Egyptian’s name was Tewfik al-Boulekh, he said. We used English, of which our driver had only a few words.


‘You’ll be wanting to interview the boy?’ He tossed a dirham coin towards the group of shouting children now running beside our carriage. Some scrambled for the money while others kept pace with us. I admired their stamina. ‘M’sieu!’ they called. ‘Un dirham! Un dirham!’ I was reminded of an English friend telling me how he had pursued American jeeps during the Second World War pleading for gum. Across the road men used materials and methods unaltered for a thousand years to rebuild the walls. The red mud blended with older remains of houses and stables. ‘The Maghreb is so much cleaner than Egypt.’


‘I know very little.’ I thought it wise not to admit my complete ignorance. ‘Is he here in Marrakech?’


‘No, no.’ He turned his head as our driver reined in suddenly to begin a passionate argument with a man whose donkey was almost hidden by a huge bundle of newly picked mint. Clutching at his brown-and-white-striped djellabah in a gesture that was as obscene as it was obscure, the Berber further enraged our cabman and brought another donkey-owner into the argument while passengers boarding a nearby bus, onto which one man was forcing two sheep he had just bought, turned with interest to witness the argument concerning the first donkey’s absolute refusal to move from the tarmac to the strip of hardened mud beside it and so give the taxi a clear passage. Meanwhile we were joined by a score of astonishingly lovely Marrakshi children asking us for watches and money. I ignored them until we were on the move again then threw them a cheap Timex and some small change.


Al-Boulekh continued: ‘The boy was born in France but his papers are absolutely authentic. There can be no question of his lineage.’


‘Are his ancestors well known?’


The Egyptian laughed heartily. ‘Oh, indeed!’


‘Provenance is so important in my walk of life,’ I said.


He dropped his voice. ‘There is no question that our young friend is a direct descendant of the Prophet. If anything his blood is better than any ruling Fatimid.’


I hid my surprise and cursed my chief for not warning me of the fantastic nature of the assignment. I regarded the Algerian agent with increased suspicion. Was I to be involved in some bizarre kidnapping? Even during my early days with the Service such schemes had fallen out of fashion.


We went together to Djemaa el-Fna. The great central square of Marrakech was crowded as always with every kind of produce, entertainer and tourist. It always reminded me, I told my companion, of London’s Portobello Road. There were spice-sellers and foodstalls, fruit and vegetables, pots and pans, and two great handcart displays of Japanese digital timepieces. The modern goods were offered side by side with rugs, pottery and tools in use since the city’s foundation when William the Conqueror was making London his capital.


We sat at a table outside the Café de France. I had the simple and my Algerian-Egyptian had the filtre.


‘You know where we are going tomorrow?’ he asked.


‘I believe I am to travel to the other side of the mountains.’ I gestured with my cup at the distant peaks.


‘We have to be pretty cautious at this moment.’ Chiefly because I had no cigarettes myself I refused his offered Marlboro.


After lunch we walked through the souk and then went to the Majorelle Gardens, the Bou Saf Saf, whose entrance was in a little side street in the Gueliz district not far from the Doukkala Gate. As usual the botanical gardens were almost deserted and I was immediately captured by their peacefulness. I am always impressed by the Arab appreciation of zones of tranquillity, little bits of paradise on earth, though this particular garden was the creation of a French painter.


‘There’s nothing like this in Cairo now.’ Al-Boulekh was impressed. ‘People have to go beyond the pyramids if they want some space. That city should be a warning to us.’


I told him Cairo was one of my favourite cities. Given her thirty million inhabitants, she was a splendid example of how people of disparate religions and politics could survive together, however tenuously.


This did not suit his own views. Changing the subject, he said he had known a Volker in Munich who ran a little private toy museum there, near the open market. Was I a relative? I told him I was not German but had been born near Prague and emigrated with my parents in the 1950s. He accepted this lie as readily as he accepted any other story from me. He had that way of Mediterranean and African peoples, who seem to judge you not by the accuracy but by the quality of your accounts. For his benefit I next invented a trek across no man’s land, guards shooting at us, my little sister being killed.


‘Yet now you work again for the Russians?’ He introduced a sudden reality into our exchange.


I laughed aloud and he joined me; just, I decided, for the relief of it. Since we demanded no superficial logic of our ancient myths and legends, why should we demand it of our modern ones?


