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In memory of Dick Pershing, who showed me how to be a soldier, and have fun at it, when we were both privates, and who was killed in action a year later in Vietnam as a second lieutenant in the 101st Airborne Division, going back for one of his men.




SITUATION
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Philip Cooper was suddenly dispatched to a country no one had heard of, on a mission he didn’t understand. So he went for a run. Having survived both Vietnam and law school, he understood the solace of exhaustion.


It was Friday, the Moslem weekend, part way through 1980 and shortly before sunrise. So far from home, Philip’s body had refused to sleep. He stood outside the Hilton, doing stretching exercises. A soft breeze blew in from the Arabian Gulf. It was a welcome change from the hotel’s soulless air-conditioning.


The minaret of the mosque across the street resembled a lighthouse: large alternating squares of black and white, with a little walkway around the top. Viewed from the parking lot, the Hilton resembled a spaceship that had landed in the wrong millennium: chrome and glass and absurd angles, surrounded by date palms and mud houses. There was a savage beauty about it, if you could resist the impulse to laugh.


The lighthouse spoke. Actually it was a loudspeaker. Based on the small amount of reading he had managed to do, Philip assumed this was the call to prayer. He liked the plaintive, sweeping sound of it. He liked the idea of a religion where you have to get up early. It reminded him of the army. When the sound stopped, he started down the street. Instinct led him out of town and into the desert.


Philip had enlisted after a year of college. The money had sort of run out. The army had been hungry for lieutenants at the time, and in less than a year they turned him into one. A pretty good lieutenant, actually.


The army was a way of life, and Philip had needed one. It licenced violence. It joked about sex. There were words for everything there needed to be words for. You always knew where you stood. It was sometimes hard to explain why he hadn’t stayed in. The answer was ambition, but that didn’t stop him being nostalgic.


The best thing about the army was the sergeants. They issued you one as soon as you got off the bus.


As Philip gave himself to his running and Arabia swallowed him up, he remembered what one of the best had taught him:


I know a girl named Barbara Sue.


Do you know what she can do?


He had learned to chant in basic training. There were many verses.


I don’t know, but I hear tell


That she does it very well.


One ran along in a “column of fours,” sixty moderately terrified trainees in T-shirts, baggy pants and boots, shivering at first in the morning mist, and Sergeant Webster would begin. He would sing a line and then the whole platoon would repeat it:


I don’t know, but I would guess


I don’t know, but I would guess


Mary Jane does more with less.


Mary Jane does more with less.


This should have the effect, Sergeant Webster explained, “of assisting you mens in maintaining a proper cadence.” That it did.


Sergeant Webster was an old-fashioned mixture of practicality and earnestness. He believed in push-ups. He did not believe in “using nasty language to address trainees.” He had a wealth of knowledge to impart. “A lot of people has asked me, is there snakes in the ’Nam? Mens, there definitely is snakes in the ’Nam.”


But Philip wasn’t in the army anymore. He had been sent to the country no one had heard of on “secondment” from his firm.


“They’ve suddenly got a lot of money,” the partner whose turn it was to “do personnel” had told him. “They can negotiate with the best, but they don’t know how to agree. They need a legal adviser. The prime minister needs one, which should give you an indication. You seemed a natural choice.”


“Because I’m single?” Philip said.


“Why, because we think you’ll do a very good job,” the man said, who wasn’t a partner for nothing. “Arthur in particular thinks so. But think about it for a few days, if you like.”


“I’ll go,” Philip had said.


C-130 comin’ down the strip.


Airborne daddy’s gunna take a trip.


Because Sergeant Webster was “airborne,” quite a few of the verses the Third Platoon sang had to do with jumping out of airplanes, an activity whose charms Philip came to appreciate later. Sergeant Webster explained that “a C-130 is what gets you to the drop zone. The air force is in charge of the flying and we is in charge of the jumping.”


Fact was, Sergeant Webster was just about a human explaining machine. “Part of my mission is to help you mens appreciate the army.” He generally did this while running backwards beside the platoon. There would be a bit of monologue, then reflective silence filled with the sound of boots, and then another verse.


“There is three reasons why the army has you sing while you is running. The first is for cadence, like I said, and the second is for breathing. With the exception of the physical training test, which you mens will take next week, the army do not ask a man to run fast. If you is in any kind of shape at all, it is possible to complete a run without even breathing hard. This actually makes running more difficult. The third reason is the most important, and that is motivation.”


If I die on the old drop zone,


Wrap me up and ship me home.


Pin my wings upon my chest.


Tell my girl I done my best.


Philip’s “best” did not seem to have been enough. He assumed “secondment” was a euphemism for “goodbye.” As far as he had ever been able to figure out, Arthur Allison didn’t even like him.


“Philip has a gleam about him,” he had written in an early year-end review, “suggesting physical fitness and a species of enthusiasm we cannot always use.”


Arthur was the firm’s one genuinely famous partner, a rotund man who had once been a very young Assistant Secretary of State, and who now let cigarette ashes fall on his chest in order to appear absentminded. Philip had nearly quit. Only the challenge implicit in the remark, and a younger partner’s argument that “Arthur is beastly to everyone,” had dissuaded him. In the ensuing five years, he had never been able to decide if that was a mistake.


He had acquired a profession, which was useful, and at a demanding firm. That was probably smart. He had been a bachelor in New York, which was pleasant: dating women who dressed well enough to be somebody’s mistress, running in Central Park at dawn, buying the Sunday Times on Saturday night. He enjoyed the burdens of the law: the late nights and cancelled vacations, the obligation to read nothing carelessly, the tireless manufacture of elaborate sentences full of semicolons. But the shadow of Arthur’s scepticism clung to him.


At some level, Philip could never believe in himself as a lawyer – or not at the absurdly prestigious Manhattan firm that had recruited him. He could not imagine himself as someone who lived in a big house in Westchester County, needed a haircut, spoke in paragraphs, missed trains, had a slim, impatient, still quite lovely wife, had clients, had partners. Someone who could turn to a chief executive and say, “I think I’m going to ask you to let my partner, Arthur Allison, look at this,” and have the chief executive in question try to look nonchalant. Philip would never get to use that magical phrase. No one would ever say, “my partner, Philip Cooper,” no matter how badly Philip wished for it. The law was something he was doing while he waited for his life to begin. So this strange assignment, which had an air of abandonment about it, was also a release.


Soldier, soldier, don’t feel blue.


Uncle Sam has work for you.


Just before Philip left for JFK airport, Arthur summoned him to his cluttered office. Door shut, desk between them. A curious shyness.


“I think you’ll like the place, Philip. That makes a difference, you know. Going out to the Gulf could be all you need.”


“You sound like I’ll come back a changed man.”


“Not entirely changed, I hope,” said Arthur.


“That’s kind of you to say, sir.”


“You don’t believe me?”


“I thought you found me…insufficiently detached.”


“You didn’t seem comfortable here, that first year.”


“And now?”


“I think I’ve already answered that question. Besides,” – the older man’s tone changed – “we had to send someone. Their prime minister had been after me about it. You’ll do.”


“You have an unusual leadership technique, sir.”


“You don’t require tea and sympathy, Philip.”


“What do I require?”


“I can’t say. All I can do is see that you go out there without illusions. This is an opportunity for you. We don’t owe you anything for going. Keep your eyes open. I have an idea you can do very well, if you avoid making the wrong friends.”


“Have I made the wrong friends at the firm?”


“Not at all, Philip. Everyone likes you here. But forget about the firm for a while. The point is that Alidar is a third world country. The political situation is fluid. We don’t actually know very much about the place. There’s an insurgency next door, which you are not supposed to talk about, by the way. Some people say there will be a war eventually. Your prior experience is not irrelevant. The Arabs are a warlike people. Some of them are a little crazy, but the best have remarkable dignity. Win their respect, and when you come back you will have yourself a valuable client.”