We paused beside a mosaic fountain, under great feathery branches of trees which had covered the Earth before the first fish crawled to land and filled its lungs.


‘There’s an economic crisis coming here.’ He blew smoke towards a sky so blue and still it might have been painted by a New York pop artist. ‘Until now King Hassan has been able to control the Left. But with the population explosion, the growth of a restless, newly educated, largely unemployable middle class, the collapse of their European markets, and before the Libyan trouble, the situation will soon become volatile, wouldn’t you say?’


I agreed his projection had some basis in truth, though privately I believed Morocco could solve her problems and maintain a stability already making her one of the most progressive countries in Africa.


‘The Left on its own has no-one to lead a successful coup. We’ve nobody in the UNFP. And anyway all the attempted coups have come from the Right. The Left needs a good alternative to Hassan III. His sons won’t do, of course. Hassan can’t last very much longer. It’s at that point we have the chance to win the country over.’


‘You expect us to co-operate with you in financing a revolution?’ I was incredulous.


‘It wouldn’t amount to anything hugely disruptive. Not with the cards we have to play.’


‘I thought your people had stopped supporting the Polisarios?’ The guerrillas of the old Spanish Sahara had been neutralised in their bid for an independent nation controlling the phosphate mines which gave Morocco so much of its hard currency.


‘You know the pressure we were under.’ He began to walk down one of the brick paths towards a group of sinuous plants whose brilliant, spikey blossoms suggested they had been brought from the continental interior. ‘We expected the United States to reduce her aid. Instead she increased it. For a while she was almost as generous to Morocco as she was to Israel. Yet somehow Hassan kept faith with everyone. Largely because of his importance to Islam. There are not many like him left.’ He meant, I assumed, that Hassan was a descendant of the Prophet’s daughter, Fatima, which many accepted as the purest of all royal bloodlines. ‘His survival has proved to many Islamic leaders, even those directly opposed to his policies, that he is Allah’s chosen. Well, you know that. His baraka has never been more evident.’


This was European logic, of which I was always suspicious if presented by an Arab, yet again I was bound to agree with him. The word, distinctly Arabic, had a wealth of meaning – a mixture of status, charisma, chutzpah, glamour and good fortune which, in a world whose rulers, even socialist presidents, were regarded as God’s representatives as well as the State’s, was of crucial significance now that the fundamentalists gained so much power. My chief always complained how our Moscow people refused to understand that to Moslems, even our own Moslems, politics and religion were synonymous.


‘The problem,’ my companion continued, ‘has never been how to overthrow Hassan, but who will replace him.’


Again I agreed. Sentimentally, of course, I could see no possible point in replacing Hassan, whose grandfather had proved himself since 1976 (when, leading his people into the desert, he had peacefully occupied the Spanish Sahara) a brilliant politician. His esteem in the country and throughout the world had never been higher. Moroccan troops had fought bravely beside Syrians in the Golan Heights while at the same time Hassan had encouraged Jews to return to his country, displaying that tolerance for other faiths which his greatest ancestors had exercised throughout their long rule in Africa and Europe. He had demonstrated ethical and pragmatic judgement at least equal to Egypt’s and any hint of our interfering with his rule would lose us authority throughout the world.


I wondered why my chief, who knew my admiration for Hassan, had given me this task. Hassan was everything great that Stalin could have been. But Stalin was a failed priest, ever unable to placate his own ghosts or reconcile his past with a future for which he had relinquished his place in heaven. Self-sacrifice is always borne with greater dignity if that sacrifice is proved of value.


The Egyptian again revealed his obsession. ‘This boy has Almohad, Fatimid and Abbasid blood. By showing increased support to orthodoxy he could win unprecedented influence through the entire Islamic world. It might be truly united for the first time in history!’


‘Under whom?’ I asked. He did not reply.


We walked back from the gardens and visited some of the shopping streets of the French Quarter. He paused in the Place du 16 Novembre outside a motorbike showroom. Staring through the display window al-Boulekh was surprised by a poster on which three Japanese women in one-piece bathing suits advertised a new Kawasaki.


‘Doesn’t it occur to you how behind the times we are in this profession?’ I said. ‘The Japanese concern themselves with commercial espionage, with the empire of the market place. It makes a great deal of sense.’