“A valuable client for the firm, you mean.”


“Arabs tend to personalise relationships.” Pause. “So be careful.”


The conversation had left Philip puzzled and agitated. Arthur, for some reason, cared how he did. Whether that was good news or bad news remained to be seen.


Twenty minutes into actual desert, with the temperature rising rapidly, it occurred to Philip that he ought to turn around. That put the sun in his face. Now for the character building part, he said to himself.


Airborne, airborne, where you been?


Round the world and back again…
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If you live in a cold climate, warmth is a drug. So being sick of life, I went to Arabia. It was possible for a woman to do that then.


Begin with the heat. It is as if you are being fired. The celestial potter has put you in his kiln, and you are about to assume the shape by which eternity will know you. Thought ceases. Immobility is worship. It is no accident the Arabs invented zero.


When the wind is from the south, the desert possesses you. Grit accumulates in your silverware drawer, in your underwear drawer, between your teeth. It is forty-five degrees Celsius and men walk the street wrapped up like Arctic explorers, trying to escape the sand. I would never have guessed at its relentlessness.


Perfection is tangible. Women are invisible. Five times a day a man shouts from a tower that God is great. “Allahu akbar,” he says. One comes in the end to agree.


Alidar is a small country, almost a visitor upon the landscape. They have a king, so it is a kingdom. They have no parliament, so it matters who is king. The king knows this. For an English-woman with any sort of education, it is like being transported back to Tudor times. There are only so many capable Alidi. The character of individuals one is personally acquainted with affects the country’s future. One encounters individuals about whose character one must speculate. Destiny permeates intercourse. Like the sand.


There are automobiles and air-conditioners, of course, and gossip and daydreams. If you live by pleasing men, as I have, you are either an extreme realist or a fool. I have put on black silk and walked the souk, as the local women do, studying the world through the porous cloth, buying rice and jewellery, watching the shopkeepers notice the condition of my hands. The Alidi have a civilisation. But primarily there is the heat and the port and the presence of the desert. I would not want to live in Alidar without means.


The port is why there is an Alidar. It is as if someone had taken up the Arabian Peninsula like a piece of cloth, and made a little rip in it. The rip attracts commerce as a flaw attracts the eye. For the past two centuries it has been the capital of the Gulf. Indians and Persians settled here. Saudis party here. Every form of contraband is available. Asylum is available. Like Britain, it has a tradition of tolerance, punctuated by slaughter.


All this I had learned in the first few months. Then winter approached, and the celestial potter decided to give me a final glaze. I became bored, and found a job – as a secretary. I have done that sort of work before, actually. It fills the day. I wasn’t ready for more than that. Or so I thought.
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Philip was half a mile from the crest that would bring him in sight of the city again when he saw the black Arab. The man was enormous. He stood in the middle of the highway, robe billowing in the wind, left hand on his hip, right hand grasping a sword, which he held motionless and erect. Because of the sun, Philip had been watching the few yards of asphalt in front of his own feet, so he did not see him until he was quite near. For an intoxicating second, he had an impulse to rush the man, who clearly wasn’t poised to fight. But reason and exhaustion asserted themselves, and he stumbled to a halt.


As he did so, he noticed that an ancient, cream-coloured Bentley was parked a few yards off the road. A second man in Arab robes was sitting on the car’s running board.


“It is important to know when to stop,” he said.


“I could have made it,” said Philip.


“Do not underestimate the desert. Come out of the sun and have some water.”


Philip sat down beside his host, who looked to be about fifty years old. The black Arab produced a cup and Philip drank.


“You are the most tenacious person I have met since Mrs. Campbell. She, I believe, might even have refused the water, though I doubt she ever went joggeling in the desert.”


After a brief silence, during which Philip pondered the merits of his host’s mispronunciation, it occurred to him to indicate that he was all right. “Thank you for the water,” he said. “Who is Mrs. Campbell?”


“She was the wife of the manager of the Chartered Bank here in the late nineteen-forties. She taught me English.”


“Did she speak Arabic?”


“None whatsoever.”


“That must have made it hard.”


“I had curiosity and she had patience. She began by pointing at objects and naming them in English – or what I have subsequently come to understand passes for that language in the Highlands of Scotland.”


“I was trying to place the accent.”


“Many people find it astonishing. It has faded, of course.”


“How long did you study with Mrs. Campbell?”


“Five years. I also had patience.”


“And did she in the process learn any Arabic?”


“She did not. I believe she felt it would put her soul in jeopardy.”


“That seems a rather old-fashioned idea.”


“Tradition often harbours truth. The language of the Holy Koran is very beautiful. She might have been converted. Then she and Mr. Campbell would have had to go to separate heavens.”


The man went on to ask about Philip. Where had he grown up? How long did he plan to stay in Alidar? Why did he run?


“I guess it’s a habit I picked up in the army,” Philip said.


“My son would like to be a soldier. He will want to meet you.”


“Do you have an army?” Philip asked – and immediately wished he hadn’t put it that way.


“A wee one. But it lacks experience, thank God. Do you have children?”


“No.”


“They are an adventure. Other family?”


“No.”


“You travel light.”


“We all have baggage. And you?”


“I don’t travel.”


Philip declined the man’s offer of a ride into town. People were appearing on the streets when he got there, most of them dressed in long robes, as if for a Sunday School pageant. The lobby of the Hilton was full of young women speaking German. There was a sign outside the dining room advertising an “asparagus promotion.” What can an asparagus aspire to, Philip wondered. Can it become a Brussels sprout?


Something about Alidar was making him happy. Not a good sign, he knew. Happiness meant confidence, which made you sloppy. He’d asked the Arab with the Bentley about the prime minister, for Christ’s sake. Not a big country. Everyone would know everyone. Still, the answer was interesting: “He is easy to underestimate.”
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The prime minister keeps his office in the souk, up a flight of wooden stairs that are always in shadow. “Servants’ quarters,” he likes to say, “are not meant to be grand.” There are eight interconnected rooms, with doors giving access to a covered balcony that runs the whole way round the building. He likes the “flexibility” of this arrangement, meaning that he can avoid tiresome meetings. It would also make it easy to receive unofficial callers – there are actually two stairways – but I do not think he takes bribes.


Many people assume that I am more than just his secretary, but I am not. All he requires is that I look the part. So I wear silk, move slowly, and make the traditional sweet black coffee with unexpected skill. He addresses me as Mrs. Sullivan. Sometimes I wink at him, which he likes. I have learned enough Arabic to startle his visitors.


This morning His Excellency is making a face when I arrive. He often does this: wild grimaces to accompany extreme announcements.


“A combustible situation, Mrs. Sullivan. You will cope with it well, I know, but I may have to get under my desk.”


“Yes, Prime Minister?”


“The American lawyer who has been sent to spy on me arrives this morning. Also, we receive Dr. Maloof.”


“And…?”


“They will not get along.”


The American arrives first. He introduces himself to me as Philip Cooper.


Sheik Fawzi pretends they already know each other and opens a file having nothing to do with anything. He has me keep files on his desk for this purpose. I change them every day, in fact.


“This morning’s problem: Hussein Maloof. Westernised Arab. Zaathi. Very unusual to encounter an educated Zaathi. Probably kidnapped or stowed away as a child on one of the ships when the French thought there was oil in Zaathah and sent in a lot of drilling equipment. Touchy about his antecedents.”


“Why is he here?” says the American.


“His Highness the Crown Prince believes we should have a census. He has met this Maloof in Paris. ‘He is a social scientist,’ His Highness tells me. He says this as if it were a rare capacity, like having perfect pitch or being an albino. He wants me to give this man a contract to count us.”


“What is wrong with that?”