He was predictably disapproving. ‘It certainly does, if you’ve something to sell. These days Moscow has very little people want except gas. You relied on exporting an ideal.’


‘But that’s a bit obsolete now. These days we’re trying for the consumer market. We’re out of practice.’


He was dismissive. ‘If the War doesn’t escalate, you’ll do it, I’m sure. You still have a low-paid and extremely well-disciplined work-force.’


I found myself unamused by his irony. I remained suspicious of Arab socialists. I was more comfortable with traditional power-seekers.


We returned to the Mamounia and I went to my room, having agreed to see him for dinner. On impulse I put through a call to Casablanca but was told that there was no reply. Trying to avoid thinking of Nadja, I watched a James Cagney movie on television, Yankee Doodle Dandy dubbed into French with Arabic subtitles. Eventually I turned the TV off and listened to the radio news. As usual England was justifying some piece of American gunboat diplomacy to her EC allies while Israel accused Syria of arming the Jews for Palestine guerrillas recently allied to the PLO. South Africa’s invasion of Mozambique and Libya’s ‘border dispute’ with Tunisia seemed to be taking place unopposed.


These familiar reports were comforting. When the Folklorique performances followed I was irritated and found a Tunisian discussion on the changing face of France. Maghrebis share that complicated fascination with their former rulers which Indians have with the British. Not everyone benefits from colonialism and there are many losses in the name of Western progress, but I cannot dismiss all imperialist expansion as harmful. I was raised in a tradition, old-fashioned in the non-Communist world before I was born, and it is still hard for me not to take a paternalist view of what was once the Third World, especially since paternalism prevails there. We Russians understand and accept the nature of power rather more readily than the ambivalent English, for instance, or those who inherited and developed their particular brand of imperialism, the Americans.


Until I was on the edge of sleep I gave no thought to what al-Boulekh had told me. The Egyptian’s story seemed the fantastic concoction of some distant intelligence agency without enough real business. According to the Algerians I was to meet a young man whose Sharifian lineage, just on one strand alone, went back to the seventeenth-century Alouite sultans of Marrakech. With such potent blood, the Egyptian claimed, Hassan and his family could be deposed and a régime more closely aligned to the world be installed in Rabat. To me the scheme, even if the boy’s ancestry were perfect, was so pointless and reminiscent of a foolish nineteenth-century Ottoman plot that I was hardly able to stop scoffing at it on the spot. Yet the Egyptian revealed himself as being closely involved with and committed to the scheme. Doubtless he had supplementary ambitions.


‘Wait until you meet him,’ he had said. ‘You’ll be won over.’


I had my orders. I had no choice. The next morning we were to drive over the High Atlas to a small town on the edge of the Sahara which had been colonised by Club Med and was primarily patronised by middle-class French people in their late thirties. In 1928 Ouarzazate had been a Foreign Legion garrison town on the site of an old kasbah and was more than once attacked by various bands of determined irregulars, who refused to accept European protection and were still not completely pacified at the outbreak of the Second World War.


At that time Route P31 over the Tizi ’n’ Tichka Pass to the Draa Valley was, after the first few miles, somewhat bleak, rising about 8,000 feet amongst peaks still snow-capped and frequently as barren as those parts of the Lake District where as an exchange student I once hiked. Until spring, when wild flowers make them vibrant, they are unremarkable mountains, dotted with ruined kasbahs from which local chieftains, controlling the caravan routes and trails, had raided as successfully as the Scottish robber barons in the Highlands.


Obviously familiar with the range, my companion drove our Avis Renault at headlong speed around the mountain roads, his horn frequently in use, occasionally missing a collision with a truck or a tourist bus. The radio was turned up to full volume. ‘Too tired to make it, too tired to fight about it’, sang al-Boulekh with the Eagles. As we descended towards the Draa we followed the river, the Oued Imini, south-east through shale slopes and grey-black rock occasionally brightened by a little foliage, a narrow strip of cultivated land, a small goat herd or a dusty, broken tower.


For twenty years Old Ouarzazate, the provincial capital, had been the location of so many Hollywood films that it immediately struck a romantic chord. The low, pleasant houses, the crenellated walls, the half-ruined kasbah, the palm trees and oases where nomads came to trade, were familiar to anyone who ever saw Lawrence of Arabia. The reality confirmed the fantasy so thoroughly it seemed they were the same.