“Two things. First, it is a waste of money. Admittedly, a small amount. But waste is waste. It will be a short step to personal helicopters and an international conference centre and from that to a steel mill. Why must all emerging countries have steel mills, Cooper? If we must have a steel mill, perhaps we should also have a coalmine. Perhaps also deposits of iron ore could be shipped in and buried in the desert, and we could send our young men to the Colourado School of Mines to be trained to go out and find them. It would be the most expensive game of hide and seek in the history of the world. This is only slight exaggeration.


“Second, this census will cause a lot of trouble.”


“Why is that?” says the American.


“There are not enough Alidi.”


“Ah.”


“And now that you are in my confidence, perhaps you would let Mrs. Sullivan find you pencils and such.”


Philip Cooper takes this dismissal pretty well, I think. Just gets up to leave. When he is at the door, which I am holding open for him, His Excellency speaks again: “By the way, Cooper, this individual who is coming to see us is himself not a simple case. Test him.”


I find Cooper pencils, and also a desk, and tell him how the office works – open at seven, closed for the day at one-thirty – give him a key, show him the refrigerator, and express surprise that no one met his flight two nights before.


“I met someone on the plane who gave me a ride,” he says. “Ian Something.”


“Ian Elliot – of restaurant fame,” I say.


“Quite a character.”


Our conversation is interrupted by the arrival of Dr. Maloof.


“Would you begin, Doctor,” Cooper says, once they are seated, “by telling us what the study you propose will accomplish?”


“It was not I, Mr. Cooper, but Prince Ibrahim who suggested the project.”


“Yes we know that, but for the record…”


I am organising the refreshments, so I miss bits.


“…or perhaps an example would help. Alidar is a wealthy country. Presumably no one starves. The crown prince, having concern for the people, wishes to be certain. I can tell you, based on fieldwork elsewhere, that pockets of malnutrition probably do exist. I could go on, but that should make it more concrete. Not terribly abstract, hunger. I believe you even have it in America.”


“Don’t let’s worry about America, Doctor. What else do you expect to learn about Alidar?”


“Infant mortality, family size, literacy, distribution of linguistic and tribal groupings, significant intergenerational feuds…”


“Talk about the feasibility study.”


“The object at this stage is to determine how hard it will be to obtain information, how much time must be devoted to winning people’s trust, whether it will be necessary to recruit local people who have migrated to the coastal areas to return to their home villages to conduct the surveys. Unlike myself, Mr. Cooper, some Arabs react badly to a direct approach. We are a backward people. It is many centuries since we conquered half the known world –”


“References?” says Cooper, interrupting. I cannot believe he is normally this rude, but you never know with Americans.


“I beg your pardon?” says Maloof.


“People we can contact who have been satisfied with your work in the past.”


“My organisation works on a confidential basis. We never disclose clients’ names.”


“Horse shit.”


His Excellency intervenes: “Perhaps we could defer the question of references.”


“Cost?” says Cooper.


“For the feasibility study, one hundred fifty thousand, plus expenses.”


“Dollars?”


“Dinars,” says Maloof. An Alidi dinar is worth about five English pounds, or ten American dollars.


“Oh, this is quite ridiculous,” says Cooper.


Maloof is looking contemptuous, and Fawzi is about to speak when the sound of excited voices and rapid movement intrudes from the next room. The door opens and the King of Alidar comes in. I recognise him from the portraits that hang in every public building. Also the son, whose picture I have also seen, and a magnificent Nubian. We all stand up.


“Your Majesty, may I present two of your newer servants?


“The brave American I know already. He runs in the desert. Be careful, Fawzi, or he will wear you out.”


“I didn’t realise who you were, sir,” says Cooper.


“I remember no discourtesy. You stopped to talk.” His Majesty turns toward Dr. Maloof but speaks to Fawzi. “This other individual I do not know.”


“Dr. Maloof,” says Fawzi.


“He dresses like a European but he looks like one of us.”


“Your Majesty has a keen eye,” says Maloof. “There is a family tradition that we have Alidi blood.”


“Dr. Maloof will be counting Your Majesty’s subjects,” says Fawzi.


The king turns to his son: “So this is the socialist you told me about.”


“Social scientist, Father.”


“Fawzi, come to lunch tomorrow.” His Majesty is evidently finished with Maloof. “And bring Mrs. Sullivan.” He barely glances in my direction. “My daughter, Fatima, wishes to meet her.”


The king leaves as abruptly as he arrived. We all follow him to the door. When he is gone, Maloof laughs. “Mubarek has betrayed you, Mr. Cooper. You have better manners than you pretend.”


“As each occasion demands,” says Cooper, unbending very little.


“And the price is one hundred fifty thousand dinars. You may deliver the contract to me at the Regency Hotel any time before eight, when I leave for the airport.”


As soon as he too is gone, Cooper is speaking to Fawzi: “With respect, you were no help at all.”


“I told you the crown prince wants to hire him.”


“So do you, evidently. And you kept diffusing the tension I was trying to create.”


“Dr. Maloof is a proud man.”


“I thought you wanted me to test the limits of that pride,” says Cooper.


“Perhaps I was also testing you.”


Cooper starts to object, but Fawzi continues before he can speak.


“You are not a principal here. If I require you to lose, you must lose.”


“I am not good at that.”


“You have the luxury of being an American.”


“That, I think, is what you ordered: American, one each – as they say in the army – has law degree, can get to the point. Prime Minister, who is this guy? You two know each other.”


“This is not an auspicious beginning, Cooper. I will assume it is jet lag. I know Maloof, as I know most Gulf Arabs of prominence, by virtue of my position. That does not mean we are confederates.”


“It felt like you were.”


“Perhaps I wanted him to think that.”


“Why would you want that?”


“I said ‘perhaps’. And I would have thought someone from the excellent firm I am told you come from would be more sophisticated. Let me give you your first culture lesson. Nothing in the Arab world is simple. That is why we are never in a hurry to ‘get to the point’, to borrow your phrase. The ‘point’ is often bloody – as you would know if you had been reading the newspapers for the past year. When I conclude that you have learned to listen, I will teach you to read. I did not ask for an adviser, and I did not ask for you. Since you are here, I will try to make intelligent use of you. If you adopt an intelligent attitude, you may find your time here an enriching experience. But you must accept that you are an employee, and that some of what you see will be mystifying.”


I have never seen Fawzi adopt this tone before. Cooper is more important than I had assumed.


“I may not be ‘sophisticated,’” he says, “but for the record, I do not think Dr. Maloof is primarily a demographer.”


“What then?”


“Some sort of entrepreneur.”


“Everyone in the Gulf is an entrepreneur,” says Fawzi. “And businessmen are preferable to holy men.”


There is rather a long silence.


“Be cheerful,” says Fawzi finally. “You were never expected to like me.” He goes into his office and closes the door.


I suppose I should describe Philip Cooper. He is shorter than I expected – five foot nine, perhaps. There is no fat on him at all. Quick movements, giving a hint of the muscles beneath his shirt. Left-handed, blond hair cut short, intelligent eyes. When he smiles, you remember he is American, but otherwise there is something of the stray dog about him. An alpha male, to be sure, but homeless. One could have sex with him for days, I would think.
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The reason you weren’t supposed to talk about the insurgency in Zaathah had to do with genealogy. Allison Baxter was explaining it to Philip, drawing a diagram on a napkin in Ian’s Restaurant. Philip was having trouble following her.


The Arab with the Bentley was the King of Alidar. Philip should have figured that out when he met him. Philip’s new boss looked like a monkey, and they were not going to get along. He would ship Philip back to New York as soon as he could get around to it. Arthur would tell him he’d set a new land speed record for screwing up and he would get a lot of free time to look for another job. The only friendly face in the crowd was the king’s son, who looked even dumber than Philip felt.


None of which actually concerned him as it should. He was in shock from having seen a beautiful woman…surrendered. “Bring Mrs. Sullivan,” the king had said. It was like being in the Middle Ages. It was like being in a slave market. It was like walking into a room full of fresh-cut lilies and being hit in the face with their scent.