Al-Boulekh told me a little of his work with the Polisario guerrillas. Until recently he said they had camped not a hundred miles from here. The Algerians were too cautious to involve directly any of their own people, so the contact officers had been, like al-Boulekh, from friendly Arab countries or else were disaffected Berbers, sometimes Moroccan Taureqs considering a career move. Pressured by us, the Americans and the Arab League, Algeria had agreed to stop even her indirect Polisario support. That war drained everyone and had only strategic results for the Polisarios. Ironically, Morocco was at one time forced to put more men and money into that particular field than the French spent maintaining power over the whole Maghreb.


Al-Boulekh was tired by the drive and wanted a drink. I suggested stopping at a little place called Zitoun, the Olive Grove, but he shook his head.


‘It’s hard now to find a public bar in Ouarzazate. Zitoun doesn’t sell alcohol. For a while, you know, Club Med had the monopoly. Did you ever try to get a beer in Moulay Idris?’


‘That’s hardly a good example. It’s a holy town.’


He shrugged. Like so many younger Arabs he equated drinking with modernity. He would no more patronise a café which did not sell liquor than he would sit and listen to the love songs of Oum Kalthoum, the classical Egyptian singer I admired. He only listened to American pop, he had said, like Dire Straits. So he preferred, I replied, to hear old millionaires from San Luis Obispo wailing their contempt for microwaves and colour televisions? There had been a familiar note of puritanism in his voice, echoing writers I had known who dismissed narrative, or painters who loathed anything remotely figurative: an attitude which in Europe had seemed radically progressive many years earlier but which I nowadays found embarrassing. We had entered a more conservative phase of our cultural history and I was consoled by it. But at least he had revealed something of his moral view and I felt pleasantly satisfied by this, as if I had mysteriously gained an advantage in an unfamiliar game.


Near the old Glaovi Kasbah we found a pleasant restaurant with rooftop seats looking down onto Ouarzazate’s ever-expanding main street, where stalls now sold trinkets, handicrafts and Pakistani brasswork to tourists. In the uncompromising near-desert heat German automobiles manoeuvred for space with donkeys, bicycles, horsemen and ancient trucks whose gaudy decoration was reminiscent of the nomad tents we had passed coming in. Once a detachment of smart Moroccan soldiers marched by. I almost mistook them for paras. Their presence surprised me.


‘Is the Sahara trouble starting up again?’ I asked as I sipped my Valgrave.


‘Who knows?’ He had stretched out his long legs and was as relaxed as the hopeful cats who sat politely around us.


‘You, possibly?’ I was sardonic. I guessed he had high ambitions.


‘Oh, we’re nothing but intermediaries. You understand that. Messenger boys at best. Even you, Monsieur Volker, in spite of your rank.’


I was mildly amused by this display of knowledge. I had no information about him, but someone had shown him a dossier on me.


‘I’m a simple antique dealer,’ I said. ‘A Czech émigré.’


‘I had forgotten.’ It seemed a genuine apology.


When he had finished his beer we drove to the Club Med buildings. The great kasbah-style walls looked as if they might have resisted the whole of Abd’-al-Krim’s 1920s tribal army. Had it not been for some kind of special pass displayed by al-Boulekh, I think we could have found it impossible to reach the reception area.


The place was decorated in French-Moorish, a rather unhappy combination of two splendid aesthetics, and we were greeted by a pretty young Berber woman stylish in Parisian casuals. Her name was R’Kia and she was the Customer Relations Liaison Officer. She had been told to expect us. Normally, she said, visits from relatives were discouraged by the Club. She was charming. She was sure we could understand why these rules existed.


I told her I too was a great believer in rules, and she was winningly grateful. She led us around the pool where near-naked women stretched themselves on loungers and their men played water-football or lay playing electronic games, through an archway, up a short stair until we stood outside a bright blue door on which she tapped.


During the pause I said: ‘You have a world of your own here.’ We were all speaking French.


‘Yes. You never need to leave, if you don’t want to. Everything is provided.’ She called through the door. ‘Monsieur Maquin. Your uncle and his friend are here.’


The door was opened by a handsome boy of about twenty dressed in shorts and grey silk beach shirt. He was below middle height but had the physique of a body-builder. He shook hands, greeting us in an educated Parisian accent. I guessed that French was his first language. It was immediately obvious why al-Boulekh was convinced and why our Odessa office had given credence to the scheme. The boy radiated baraka.