Cassandra Sullivan was totally gorgeous, you understand: red hair, pale skin, tall, capable, angular, English. In New York she would be married to a billionaire who didn’t know what had happened to him. But she wasn’t in New York. She was in Alidar, where women had no legal existence. One had to assume she belonged to the prime minister. And now she belonged to the king. Just like that. Her own desires not relevant.


Philip’s first impression had been that she could be good company, actually. Sort of patted him on the shoulder verbally, when a pat on the shoulder was exactly what he needed, and did it in an asexual way, which was quite amazing when you considered how stunning she was.


Later she’d seemed frosty. “Go to Ian’s,” she had said, when Saturday officially ended. “You should meet some Europeans.” It had sounded like a reproach.


Ian’s Restaurant was in an old whitewashed building beside the harbour. It could be approached either by boat or from the souk. The restaurant had several rooms, the largest of which opened onto a terrace and a small swimming pool, which was primarily an excuse for sunbathing. Europeans came for the food and the gossip, both of which were of high quality. Young Arab businessmen – most in long robes and checked headcloths – came to look at the European girls beside the pool. Or so Cassandra had implied.


“Europeans” meant anyone who wasn’t an Arab. In Alidar, Americans were Europeans.


Ian had greeted Philip like an old friend when he showed up, given him a good table, sat down and ordered him a bottle of wine on the house – Alidar didn’t seem to be difficult about alcohol – and immediately launched into conversation the same as when he’d collapsed into the seat next to Philip on the plane, just as the door was being closed, full of admiration for the Russian taxi driver who had taken him to JFK in twenty-five minutes.


Australian. Described himself as a merchant. Even pulled out his passport to prove it. Only mentioned the restaurant later.


“What do you sell?” Philip had asked, wondering why the man had an Arab passport.


“Old machines. Construction equipment mostly. But I can tell you’re not a trader.”


“Lawyer,” Philip had said.


“Sorry to hear it.”


Philip had laughed.


“No offence. Just never struck me as interesting work. I’ve had friends who were lawyers, though. One got me out of jail in Jakarta. Got me out of the country, in fact. Useful folks to know. Glad to know you.”


“Why did you say I couldn’t be a merchant?” Philip had asked.


“Because the skill is not in selling but in knowing what to buy.”


“That sounds profound.”


“No charge.”


“Where do you buy this construction equipment?”


“Kuwait mostly. They have decent mechanics from Pakistan so the stuff’s in good shape, but they’re so rich they want everything to be new. Last time I was up there I saw a brand-new Mercedes with a flat tire abandoned by the side of the road in from the airport.”


“And where do you sell the equipment?”


“Yemen, Egypt, the Sudan, sometimes further down in Africa…”





So here he was with Allison. Ian had sent a note to her table: “Want to meet a fellow citizen?”


“…the Sultanate of Zaathah,” she was saying, “is at this moment ruled by Fayez the Third. His grandfather – F-One, I’ll call him – in his old age had by a much younger wife a last child, a son, whom he saw fit to educate abroad. This individual, whose name is Suleiman, claims the throne of Zaathah on the grounds that F-Two was not F-Three’s true father. Suleiman is a person of some charisma, and has adherents from his mother’s side in the mountainous border areas. So far, so good?”


“I’m with you,” said Philip, lying.


Allison was the sort of woman you could imagine a normal man wanting to marry. She was quick and friendly, and also rather pretty if you stopped to think about it. Slim waist. Small, efficient breasts that did their job with a minimum of fuss. Efficient skin that clearly never burned.


She was married, in fact. To a banker. Tommy. Nice guy, according to Ian, who’d filled him in as Allison was being relocated. “He’s probably in Saudi today.” Equally buttoned up and healthy looking. Shyly serious about his work. Subscribes to Foreign Affairs, and if there was no other audience, he could be engaged in well-informed discussions on the politics of oil. Worth knowing.


“If that were all there was to it,” said Allison, “Suleiman’s rebellion would be of no particular importance outside Zaathah, since the Sultanate is rich in nothing except inhabitants, and no one actually cares who rules it.”


“No one except Suleiman,” said Philip.


“Yes, of course,” said Allison briskly. “The situation is complicated, however, by the fact that Suleiman’s mother was undeniably descended from M-One – sorry, Mubarek the First of Alidar. Her mother, Suleiman’s grandmother, was M-One’s first wife. He married her in about 1917, when no one dreamed he would become king. Mountain women are evidently very beautiful, though how anyone would know I can’t fathom, as they cover up completely, including rather gruesome leather masks. The worldwide influenza epidemic at the end of the First World War killed off a number of his relatives and left him two steps from power. So he sent his beautiful wife and their daughter, the future mother of Suleiman, back to the mountains – claiming of course that the daughter wasn’t his – made a more politic second marriage, had his rather dim older brother pushed off a parapet or something, and took control, ruling briefly as regent for his decrepit uncle, and from nineteen twenty-three to nineteen sixty-one as king. M-Two, who rules here today, is the only surviving child of that second marriage. So you see the point?”


“Um, I think so.”


“What this means is that Suleiman’s claim in Alidar is plausible. Kingship can descend through the female line here, but it is supposed to go through the first wife, so everything depends on who got Suleiman’s grandmother pregnant, which no one can prove one way or the other. If his insurgency succeeds in Zaathah, he’ll have the prestige and resources to assert his rights – excuse me, his claim – in Alidar.”


“Is Suleiman likely to get control of Zaathah?”


“He might. That fat Englishman two tables to our right is a reporter for the London Telegraph, and he actually got into Zaathah for a few days two months ago. He says Suleiman is going to succeed.”


“Should I know him?”


“Suleiman?” Allison looked startled.


Philip laughed. “No, the fat Englishman.”


“Come here often enough and you won’t have a choice – unless he has a heart attack first.”


“You don’t like him?”


“Oh, he’s probably harmless. That’s the woman from Newsweek with him, by the way, who comes out from Athens every month. She’s probably paying for his lunch, and he’s helping her with a story. Bernard’s the Gulf equivalent of an old China hand. Speaks Arabic well enough to identify accents, which I suppose means he used to work for the government. Takes a rather pessimistic view of the region’s future. Says the person to watch is some young member of the bin-Laden family. They’re rich contractors, originally from Yemen, who have found favour in Riyadh. Bernard knows members of the Saudi royal family and says they told him so. Bernard knows a hell of a lot, as a matter of fact. I just prefer to keep my distance.”


Philip looked round the room. There were plenty of other women, though mostly with male or female friends. “You come here a lot?”


“I’m addicted.”


Philip looked through the glass doors to the terrace. “Ever use the swimming pool?”


“Nooo.”


“I suppose a woman’s position is ambiguous here,” he said.


“It can be managed. Sometimes Tommy comes, when he’s in town. I’m a regular, so Ian looks out for me, as you’ve seen.”


“I hope I get to meet him soon,” said Philip, meaning her husband. “But getting back to the begats, what you’re saying is that Suleiman has a reasonable shot at becoming Sultan of Zaathah, which is why people don’t talk about the subject in Alidar.”


“Right,” said Allison. “An interest in the subject suggests an interest in change closer to home.”


“Who in Alidar would want that?”


“Young men, impatient for power. Some of the Buhara, of course. You know about the Alidi/Buhara thing?”


“Remind me.”


“Buhara are supposed to be thirty-five per cent of the population but they’re probably a majority. Always lived on the coast, or always since they came here in the sixteenth century from Persia, as Iran was called back then. Buhara are Shias. Alidi are Bedouins, and Sunni. Settled here much later and still relate to the desert. The Buhara own all the businesses, but have no status. They’re assumed to be funding Suleiman.”


“Who else has a strong interest?”
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