Alain Makhainy knew nothing of my people’s involvement and, I would guess, had not been told of any historic destiny planned for him by whatever Algerian Secret Service department had concocted this Ruritanian scheme to replace him at the head of the Moroccan state. Al-Boulekh had described his vision of a shining new monarch coming out of the desert at the head of an Algerian-Russian equipped army to unite the Maghreb, including Libya, into one powerful nation. Wild as the plan was, many people in those days of flux would have given it credence. Myths of hope were in short supply. It was not the most bizarre plan invented by the world’s intelligence agencies, nor the most dangerous. Indeed, in retrospect, it has for me a certain innocence. At that time, however, in a very different climate, I was utterly sceptical.


Makhainy took us to a bar with a wide balcony looking out over the battlements to palms and a shallow stream. When I tried to pay for our drinks he laughed and gave the waiter some coloured beads from his pocket. ‘This is the only currency we’re allowed here.’


The boy believed he was to be interviewed for a sensitive job representing one of the main international banks where his lineage would stand him in unusually good stead with Arab clients.


I questioned him about his parents, who were both second-generation Parisians. His grandfather had come from Lebanon and his grandmother from Sinai. During the War they had lived in Casablanca. His maternal grandparents were both Palestinian Arabs who had emigrated to Lyons after 1947. He had birth certificates, family photographs, documents of every kind from half a dozen French and Arab authorities, including references to his ancestors in a variety of Islamic historical texts. His paternal grandfather was the son of a mutual ancestor of the Moroccan Sultans. They had been a distinguished family of Islamic judges and scholars. In France, as merchants, they had experienced great wealth for a while. I was in no doubt about his bloodlines, neither was I surprised by his family’s recent past. Not everyone desires to be a prince or even an eminent holy man. ‘My parents are French citizens,’ he said. ‘My father was a socialist.’


‘And you?’ I asked casually.


He shrugged. ‘I am a child of my age. I need a well-paid job which will make the best use of my talents.’


‘You are fluent in Arabic?’ I asked in that language.


‘A bit rusty,’ he told me. ‘But practice should take care of that. Eh, m’sieu?’ He offered me a wonderful smile. I think he had the measure of his own gifts. ‘I am not a practising Moslem.’


The Egyptian and I stayed overnight at a local fonduk, rather like one of those pensions you used to find in provincial France, and which had the same air of flyblown cosiness. We each had a single iron-framed bed and the Turkish toilet facilities on the floor below.


Al-Boulekh was elated by what he was certain had been a successful encounter. ‘Isn’t he perfect?’ He had removed his European clothes and sat on his bed’s edge wearing a blue-and-white Alexandrian gelabea.


‘He’s certainly convincing and he has personality.’ I carefully folded my clothes and sat them on the tiled floor. ‘Let’s hope he does well at the doctor’s examination.’


He frowned from where he lay with a book supported by his pillows. ‘A doctor? What for?’


‘Oh, it’s one of our rules,’ I said. ‘You know what bureaucracies are like. Moscow will want it.’


‘He doesn’t look the type to have a heart attack.’ Then he smiled. ‘I know. You’re worried about AIDS. I’m sure he’s fundamentally heterosexual.’


I said nothing to this. Neither did I tell him how much I had liked the young man and, unusually for me, did not wish him to be destroyed by what I considered an already doomed adventure. Algeria had taken the wrong lessons from us. Times and methods were changing rapidly. At that stage we were hoping to avert what the Americans called ‘a major conflict’.


‘And he can always brush up his Arabic,’ said al-Boulekh.


Next morning we returned to Marrakech. The Egyptian was exceptionally friendly on the journey back and even turned off the radio at my request, whereupon he outlined the great benefits of the Maghreb’s unification. ‘What Hassan did for Morocco, Hamed – his original name – will do for the whole of North Africa. Imagine! A unified socialist Arab alliance the length and breadth of the Mediterranean from the Atlantic to the Red Sea. And what an example for the rest of Africa! Within a couple of generations they could form a bloc as powerful as Europe!’ Was this naïveté a display for my benefit?


I envied him, I said, his old-fashioned optimism. In my own country Lenin’s great ideal was giving way to Lenin’s equally great pragmatism and it was fashionable to describe how Stalin had lost the way, that Lenin had foreseen what could go wrong and thus had introduced the New Economic Policy which, essentially, most well-established former socialist states were now reproducing. There is sometimes nothing worse than being taken for the representative of an ideal – or even a sexual preference – one has discarded in the light of experience.


In Marrakech I tried to phone my flat from the airport while I waited for the delayed plane but my operator was unable, he said, to make the connection, though I insisted I had heard the number ring. I had decided to try one last time to come to an agreement with Nadja and felt urgently she should know.


The plane eventually came in from Agadir. It was packed with sun-reddened tourists wearing locally bought straw hats, Rose Sarkissian shirts covered in rhinestones and gilded cowboy emblems, and cheaply made kaftans. I found a seat on the smoking side of the plane. Moroccans had solved the problem of non-smoking accommodation by simply dividing the plane down the middle. Halfway to Casablanca I bought a packet of English cigarettes from the stewardess but did not light one until I was outside the airport waiting for my car.


I went straight to the office and gave my report to my chief.


‘You seem unimpressed,’ he said. It was raining heavily. The water poured like mercury down the plate glass. ‘This is a little awkward for me.’


‘He’s a very personable young man. Simply tell him he has to have a medical before we can give him a firm answer.’


‘You’re not normally so assertive.’ Without comment he accepted a Silk Cut from my packet. ‘Very well. I’ll tell Odessa. And they’ll tell Moscow. And we’ll hear in a month. You think the scheme’s crazy, don’t you?’


‘And you?’


I expected no reply.


He shrugged. ‘Otherwise, you’d say he was what he claims?’


‘I think claims are being made for him. All he wants is an easy, well-paid job. But yes – he’s kosher.’ And I smiled as I picked up my bag. ‘I think the Algerians are trying to get back into the game. He’s all they have at present.’


He was equally amused. ‘Very romantic, Erich. Just like the Great Game, eh?’ Typical of his years, he was a keen reader of Kipling and Jack London. ‘More like a plot from the turn of the century. Don’t you feel nostalgic? Like a character in John Buchan. Or one of those old Alexander Korda movies?’


‘Our destinies are just as determined by mythology as were our ancestors’. I used to be frightened by the idea.’


‘That girl of yours, by the way, has a new gentleman friend. A Tunisian sardine wholesaler. Named Hafid. You’ll be at your hotel?’


‘My flat. I have some stuff there I want.’


He said nothing as he watched me leave.


I enjoyed the walk through the rain to the taxi stand. The car took me along the seafront with its closed-down bars and abandoned nightclubs, its waterlogged beach umbrellas and torn red-, white-and blue-striped awnings, its drunks in their filthy European suits, its desolate whores. I was sure the boy would be found to be uncircumcised. An uncircumcised Moslem is a contradiction in terms. If he did not know Arabic well, he did not know the Qur’an and therefore had no prospect of a crown by that route. Without our support, he was not the slightest threat to Hassan or his sons, all of whom were thoroughly educated in Islam. The Egyptian clearly had some sort of financial stake in this scheme.


The taxi dropped me off outside the whitewashed walls of my building. When I pressed the code on the electronic lock there was some trouble with it and I could not get in. I shivered as I put my finger to my own bell and was answered by Nadja’s voice.


‘It’s Volker,’ I said. ‘I’m back from Marrakech.’


After a short pause she pushed the button to admit me. I walked up the stairs, obscurely thinking I should give her a little time before I reached the door, but she had opened it and was waiting for me as I walked in. Her clothes were unfamiliar. She wore a tight red skirt and a gold blouse. Her make-up had created a stranger. She was already established in her newest rôle.


‘I’m leaving in the morning,’ she told me. There were a few boxes and suitcases packed. ‘I shan’t take much.’


‘Perhaps you’ll let the concierge have my keys,’ I said.


‘Of course,’ she said. ‘You look tired. Your trip didn’t do you much good.’


‘Oh, I enjoyed myself, I think. A little.’ I turned to go. ‘The department knows about your Tunisian. You’ll be careful, I hope. No mistakes. Nothing about me.’


She took my warning without expression and then kissed me gravely. ‘For a while,’ she said, ‘I thought I had worked a miracle. I convinced myself I had brought the dead to life.’


My answering smile appeared to disturb her.
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